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         Foreword          

 Tom Schmitt 

President and Chief Executive Offi cer, 
FedEx Global Supply Chain Services

 Brad Federman has spent most of his life with an eye toward 
strategy, execution, and performance. In fact, as early as junior 
high he showed an inherent knack for suggesting ways to 
improve group performance. His abilities surfaced during a 
weekend retreat and leadership seminar for student government 
participants, when the camp director immediately recognized in 
Brad a keen understanding of people and the issues that make 
them what they are. 

 Brad is now widely recognized as an expert in performance 
improvement and as a coach and leader. He has now made 
the decision to share that knowledge on a broader scale, and 
I predict that this book will be seen on quite a few executive 
bookshelves. 

 Managing people in a corporate setting shouldn ’ t be rocket 
science. After all, it requires only hiring qualifi ed people, keep-
ing them reasonably happy with pleasant working conditions 
and salaries, and motivating them to perform well and help the 
company make a profi t. Not too hard, right? Right! — As long as 
 “ managing people ”  is the end goal. 
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viii  FOREWORD

 Brad is on the leading edge of an area that has been evolv-
ing ever since Frederick Taylor fi rst turned management into a 
science in the early 1900s. It was only then that businesses got 
the fi rst inkling that their way of getting the product out the 
door might be more than a little ineffi cient. 

 The business community has come even further since 
Taylor ’ s day, taking a more holistic look at leadership. We now 
look for traits such as emotional intelligence — the ability to 
assess and manage our own emotions as well as those of others. 
Leadership is fi nally being seen as a quality instead of an author-
ity. Good managers are not judged by how well they keep a team 
in line and how much work that team produces, but rather by 
how good they are at motivating a team to want to produce a 
better product. We ’ re looking deeper at employees to learn just 
what makes them tick — and, thereby, learning what makes 
them work. Left - brain people learn and process information 
much differently than right - brain people. Choose all of one type 
and your team will suffer. Choose a balance of left and right and 
you ’ ll have drive, strategy, and creativity. 

 Brad puts the icing on the cake with his in - depth look at 
employee engagement as a strategy. He compares his model to 
Herzberg ’ s  “ Two Factor ”  model. It is some of that and a little of 
the old adage about  “ leading a horse to water. ”  You can put an 
employee in a spacious offi ce with an inspiring view, but without 
what Brad calls the  “ enrichment ”  factor, you cannot force him 
to be motivated or to care deeply about the company ’ s goals. 

 With rock - solid advice on everything from employee sur-
veys to hiring the right people, this book will live up to its claim 
as a  “ roadmap for creating profi ts, optimizing performance, and 
increasing loyalty. ”            
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          Preface          

 In March 2003, my life changed. I was no longer working with 
my old company. After almost nine years, we parted ways. It 
was a diffi cult time for me because many of my colleagues were 
like family. On the other hand, I watched and was asked to par-
ticipate in some of the poorest people practices I had seen in a 
while. I saw relationships deteriorate and performance fall as a 
result. Ironically, I was working for a performance improvement 
fi rm at the time and it was clear that the new owners chose 
 “ profi t ”  over  “ people. ”  I had always been involved in the perfor-
mance improvement world, but my interests were now different. 
I needed to reconnect with my chosen fi eld and I found myself 
asking,  “ How can I feel that sense of commitment again? ”  

 Signifi cant and widespread changes had occurred in the previ-
ous two to three years. First, the Internet bubble burst, and many 
people saw their life savings spill away. After that came the tragic 
events of 9/11. Meanwhile, globalization continued at a rapid pace. 

 The world has become smaller and our interdependency 
as a global community has become more apparent. What has 
also become apparent is our common struggle as human beings 
for respect, trust, understanding, and a desire to live and work 
productively. 

 In the Middle East, I saw many employees at an organization 
with which I was working wanting to move past organizational 
and cultural confi nes that were no longer productive. They 
wanted to be more engaged at work and stand for something 
inspiring and of value, and yet on a day - to - day basis they needed 
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x  PREFACE

the basics. Unfortunately, as in many organizations, they felt 
as though their hands were tied. And as I traveled the globe, 
I saw the same phenomenon repeat itself again and again. 

 I began to ask myself why work felt this way for so many 
people. With all of the training and interventions available, 
why was the environment of so many companies so far from 
stellar? And besides feeling good, did it really matter? Maybe 
 “ people ”  and  “ profi ts ”  were not as connected as I had thought. 
With those questions in mind, I began to rethink my past thir-
teen years in the industry, and I came to a few key realizations: 

  Many of the interventions in the workplace are based on old 
research that refl ects a different time;  

  Organizations do not deal with key issues, such as  “ building 
trust ”  and  “ working through fear, ”  in much of our training;  

  Our tendency is to make  “ or ”  decisions versus  “ and ”   decisions, 
causing us to function in an exclusive versus inclusive 
 manner; and  

  Our ability to truly link  “ people ”  to  “ profi t ”  still had a way 
to go.    

 This book is the result of those realizations. It is an over-
view of the employee engagement realm. Each chapter could be 
a book in and of itself. My attempt is to provide a strong over-
view of the subject with practical ideas that will cause people to 
think and a roadmap to a more productive future. 

 In the end, I have tried to provide both a C - level perspec-
tive and a human resource perspective, as I do not see them as 
an  “ or ”  proposition. My hope is that this book will help raise the 
human element of the business to the boardroom, because those 
who follow the advice in this book will create workplaces with 
more committed employees rather than compliant ones, more 
meaningful environments rather than insignifi cant ones, build 
stronger relationships with their employees, and outperform their 
competition.           

•

•

•

•
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             Introduction          

 By selecting this book, you have made an investment of your 
time and resources. You should expect to receive information 
you can apply directly to the needs of your organization and its 
employees. 

 The content on the following pages is designed to provide 
the information you are seeking. By maximizing your own level 
of engagement as you read the book, you will maximize the 
book ’ s benefi t to you. Therefore, I encourage you to think about 
your organization and your role in that organization as you move 
through this book. Questions to ask yourself include: 

  What vision, goals, and expectations am I trying to meet, 
both personally and professionally?  

  What level of engagement will this require?  

  What is the current level of engagement within my organi-
zation, and what pain or obstacles am I encountering on the 
road to a more engaged, fun, and profi table organization?  

  How important is loyalty to this equation?    

 This book, and the resources and expertise behind it, will 
help you answer these questions. More importantly, they will help 
you bring the vision of a more engaged organization to reality. 

 I encourage you to begin by writing brief notes in response 
to the questions above. As you move through the chapters, 
add to these notes, creating your own framework and outline 

•

•

•

•
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for engagement as you go. You may wish to share this infor-
mation, and your response to it, with other members of your 
organization as you explore and address these issues together. 

 The text provides a current, practical, and comprehensive 
view of the issues of engagement. It is written to be read from 
start to fi nish to best understand and contextualize the informa-
tion presented. However, you will fi nd that the individual chap-
ters can also be used as stand - alone  “ tutorials, ”  as they contain 
insights and questions you can apply to specifi c issues. 

 By approaching this book and the issues of engagement with 
specifi c goals in mind, you will not only have a roadmap to prof-
its, performance, and loyalty, but you will have begun the jour-
ney to the results you are seeking. 

 Remember, the value of this information is in its applica-
tion — knowing what engagement looks and feels like in your 
organization and —  based on that knowledge — building a cul-
ture of trust and achievement. The path is clear, and the rewards 
are signifi cant. Proven guidelines, tools, and resources are wait-
ing to assist you. 

 In the following pages, you will fi nd validation of your com-
mitment to excellence; the experience and insights of numer-
ous leaders who chose the path you are taking; and the wisdom 
of my organization and others who have had the opportunity 
to counsel and assist these courageous leaders in pursuing even 
greater levels of achievement. 

 I hope you will gain as much from reading the book as 
I have gained from the relationships and experiences that led 
me to write it.            

xiv  INTRODUCTION 
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3

                                                                                                                                                                                                                   1    

THE CASE FOR EMPLOYEE 
ENGAGEMENT: CONNECTIONS 

VERSUS TRANSACTIONS           

In This Chapter

4The Employee Engagement Spectrum

4Engagement Factors

4Pace

4Anxiety

4Schedule

4Technology

4Turnover

4Productivity

4Revenue and Profi tability

 For a while now, the employer/employee relationship has been 
deteriorating. Some might even say that this relationship no 
longer exists. Currently, studies estimate that only 11 to 29 
percent of employees are fully engaged in their work.  1   ,   2   See 
Figure  1.1  for a typical engagement spectrum.   

 What we fi nd when we look at a typical distribution of 
employees across the employee engagement spectrum is that 
our organizations are being driven forward by a select few. The 
bar graph in Figure  1.1  refl ects the actual distribution of one of 
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4  EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT

our clients and it is not atypical. Our organizations tend to look 
like a bell curve, with only a small fraction of employees clearly 
connected to their work and the strategy of the organization. 
Think about this for a moment. Would we settle for these types 
of numbers in any other area of our business? Would you be will-
ing to have only 14 percent of your systems, copy machines, 
printers, or facilities functioning at full capacity? The answer 
is obviously  “ no. ”  When we lose capacity in any other part of 
our business, we invest or reinvest — and we should do the same 
with our people. 

 We are challenged to locate qualifi ed associates to meet the 
competitive standards of today ’ s work environment. It is a strug-
gle to fi nd great employees, let alone keep them, even with only 
3.6 million open positions in the United States alone.  3   When 
the economy falters, and we have an easier time hiring qualifi ed 
employees because there are more candidates available, we do 
not hire and on - board them well. In a recent survey completed 
by Performancepoint, over 42 percent of respondents claimed 
fi nding qualifi ed employees as one of their biggest challenges, yet 
only slightly over 10 percent of them claimed that their organi-
zations excelled at selecting and on - boarding new employees.  4   

 Figure 1.1 Typical Employee Engagement Distribution 
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THE CASE FOR EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT   5

 Even when we hire great employees, the complexities that 
come with managing today ’ s diverse workforce can create dif-
fi cult retention challenges. In the board room, executives talk 
about the new generation lacking in a work ethic and the desire 
of some employees to move up in the organization without pay-
ing their dues. To compensate, companies spend a great deal of 
money looking into the implications of generational differences 
in their organizations, sometimes forgetting that, while these 
generalizations can be productively made across larger popula-
tions, they cause problems when applied on an individual level. 

 We must remember that each employee is an individual, and 
these individuals do not necessarily conform to generalizations. 
A great example is the contrast between many baby boomers I 
have met who are tech - savvy and some of the young people enter-
ing the workforce who are not. It is even more ironic that some 
of my client contacts in human resources, charged with improving 
the current engagement situation at their company, have confi ded 
in me that they want to leave and don ’ t feel engaged themselves —
 a strong signal of the current state of affairs. 

 On the other side, employees are tired of being taken for 
granted. They do not feel respected and included. Many employ-
ees want more transparency and question senior leadership ’ s 
choices. Young, old, male, female; it does not really matter; 
everyone wants to feel more connected. But we have grown to 
lack trust in our organizations. Performancepoint notes that only 
28 percent of employees truly believe in the strategic direction 
of their organizations and just over 38 percent trust their leader-
ship.  5   We have either been laid off ourselves or know someone 
who has or we have been asked to be a good corporate citizen, 
only to watch as some of our fellow citizens are mistreated.  

  Engagement Factors 

 How did we get to this point? Will it pass? Or are we condemned 
to this new world where  “ everyone is in it for themselves ”  and it 
is just too hard to move forward with this drag? 
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6  EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT

 Well, the bad news is that these challenges are not going to
go away. The good news is that there are a number of ways 
to work within this new context. Companies that have fi gured this 
out typically experience a signifi cant  “ leg up ”  when it comes to 
the numbers. But that is not the only benefi t. To understand 
how we can work productively in this environment, we need to 
look at why these changes have occurred. See Figure  1.2  for a 
number of macro shifts that have caused these changes.   

  Pace 

 Everything is happening faster than ever. It is diffi cult for orga-
nizations and individuals to keep up. Many of us are frantic 
and under pressure on a daily basis. In the last forty years, we 
have moved from typewriters and land lines to laptops and cell 
phones. We used to have conversations in the offi ce anticipat-
ing the ideal environment technology would bring. Now most 
of us can be overheard asking questions like,  “ Do our computers 

 Figure 1.2 Macro Shifts in the Employment Environment 
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THE CASE FOR EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT   7

work for us or do we work for our computers? ”  The truth is that 
technology has created two fundamental shifts in our work pace: 

  We can process more information faster.  

  It is no longer necessary for us to be present when certain 
work is taking place.    

 While this sounds great in theory, we are not any faster 
ourselves as human beings, and now we are straddled with the 
demand to keep up with more information, more data, and higher 
expectations of productivity. Specifi cally, the speed of our work 
has increased and the number of tasks we must accomplish in a 
given time period has increased as well. With all of this new capa-
bility, we feel the increased demands made by our organizations, 
leadership, and customers. One study in Europe that was com-
pleted over a fi fteen - year period found a trend that more work-
ers are experiencing a higher pace of work with an increase in
the amount of tight deadlines.  6   These rising expectations cause 
us to focus on the  “ little picture ”  rather than the  “ big picture. ”  

 In one of our training exercises, we ask participants to 
achieve a basic goal. We even allow them time to plan how they 
will approach the task. However, they rarely achieve the goal 
because they jump right into the task rather than planning, due 
to their perceived time deadline. Participants focus on the little 
details and tasks that they can quickly impact, and they just try 
to get the work done. Interestingly enough, when we review the 
task at a more strategic level, they quickly realize what high per-
formance could look like and begin to explore why they did not 
even see the more powerful and productive approach. 

 When we arrive at work and we have fi fty, one hundred  . . .
 some clients complain to me that they have over two hundred 
or more emails in their inboxes at the start of the day, without 
being out of the offi ce on the previous day   . . . and we have sev-
eral projects with which we are involved, and a supervisor who 
has just informed us of a new deadline, we have a diffi cult time 

•

•
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8  EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT

not getting caught up in that noise. All of us become distracted 
and overwhelmed at times. We fi nd ourselves asking,  “ How can 
I get through all of this quickly? ”  or  “ What can I check off the 
list? ”  In many cases, we give up a strategic point of view just to 
complete more tasks, faster. Yes, we are productive, but are we 
always making a difference? Are we engaged in the right tasks? 
Are we driving the organization forward? 

 A great example of this is the numerous requests my organi-
zation receives regarding team building. Most of these requests 
involve one person or a team complaining about another per-
son or team not involving them in their efforts. The paradox is 
that the other person or team feels like they cannot collaborate 
due to the time it takes, and they feel damned if they do, and 
damned if they don ’ t. So the question becomes whether it is best 
to work strategically, involving others and leaving less time to 
complete tasks in a quality manner, or to get more things done 
in a less - collaborative manner. 

 One critical aspect of our work that suffers because of this 
overload is our relationships. We lack the time to take interest 
in others, and we certainly have a challenge exploring issues 
that are important to other people, including our employees. 
After all, these conversations feel like distractions from getting 
more tasks completed, faster. The implication is that this pace 
has caused many of us to focus on effi ciency and treat even our 
relationships as transactional. Many managers cannot tell you 
what their employees ’  career goals are or how their employees 
prefer to be recognized. Why? The number - one reason I hear 
from managers is,  “ I don ’ t have the time. ”  They don ’ t feel they 
have the time, and yet the defi nition of being a manager is all 
about making the time for your employees. 

 When I talk with employees, I am amazed at how much 
pressure they feel. I am even more amazed when they talk about 
how little they feel appreciated in comparison. These employ-
ees do not think about moving the business forward, how to 
reduce the pressure, or change the environment (although that 
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THE CASE FOR EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT   9

is a wish). These employees ask themselves:  “ Is this worth it? ”  or 
 “ Where else can I work? ”   

  Anxiety 

 The pace of work alone gives credence to the fact that many 
people feel a signifi cant amount of stress and anxiety, but that is 
not the only cause of anxiety in the workplace. The pressure to 
perform is signifi cant. First and foremost, I can think of very few 
businesses that are not under pressure from  increased competition . 
I know many of our clients struggle with increased costs, pricing 
pressures, and shrinking profi ts. Much of this competition is due 
to globalism, trade agreements, and technology.  7   It is amazing 
how much work is completed across borders. 

 I travel a great deal to Europe and the Middle East for clients 
whose engagement and productivity demands have increased 
as these boundaries have diminished. Most people outside the 
Middle East region would not recognize the changes creat-
ing increased demand to engage employees in that workplace. 
First of all, many people are not aware of the economies that 
are being built outside of the oil industry. And the majority of 
individuals are not aware of the region ’ s challenges in building 
engagement of locals, or  “ nationals ”  as is the case in Kuwait, 
where the engagement of expatriates is higher than that of 
locals. This creates challenges related to employment, immigra-
tion, effi ciencies, and economic stability.  8   

  Technology  has not only allowed us to service customers  globally, 
but it has opened up markets to competition they have not experi-
enced before. This forces businesses operating in these markets to 
be more competitive. There are many things that a business can-
not easily change, such as the environmental or employment reg-
ulations of a particular country. Many businesses work instead on 
innovation or increasing effi ciencies. Other corporations focus 
on off - shoring, use of expatriates, and leveraging contract work-
ers. Regardless of the strategy, movement across borders, individual 

ch001.indd   9ch001.indd   9 6/9/09   12:18:10 PM6/9/09   12:18:10 PM



10  EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT

assignments, and increased job competition leave individuals with 
a  “ Me ”  attitude. Why shouldn ’ t they feel that way? These employ-
ees want to make their marks and make as much money as they can 
when they can. Who knows what tomorrow will bring? 

 Another area that creates anxiety is  change . We are constantly 
asked to do things differently than we have in the past. Part of 
this phenomenon has to do with the increased pace in our work-
places. Another aspect has to do with the lack of consistency in 
leadership. With the median CEO tenure of 5.5 years  9   and turn-
over of CEOs at its highest rate ever over the last two years,  10   we 
barely have enough time to execute one strategy before another 
one is being introduced. One of our clients had six CEOs in four 
years. Every time a new CEO walked in their door, employees 
were asked to buy into a different strategy. Talk about whiplash. 

 The last area that contributes to anxiety is all about  security 
and trust . Layoffs have become commonplace. Ethics and integ-
rity seem optional until someone has to pay the piper, as in the 
case of Enron. Choices made by boards of directors or execu-
tives based on greed, as well as inequities in compensation sys-
tems, make many employees feel slighted at best. It is startling 
how many times I work with people who quit a company only 
to return six months later in order to be paid more. How can 
we have compensation systems that ignore productive, knowl-
edgeable employees and reward unproven workers who present a 
learning curve and increased risk? 

 Another area that has come under fi re in recent years is 
 executive pay . There are a number of recent examples of execu-
tives receiving bonuses when their companies have been losing 
money and laying off workers. In the United States, we have 
seen this debate occur even when companies have received bail -
 out money from the government. Jack Welch has even weighed 
in on the debate saying:   

  “ I think without question once the federal government has to 
step in to bail out the private enterprise, you ’ ve got to modify 
the private enterprise pay packages. ”   11     
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 The point is not about whether or not executive pay is fair, 
which of course is situational. The point is about trust. Consider 
another headline  “ Where Bribery Was Just a Line Item, ”   12   refer-
ring to Siemens business practices, or  “ The Party ’ s Over ”   13   quot-
ing Attorney General of New York Andrew Cuomo on AIG ’ s 
over - the - top executive expenditures. 

 Are we running organizations in a transparent manner, 
communicating well enough with all of our stakeholders, with 
clear reasonable choices? Perception is powerful. When we lose 
sight of how our employees, our customers, and the general pub-
lic perceive our actions, we have created a signifi cant problem. 
When pressure overrides good judgment and forces unhealthy 
choices, we all pay. 

 Risk also takes on new proportions in the  global marketplace . 
A war in Lebanon starts and everyone evacuates. Hugo Chavez 
threatens to seize control of private business, some of which 
is owned and operated by companies outside of Venezuela. 
Rebuilding Iraq remains a pressing agenda in a confl ict - ridden 
region. We take risks doing business globally every day. 

 The more unstable the world becomes, the more reaction-
ary many of us become. Organizations hedge their bets. Some 
organizations lack necessary disaster recovery plans. These orga-
nizations become driven by short - term thinking because the 
opportunity exists now. We live with more fear and uncertainty, 
which limits trust and increases insecurity. 

 Each time I go to the Middle East, I am curious about the 
differences between cultures — business and personal. One of 
the interesting things I have noted in my travels there is the 
ability of individuals to cope with confl ict and uncertainty from 
day to day. Some of these wonderful people travel to neighbor-
ing countries where I would not dream to go. I would not put 
my life at that much risk. However, I also note that many of 
these same people seem to lack trust in others and lack a sense 
of security in their work environment, so they fi nd security in 
themselves. Fear causes us to go inward. Fear causes us to take 
fewer risks, and when we do take them, the risks are based on 
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fear, not opportunity. Unfortunately, this has become a major 
issue in our workplaces. 

 According to the Human Resources Workplace Stress Survey 
completed in 2007  14  : 

  Seventy percent of HR professionals feel stress is a problem 
in their organization;  

  Over 50 percent believe stress has become a larger issue in 
just one year; and  

  Only 10 percent of line managers are aware, to a great 
extent, of what signs to look for to identify stress.    

 Many of the solutions the research pointed to were reac-
tive. Organizations sometimes utilize workplace stress policies as 
a solution to the problem. Other organizations utilize employee 
assistance programs (EAPs), which are reactive in nature and 
usually come into effect when the problem looms large. As a 
whole, we are behind in our efforts to provide the skills neces-
sary to keep up with the anxiety and stress in today ’ s workplace.  

  Schedule 

 Because we are working across the globe, business truly is twenty -
 four hours, seven days a week for many organizations. That type 
of effort creates interesting lifestyles for employees of those orga-
nizations. Many of these individuals are facing constant jet lag 
from traveling to places like China one week, and then to the 
United States the very next. Even if we are not one of those 
individuals who must fl y to the ends of the earth, we are wired. 
Most people have PDAs and can be reached wherever they are. 
More importantly, we have become dependent on these devices, 
even addicted. Our boundaries have all but disappeared. 

 The larger concern regarding this stressful workplace revolves 
around expectations and balance. When does work stop? How 

•

•

•
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do I fi nd balance? What if not taking a call costs the organiza-
tion money? If I do not work at odd times, will I be left out of the 
loop? What impact will that have on my career? The fact that 
these questions are on employees ’  minds tells us a great deal. 
Many employees suffer from a struggle with work/life balance. 

 I, myself, could work all of the time. I know I can ’ t fi nd bal-
ance; I can only work toward it. It has become a process composed 
of choices, not an outcome. This is like having an additional 
responsibility that comes along with work. If we do not pay atten-
tion to ourselves, it usually leads to burnout. And if we try to 
unplug when others around us do not, other stresses may result. 

 The results of the 24/7 workplace can be quite traumatic. 
Many negative results occur because of this lifestyle, including 
sleep disorders, health problems, parenting challenges, marital 
discord, household chore diffi culties, and minimized family time. 
It has been argued that this issue needs to become a publicly 
debated topic and that social and business reforms are neces-
sary in order to support the expansion of the 24/7 work environ-
ment.  15   Regardless of whether there are policy changes or not, 
one thing is certain: employees have new challenges due to a 
global schedule and demand that has both positive and negative 
consequences, blurring the line even more between personal 
and professional life.  

  Technology 

 It is interesting that all of this technology has not made our cor-
porate or personal lives easier. Businesses struggle because they 
hire professionals; many highly educated, and then put these 
associates into boxes. We call these boxes, collectively, an orga-
nizational chart. Then we put in place  limits  known as policies. 
The more we try to regulate our employees, the more we create 
a parent - child relationship. Our employees feel as though they 
are wearing shackles. I worked with one company that made all 
employees submit a purchase order for approval on everything 
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regardless of the amount or purpose. Needless to say, the organi-
zation had a backlog on approvals, sometimes up to two months. 
They had service technicians in the fi eld who had to make a 
choice — buy a part using their own money and risk not being 
reimbursed, or choose to make the customer wait for an unac-
ceptable amount of time. A number of these service technicians 
chose to forgo reimbursement in order to service customers. 
They did not submit reimbursement forms because they were 
afraid of the potential repercussions. 

 Our organizational charts are based on the demands of the 
industrial age and a traditional military structure or hierarchy. 
This structure was created for a time when we did not use com-
puters, networks, PDAs, and other Internet - based technologies. 
Most employees were hired to function as labor — and not highly 
skilled labor at that. 

 To compensate for this discrepancy, organizations have utilized 
or experimented with various structures such as the matrix organi-
zation and skunk works. There have been some limited successes, 
but overall we are still struggling. Corporate structures are shifting, 
and they should continue this shift in keeping with the new work 
environment. Until we create a new, more adaptable and accepted 
model, we can expect continuing sub - optimization of talent and 
resources, creation of confl ict, or worse. 

 At a conference at which I recently spoke, a discussion 
developed around this very topic. Some people attending 
the conference spoke of their employers ’  policies limiting use 
of social networks such as LinkedIn. There was clearly frus-
tration with policies limiting the use of the Internet, new 
 technologies, and structures that function more like a network 
than a  traditional hierarchy. Of course, organizations that sup-
port these types of shifts will lose a sense of control, but what 
might they gain? 

 Jeff Howe in  CrowdSourcing   16   shares numerous examples 
of organizations large and small that have utilized these new 
structures and technologies to improve products, the customer 
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 interface, and their business. He relates some key principles 
behind why  CrowdSourcing  is successful: 

  Communities can organize labor more effectively than 
organizations;  

  The most appropriate person to complete the work is the 
one who is passionate about the work; not necessarily 
the person with the job title;  

  Evaluation is most helpful and productive when coming 
from peers; and  

  When work is organized through these types of networks, 
people join in eagerly to help out their friends or collegial 
peers.    

 To a lot of people this will sound like anarchy. What about 
going through the proper structure or channels? What about the 
rules? How can you bypass your boss or supervisor? How can we 
include outsiders (people not in the company) in these projects? 
What about copyrights, patents, confi dential information? How 
can we protect ourselves? This is too risky. Or is it too risky not 
to fi gure out a way to make new structures work? Think about 
Procter and Gamble, the Linux operating system, open source 
programming, or Wikis. Each of these is an example of an orga-
nization or project that has benefi ted from these new structures 
and ways of working. It is happening right now, whether we like 
it or not. The question is how we can use it to our advantage 
and engage our people more. 

 The current environment also encourages employees to 
multi - task, which might be appropriate when we keep in mind 
the second half of that word — TASK. Unfortunately, we as a 
society also include people in multi - tasking. All this does is allow 
us to treat each other superfi cially, as if we were on a checklist. 
The consequence of this is interruption and isolation. Many 
employees utilize email and text messaging as a replacement 

•

•

•

•
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for dialogue. We even see email utilized as a vehicle for airing 
our confl icts. Consider the impact on our relationships when we 
do not have to look the other person in the eye or hear his or 
her voice, and all we have to do to conclude our dialogue is to 
press  “ send ”  or  “ delete. ”  One manager with whom I was work-
ing had two cell phones, a computer, and a land line. He would 
talk with one person, keep another person on hold, check email 
on the other line, and answer the phone on the desk. How do 
you think his employees felt? Unfortunately, I know how he 
felt — productive. 

 The average number of minutes employees have to focus on 
a project prior to being interrupted is eleven minutes.  17   Think 
about the time it takes to shift your thinking and then to shift 
back to the project; to review and fi gure out where you left 
off. How much aggravation do we develop over interruptions? 
Or if you are the one waiting  . . .  how do you feel? We have all 
become too comfortable with instant gratifi cation. We want 
answers quickly, and unfortunately life does not usually work 
that way. More importantly, the recent trend toward multi -
 tasking actually slows us down and limits our focus. Kathleen 
Nadeau, Ph.D., says,  “ Multi - tasking is really a misnomer, since 
your brain is unable to focus on two tasks at once. ”  And another 
expert, Rene Marois, Ph.D., explains why we are less effi cient 
based on research she has completed,  “ A kind of bottleneck 
occurs and you become less effi cient than if you were to fi nish 
one task before starting another.     ”18  The ramifi cations are huge. 
We are slower, yet we have the opposite perception; we are not 
present and available for our colleagues, yet we feel we are meet-
ing everyone ’ s needs. 

 As productive as we may think we are, we are not there for 
each other. We are alone even when we are with people. We 
feel like a bother to others or are frustrated with those who try 
to treat us like just another task. It is easier to isolate ourselves 
and hide behind text messages and emails. 
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 In the last several years, we have seen increased job com-
petition and movement. We used to take assignments as a 
development rotation. Many people now must take positions 
on a contract basis or across the globe, due to the new nature 
of work. While exciting, this dynamic creates a transient work 
population. Teams have diffi culty forming; we can begin to have 
a loss of institutional or department memory; relationships only 
develop to a limited degree; and people do not have to live 
with the consequences of their decisions because they have left 
before those consequences materialize. 

 All these forces lead us to be transactional and effi cient. To 
hide inside ourselves. However, high - quality human relation-
ships are much more consultative and collaborative. They are 
based on trust and value. We work with people and organiza-
tions in which we have faith, and that help us become success-
ful and better than we are when we work individually. Those 
organizations that build processes, systems, and relationships 
based on these principles are winning in the marketplace. See 
Figure  1.3 , The Current Dichotomy.   

 What do we mean by winning? Lower turnover, higher pro-
ductivity, stronger customer loyalty, and a better bottom line.  

 Figure 1.3 The Current Dichotomy 
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 Source:  Performancepoint, LLC
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  Turnover 

 We would all like to have more control over the turnover 
rates in our organizations. This is not to say we want to elimi-
nate turnover altogether. After all, some turnover is produc-
tive and has a positive impact for individuals and organizations. 
However, in my work, I rarely come across companies keeping 
every associate they want to keep and removing those they do 
not want to keep. More times than not, organizations would 
like to reduce the amount of turnover they are experiencing. 
Interestingly enough, turnover and engagement are interrelated. 

 Take for instance, the Fortune 100 Best Places to Work  19   list, 
which are considered companies with high employee engage-
ment levels. The turnover rates for these organizations are much 
lower than the industry average, sometimes by as much as 71 
percent, as in the case of the healthcare industry.  20   See Figure  1.4 
on the relationship between engagement and turnover.   

 Figure 1.4 Engagement and Turnover 
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 Even more concerning is the practice of keeping employees 
who have already left, but remain in the building. There are a 
number of employees who skate by or have their minds occu-
pied by other things. Only 62 percent of employees say they are 
regularly creative and resourceful, and only 38 percent say they 
are going to stick around in their current workplace. One of the 
most striking things we found in the Performancepoint survey is 
that 50 percent of the respondents said they are at 60 percent or 
less utilization of their capabilities in their performance on the 
job. Imagine the millions in payroll we are wasting.  21    

  Productivity 

 Everyone is working harder these days, and no one doubts that 
work is more stressful. It most certainly is! So why ask how pro-
ductive we are? Well, productivity is about a lot more than the 
number of hours people work or the number of tasks checked 
off a to - do list. Productivity relates to how connected each 
employee is to the mission of the organization. Are they working 
on the right stuff? Productivity is also about driving the business 
forward, taking educated risks, and being resourceful. Over and 
over again, we fi nd organizations that have cultures hindering 
this type of productivity. It is a shame when employees and lead-
ers are more concerned, literally and fi guratively, with punching 
the time clock than with the quality of their work. 

 On one of our interventions it became clear that people 
were not working on the right things, even though they felt 
busy. (See Figure  1.5 .) The employees at this company were 
stretched for time and wanted more support. Leadership was 
disappointed with the current performance of the sales group. 
There were a number of reasons why this client was not per-
forming at a higher level. However, we found that the sales-
people were not focused or proactive in their sales activities. 
We were able to identify, with the client, what would make the 
difference in sales and help the sales group shift their time to 
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those activities. After working with the client, we were able to 
document signifi cant changes in their productivity. Specifi cally, 
we saw signifi cant increases in the number of cold calls and 
existing account calls, and an increase in customer retention 
rates.    

  Revenue and Profi tability 

 The bottom line is that businesses need to make money. 
Executives are concerned with fi nancials and we are driven by 
those fi nancials, sometimes to our detriment. We can forget that 
we have been successful because we met a client or customer 
need. We were successful because our employees were motivated 
to meet the customer need. When we see the fi nancials as the
indicator of our success, we are too late. Financials are like 
the rearview mirror in our car. Once we look at our fi nancial 
statements, we are looking at a picture of the past. These num-
bers represent earlier actions as an organization. The moment 

 Figure 1.5 Percentage Change in Key Activities 
at Client Organization 
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we react (or often overreact) to our fi nancials, we make short -
 term decisions to achieve fi scal responsibility, forgetting that the 
very reason we have come to this place is because we took our 
eyes off of our real business and that reducing expenses will not 
create that connection again. Let me share with you an example 
of just how connected employee engagement is to success. More 
importantly, it is the signifi cant lead indicator to success, as seen 
in Figure  1.6 .   

 As you can see from the research completed by the 
Conference Board shown in Figure  1.6 , companies with high 
levels of engagement outperform their competitors. These results 
have been proven over and over again based not only on reve-
nue, but also on stock price  22   with an increase of 64 percent ver-
sus 21 percent, based on the company ’ s ability to be employee 
friendly. One study demonstrated that people practices deter-
mined the likelihood of an IPO to survive past fi ve years.  23   

 In  engaged  organizations employees: 

  Focus on getting the job done, but also on what is next;  

  Feel a part of a team and something larger than themselves;  

•

•

 Figure 1.6 The Bottom Line 
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  Feel sharp and have less pressure to make employment 
jumps; and  

  Work through change and approach fear in a mature 
manner.    

 Why do employees feel differently in some organizations ver-
sus others? The reason has to do with the organization ’ s perspec-
tive of what employee engagement is and how it is prioritized. 

 When my company, Performancepoint, fi rst started working 
on employee engagement issues, we were struck by how many 
different ways engagement was defi ned. Many organizations still 
look at employee engagement as satisfaction or a happiness rat-
ing, while others see it connected to issues such as union activity 
and absenteeism. Our concern with these approaches had to do 
with the fact that employee engagement was not seen as a busi-
ness driver. These old defi nitions are tactical, stop - gap measures, 
and in the case of employee satisfaction can be seen as soft. 

 After much deliberation and research, we have defi ned 
employee engagement as:   

 The  degree  to which a  person commits  to an organization and 
the  impact  that commitment has on how profoundly they  per-
form  and their length of  tenure .   

 It is important to note that engagement is not an on/off 
switch. It is a continuum, and we will have employees who fall 
in various places on the continuum. The key to engagement is 
to move employees further along that continuum over time, as 
seen in Figure  1.7 .   

 We are not talking about moving mountains. Small percent-
ages of people moving toward stronger engagement levels can 
make signifi cant differences in the workplace. Unfortunately, 
opportunities for movement are typically overlooked. One of 
the challenges we face as employers is that it is easier to focus on 
labels rather than on movement. When we view a picture of our 

•

•

ch001.indd   22ch001.indd   22 6/9/09   12:18:12 PM6/9/09   12:18:12 PM



THE CASE FOR EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT   23

employee population and notice how few of our employees are 
engaged, we can become disappointed, even upset. Then when 
we zero in and see portions of our employees as disengaged, we 
may react even more. It is not uncommon to hear some clients 
say,  “ If those employees don ’ t like working here, they can leave ”  
or  “ These people will never change. They are just wired that 
way. ”  There is nothing wrong with acknowledging when we 
have a less than stellar fi t between an employee and the organi-
zation or arguing that a particular employee is just not wired for 
high engagement, yet that is not what we are discussing here. 

 Many organizations rest their success on the shoulders of a 
few, leaving room for a stronger commitment from a majority of 
the organization; in some cases 85 percent or more. Even the 
truly disengaged portions of an organizational population can 
reach upwards of 15 percent in many organizations. When we 
do not personalize the issue and we try not to connect individual 
faces to the feedback, we begin to see the data differently. We 
no longer see challenging people as the issue and we can start to 

 Figure 1.7 Client Year - Over - Year Employee Engagement 
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see signifi cant portions of the population as being left behind or 
not included. When we reexamine the issue from this perspec-
tive we can begin to ask,  “ What systemically is going on? ”  and 
 “ Are we okay with the current situation? ”  Now we are making 
a conscious choice. And when we make conscious choices like 
this, most of the time we choose movement rather than labels. 
The next question we should ask to create movement is:  “ How 
can we create more commitment? ”  

 According to Wikipedia, commitment means duty or pledge 
to something or someone.  24   Other words or synonyms we could 
use to describe commitment might be  “ dedication, ”     “ devotion, ”  
or  “ responsibility. ”  Commitment is all about engagement and 
accountability. The more committed we are, the more engaged 
and accountable we are. People make commitments to them-
selves, to others, and to ideas. Those commitments are sometimes 
implicit and other times explicit. We even make unconscious 
commitments. The most important idea behind commitment 
is that there can be many commitments made at any given time. 
We can commit to our work, career, team, the business strategy, 
the vision or mission, senior leadership, an idea, a project — 
and the list goes on. 

 Unfortunately, organizations have typically focused on one 
commitment — the commitment between the employee and 
the manager. However, the more commitments an employee 
has with an organization, the more likely the relationship will 
be stronger and last longer. Every commitment we make as 
employees, or in life for that matter, is based on a set of connec-
tions. A connection means  “ a joining or being joined; a rela-
tionship; association; the relation between things that depend 
on, involve, or follow each other. ”   25   Synonyms for connection 
are  “ link, ”     “ reciprocity, ”  or  “ attachment. ”  So a commitment is a 
dedication based on a connection(s), which represents a mutu-
ally benefi cial bond. The big question for organizations then 
should be:  “ How do we create an environment that encourages 
connections or mutually benefi cial bonds? ”  
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 If we look at the idea of connections from a different angle, 
it illustrates the point well. Each of us lives in a city, a place 
we call home, that may be temporary, or for some fairly perma-
nent. It is precisely because of this willingness or unwillingness 
to move that one of the fi rst questions recruiters ask usually 
has to do with a candidate ’ s willingness to relocate for a partic-
ular position. Why is there a difference in preference between 
individuals? The answer is based on the number and strength of 
the connections the individual has with the city in which he or 
she lives. (See Figure  1.8 .)   

 If I live in a city where my family lives, I have probably 
developed strong friendships. I may have a place of worship that 

 Figure 1.8 Connections 

Place of 
Worship

Parents

Children

FriendsWork

Home

WorkHome

 Source:  Performancepoint, LLC

ch001.indd   25ch001.indd   25 6/9/09   12:18:13 PM6/9/09   12:18:13 PM



26  EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT

I attend where I am comfortable. And if I have a good job, then 
uprooting is diffi cult. If you add to that a sentimental liking of 
the area and a history, thirty years of experiences, I would have 
an even more thorny decision to make. If you then add in the 
additional detail that my children are in the crucial education 
years and moving them at this time would be more traumatic 
than when they were younger, then I have an intensely gruel-
ing decision on my hands and probably will not uproot. On the 
other hand, if all I have keeping me in a certain place is my job; 
then moving to another location is a less complicated decision 
because jobs are easily replaceable; unless this job is my dream 
job. It is for this very reason that the number of connections 
a person has to a city is only half the picture. The strength of a 
connection is just as relevant, because one connection can trump 
just about everything else. For instance, if I lived in a city and 
had a number of connections, most of which were strong, and I 
could not imagine leaving at all because this was where I wanted 
to live, I might still move. I might make a sacrifi ce for my stron-
gest connection — a spouse who has an important career oppor-
tunity; a parent in need of physical assistance; a moral, ethical, 
or safety choice such as testifying in court and entering a witness 
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Figure 1.9 Commitment and Connections
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protection program; or maybe for children, to take advantage of 
an opportunity to improve their future. (See Figure  1.9 .)   

 Impact is also very important. Most organizations attempt 
to measure employee engagement and rarely, if ever, tie it to 
their businesses. Some stop at some kind of a satisfaction mea-
sure. Unfortunately, satisfaction is a fi ckle measure that changes 
quickly and frequently. The reason satisfaction measures are 
fi ckle is due to the emotional nature of these types of measures. 
Feelings are quick to change and vary in intensity. Most impor-
tantly, feelings are based on connections and beliefs. If we mea-
sure bonds and the beliefs these bonds are made up of, then we 
are more likely to obtain a stable and more accurate reading of 
the environment. An example of the difference might be 

   Feeling Measure:     “ I like working at ABC Organization. ”   

   Connection Measure:     “ I believe my organization has a culture of 
integrity. ”     

 The fi rst measure is interesting, yet tells us very little because 
it can change daily or hourly based on the most recent events. 
The second measure, the connection measure, begins to tell a 
story. What you can do as an organization is to ask both types 
of questions and use the correlation between the two to try to 
demonstrate cause and effect. However, an even more powerful 
approach, especially at the executive level, is to tie the measures 
to real impact. 

 We want to measure strong indicators of success: productiv-
ity, retention, customer loyalty, profi tability, and revenue. When 
I use the word  “ productivity, ”  I am not referring to the number 
of hours an employee works or how busy he or she is. I am refer-
ring to the person ’ s creativity, resourcefulness, and ability to 
work on what counts. I do not mean to imply that employee sat-
isfaction is not important. We want a happy and healthy work-
place. I am just saying that if we create a company in which 
people stick around and are comfortable being creative and 
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resourceful, then we have created a healthy and accountabil-
ity - driven environment. Accountability or ownership is essen-
tial; otherwise, our employees become victims and we develop 
an ineffective culture over time. Those organizations that worry 
about satisfaction become more interested in making employees 
happy, sometimes bypassing the necessary discomfort that comes 
with change and reducing accountability in the process. More 
importantly, when our measurement factors consistently lead 
to success, we have now created a hard fi nancial reason for an 
organization to treat its employees with as much importance as 
it does marketing, advertising, fi nancials, and other functions 
that reside at the executive table.                                                                              

           Questions to Ask Yourself   

  What connections do we have with our employees?  

  What reasons, emotions, and aspirations do we provide our 
employees with which they can  connect?  

  How could we create different types of connections with our 
employees?  

  What have we done that would reduce the bond we have 
with our employees?  

  How have we focused on movement toward stronger engage-
ment levels?  

  How have we focused on labels and lost sight of the bigger 
picture?  

  What impact have our engagement efforts had on 
productivity?  

  How have our engagement efforts improved customer 
loyalty?  

How have we improved the organization ’ s results through 
our engagement efforts?

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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30  EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT

 Most organizations spend time and money collecting 
employee engagement data each year. In some cases, organiza-
tions collect data on a quarterly, or even a monthly, basis. So 
the natural question is,  “ What are we getting for that invest-
ment? ”  The unfortunate answer for many organizations is  “ very 
little. ”  I would argue that many of the surveys and tools utilized 
to measure employee engagement are fl awed in their design and 
doomed to failure before they start. Even among the tools that 
do work, many are only helpful for a couple of years before a 
company plateaus or even falls backward without any wisdom 
for turning the results around.  

  Factors Impacting Engagement Data 

 For years we have heard,  “ It ’ s the manager, stupid. ”  I have often 
wondered why the manager/employee relationship has been 
highlighted as the reason for employee engagement issues. Well, 
I am here to say,  “ It ’ s not just the manager, stupid! It ’ s the man-
ager and a host of other things. ”  Much of the survey design and 
development strategy being utilized today starts with a premise 
that limits success — the hard focus on the manager being just 
one example. Hear me out, and I will share what I mean. 

  Narrow Research 

 Typically, two types of employee engagement research are 
referenced (see Figure 2.1). The fi rst type is multi - company research 
that compares the engagement levels among different organi-
zations, usually in the same industry. However, a great deal of 
employee engagement research has focused on studying one 
company in - depth. This type of research is more common 
because it is challenging to get permission from many companies 
to collect data about the organizations and their employees. So 
we tend to settle on collecting data from one organization. We 
call this  “ single company research, ”  and much of this research 
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has focused on the retail industry because it is easier to show 
bottom - line results when we compare fi nancial performance 
across stores. So far, single company approaches sound good, 
but let ’ s take a further look at how this approach plays out. If 
we were to study one chain, let ’ s say Starbucks for example, 
and compared each Starbucks unit or store with another, what 
would really be different? Very little would differ between stores; 
compensation model, not really; benefi ts, no, store design, negli-
gible. The main difference between stores would be the manager 
of the individual Starbucks location.   

 Now, if you looked at Starbucks and compared it with 
another organization, say Dunkin ’  Donuts, we would see a very 
different story. A number of areas would differ, such as: 

  Culture  

  Senior leadership  

  Goal setting  

  Strategy  

  Work environment  

  Compensation  

•

•

•

•

•

•

 Figure 2.1 Two Ways to Measure Engagement 

 Source:  Performancepoint, LLC

Multi-Variant:

Key Variation:
Store Manager

Store 1 Store 2 Store 3

Company 1 Company 2 Company 3

Multi-Company Reserch

Single-Company Reserch

•Culture
•Senior Leadership
•Policies
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  Benefi ts  

  Store design  

  Innovation  

  Knowledge management  

  Selection and on - boarding  

  Communication mechanisms  

  Recognition    

 Clearly, the manager or direct supervisor is an important 
factor in the employee engagement equation. The direct super-
visor, however, is not the entire footprint of employee engage-
ment. Another way to explore this concept is through viewing 
a picture (see Figure 2.1). We could look at a picture — the head-
shot of an individual. What do we know about this person from 
this picture? Not very much, but we can observe a few things. 
This individual is most likely in his forties, has a goatee, dark 
hair, and is male. What if we could learn more? 

 The picture is actually a cropped view of a larger picture. 
When we view the original picture we can see several individ-
uals. Two individuals in the picture appear to be married. We 
know this not only because we can now see the woman in the 
picture, but also because the two adults are both wearing wed-
ding rings and are accompanied by two children. The oldest 
child looks about eight, so most likely they have been married 
for at least nine years. What is the difference between what this 
view and the earlier, cropped picture reveal? 

 The more complete picture is the second one. We see and 
learn more about the individual from the broader view. While 
both pictures appear complete, the second provides more 
insight. Research is no different. When we utilize single com-
pany research, we may feel good about the observations we 
receive. We may even feel as though we are gaining answers. 
However, when we use this approach as a starting point, we are 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

ch002.indd   32ch002.indd   32 6/9/09   4:37:09 PM6/9/09   4:37:09 PM



IT’S NOT JUST THE MANAGER, STUPID!   33

losing the bigger picture, important insights, and the wisdom to 
create sustainable results. 

 One could make the argument that being focused allows 
an organization to zero in on one area and have a stronger, 
more pinpointed impact; however, to assess the impact of this 
approach you would have to ask yourself,  “ Is that the best area 
to magnify? ”  The only way to answer that question is to look at 
the broad view fi rst and then focus on the priorities.    

  Poor Survey Design 

 A second area that tends to lead us astray is poor survey design. 
We had a prospect call us a couple of years ago wanting to 
explore using our tool. When we inquired about the tool they 

 Figure 2.2 Missing the Big Picture 

 Source:  Performancepoint, LLC
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were using, we were told that it wasn ’ t adding a lot of value. 
After taking a look at the survey, it was clear why. Many of the 
items were written in a manner that created problems, rather 
than promoting solutions. 

 In this case, and in most others, the questions dealt with 
items such as compensation. The compensation questions all 
referred in some way to satisfaction with pay, and every year 
that was the key issue that came up in the survey results. The 
quirk of fate was that the company could not change its business 
model, many of the employees were paid hourly and were far 
from well - off fi nancially, and the organization actually brought 
more attention to the pay issue by doing the survey. After two 
or three years, this was starting to have a negative impact on 
the organization ’ s engagement levels because it kept raising an 
issue the organization could not solve. 

 Some other questions or items aside from compensation are 
not helpful to ask. (See Exhibit  2.1 .) Most of the time these 

Exhibit 2.1 Examples of Poorly Designed Survey Questions 
and Rating Scales

Item Concern

The pay I receive for my type of work
is as good as other companies pay.

The answer to a question like 
this is usually no.

I feel my benefi ts are as good as other 
companies give.

The answer to a question like 
this is usually no.

I am paid enough for the work that I 
do.

The answer to a question like 
this is usually no.

I have suffi cient time to complete my 
activities.

The answer to a question like 
this is usually no.

I am allowed time to maintain 
competency in my primary area of 
specialization.

Not appropriate for signifi cant 
percentage of the employee 
population. Either generalists 
or specialists will rate this item 
poorly.
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I look forward to going to work on 
Mondays.

The answer to a question like 
this is usually no.

I have a friend at work. Diffi cult and sometimes 
impractical to act on.

Poor Rating Scale: Too Much Gradation

Extremely satisfi ed

Satisfi ed

Somewhat satisfi ed

Neither satisfi ed or dissatisfi ed

Somewhat dissatisfi ed

Dissatisfi ed

Extremely satisfi ed

Not applicable

Poor Rating Scale: Too Little Gradation

Satisfi ed

Unsatisfi ed

Neither

Productive Rating Scale

Strongly agree

Agree

Slightly agree

Slightly disagree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

Not applicable (included on appropriate items)

Source: Performancepoint, LLC

types of questions fail to measure much of anything, are biased 
in and of themselves, or lead to feedback that is impractical on 
which to act. Another problem with poorly designed surveys 
is the rating scale. Certain rating scales are not clear, have too 
much gradation, focus on satisfaction rather than agreement 
or degree of accuracy, or offer too many  “ outs ”  for an employee 
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when providing a rating. Some words of advice when reviewing 
items for inclusion: 

  Remove items that will most likely illicit specifi c answers 
regardless if the situation. These types of items will bias the 
survey results.  

  Questions or items should generally not need explanations. 
Understandably, there are people who desire more explanation 
than others, but the items should be fairly easy to understand.  

  Items on a survey should relate to all or a majority of respon-
dents. If an item does not relate to most employees, it should 
be placed in a separate section of the survey. These types 
of items should be limited. Most importantly, make sure these 
items still relate to a large number of employees and will not 
be utilized or perceived to be utilized to identify people.  

  Each question should measure one main idea. When mea-
suring more than one idea with a question, we can be clear 
on the results, but not what the results mean. Before we ask 
a question we should be clear on what we are measuring.  

  Limit the use of the choices  “ neutral ”  or  “ not applicable. ”  
These choices allow employees an opportunity to avoid pro-
viding an opinion. Certain questions may need a  “ not appli-
cable ”  option, such as  “ I had an opportunity to discuss the 
previous organizational survey results with a member of man-
agement, ”  or  “ ABC Company is a better place to work this 
year than it was last year. ”  Obviously, if a new employee is fi ll-
ing out the survey, he or she will not have an opinion on these 
items. However, on an item such as,  “ My manager is receptive 
to new ideas, ”  most employees will have a perspective or belief       .

  Biased Approach 

 My organization encourages clients to use a third party, even 
if it is not us, for organizational surveys. I will get to the reasons 
later. Having said this, I will also caution you to clearly look at 

•

•

•

•

•
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the approach you are taking with the third party. It never ceases 
to amaze me how many consulting fi rms have one or two solutions 
and, miraculously, their assessment identifi es a need for exactly the 
solutions they offer. Even the research they use to justify the valid-
ity of their tool is based on their approach, rather than on the state 
of the employee engagement arena as a whole. When using a ven-
dor to do an organizational survey, check for the following: 

  References of research from other sources;  

  Multiple product offerings in a variety of employee engage-
ment touch points, or a sole focus on surveying;  

  Questions in the survey about issues for which the vendor 
does not provide solutions;  

  A comprehensive perspective on employee engagement;  

  A clear employee engagement business model;  

  Strong analysis rather than just numbers; and  

  Use of research that is tied to hard measures such a revenue, 
customer loyalty, and/or profi ts.    

 Poor survey design, including bias toward a particular aspect of 
employee engagement such as the direct supervisor, can mask larger 
issues and cause employee engagement to decrease over time.   

  Engagement Drivers 

 So what should be a part of any organizational assessment? 
What is important to the success of an entity? After reviewing 
numerous studies and doing some of our own research, we have 
come up with the following systems, processes, and factors that 
serve as drivers of employee engagement (see Figure  2.3 ). 

  Culture 

 What are our shared norms? Culture is derived from the Latin 
word  colere,  which means  “ to cultivate ”   1   ,   2   At work in our 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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organizations, we cultivate certain types of behavior patterns or 
shared norms. Sometimes these behavior patterns are more or less 
similar to the ones we espouse. Many organizations use the term 
 “ values ”  to describe their espoused or desired culture. The larger 
the variance between the espoused and the actual culture, the more 
likely employee engagement is negatively impacted. Organizations 
engage in culture change projects all the time. Too many times, 
the culture change efforts are refl ected in fanfare, posters, and big 
announcements without any signifi cant changes in the way an 
organization operates. Whether the disconnect is caused by a lack 
of execution, an unwillingness to make diffi cult decisions, or hope 
that the employees will just  “ get us there ”  does not really matter. 
What does matter is that employees feel defl ated by the discon-
nect and distrust the environment when  “ what is said ”  and  “ what is 
done ”  do not match.    

  Success Indicators 

 Every organization should have a clear way to measure success that 
translates to all its key stakeholders, and especially to its employees. 

Culture

Priority Setting

Innovation

Talent Enhancement

Success Indicators

Communication

Talent Acquisition

Customer/Business Cycles

Incentives and Acknowledgement

Employee Engagement

Figure 2.3 Drivers of Employee Engagement

Source: Performancepoint, LLC
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Questions to Ask Yourself

What kind of culture do we espouse?

What kind of culture actually exists?

What is the difference between the espoused culture and the 
actual culture?

How does our culture impact client/customer relationships?

How does our culture impact our success?

How does our culture impact trust in our organization?

•

•

•

•

•

•

Questions to Ask Yourself

What are our success measurements?

How well are these success measures known and shared 
throughout the organization?

To what extent do the success measures align with each 
other?

To what extent do these success measures align with our 
culture?

How well balanced are our success measures?

To what extent do our success measures relate to the value 
we bring to our customers?

•

•

•

•

•

•

Metrics are a tool for measuring success. Most organizations 
 utilize fi nancials to determine performance. However, fi nancials 
are a backward (past view) and outcome - based look at perfor-
mance. Financials will not provide insight into how well you 
are delivering on your promise currently. Without clear success 
indicators that tie to each person ’ s work, employees will fail to 
bring everything they can to the job every day.    
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Questions to Ask Yourself

Are priorities and goals set at the top and part of an exclu-
sive club?

Are priorities and goals shared or marketed to employees?

Are they developed by the entire organization in a participa-
tive manner?

How often do priorities change?

Are there too many priorities to work toward?

When priorities need to change, how does this occur? Who 
is involved?

When priorities are in confl ict, how is resolution achieved?

Can individuals see the direct link between their individual 
and department goals, and the goals of the organization?

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

  Priority Setting 

 Goal setting is a natural part of every operation. Some organiza-
tions do it well, and others struggle. How engaged your people 
are depends greatly on how priority setting works in your orga-
nization. Organizations that are able to defi ne clear priorities 
and goals and gain buy - in from various aspects of the organiza-
tion leverage the resources they can bear and the energy their 
employees can put forth. Organizations operate on limited bud-
gets and resources. Each of us, as an employee, has a wish list 
that typically needs to be pared down to reality. When those 
limited resources are diffused, our branding can get lost, product 
introductions can be delayed, quality standards can be lowered, 
and our people can burn out or become disenchanted.    

  Communication 

 Communication systems are an integral part of a daily opera-
tion. Organizations have formal communication systems and 
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structures, as well as informal communication systems and struc-
tures. Some organizations leverage these systems, and others are 
held hostage by them. The more clear, concise, and compelling 
our communication systems are, the more likely we are to be 
able to drive our goals forward. 

 Another aspect of communication revolves around social 
networking, collaboration, and coordination. Many organiza-
tions are turning to the use of technology, specifi cally tools such 
as wikis, to involve their employees, reduce the need for travel, 
and accommodate the different schedules, shifts, and time zones 
represented by their employees. 

 Employees value candor and honesty in the messaging they 
receive. However, sometimes messages do not get through. How 
we gain our employees ’  attention is as important as what we 
communicate and the clarity with which it is communicated. All 
three aspects of communication are of particular importance. 

 A good indicator that corporations struggle with balancing 
these three aspects of communicating is the current use of wikis. 
Almost all of the Fortune 500 companies are using wikis, but 
not many of them have a strategy for their use.  3      

Questions to Ask Yourself

What information is communicated openly?

What information is held closely or hoarded?

What information is more credible—information coming 
from informal or formal sources?

To what extent do we send mixed messages to our 
employees?

How have we utilized repetition to ensure messages are 
received?

How many different types of communication vehicles does 
our organization utilize?

•

•

•

•

•

•
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  Innovation 

 Innovation too many times is viewed from the lens of  “ invent. ”  
When we think of innovation in this manner, we leave prog-
ress to people wearing white coats in laboratories. Instead, we 
should embrace innovation as a way of working in which every 
day each of us should be advancing, progressing, and building 
upon our past successes.  4   These incremental changes or move-
ments mean much more to most businesses than trying to leap-
frog the competition. The core skills related to innovation are 
problem solving, creativity, and collaboration. However, organi-
zations with these skill sets still have diffi culty with innovating, 
typically because the environment does not foster innovation, 
change, or creativity. In certain organizations, it is easier and 
safer to keep your head down and do what you are told. Having 
strong accountability and being allowed a certain amount of 
freedom and safety to learn from your mistakes are essential 
ingredients to stirring innovation.    

  Talent Acquisition 

 We live and die each day based on how we work with our cli-
ents and what we deliver to them. In the end, our products and 
services are created and delivered by our associates — our tal-
ent. It is astonishing how many organizations talk a good game 
when it comes to selection and on - boarding, but do not deliver 
the goods on a consistent basis. Selection and on - boarding are 

To what extent are we aware of and understand our informal 
communication networks?

To what extent do we communicate the right messages, in 
the right way, at the right time?

•

•
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fantastic tools to brand your company, reduce learning curves, 
promote early successes, increase productivity, and reduce attrition. 
And if well - thought - out, selection and on - boarding practices 
serve as public relations tools as well.    

  Talent Enhancement 

 Growing our people and increasing organizational knowledge 
are vital ingredients to staying competitive. We often provide 
training to our employees, especially for core skills, but do 
we truly prepare our people with the skills they need to grow, 
develop, and change over time? We can work very hard learning 
a job for fi ve years and become obsolete, or we can work very 
hard at growing our skill sets and we can be more valuable. 

 Another area of talent enhancement revolves around 
knowledge management. Knowledge management refl ects the 

Questions to Ask Yourself

How are our problem solving and collaborative skill sets?

How have we helped each employee see their role in 
innovating?

What gets in our way with regard to innovating?

What systems have we put in place to help us solve problems 
and collaborate?

To what extent do we value and even foster creativity?

To what extent have we created an environment that 
rewards “out of the box” thinking?

To what extent does bureaucracy limit our ability to main-
tain a competitive edge?

How safe is it to take educated risks in this environment?

To what extent do we value new, unproven ideas?

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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organization ’ s ability to collect, document, and make available 
intellectual knowledge. The idea of a strong knowledge manage-
ment approach is to build on capability over time, regardless of 
who stays and who goes. Without a strong knowledge manage-
ment system, many organizations fi nd themselves introducing 
policies that have previously failed, altering processes that have 
already shown value, and reengaging vendors that have already 
been tried and found inappropriate.  5   Knowledge management is 
another area where wikis can be extremely helpful.    

  Incentives and Acknowledgement 

 We spend a great deal of time putting together elaborate com-
pensation structures based on the market and comparisons to 
other organizations, minimizing risk based on legal ramifi ca-
tions, maximizing profi t, or minimizing costs. In many cases, 

Questions to Ask Yourself

How are we currently branding ourselves using our recruiting 
and selection systems? How should we?

To what extent does our selection process identify the right 
people?

How well are we doing at on-boarding new talent?

How do we create early successes for each new employee?

What happens after orientation?

To what extent does our process place responsibility on the 
candidate for making a productive decision?

What do people think of us after interviewing for a job and 
getting it? And not getting it?

How does it feel to be a candidate for a job at our 
organization?

How does it feel to be a new employee at our organization?

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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these compensation structures become complicated, politicized, 
and ineffective. Countless times, we have seen compensation 
structures that incent the wrong behavior, or at least a different 
behavior than intended. 

 Acknowledgement is different from recognition. It is, in its 
purest sense, more authentic. We should not recognize employ-
ees because we have to, or because it is a good tool. These 
employees come to work every day, many times sacrifi cing life/
work balance and fi lled with anxiety because of pressure, and we 
forget that. We should acknowledge their efforts not as a strat-
egy, but because it is right to do so. And we can only do this well 
if we truly are grateful for their efforts. In this day and age, we 
have come to expect our employees to be grateful that they have 
a job, which only serves to make them feel less appreciated.    

  Customer - Centered 

 Businesses start out by focusing on a customer need and provid-
ing some value along the way. Over time, a business can become 
a slave to growth/numbers, minimizing risk, or making life easier 
from its own perspective, and forget the reason why the business 

Questions to Ask Yourself

When people leave, how much history and knowledge walk 
out the door with them?

Where are we over-reliant on an expert or specialist to get 
information?

Where are our bottlenecks due to reliance on people in key 
positions?

What have we accomplished with our knowledge manage-
ment? Shorter product development cycles? Shorter sales 
cycles? Process sustainability?

How do we currently store, access, and learn from our history 
as an entity?

•

•

•

•

•
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was successful in the fi rst place. The customer interface should 
always be sacred and driven by the customers ’  preferences and 
buying cycles. 

 There have always been arguments made regarding chang-
ing customer behavior. While we can infl uence our customers, 
we must keep in mind that long - term sustainability is depen-
dent on a relationship that has value for both parties. We can 
ask customers to do things for us, as long as there is something 
in it for them. There is a reason we have the J.D. Power awards 
and other service markers for which we, as businesses, compete. 
Businesses that are built to revolve around customers and cre-
ate a positive and intuitive customer experience will outperform 
those that are not. 

Questions to Ask Yourself

How well does our compensation system really work? 
What are the challenges or problems that our system 
creates?

How many experienced people do we lose because we pay 
new hires more than existing employees?

Are our compensation systems too complicated?

Are we truly incenting behavior that drives the business 
forward? How equitable and inclusive is our compensation 
system?

To what extent has our compensation system been compro-
mised by politics?

To what degree are we grateful that we have the employees 
we do?

To what degree does our leadership authentically acknowl-
edge our employees’ efforts?

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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 Employees also have a voice on this subject, as well. Most 
employees want to do a good job and prefer to make customers 
happy. When employees see their own organization as lacking 
customer focus, they doubt the integrity of the organization as 
a whole. In some cases, employees will begin to feel a sense of 
shame and will long for the pride they want to feel as they work. 
Remember, customer preferences come fi rst!    

  Global to Local Lenses 

 Each of these business structures/systems can be viewed from a 
number of lenses. Employee engagement is impacted by a number 
of factors. Employees connect to broad ideas and to people. We 
suggest the following four levels from which to view employee 
engagement and the data collected by an organization: 

Questions to Ask Yourself

To what extent are we trying to change consumer behavior 
versus meet a customer need?

To what extent does stock price, shareholder value, and 
so forth drive organizational behavior over actual business 
cycles or customer interests?

How customer-centric is our business?

To what degree is our organizational structure supporting 
customer interests and business cycles?

What value are we bringing to our customers?

What made our business successful in the fi rst place? To what 
extent have we stayed connected to our origins?

To what extent has bureaucracy impacted our customer 
relationships?

To what extent have we acted consistently, both internally 
and externally, regarding our customers?

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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   Leadership/Organization:  What systemic issues can we 
resolve or leverage to drive engagement? How can we utilize 
employee engagement to create an organizational dialogue 
and promote transparency?  

   Direct Supervisor/Manager:  What can our leaders do to help 
employees create connections and provide a healthy daily 
experience? How can our managers balance their own indi-
vidual needs with the their responsibilities for employee 
engagement  

   Team:  What can our teams do to support strong problem 
solving, collaboration, and inclusion? How can teams cre-
ate the type of work environment that fosters employee 
engagement?  

   Individual:  How can each individual create and sustain con-
nections at work? How can they help others to do so as well? 
How can employees learn to increase ownership/account-
ability and their ability to change?    

 We tend to provide reports that illustrate organizational 
needs and then break them down by department/function, or 
demographics. All of this information is important. However, if 
your approach allows you to see how a function, group, team, 
or demographic sees itself, the direct manager, and the organiza-
tion, then the instrument is even more powerful because it is no 
longer just rolling up or breaking down the data. Now you are 
able to actually see variances in the data that help you to know 
where to focus. (See Exhibit  2.2 .)      

  Why These Drivers Are Important 

 The drivers serve as a performance indicator rather than a win/loss 
metric. They help us stay focused on the business through our peo-
ple. Imagine looking at your car dashboard. We utilize the dashboard 
to determine whether we are safe driving the car, compliant with 

•

•

•

•
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Exhibit 2.2 Global to Local

There are some distinct differences between the different sub-
groups. Each area should spend some time refl ecting on its specifi c 
opportunities. We would encourage dialogue with employees and 
involving them in working through these opportunities.

Specifi cally, here is a breakdown by age:

18 to 29: This group is concerned with compensation and get-
ting the necessary information needed to do the job. Generally 
speaking, these individuals want to be able to accomplish their 
tasks and be paid accordingly. Some of the individuals in this 
group feel challenged with the lack of information sharing and 
the fairness of the compensation structure.

30 to 40: This group is more concerned with issues 
regarding a safe culture and trust in senior leadership. 
They also believe that the on-boarding process for new 
employees needs improvement.

40 to 49: Having a coach or mentor is very important to 
this group. They would like to have such a relationship to 
grow themselves and increase their contribution to ABC 
Company. Another area of concern for this segment is 
trust in senior leadership.

50 to 59: This group is the fi rst group to bring up their 
direct supervisor as a potential concern. Specifi cally, some 
see direct supervisors putting themselves before their 
employees. This is a key concern because it is a very high-
impact item when it comes to turnover and productivity. 
They also believe that ABC Company needs to be more 
inclusive and innovative.

60 to 69: The major areas of concern for this group is senior 
leadership. They believe senior leadership can be more open to 
new ideas and focus more on the employees’ needs. They see 
less improvement in ABC Company being a better place to 
work and in living the “ABC” values. 

Source: Performancepoint, LLC

•

•

•

•

•
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the speed limits and law, and whether we have enough gas. Each 
of those indicators will change; going up or down at various times, 
and that is okay. However, when one of those areas becomes 
unacceptable, dangerous, a distraction, or limiting, we must make 
a change, such as adding gasoline or getting the car serviced. 
Sometimes circumstances also change the way we view the car 
dashboard. If we are driving locally versus making a four - hundred -
 and - twenty - mile trip, we may choose to act differently. For instance, 
before the trip we inspect the car ’ s fl uids, put air in the tires, change 
the oil, and fi ll the car with gas. The same is true for our organiza-
tions and people. The way we view the data and how we act may be 
impacted by circumstances on the ground such as a merger, a drop 
in stock price, a diffi cult economy, or a change in leadership. We 
must have a dashboard that allows us to do the following. 

  Focus our capacity.  We, individually and collectively, have 
only so much energy. We can dilute our efforts or make them 
stronger by creating focus. Capacity is like the idea of volume. 
A coffee mug will only hold so much liquid. Each day when 
you fi ll that coffee mug it will only hold the same amount of 
liquid. When we pour in too much liquid it overfl ows, we cre-
ate a mess, and lose much of the coffee we brewed. If we under -
 fi ll the mug, we will fi ll up our time making unnecessary trips 
to refi ll the mug. Work is no different. We pour too much work 
on many, and all we do is lose momentum because their cups 
runneth over. When we pour too little work on a person, he 
or she will fi nd a way to fi ll the day. Another challenge is the 
lack of clarity regarding work. Most of us have too much work, 
so we choose which work on which to concentrate. In some 
cases, we choose a different set of priorities than what the orga-
nization needs due to personal preference, comfort levels, and 
lack of clarity regarding what counts. We see this time and again 
with salespeople who need to prospect as a part of their job, 
but choose not to, because they dislike the rejection. If a sales 
division does not make prospecting a priority, salespeople will 
concentrate on other types of activities — some of which won ’ t 
drive the success of the organization. 
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  Optimize our resources.  Organizations are made up of struc-
tures and systems. We have spent our time trying get as much 
out of every department, function, and system as possible. What 
if we should be approaching work differently? What if we pur-
posely make a choice that would actually help the overall func-
tion of the organization, but to do that we have to outsource 
a function, sub - optimize an area of the company, or focus on a 
segment of our employee population rather than the whole? 
Which levers at our disposal will help us better deliver those 
results? How can we get certain departments to truly serve other 
departments rather than compete? In order to accomplish this 
goal, the customer must be front and center, egos will need to be 
checked at the door, politics will have to be limited, and trans-
parency and dialogue must be a part of the daily operation. 

  Deliberately evolve . The world changes around us and orga-
nizations typically survive, even if we hit tumultuous times. Yes, 
things have become more diffi cult and competitive, but with 
major efforts and changes we make it through. Unfortunately, 
this is disruptive, and we leave many colleagues behind in the 
process. What if we purposely or proactively changed, even 
when there was no existing signifi cant or urgent pain? This 
would require equipping our employees with new skill sets, a 
more ongoing investment of time and money, reducing our time 
in the comfort zone, and a deliberate focus on what is coming 
next. But when change feels more like a major accident rather 
than an ongoing effort, it becomes unhelpful and costly. 

 When we view our engagement drivers from this perspec-
tive, we become less interested in being perfect, attaining a great 
score, year - over - year comparisons, and even in our competitive 
comparisons. What does become crystal clear is the importance of 
the journey and having a set of measures that help us understand 
where we are and what we need to do in the next business cycle or 
annual period to support our people and profi ts. (See Figure  2.4 .) 

 Knowing what to measure and the benefi ts to measuring 
key drivers is a good fi rst step. It is imperative that we look at 
employee engagement through a broader lens and search past 

ch002.indd   51ch002.indd   51 6/9/09   4:37:16 PM6/9/09   4:37:16 PM



52  EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT

the basic drivers such as the manager, that we ask productive 
questions, and that we ask people to provide feedback using 
appropriate rating scales. Once we have a survey or tool with 
which we feel comfortable, gaining wisdom from the data 
becomes the next challenge. 

 Where are you on your employee engagement journey as 
an organization? Take the quick down - and - dirty assessment in 
Exhibit  2.3  by checking the most appropriate box by the driver.                  

Focus Capacity

Optimize
Resources

Deliberatively
Evolve

Figure 2.4 Engagement Benefi ts

Source: Performancepoint, LLC

                                                    Exhibit 2.3 Employee Engagement Assessment    

   Engagement Driver      Perfect      Acceptable      Concern      Dangerous   

  Culture                  

  Success Indicators                  

  Priority Setting                  

  Communication                  

  Innovation                  

  Talent Acquisition                  

  Talent Enhancement                  

  Incentives and 
 Acknowledgement  

                

  Customer - Centered                  

  Global to Local Lenses                  
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                   MEASURE TWICE, CUT ONCE                                          
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 Whenever I have started a home improvement project by check-
ing my plans and measurements before I purchased materials 
or commenced the work, at each step this was the difference 
between success and failure, being at budget or over budget, 
or between one trip to Lowe ’ s versus fi ve trips to Lowe ’ s. My 
father - in - law, Bill, helped me with many of the home improve-
ment projects I undertook. He always planned everything out to 
the tiniest detail and checked his plan multiple times. He made 
certain to analyze what he needed to do fi rst, second, and then 
third; and then he would revisit the plan and revise his efforts 
along the way. Sometimes, I was impatient with the process, but 
it was a good process. Bill always would say,  “ Measure twice, 
cut once. ”  What he was really saying was,  “ Knowing what you 
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want to do and doing it are two very different things. ”  I can 
have all of the information in front of me and execute my actions 
poorly. However, if I take the time to analyze all of the informa-
tion in an effective manner, then I will most likely be successful.  

  Managing Engagement Surveys 

 Managing an employee engagement survey is very much the 
same. However, it is astonishing to me how often organizations 
plow through action steps after the data comes back without 
even looking back. When organizations utilize an organizational 
or engagement survey, most of the effort is spent on collecting 
data, and the process of taking actions to deliver results from 
the data can take on a life of its own. 

 Once the data has been collected, organizations race to do 
something with it. The old adage,  “ If you can ’ t measure it, you 
can ’ t manage it ”  is true. However, we must make sure we are 
managing the right things. Most efforts to measure employee 
engagement are focused on surveys that show ratings results pro-
vided by the employees. Organizations take a cue from those 
results and set action plans. Typically, organizations look at the 
items on the survey that were rated the highest and the low-
est, and then focus on improving the scores that were low and 
emphasizing the ones that were rated more highly. There are 
times when organizations become paralyzed by all of the data 
they are provided and cannot make sense of it because they are 
overwhelmed by too much information. Sometimes, a consultant 
will provide intuitive advice in these situations, based on expe-
rience. We feel compelled in these cases to trust that the con-
sultant is right, based more on intuition than on anything else. 
Please do not misunderstand what I am saying: intuition has its 
place, but if you have just invested signifi cant time and energy 
on a survey project collecting data, then you should be able to 
truly interpret the data and gain some inherent wisdom from it. 

 What do we really know when we get back the results from an 
employee engagement survey? How do we know we are working 
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on the right initiatives? Which efforts will lead to real impact? 
Unfortunately, most organizations cannot answer these ques-
tions. That is why we recommend that organizations conduct 
a thorough analysis, instead of using the typical approaches, using 
two key fi lters for the data — Type and Impact. See Figure  3.1 .    

  Types of Engagement Factors 

  Core Engagement Factors 

 There are two types of engagement factors that we have found to 
exist in the workplace. Our model is very similar to Herzberg ’ s 
two - factor model as explained in Bolman and Deal (2008).  1 

  The fi rst type of engagement factor is a  “ core ”  factor. We defi ne 
 “ core ”  as a primary or essential factor in engagement. These are 
the basic necessities that must exist for employees to be produc-
tive in the work environment such as: 

  Information and training  
  Tools  
  Supplies  
  Appropriate policies and procedures  
  Capable manager  
  Reasonable benefi ts  
  Compensation    

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Core vs. Enriching Impact Analysis

Highest ROI

2nd Filter1st Filter

Workplace
Reality

 Source:  Performancepoint, LLC

Figure 3.1 Filters for Employee Engagement
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 Core factors refl ect the idea that my manager, team, and 
organization provide me what I need to be successful. No 
employee wants to feel that his or her work circumstances are 
working against him or her. The second factor is an  “ enriching ”  
factor. Enriching factors are highly motivational and are much 
more values driven, such as: 

  Believing in what I do  

  Believing in whom I work for  

  Feeling that I make a difference  

  Having a sense of trust  

  Participating in a customer centric culture  

  Enjoying an innovative environment  

  Experiencing long - term career opportunities    

 See Figure  3.2  for some types of engagement.    

  Enriching Engagement Factors 

 Why look at the issues that drive engagement with this fi lter? 
Because we cannot work toward an enriching engagement 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

I value and believe in
my work and the

organization I work for

Do I have what I need to do my
job? 

Enriching

Core

Figure 3.2 Types of Engagement

Source: Performancepoint, LLC
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environment when our core engagement needs have not been 
met. To make a point, I will share a true and somewhat extreme 
story from an early part of my career. I had just taken a job with a 
large health insurance company. Prior to my actual start date, the 
organization instituted a budget freeze. So on my fi rst day, I was 
shown my offi ce. It was a very nice space, fairly spacious, and in a 
good location. The offi ce was truly an offi ce, not the cubicles you 
see so often today. It was clean and freshly painted. There were 
cabinets hung on the walls to store my belongings and supplies 
and plenty of fi le cabinets to keep myself organized. I couldn ’ t 
have been happier; except for one thing  . . .  there was no desk. 
When I inquired about the desk, I was told there was a budget 
freeze and that my employer was unable to purchase a desk for 
me. When I questioned further, it was suggested to me that maybe 
I could temporarily work sitting on the fl oor, or see whether any-
one would let the new guy share an offi ce for an undefi ned period 
of time (I guess you know how that went over). Now, mind you, 
I felt a bit betrayed. How could they have hired me, asked me 
to start work, and not provided a basic necessity I needed to be 
effective? Not having a functional offi ce space was a  “ core ”  need. 
I was not thinking about enriching engagement needs, such as 
my confi dence and trust in senior leadership. I was thinking 
 “ How can I get a desk? Did I make a mistake taking this job? How 
can I be productive? ”   

  Impact 

 The second fi lter is impact. (See Figure  3.3 .) Based on whether 
an organization needs to focus on core or enriching engagement 
factors, it should then choose to work on the factors with the 
most leverage.   

 What will have the most impact over the next year? There 
are is only one way to achieve this goal. Connect your engage-
ment factors to performance indicators such as revenue, prof-
itability, productivity, and turnover. Some organizations turn 
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to consulting fi rms like ours that have already facilitated this 
process in a generic manner across many data points, and others 
want to create a more targeted correlation based on their busi-
ness. Obviously, the second and more pinpointed way to deter-
mine impact, a validation study, is more expensive. Either way, 
this is a very different avenue from choosing items based on 
whether they were rated low versus rated high. We break down 
engagement indicators into four key categories. 

  Top Targets (Low Rating, High Impact) .  The items in 
this category represent what an organization will want to focus 
on during the next period; usually a year. These are items that 
receive low ratings from employees in a survey and also have 
the greatest impact on issues such as productivity, retention, and 
organizational results. Working on these particular issues will 
not only have the greatest impact on an organization ’ s employee 
engagement results, but it will also have the maximum impact 
on the organization ’ s success.  

  High Priorities (High Rating, High Impact).   These items 
are important to leverage or maintain and should be an 

Figure 3.3 Example of Engagement Item Analysis

Top
Targets

High
Priorities

Average
Priorities

Low
Priorities

High Return on Investment Ranking 

Low Return on Investment Ranking
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Source: Performancepoint, LLC
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organization ’ s next focus. These items received high ratings 
and also have signifi cant impact on the organization ’ s success. 
Consider these items strengths that are working to the organiza-
tion ’ s advantage. If these items fall backward in ratings, perfor-
mance of the organization will suffer.  

  Average Priorities (Low Rating, Low Impact).   These items 
refl ect low ratings and low impact. Essentially, they are organi-
zational weaknesses that have little impact on the performance 
of an organization. These items typically will not infl uence pro-
ductivity or retention a great deal. However, any item(s) rated 
low should be reviewed to determine if there is a pattern in the 
ratings that tells a story, or there is a need to shore up a real 
weakness because it is getting in the way.  

  Low Priorities (High Rating, Low Impact).   The items 
refl ect strengths of an organization, because they are rated highly 
by employees on a survey, but they typically have little impact 
on issues like productivity, retention, and organizational results. 
While we try not to fall backward on these types of items, the 
impact of falling backward would most likely be negligible. We 
would not recommend an organization spend its time focusing 
in this area. 

 When we work with clients, there are times we need to steer 
them away from some of the items rated low because we know 
from our research that working on those items will not produce 
the results that addressing another item will. In order to achieve 
this type of analysis, each item must be tagged with the neces-
sary information, such as the type of engagement indicator and 
the impact of the item.  

 In Table  3.1 , we have shared an example that includes an 
impact ranking; with the scale that the lower the impact rank-
ing number the higher the impact. Therefore, you can see from 
the chart that if we were to focus on Core Engagement, where the 
two items in the fi gure were rated low, we would want to focus 
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on the item with the impact rating of 10. However, if we were 
focusing on Enriching Engagement and both items were rated 
low, we would want put our energies toward the item with the 
impact ranking of 6.   

 When conducting a validation study, we recommend when 
possible connecting the engagement items to customer loyalty/
satisfaction fi gures, as well as organizational results. If we are 
to invest our monies, our limited budgets, shouldn ’ t we choose 
the most important, leveragable actions? What we fi nd is that 
many organizations spend a great deal of time collecting data, 
and then fl ip a coin, per se, in deciding how to deal with the 
information they receive.    

  Types of Surveys 

  Organizational Engagement Survey 

 Typically, you will fi nd two types of surveys that can be utilized 
to measure employee engagement. The fi rst type is an organi-
zational assessment. In general, this is an annual assessment of 
an organization ’ s employee engagement and how their standing

Table 3.1 Item Categorization

Item Engagement Type Impact/Ranking

My manager has the skills to do 
his/her job

Core 10

My manager rates my current 
performance accurately

Core 32

I want to work for my manager 
because (s)he has integrity and is 
honest

Enriching 6

I believe my manager is my 
advocate

Enriching 24

Source: Performancepoint, LLC
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impacts productivity, retention, and organizational health. 
An organizational assessment is much like going to the doctor 
and getting a full work - up or physical. We are trying to exam-
ine the state of affairs. The survey is characteristically open to 
the entire employee population and the desire is to get as much 
participation as possible. We have had clients reach as much as 
96 percent of their employee population. We want to encour-
age as much participation as possible because, for many employ-
ees, this may be their only perceived safe opportunity to share 
their true opinions. In many cases, the survey process is fol-
lowed by focus groups to gain more insight and clarifi cation, or 
leadership - led engagement discussions that are used to build 
trust and understanding and to focus energy with regard to the 
factors that will help an organization perform better.  

  Pulse Survey 

 The second type of survey is the pulse survey. This is a focused 
survey, usually given to a statistically relevant random subset or 
cross - section of the organization. In most cases, this type of sur-
vey is completed on a monthly or quarterly basis. Organizations 
utilize pulse surveys to have a basic indicator of engagement 
throughout the year, provide regular data and a dashboard for 
executive meetings, raise the engagement issue to a strategic 
level, and determine whether the organization is making prog-
ress on its engagement goals. 

 Organizations generally utilize one of two types of pulse 
surveys: 

  General progress pulse  

  Initiative progress pulse    

 A general engagement pulse has a subset of items deemed 
most important by the organization. These may be the items 

•

•
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that have the most impact, or they may be items that the 
organization has chosen to focus on for the year. Regardless of 
the exact items chosen, there are usually a maximum of ten to 
fi fteen items on a pulse survey, and this type of survey allows the 
management team to get a quick read on either the current state 
of affairs or the progress made on certain engagement areas. 

 An initiative progress pulse is built based on the action 
planning resulting from the original organizational engagement 
survey. These items measure the stated goals and initiatives that 
came out of the action planning process and tend to be very spe-
cifi c outcome - based or action - based items. A survey of this type 
might include items like the following: 

  My manager has held a retention discussion with me this 
quarter.  

  Human resources has provided me an overview of my 
benefi ts and compensation this year.  

  I have been able to attend a minimum of four hours of train-
ing this quarter.    

 When we carefully measure employee engagement and analyze 
the results, we can gain a clear focus for our time and resources. 
As an organization, we can pick the two to three most leveraga-
ble areas on which to concentrate. The ability to communicate 
what those priorities or targets are and why they are important 
becomes a simpler task, and the organization is able to gain 
signifi cant transparency. Most importantly, when we are clear 
on the results, we are able to start action planning and create 
a more open dialogue with our employees that will lead to real 
and positive change, as long as we can respond productively to 
their feedback. After all, we should not confuse measurement 
with follow - up and building trust.                                             

•

•

•

ch003.indd   62ch003.indd   62 6/9/09   12:19:01 PM6/9/09   12:19:01 PM



MEASURE TWICE,  CUT ONCE   63

Questions to Ask Yourself

What process does your organization use to create your 
priorities?

How do you determine the engagement type on which you 
should focus?

How does your organization determine impact?

How is your engagement process tied to profi tability, 
 revenue, and/or customer loyalty?

What analysis does your organization complete on the 
results?

What type of engagement survey does your organization 
 utilize? Organization, pulse, or both?

•

•

•

•

•

•
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         4

THANKS FOR THE GIFT          

   In This Chapter 

  4Handling Feedback  

  4Engagement Conversations  

  4Action Planning    

 It was just before my child ’ s birthday party and we sat down with 
him to have a talk. We knew he had grown to an age at which 
he was past the idea that getting a present was just awesome. 
We also knew he would not be content playing with the ribbon 
or paper anymore. He was old enough now that what was in the 
box mattered! He was also at the age at which he might react 
or share his feelings about what was in the box. So we had the 
talk. You know  . . .  the one to let him know that this is a gift 
from someone to you, and whether you like the gift or not you 
want the person to know you appreciate the fact that he or she 
gave you a gift. 

 At fi rst he did not really understand the concept. So we 
asked him to think about it from the other person ’ s perspec-
tive. What if he gave the gift and the other person shared his or 
her displeasure with him? That ’ s when it sank in. The next part 
of the conversation focused on what he should say or do, 
because he was not sure. We did not want to encourage him 
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to lie, avoid the person who gave him the gift, or become defensive
and uncomfortable. We wanted him to feel comfortable and 
respect the other person. After a little discussion and some ques-
tions, it became very clear to him. He said,  “ I get it. They went 
to the trouble to get me a gift and so I should thank them 
for the gift. ”  

 Well, feedback is essentially a gift and should be handled 
the same way. When we measure and collect data, our employees 
take a risk, and they are in a sense investing in the organiza-
tion. This is not a risk taken lightly either. Most employees 
want to come to work feeling good about what they do and for 
whom they do it. They want to do a great job. And they want 
to help the organization move forward, but sometimes do not 
know how. Sharing this feedback with the organization is one 
way they can have an impact. We have the ability, as leaders, 
to promote understanding and curiosity or concern and fear. 
Even though the feedback is not directed solely at us, such as in 
a 360 - degree feedback tool, our displeasure for the message can 
come out. It is our responsibility as leaders to manage our reac-
tions. Here is a fi ve - step model for thinking through handling 
feedback. (See Figure  4.1 .)    

Prepare
Yourself

Listen
Openly

Reflect Demonstrate
Gratitude

ACT!
Together

 Figure 4.1 Handling Feedback 

 Source:  Performancepoint, LLC
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  Handling Feedback 

 First and foremost, you should prepare yourself. Be prepared to 
ask,  “ What is it they are trying to say? ”     “ Why are they feeling 
this way? ”     “ What are the implications of the feedback they are 
sharing? ”  If you have experienced the organization differently 
from others, then ask yourself,  “ Why? ”  The most important idea 
is to prepare yourself to be open - minded about the feedback. 
When you take the next step and hold leadership - led discus-
sions with your employees, listen to them. It is not the time for 
a debate or to explain why. Hear them out and refl ect on what 
they share with you. This conversation is a crucial moment for 
you, your organization, and your team. Your employees have 
given you a gift — the gift of feedback. At this very moment they 
are questioning what will happen next  . . .    

   “ Will leadership care about what we said? ”   

   “ Are they interested in making changes? ”   

   “ What is really going to change? ”   

   “ Will there be any repercussions because we fi lled out the 
survey? ”     

 If this conversation is handled well, you will have gained 
more momentum in a short time than you could have with a 
complex and involved intervention. This is a chance to promote 
trust and collaboration to create the best work environment 
possible. Dialogue is a powerful tool. Remember, if handled well, 
it is a two - way street. Your employees should be very involved in 
the conversation. The most important skills to use will be: 

  Asking questions  

  Listening  

  Tempering your own opinions and agenda  

  Managing your own concerns and fears  

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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  Being in the moment  

  Being authentic    

 Take time to refl ect on what was shared, including possible 
solutions. This conversation should be focused on acknowledg-
ing where the employees are, but most importantly, where they 
want to be and how to get there. Above all else, thank them. 
Thank them for their candor, honesty, and the strength to help 
the team and organization move forward. 

   Tips to Remember Regarding Feedback 

  Once you ask for feedback, employees expect positive 
change.  

  Ignoring feedback will decrease the engagement of your 
employees.  

  Neither accept feedback completely nor denounce it 
 completely; fi nd the balance.  

  If you want a change, you must believe in it.  

  Perception is reality. Others will see the organization 
 differently than we do.  

  To change the view of our employees, we must fi rst make 
changes in our organization and in ourselves.  

  To truly accept the feedback, you must analyze the data. 
Think, think, think!  

  Watch yourself. We tend to focus on the negative.  

  Leverage your organization ’ s strengths. They can be most 
helpful.  

  If you look hard enough, you will usually fi nd themes or 
 patterns in the feedback.  

  Recent events can color the data, such as a layoff, stock 
price fl uctuations, or a merger.  

  Involve others. Share with others. Get help from others. 
It helps create success.    

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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 We fi nd that the data collected can be spliced demographi-
cally, providing multiple types of responses: 

  Top down  

  Location  

  Function/department  

  Human resources  

  Local leadership  

  Age, gender, tenure, minority status, and so forth     

  Engagement Conversations 

 It is critical that organizational feedback fl ow from the CEO 
all the way to the employees on the shop fl oor or in the fi eld 
and back. Not only does this promote transparency and trust, 
but it fosters dialogue and conversation at the local level on 
how individuals and teams can improve employee engagement. 
Discussions regarding data collected can be handled using inter-
nal leadership, human resources, or focus groups using outside 
facilitators. We suggest that the decision on how these conver-
sations take place and who leads them should depend on the 
current state in the organization. The more trust exists, the more 
likely it is that you should allow managers of functions, groups, 
and locations to facilitate these follow - up conversations. After 
all, the benefi t to having a survey is the dialogue and under-
standing that come from the process. Too many organizations 
have a few people sit behind closed doors and complete the 
action planning. When action planning occurs in this manner, 
there is little to no buy - in. 

 If the engagement and trust levels are low, we suggest getting 
outside help for holding these conversations in order to create 
an environment for productive focus groups and the develop-
ment of strong action plans. The most important outcome 
from these conversations is that the employees learn about the 

•

•

•

•

•

•
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results and have an opportunity to talk openly about them. If 
the employees do not feel safe, then there is no point in hav-
ing the conversations. When trust levels are average, that usu-
ally means certain areas have less trust than others or certain 
managers have earned less trust than others. In cases such as 
these, we encourage a strong human resources team to team up 
with certain managers to ensure a more positive outcome. The 
long - term goal, however, is to create the level of trust and skill 
to allow these conversations to take place with key leaders and 
their staff. (See Figure  4.2  for an overview of this concept.)   

 There are a number of agendas one could utilize to hold an 
engagement conversation. We offer the following agenda as 
an option or starting place:

  Engagement Conversation Agenda 

   1.   Thank everyone for participating. Let them know that their 
participation and candor are very valuable.  

   2.   Explain the purpose of the meeting.  

   3.   Create ground rules to ensure a safe environment.  

   4.   Review the data.  

   5.   Ask for clarifi cation regarding the feedback.  

   6.   Explore the reasons  “ why ”  these challenges and successes 
are happening.  

 Figure 4.2 Follow - Up Engagement Conversations 

External Human Resource Leadership 

Support Support Led

Low Trust High

 Source:  Performancepoint, LLC
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   7.   Brainstorm alternative solutions.  

   8.   Explore a specifi c idea and course of action.  

   9.   Create a plan.  

   10.   Execute the plan.  

   11.   Communicate and celebrate progress.    

 One suggestion we make to clients is to split the conversa-
tion into two meetings. The fi rst meeting should be utilized to 
share the results and gain clarifi cation. This way we demonstrate 
the value of the feedback and the desire to understand the feed-
back prior to taking action. An agenda for this meeting might 
look like this:

  Engagement Conversation Agenda: Meeting 1 of 2 

   1.   Thank everyone for participating. Let them know that their 
participation and candor are very valuable.  

   2.   Explain the purpose of the meeting.  

   3.   Create ground rules to ensure a safe environment.  

   4.   Review the data.  

   5.   Ask for clarifi cation regarding the feedback.    

 Planning for this meeting is essential. Otherwise, it can 
become directionless, or worse, a complaint session. Most impor-
tant, the meeting should be balanced and focused. We suggest 
that, while you will provide an overview to the entire set of 
results, you should be prepared to do two things: 

  Share a balanced picture of both the strengths and 
 weaknesses of the organization, department, offi ce, or the 
relevant breakdown of the results, and  

  Know the items that will have the largest impact and 
 prepare to spend time on those.    

•

•
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 We have included a chart below that may help you organize 
your thoughts regarding where you will want to spend your time 
in this conversation. You will notice that the chart in Figure  4.3  
encourages you to think of specifi cs and to focus on strengths 
fi rst. It is all too easy to become critical and want to fi x what 
is broken. However, we should always look at what we can cel-
ebrate and leverage to create a balanced picture.    

  Action Planning 

 The second meeting becomes more of an action planning meet-
ing. This discussion centers on understanding the causes of low 
scores and working toward solutions. We encourage our clients 
to keep the action planning simple to make sure initiatives are 
executed and executed well and to focus on a maximum of three 
goals and initiatives for the same reasons. It is simply too easy to 
sit in a room and plan. The diffi cult work starts when we actually 

 Figure 4.3 Sharing the Data 

 Source:  Performancepoint, LLC

Strengths Improvement Areas

Items:

1

2

3

Comments:

1

2

3

Clarifi cations:

1

2

3
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have to make things happen. A potential agenda for this meet-
ing might look something like this:

  Engagement Conversation Agenda: Meeting 2 of 2 

   1.   Explore the reasons  “ why ”  these challenges and successes are 
happening.  

   2.   Brainstorm alternative solutions.  

   3.   Explore a specifi c idea and course of action.  

   4.   Create a plan with milestones, accountability, and opportu-
nities to celebrate and recognize.    

 It is important to note that this meeting is all about moving 
forward. It is not uncommon and very helpful to summarize the 
results of the fi rst meeting and provide the goals for this meeting 
in writing in advance. This will give participants the opportu-
nity to prepare their thoughts and add more value to the meet-
ing. It is not enough to determine goals. We should be clear on 
what progress or success looks like. We have included a chart in 
Figure  4.4  to help you organize your thoughts and action steps.   

   TIPS for Creating Successful Engagement Conversations 

  Use the SMART goal - setting process  

  Specifi c  

  Measurable  

  Attainable  

  Relevant  

  Time Bound    

  Try not to ask leading questions when talking with 
employees.  

  Temper your own agenda. Remember this is not about you; 
it is about the team or organization.  

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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  The more you ask of others, the more they will bring. They 
will help if they are asked to rise to the occasion.  

  Make sure to work on and spend time on issues that are 
within your control. Talk about issues that exist in your 
department, division, or group. If we take this approach 
we are able to help shift our work environments. Spending 
time on things that are out of our control typically reduces 
morale and productivity.  

   Tips for Celebrating Successes 

  Remember to acknowledge efforts in moving forward and 
successes along the way. In today ’ s busy world, we typically 
acknowledge what goes wrong rather than what goes right.  

  People want to be a part of success and winning. Progress 
is success and we have a responsibility to shed light on that 
progress both publicly and privately.  

  Here are some ways in which you can celebrate successes:  

  Send notes to individuals.  

  Send out a public email.  

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

ISSUE ACTIONS OWNER
MILESTONE
DATES

SUCCESS 
CRITERIA

 Figure 4.4 Action Planning 

 Source:  Performancepoint, LLC
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  Have the president or CEO congratulate a group for 
great work.  

  Buy lunch or pizza for the group.  

  Have a party.  

  Have a make your own sundae break.  

  Set up game time to let off some steam.    

   Tips for Identifying Success 

   1.    Identify your milestones . What are the key signposts for 
 projects? When is it important to regroup? When does the 
initiative move into a new phase?  

   2.    Determine lead indicators . What are the early sign of success? 
What activities lead to key results? What does progress look 
like along the way?  

   3.    Determine lag indicators . What end results are we looking for? 
What does success look like? How will we know we have 
made the progress we were looking for?  

   4.    Ask everyone involved what success looks like along the way . 
If your people are involved, they will have buy - in. Create a 
shared sense of success through your conversation.  

   5.    Measure your efforts along the way!  Defi ning success is not 
enough. What should we put in place to measure success? 
How can we keep this initiative front and center? What 
structure can we use to keep us all accountable for success?  

   Tips for Communicating Results 

  Communicate, communicate, and communicate!!! The 
more the better. Repetition is okay.  

  People erase emails before reading them and, yes, sometimes 
by accident. They miss conference calls. They are distracted by 
deadlines and personal issues during conversations. They 
miss the details. That does not mean that people ’ s intentions 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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are bad. They are trying, and like all of us, have much too 
much on their plates.  

  Use different vehicles to update everyone, including emails, 
conference calls, wikis, intranets, company meetings, and 
other means.  

  Think about how you communicate. We must get people ’ s 
attention and mindshare. Dry, formal language only serves 
to reduce comprehension.  

  Communicate, the  What ’ s In It For Me,  in each message.  

  Be creative:  

  Try using a banner.  

  Make the communication an event.  

  Create a contest whereby people can win if they identify 
certain things in the message.  

  Create a worksheet that they can fi ll in along the way.    

  Make sure the headline in an email or memo is 
attention - getting.  

  Illustrate how the information in this message helps them, 
the organization, the team.  

  Quick updates are much better than long messages, reports, 
or meetings, so be concise.    

 Good luck and enjoy the chance to truly connect with your 
employees. People tend to think the action plans and the data 
are the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, but it is the abil-
ity to connect with your colleagues that is the real treasure. The 
data and the action planning provide a reason and a structure 
for that conversation and connection. That is why feedback is 
a gift. Remember, dialogue leads to trust and trust leads to com-
mon ground and common ground leads to achievement.                             

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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        Questions to Ask Yourself      

  To what extent does your organization and its management 
acknowledge employee feedback?  

  To what extent does your organization and its management 
visibly demonstrate appreciation of employee feedback?  

  How does your organization currently create a dialogue with 
its employees?  

  To what extent can you and other management take in 
the feedback and work with employees in a non - defensive 
manner?  

  How does your organization involve employees in the 
employee engagement improvement process?  

  To what extent has your organization utilized focus groups?  

  How does your organization defi ne what is worked on locally 
versus globally?  

  How does your organization communicate progress on 
employee engagement goals?  

  How does your organization promote the idea of celebrating 
successes?  

  What process does your organization utilize to determine 
who leads the engagement conversations?  

  What process does your organization utilize to determine 
whether the engagement conversations are successful?            

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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                                  5    

IT BOILS DOWN TO TWO THINGS          

   In This Chapter 

4  Trust  

  4Distractions  

  4Ego  

  4Agendas  

  4Success    

 I was recently mediating a situation between two individuals. 
It was a very diffi cult situation because the problem had been 
going on for a long time, approximately fourteen months. These 
two individuals were fairly senior in the organization. However, 
their relationship was in turmoil. These two executives were 
acting like children, and it became such an issue that the human 
resource group asked for help. Unfortunately, they waited a little 
too long. I am not exaggerating when I say that it would have 
been diffi cult for the situation to have been worse. The only 
thing these two people had not done is resort to hitting each 
other, although some threatening language had been used. One 
of the executives actually oriented one of his new employees by 
sharing negative information about the other executive, coach-
ing them about what to look for, and then asking the employee 
to sit in on meetings as a witness. 
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 There were two reasons why this effort was going to be a 
challenge at best. The fi rst reason was a lack of trust. So much 
time had passed, with confl icts occurring without resolution or 
even understanding. Each of these individuals needed answers 
about what was going on. And true to form, both of the indi-
viduals made sense of these confl icts from his own point of 
view. To create meaning, they had to make many assumptions 
and fi ll in the blanks that existed. They chose this path rather 
than listening to each other and trying to see things from the 
other person ’ s perspective. Amazingly, human nature generally 
shows that under stress and in ambiguous situations, we fi ll in 
the blanks incorrectly or exaggerate; usually toward the nega-
tive. In every situation, these individuals infused negative 
motives on the other person and provided opinions as facts to 
support their perspective. They also saw themselves as innocent 
and did not seem to take responsibility. After fourteen months 
of this self - indulgent behavior, it is easy to see how they could 
not trust each other. Each saw the other person as a caricature, 
a villain if you will. And they saw themselves as saints. Their 
own self - interest was a barrier to building a relationship with 
the other person. 

 Self - interest was not the only reason why this was such a 
diffi cult situation. We should ask why they had never worked 
through these issues. Why did they let this go so far? Why did 
the organization as a whole allow this to keep festering? What 
prompted these problems in the fi rst place? 

 A number of factors had an impact. Politics, reporting struc-
ture, geographic distance, dissimilar professional perspectives, 
different personality type, and differences in communication 
style all played a role. But they created a bigger issue  . . .  fear. 
Yes, the four - letter word. Each of these individuals was fearful of 
something. One of them was new to the company and the role. 
This person had a lot riding on their entrance into the company 
and wanted everything to go perfectly as planned. The other 
individual, who had just been told he were now reporting to the 
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fi rst individual, felt as though he was losing freedom, and that 
his relationship with the president of the company was being 
affected. This individual saw his career being impacted by a new 
player and wanted to be viewed as he was previously. Both indi-
viduals acted out of fear or risk rather than opportunity. 

 The further down the road they went, more was at stake, 
especially when each painted the other individual as the villain 
and himself as a saint. If they were to resolve this confl ict, both 
of them would have to acknowledge their own challenges and 
faults. Fear can became a larger obstacle when trying to resolve 
a problem. This was added to the concerns that already existed. 
Because the situation had gone on so long and had become very 
public, they knew people were watching, including the presi-
dent. While we would like to believe that this would create the 
proper pressure to work through the issues, it actually creates 
the need for some people to protect themselves. 

 Unfortunately, that is what occurred in this situation. One 
of the individuals rose to the occasion and the other individual 
engaged in self - protection, negative attacks, and breaking agree-
ments. The irony is that this individual was afraid of looking 
bad, and in the end he lost the respect of a number of people 
because of that behavior. If the two of them had resolved the 
confl ict, they would have improved their image in the organi-
zation, their relationship with the president, and positively 
impacted their careers and the organization. So this situation 
boiled down to two core issues: 

  Lack of trust  

  Focusing on risks rather than opportunities    

 Employee engagement is no different. It boils down to the same 
two items. How are our organizational levers or drivers creating 
more trust? And how are we building an organization where it is 
easier to focus on success and opportunity? To further understand 
these two principles, let ’ s defi ne them. (See Figure  5.1 .    )

•

•

ch005.indd   81ch005.indd   81 6/9/09   12:19:46 PM6/9/09   12:19:46 PM



82  EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT

  Trust 

 Trust has to do with our present interest. The question we 
should consistently ask ourselves, whatever the situation, is: 
 “ What is my present interest? ”  If my present interest is truly in 
others, meaning the person in front of me, my team, and my 
customers, then I will create more trust. The opposite is also 
true. If my focus is on myself, self - interest then reduces trust 
levels. Think of it as a continuum. The more self - interested we 
are, the more our relationships will suffer or be superfi cial. This 
is due to the fact that we cannot focus on other people and their 
needs when we are focused on ourselves. We just cannot be in 
two places at once. The challenge we face is that most of us are 
naturally self - interested; it is human nature. We start our think-
ing based on where we are emotionally and intellectually. This 
is most likely due to the way we are wired, but also because of 
upbringing. From an early age, we are rewarded and recognized 
for personal achievement. Think back to grade school or kin-
dergarten; when we did something right we received a gold star. 
When we got the fi rst gold stars, we wanted more. This contin-
ues as we get older, only the stakes get higher. 

 Our training, organizational culture, and work/life style 
encourage behavior that can be self - promoting or indulgent. 

 Figure 5.1 Trust 

 Source:  Performancepoint, LLC

UndependableDistractions
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We are not socialized to promote others and think about 
others before ourselves. Trust impacts our relationships with our 
supervisors, teams, co - workers, customers, and organizations as 
a whole. The more trust we have, the more we are seen, indi-
vidually and collectively, as being dependable, believable, and 
authentic or real. We want people to count on us, to see us as 
credible and as straight shooters. 

 One of our main challenges as human beings is that we 
are linear, and we cannot help but think about what has pre-
viously happened and what will happen. The only problem is 
that it means we are not in the here and now. When we are in 
one conversation, we may be thinking about another that has 
already passed. Or we may be in a meeting and contemplat-
ing the meeting with our boss that will occur in the afternoon. 
Either way, we are not there in the moment.  

   “ Be present. I would encourage you with my 
heart - just to be present. Be present and open to the 
moment that is unfolding before you. Because, ulti-
mately, your life is made up of moments. So don ’ t 
miss them by being lost in the past or anticipating the 
future. ”   1     

 I was impressed by the quote from Jessica Lange in the above 
extract. She says it so eloquently. We are either connected to 
those around us — our co - workers, customers, and employees — or 
we are not. We have a choice as to whether we will be present 
and in the now.  2   It is a matter of training our brain to oper-
ate in that manner. So what stops us from being present and 
focusing on others, besides being hardwired that way? What 
should we look out for to try and keep this in check? There are 
three factors at the core of this challenge, especially at work —
 Distractions, Ego, and Agendas.  
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  Distractions 

 Distractions are everywhere. The sound your computer makes 
when an email arrives. The buzz of your PDA when it is set to 
vibrate. The argument with your spouse you had before coming 
to work. A big football game you want to watch even though you 
have a project due. Whatever the distraction, when we are think-
ing about something else or someone else when we are in front of 
another person(s) or trying to think critically, we handicap our-
selves. We will miss details in a conversation, not realize there is 
a new deadline, or worse, send a message to someone because of 
the way we are acting that makes the person feel not valued. 

 I am coaching an executive who is a big multi - tasker. She is 
interrupted by her staff a great deal during the day. When she 
is interrupted, it is usually for a good reason; however, she is also 
focused on other things. She knew that she was not giving her 
staff the attention they needed, but she would usually recog-
nize it as an issue after the fact; sometimes out of self - awareness, 
because of a sarcastic comment from a colleague, or because 
she was surprised by something that was supposedly already 
discussed. I asked her to think about times when she handled 
the interruptions well — when her staff felt more valued. I then 
asked her to think about what was different in those situations. 

 Her answer was interesting. She said,  “ The table. I sit with 
them at a table in the offi ce rather than staying at my desk. ”  
It became clear that when she sat at the table in her offi ce she 
maintained eye contact, did not look at her emails or her phone 
when calls came in, was able to leave the task she was work-
ing on behind, and could focus on the other person. Now she 
and her staff use a code word to determine whether a conversa-
tion can be had at that moment —  “ tabletop. ”  If she knows it is a 
tabletop discussion rather than a quick yes or no that is needed, 
she will either go to the table or schedule time for a discussion 
at the table later. Here are some tips for handling distractions: 
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  Schedule time with people when you can concentrate.  

  Admit you are distracted.  

  Take a walk with that person to change environments.  

  Limit checking voicemail and email. Try three to four times 
a day.  

  Exercise or meditate to relieve stress.  

  Schedule limits to time spent working on or thinking about 
particular subjects or projects.  

  Organize so you can regroup more easily when you need to 
come back to a particular issue.  

  Manage interruptions. Try scheduled offi ce hours.  

  Create words that have special meaning to you and your 
 colleagues to help you focus (like  “ tabletop ” ).  

  Try having people who need your attention triage their 
questions into categories like  “ time sensitive ”  versus  “ can be 
scheduled. ”   

  Ask yourself questions to get back to the present moment 
like:  

  Who is with me?  

  What do they need?  

  What do I hear them saying?  

  Why are we talking?       

  Ego 

 Ego is a loaded word, so let ’ s take a moment and expand the 
defi nition. For our purposes, ego means focusing on how some-
thing impacts you personally and then acting on the basis of that 
impact. We make decisions every day based on our egos. People 
decide which projects to volunteer for based on how visible they 
will be in the company. Ideas, innovations, and best practices 
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are all ego - driven. I know I have never met anyone who wasn ’ t 
attached to his or her own ideas. Having an ego is not a bad 
thing. It is only destructive when your ego hampers your ability 
to listen and understand others and to be present in the moment. 

 One of the best ego examples I can think of deals with an 
exercise I do to encourage people to listen, ask questions, and 
be present in the moment. I ask participants to help me solve 
a problem in my life. Specifi cally, I tell them that my wife and 
I are thinking about having another child, but are unable to 
make the decision. I then ask them to help me think through 
this decision. What generally happens is that, rather than help-
ing me to think through the situation, I receive free advice or 
opinions disguised as questions. The conversation becomes more 
about the participants than about me, even though I am the one 
with the challenge. 

 Here are some tips for managing your ego: 

  Keep a journal to become aware. Track the times when you 
take other people ’ s wins, ideas, or thoughts and make them 
about yourself.  

  Try to analyze your behavior, not just the behavior, but the 
motive. Are you doing it for someone else or for yourself?  

  Be aware of the context. Are you vying for a promotion, 
wanting a special assignment, or do you want to impress 
your new boss?  

  Ask for feedback. Taking a 360 - degree evaluation can 
 sometimes uncover this type of behavior.  

  Identify the best salesperson, customer service agent, 
leader, mentor, or coach and try to emulate the behavior 
that makes the person successful at what he or she does. 
Typically, people who excel in these roles manage their egos 
well when it comes to those they serve.  

  Find a coach, mentor, or trusted advisor. They can help you 
work through these issues.  

•
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  Use open - ended, non - leading questions when talking with 
people and trying to learn more.  

  Help others come up with ideas rather than coming up with 
them yourself.  

  Build off another person ’ s idea rather than focusing on 
yours.  

  Try to get in a curious mindset. Ask  “ Why? ”  if not to the 
person in front of you, then at least to yourself.  

  Avoid making assumptions.     

  Agendas 

 Many of us are structured in the way we work. Some of us think 
in a linear or logic - oriented fashion. Most of us believe there is a 
right way and wrong way to approach certain tasks and situations. 
All of these things represent  “ agendas. ”  An agenda is a preset 
approach to something. We have agendas for meetings. A proj-
ect plan can also be viewed as an agenda. Sometimes an agenda 
can be a goal, as when a salesperson meets with a client to sell 
something. Consultants walk into meetings with agendas, such 
as establishing credibility or adding value to the meeting. There 
is nothing wrong with having agendas. These approaches, goals, 
and tools help us create structure and process and serve as plans —
 a directional compass if you will. The predicament arises when 
the agenda becomes rigid, infl exible, or the overriding concern. 

 I had a consultant ask me for help once. He explained to me 
that he was having trouble adding value in his consultations. 
He was prepared, fl exible with the agenda, participative with 
his approach, but still had diffi culty synthesizing client thoughts 
and ideas and helping them get to a better place or challenge 
their thinking. I asked him to think back to his last two con-
sultations and refl ect on what he was thinking at those times. 
He said,  “ That is easy. I kept repeating in my head,  ‘ How can 
I add value? How can I add value? ’  ”  I told him maybe that was 
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his problem. He asked me what I meant. After a short discussion 
he had an  “ aha ”  moment. He realized that he was so busy think-
ing about adding value that he was no longer focused on his cli-
ent. Adding value was his agenda and it was very different from 
what his customer was thinking about. Once he was able to turn 
off that voice in his head and become really curious about his 
clients, he began adding real value in his consultations. Some 
tips for moderating your agenda follow: 

  Ask others for input on any real agenda, process, or plan.  

  Walk into situations planning to be willing to change your 
plan.  

  Role play a situation to become more comfortable and 
 natural with it.  

  Reverse role play a situation to gain perspective about how a 
customer, boss, or colleague feels or what he or she wants.  

  Watch the repeating. Any time you fi nd yourself sounding 
like a broken record, there is probably an agenda in there 
somewhere.  

  Pay attention to your internal talk. What are you saying in 
your head? Usually, when we have an increase in internal 
talk, it is self - oriented and has to do with ego, agendas, or 
fear.  

  Think about a time when you were curious and had no 
agenda. Remember what that was like, how it felt, and what 
was different.  

  Actually sit on your agenda, or sit on your hands. It is a very 
symbolic gesture and it will make you more self - aware.  

  Rephrase and confi rm what the other person was saying.    

 Our structures, processes, compensation, policies, and skill 
sets all impact how much trust exists in our organizations. If we 
are able to take care of the basic needs of our employees, create 
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a transparent organization, send consistent messages, promote 
learning that helps individuals become more curious of others 
and areas out of their expertise, and build a vision that helps 
people connect to something larger than themselves, we will 
be more successful and have more engaged employees. Our 
challenge as organizations and individuals in organizations is 
to create this work environment in diffi cult times as well as in 
optimistic times. Unfortunately, in challenging moments we 
hold back information, fail to address our motivations, try to put 
our best face forward, become rigid, or focus on the minutia. All 
of those behaviors, or manifestations of those behaviors, create 
questions in our employees ’  minds. Questions can reduce trust, 
and the best way we can counter that is to be as straightforward 
as possible. I used to have a manager who said,  “ They don ’ t 
have to like it, just understand it, ”  when he had to deliver less 
than attractive news. But he was right. Being candid, up - front, 
and clear went a long way. He also had to deliver the message 
in a  “ real ”  manner. Too many times, people try to oversell some-
thing. We all remember the phrase,  “ If you put lipstick on a pig, 
it is still a pig. ”     

Questions to Ask Yourself  

  What kind of culture have we built, self - interested or inter-
ested in others?  

  How interested in our employees are we?  

  What distractions exist in our workplace?  

  To what extent do our policies demonstrate trust in our 
employees?  

  How transparent is our organization?  

  To what extent do we practice open book management?  

  How political is our environment?  

•
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  Success 

 Everyone wants to be a part of a winning team. But what makes 
up a winning team? Success has to do with our present motives. 
The question we should consistently ask ourselves in different sit-
uations is,  “ What is my present motive? ”  If my present motive is 
centered on  “ opportunity, ”  meaning I am focused on what is pos-
sible, then I will create more success. The opposite is also true. If 
my focus is on risk, then I am trying to reduce my liabilities and 
will create less success or achievement. We know that this, too, 
is a continuum. The less we are able to work through our fears, 
the more likely we will be unsuccessful. There are two reasons for 
this phenomenon. The fi rst is based on the concept that we can-
not focus on opportunities when we are too worried about risk. 
The second is that if we act on our fear, the very thing we fear 
most will come true. (See Figure  5.2  for a Success model.)   

  How do we promote being present and in the moment?  

  To what extent does our organization help employees learn 
to manage their egos?  

To what extent does our organization help employees 
become more fl exible?

•

•

•

 Figure 5.2 Success 

 Source:  Performancepoint, LLC
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 A wonderful example of the success phenomenon is when a 
child is trying to learn how to write or read, but juxtaposes the 
effort against looking good in front of his or her parents. When 
the need for approval from parents looms heavy in their minds, 
many children actually become defensive when receiving feed-
back or have tantrums to avoid doing the work. Amazingly 
enough, they are so worried about looking foolish in front of their 
parents that they engage in behavior that not only stops them 
from learning, but also disappoints their parents along the way. 

 We see it at work as well. The employee who does not want 
to upset the boss with bad news, so he procrastinates in telling 
the boss bad news, only to blindside the boss in the process. The 
very thing the employee was concerned about actually occurs, 
and at a heightened level. Also, an opportunity was lost. What 
if the boss had received the information earlier? What could 
he or she have done with the information? How could the boss 
have changed plans? Prepared? Perhaps even benefi ted from 
the news? The sad aspect of fear is that it stops us in our tracks. 
When we are afraid, we are unable to learn, pay attention, or 
be perceptive to the environment around us, and we are defi -
nitely not accountable or responsible for our actions, let alone 
the consequences of our actions. Most importantly, our clients 
or customers lose. 

 On the contrary, when we see opportunity, we are able to 
do almost anything. The following quote from a commence-
ment speech at Harvard University sums it up better than I ever 
could:

   “ By any conventional measure, a mere seven years 
after my graduation day, I had failed on an epic 
scale. An exceptionally short - lived marriage had 
imploded, and I was jobless, a lone parent and as 
poor as it is possible to be  . . .  without being homeless. 
The fears my parents had for me, and that I had 
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had for myself, had both come to pass, and by every 
usual standard, I was the biggest failure I knew. . . .   
I was set free, because my greatest fear had already 
been realized, and I was still alive, and I still had my 
daughter whom I adored, and an old typewriter and 
a big idea. And so rock bottom became the solid 
foundation on which I built my life. ”    

 That quote is from J.K. Rowling, the author of the Harry 
Potter series.  3   Her success came from no longer having fear. She 
saw nothing but an opportunity. How do we create an environ-
ment in which people do not have to hit rock bottom to see 
opportunities and where they do not have to be paralyzed by the 
fear of failure? What if your organization helped its employees 
understand how to manage fear and confl ict so that they were 
more equipped to act in ways that more consistently create suc-
cess? Look at your organization and think about the structures, 
systems, policies, processes, and skill sets that exist. What helps 
to diminish fear, risk, and concerns of your employees, and what 
fuels the fi re?   

 Everyone has fears and concerns. Some of us are just bet-
ter at dealing with them than others. For purposes of this book, 
I am not going to make a distinction among fears, apprehension, 

Questions to Ask Yourself  

  Have you ever been in a meeting when a colleague picked up 
on subtle cues you did not even see?  

  When have you noticed someone who always seem to come 
up with a creative solution to a problem?  

How about a leader that took credit for failures and gave 
credit to the team when he or she won?

•

•

•
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or concerns. The reality is that an apprehension for one maybe 
a fear to another. For practical purposes, what matters is how we 
respond to fears, apprehension, and concerns. So from this point 
on, I will just use the term  “ fear. ”  Fear can cause us to behave in 
ways that are detrimental to our organization, teams, customers, 
and ourselves. Here are some examples of how fear can play out 
in the workplace: 

  Tendency to procrastinate;  

  Fail to ask our boss or the client an important question;  

  Do not call someone back;  

  Try to keep a low profi le at networking events;  

  Act defensively;  

  Agree to a request or plan when we are not comfortable;  

  Decide not to ask the client for a referral;  

  Experience inability to go to sleep;  

  Rely too much on policies and procedures;  

  Blame others for our inadequacies;  

  Avoid an assignment that would help us develop;  

  Take on an assignment or responsibility for which we are 
not ready; or  

  Hire people who are not as talented as we are.    

 If fear is that destructive and is very much alive and well 
in our workplace and in society, how do we work through fear? 
There are a number of ways to begin to work on this challenge. 
I have included just a few ideas to support your growth or the 
growth of someone in your organization: 

  Take a course or read about emotional intelligence or 
maturity.  

  Keep a journal and identify when you stopped yourself from 
doing something that you should have done or did not 
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notice or did something that you later realized you should 
not have. It doesn ’ t matter if it was that you chose not to 
raise an issue at a meeting, procrastinated on a project, or 
realized that you were not aware of another person ’ s feelings. 
Find out why.  

  Admit your concerns and fears to yourself.  

  Admit your concerns and fears to others. (If it is not a safe 
environment for doing so, fi nd a confi dant.)  

  Pay attention to your language. Whenever we use language 
like  “ I should have, ”     “ I can ’ t help it, ”     “ I would have, ”     “ I 
have to, ”  our radar should go up. These are cues that we are 
being less accountable than we should be, less resourceful 
than we should be, and we are defi nitely not going to be 
 perceptive when we are in that mindset.  

  Change your language and use language that is more con-
fi dant and positive such as  “ I am client - centered ”  or  “ I am 
willing to share my opinions freely. ”   

  Use visualization exercises. Visualize what you want to 
 happen. Pay attention to what occurred and write down 
what steps or actions you took to be confi dent, successful, 
creative, and/or accountable.  

  Find someone who has gotten past his or her fear or is able 
to do what you have apprehensions about. Interview the 
person fi nd out how he or she did it. Ask the person to 
 mentor you.  

  Make a commitment to someone. When we are accountable 
to someone else, we are more likely to move forward.  

  Break down the problem or concern into smaller pieces so 
that it is easier to tackle and you can think more creatively 
about it.  

  Identify multiple options to overcome your concern and 
pick one or more creative new alternatives out of the 
options you have already identifi ed.  

•
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  Think about doing exactly what you are concerned 
with, and identify the worst thing that could happen and 
then the best result. Then look at acting in your more 
 comfortable manner and do the same exercise. Compare 
both sets of results.  

  Ask yourself questions such as these:  

  What does being confi dent or resourceful look like in this 
situation?  

  What behavior would I need to adopt to accomplish this?  

  What resources and information do I need to accomplish 
this?  

  How often would I need to do this?  

  Whose support do I need to make this change?  

  How will I know I am making progress?  

  How will I know I am successful?  

  What will be my reward for succeeding?    

  Take an assessment that deals with risks and learn more 
about your concerns.  

  Ask yourself  “ Why? ”  when you reacted in a manner that is 
less than confi dant or accountable. Try using this as a way to 
identify your core feelings or beliefs.  

  Study personal change by changing small things and getting 
used to change in general. Then over time up the odds and 
change larger things in your life. It is a great way to develop 
fl exibility over time.  

  Give yourself permission to fail at something. Once you 
have failed at something and you realize the world did not 
end, taking risks gets easier.    

 Trust and success can be applied at an organizational level. 
Earlier, we discussed  “ core ”  engagement factors and  “ enriching ”  
engagement factors. The concepts of  “ trust ”  and  “ success ”  can be 
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viewed through that lens as well. Certain factors drive trust and 
success at a core level, meaning they help me do the basics in 
my job. Because of these factors I can do my job. Then there 
are factors that drive trust and success at an enriching level. 
These factors promote the idea that I am able to do more than 
a good job. I am gaining a benefi t by helping to build something 
larger than myself. It may be the larger - than - life vision of a com-
pany; it may be the idea of social change, or growing a team of 
people. What it is does not really matter. What matters is that 
I connect to something at an enriching level. And I can only 
make that connection if I am able to focus my interest on others 
and I am acutely aware of the opportunities before me. 

 The largest challenge organizations have with building cul-
tures of trust and success, beyond the old idea of command and 
control, is not having all of their ducks in a row. It is easy in this 
fast - paced world to get out of alignment. We have a tendency to 
change policies, procedures, and structures in a piecemeal or a 
compartmentalized manner. Over time, we end up with policies 
that, at least on the surface, seem to contradict one another, or 
departments that function differently from one another when 
it comes to selling or servicing customers. Sometimes, we leave 
things in place because of politics or sacred cows, even if they 
no longer make sense. Or we espouse one thing as a part of our 
culture, and circumstances push us to act differently. 

 One of my clients was dealing with that very issue. They 
spoke of trust and belief in their employees. It was plastered on 
their walls, taught in their training courses, and repeated by senior 
management. However, on a day - to - day basis there was little to 
no ability for employees to plan, make decisions, or innovate. It 
was a  “ command - and - control ”  structure. One of the reasons the 
company was functioning as a command - and - control organization 
was a deep - rooted need to focus on fi nancials; to try minimizing 
the risk of poor performance. Unfortunately, the mixed message 
between the espoused and the real created a great deal of mistrust, 
anger, and fear and negatively impacted their fi nancials. 
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 In many cases, organizations have diffi culty aligning them-
selves. When you are in the middle of the muck, it is hard to 
see the forest for the trees. The results are mixed messages and 
inconsistency at best, something we have termed as  “ noise. ”  
Noise is the result of inconsistent messages being sent in an 
organization. Organizations that have a good deal of noise, espe-
cially during periods of change, create an environment that 
reduces the amount of trust between functions, levels, and indi-
viduals and hinders achievement. Other by - products of noise 
include the lack of collaboration and innovation. 

 Organizations can reduce  “ noise ”  by holding an audit that 
reviews their policies, procedures, and systems as to how well they 
foster trust and achievement with their customers and then with 
their employees. One more aspect of the audit exercise is how 
well policies, procedures, systems, and human resource practices of 
an organization support the organization ’ s stated values. It means 
that as an organization we need to be honest about our present 
interest and present motive regarding key policies, procedures, 
systems, and communications. If we are instituting a new policy 
regarding vacation pay to save the company money, then we
should be honest about it. Employees become frustrated when 
those decisions are dressed up as a present or as a benefi t to them, 
when they know the organization is acting in its own self - interest. 

 Another example is non - compete agreements. Too many 
organizations give the lawyers too much rope. Lawyers are hard-
wired and trained to think about risks, so they write a non -
  compete agreement that is twenty to thirty pages long, covers 
every  “ what if  ”  in existence, only protects the organization, 
and is so stringent it probably won ’ t even hold up in court. 
The agreement is written in legalize and in effect handcuffs the 
employees, in many cases, from making a living even if they are 
laid off from the company. Some of these agreements are written 
like a long list of threats. 

 What is the result? I can tell you from personal experi-
ence and from coaching people who have also been through 
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this experience. It can take a loyal corporate citizen and turn 
him or her into a mercenary. I have seen great employees quit; 
or stay on and then leave to challenge the agreement. I have 
seen employees hold back their best ideas as an act of revenge. 
I have seen people become uncomfortable in their offi ce envi-
ronments because they have seen their employer ’ s true colors. 
I have seen employees leave and determine how, without get-
ting in legal troubles, they will initiate a direct offensive on 
their previous employer ’ s business. Imagine you are an employee 
of twenty years receiving a document like that. It does not 
illicit much trust or success. It does the exact opposite. Those 
types of actions cause friction and fear, create attrition, reduce 
productivity, and negatively impact the fi nancial health of an 
organization. 

 Another strategy in addressing noise is to fi nd ways to com-
municate directly with your employees. Too many compa-
nies have chosen static approaches to communication, such as 
newsletters and email. Other companies rely on confi dential 
questions and answers between the CEO and the employee 
population. Even others utilize a chain of command to spread 
messages. Each of these strategies, especially when used alone 
or relied on heavily, can become ineffective, because they are 
static and not typically live or face - to - face — and because they 
invite several versions of a message as it is fi ltered through the 
organization. 

 If we are to live up to our values and support our mangers in 
creating an engaged culture, we must make sure that every part 
of our organization is in alignment and communicating the same 
message. We will need to ensure that each aspect of our organi-
zation promotes to our employees a sense of safety, with account-
ability, and a sense of confi dence that the organization has the 
employee ’ s best interests in mind. We need an environment 
that allows employees to take reasonable risks rather than focus-
ing on mitigating them. Trust and success are built and earned 
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not only with individual actions, but by organizational mindsets 
that are communicated through the company ’ s systems, policies 
and procedures, and human resource practices. Have you earned 
the trust and success of your employees? To what extent are 
you focused on trust and success? To fi nd out, take our trust and 
success profi le in Exhibit  5.1 .   

 Answer the following questions honestly using the rating 
scale below. No one will see the answers but you. 

 Exhibit 5.1 Trust and Success Profi le *  

 *  Copyright by the author. All rights reserved.

   Rating Scale 

  1 = Never 2 = Seldom 3 = Sometimes  4 = Often 5 = Regularly      

   1.   I worry about the safety of my job/career  

   2.   I multi - task at work  

   3.   I am apprehensive when it comes to trusting people  

   4.   I have been known to hold grudges  

   5.   I spend time thinking about what my boss thinks of me  

   6.   I regret actions or comments I have made at work  

   7.   I feel resentful of others ’  success or attention at times  

   8.   I zone out during meetings or conversations  

   9.   My credibility or expertise has been questioned  

   10.   I have procrastinated on projects, work or responding to people  

   11.   I have diffi culty making decisions  

   12.   People have questioned whether they can depend on me  

   13.   I have diffi culty saying things in a clear, concise, and 
 compelling manner  

   14.   I have been seen as having an agenda  
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   15.   I am personally uneasy in certain work or social settings  

   16.   I am uncomfortable admitting my mistakes  

   17.   People think I have an ego or need to be smart  

   18.   I am not willing to allow myself to make mistakes  

   19.   I am concerned with what people think of me  

   20.   I keep my feelings inside  

   21.   I am perceived as being negative or holding on to the status quo  

   22.   I feel the need to control things  

   23.   I relate most things to myself or my situation  

   24.   It is important for things to be predictable  

   25.   I have been known to place the blame on others when 
things do not work out right  

   26.   I have trouble expressing regrets  

   27.   Introducing myself to someone new can be stressful  

   28.   I worry about embarrassing myself in certain social 
situations  

   29.   I have used sarcasm or destructive comments in profes-
sional conversations  

   30.   I am afraid to fail    
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   Scoring 

 Add the number of points you gave yourself on the assess-
ment. Interpret the results according to the list below. 

  42 or less   Engager  — I am able to stay present. I am 
interested  in others and focused on 
 opportunity. I am accountable for my actions 
and their outcomes.  

  43 to 66   Trusted Colleague  — Generally, I can focus 
 others and can manage my fears. I am 
accountable for my actions.  

  67 to 93   Satisfi er  — Sometimes I get focused on myself 
and need permission before I can move forward. 
I may multi - task too much at times.  

  94 to 121   Pretender  — I try to act like I am an engager, but 
I am really concerned with risks and how I look.  

  122 to 150   Victim  — I have a diffi cult time taking responsi-
bility for things. I concerned with the potential 
repercussions of my actions.                          
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                                    Questions to Ask Yourself      

  How does our culture reduce employee apprehensions about 
speaking up?  

  To what extent are people accountable for their actions and 
the outcomes from those actions?  

  How bureaucratic and policy driven is our organization?  

  How resourceful and creative are we at solving problems, 
especially customer problems?  

  What more accurately describes our culture: participative or 
top - down?  

  What are the consequences of making a mistake at our 
organization?  

  What do our policies, compensation, and HR practices illicit 
from employees? Confi dence and openness or protectiveness 
and concern?  

  How one - sided are our policies, procedures, systems, commu-
nications, and human resource practices?  

  To what extent are our policies, procedures, and systems com-
municated in a way that refl ects an interest in our employees 
and customers, as opposed to just protecting the organization?  

  How risk - oriented is our organization?             

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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6

                                   THEY LOST THE GAME 
ON TURNOVERS                                          

 We can all remember the day when a key employee decided to 
leave. We can remember it because it had an impact on us. When 
good people leave, we hear about all kinds of repercussions: 

   “ Our workload increased and became intolerable. ”   

   “ Our team was unable to make key deadlines. ”   

   “ We had to work fi fteen - hour days just to barely keep up. ”   

   “ Other departments are bad mouthing our responsiveness. ”   

   “ My employees began to question my ability to lead the 
group and integrity. ”      

•

•

•

•

•
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  Turnover 

 Turnover also has a signifi cant impact on us personally and on 
the fi nancials of an organization. According to the Saratoga 
Institute, the average cost of turnover is one times a person ’ s 
annual salary.  1   Now, not all turnover is bad. Sometimes, turn-
over cannot be helped, as in the case of a move due to changes 
in a spouse ’ s career. In other cases, we may feel we made a poor 
hire and we want the individual to turn over. But in the end, 
if we are doing all of the right things, we want to limit turn-
over, or at least infl uence it. If our goal is to reduce turnover of 
key people, we must recognize that turnover is an indicator of a 
number of issues, shown in Figure  6.1 .   

 Figure  6.1 , the Turnover Quadrant Model, is a simple way to 
review your turnover statistics. The model has two axes. The fi rst 
refers to  when  actual turnover takes place, wither within the 
fi rst year of employment or after the fi rst year. The horizontal axis 
refl ects whether the turnover is voluntary or involuntary. When 
I use the term  “ voluntary, ”  I mean the person decided to leave on 
his or her own. When I use the term  “ involuntary, ”  the implica-
tion is that the organization asked the individual to leave. In the 
next sections, we ’ ll look at the four quadrants of the model.  

 Figure 6.1 Turnover Quadrant Model 

Career
Development

More than
one year

Less than
one year

Voluntary Involuntary

Selection

Performance
Management

Organization/
Job Fit

  Source:  Performancepoint , LLC
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  Turnover Matrix 

  Voluntary, After One Year 

 When employees decide to leave after the fi rst year, it is typi-
cally because they do not see a career path for themselves. 
Employees want to be developed and they also want to know 
there are growth opportunities and a future ahead for them. If 
they do not see the possibilities or believe that the organization 
and manager are not thinking about what is next for them, then 
they have little reason to stay. Instead, these employees use the 
next job for movement and a guaranteed career progression. 

 Another reason employees leave after the fi rst year is due to 
a forced progression. We have all heard the phrases  “ churn and 
burn ”  or  “ up or out. ”  This language is used to refl ect a culture 
that typically has a pyramid structure with a lot of entry - level 
people at the bottom and a limited number of more expensive 
positions toward the top. While this approach is most com-
monly seen in consulting fi rms, law fi rms, and public accounting 
fi rms, it is utilized in all industries. There are distinct chal-
lenges with this approach and many of the organizations that 
professed its value in the past have changed their perspective 
over the years. When you hold this business model and philoso-
phy, people who are very talented and good at their specialty 
are forced into leadership and/or sales positions. Many of these 
talented employees are frustrated in their new roles, have dif-
fi culty in those roles, or both. Those employees who keep their 
passion and desire to maintain the skills for their craft decide to 
leave, and the organization suffers because of the loss, as seen in 
Figure  6.2 .   

 This career development approach was very common in the 
1990s for consulting fi rms in my industry. Many organizations 
lost institutional memory, creativity, and intellectual capital 
because of this model. Firms started to change the model when 
they noticed the impact on their client relationships and the 
business as a whole. Most individuals who chose to leave did so 
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at critical career path transitions. Again, I want to stress that 
this is  voluntary  turnover, meaning that these employees choose 
to leave and are not  “ counseled out ”  — a common term for being 
asked to leave, but making it look voluntary to save face. We 
will explore this later. A number of organizations with an up -
 or - out strategy have active campus recruiting machines. Those 
fi rms that have decided that talent trumps the pyramidal struc-
ture have had to adopt a more balanced recruiting effort that 
allows these organizations to recruit and hire what many fi rms 
now call  “ experienced hires. ”  

 Career development challenges can also occur because we 
do not invest in a technical track. While the up - or - out strategy 
encourages movement up the pyramid or out of the organization 
whether it is desired or not, there are a great number of organi-
zations that tout the idea that technical, industry, or professional 
experience is important, but do not reward that same experi-
ence. In most organizations, management - level positions are 
paid at a premium, compared to technical positions, and techni-
cal careers can plateau much earlier than management careers. 
Those individuals who stay at an organization and want to focus 
on technical expertise, innovation, and being a product or idea 
leader, as opposed to a people leader, can become frustrated 
watching colleagues surpass them in status, compensation, and 
opportunities. What makes this situation even more frustrating 

Figure 6.2 Up-or-Out Career Development

Partner

Associate
Partner

Manager

Senior Consultant

Consultant

  Source:  Performancepoint , LLC
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is that in many cases these technical positions can add as much 
or more to the bottom line than some management or executive 
positions. Some of our clients have moved to a two - tiered career 
ladder that demonstrates a commitment to both technical and 
managerial careers to compensate for this challenge. 

 Many smaller fi rms or organizations that have stagnant 
growth become challenged providing career opportunities because 
employees see little opportunity for movement and advancement 
in their careers. This can become devastating for an organization, 
especially when their talent is well - sought - after. Employees are 
more apt these days to change jobs, roles, and careers and so 
they look for organizations that can provide opportunities for 
advancement. Some of our clients in this situation have begun 
to work on rotational programs and cross - training programs in 
order to provide opportunities, challenges, and marketability to 
their employees. 

 The most common reason employees leave because of career 
development issues is due to poor practices at their existing 
employers. Some organizations make the process a paper exer-
cise, forgetting that fi lling out a form does not challenge an 
employee. Others create so much bureaucracy around changing 
roles that it is honestly easier to leave the organization and then 
come back in the role you wanted in the fi rst place. Part of the 
problem revolves around whether an organization is inherently 
interested in developing employees. When an organization takes 
development seriously, managers are not able to hold employees 
back solely for their own convenience. I cannot stress how many 
times I have been told by managers that they cannot let an 
employee take a transfer or promotion because they needed the 
person in their department right where he or she is currently. 
Organizations that truly believe in career development invest 
in training their managers to grow their people, and they train 
their employees to grow themselves. However, the key ingredi-
ent to creating an environment that  “ lives ”  career development 
is to allow individuals the time to refl ect on their careers and 
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to encourage time for managers and employees to dialogue. It is 
important to make this a this systematic, throughout the organi-
zation. Many organizations focus on new people or  “ early career ”  
employees, forgetting about employees who have been with the 
organization for a while. Unfortunately, in this way organiza-
tions can lose great employees through neglect. 

 One organization we worked with knew they had a problem 
losing experienced employees because they had built support 
systems, training, and development for new hires and simply 
ignored the needs of their more established employees. They 
had calculated what it was costing them as a fi rm, and the num-
ber was astounding. It was clear that they needed to change, but 
they were not committed to the change because the cost became 
viewed as a cost of doing business and it seemed too diffi cult a 
challenge to change the organization ’ s model.  

  Involuntary, After One Year 

 If a number of employees are asked to leave after the fi rst year or 
beyond, this usually connotes a problem with the performance 
management system, unless you have a strategy to hire a great 
number of people and then weed them out over time. This is a 
process people call  “ counseling out, ”  and it is commonly utilized 
in  “ up - or - out ”  environments. While this strategy can work in 
the short term, most organizations have changed this approach 
because of the negative impact it has on building and keep-
ing capability over time. It is also a very expensive process to 
employ that does not take advantage of the more cost - effective and 
productive selection tools and approaches available to today ’ s 
employers. Counseling out employees has a signifi cant number 
of other negative consequences: 

  Breeds a great deal of mistrust in the work environment;  

  Hinders the supervisor - employee relationship;  

  Reduces accountability;  

•

•

•
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  Creates busy work as a way of  “ looking good ” ;  
  Decreases teamwork;  
  Creates unhealthy internal competition;  
  Takes the focus off of the client or customer; and  
  Increases fear in the workplace.    

 Assuming that up - and - out is not your strategy, it should 
not take over a year to remove someone who is not performing. 
When people are asked to leave one to two years after they start, 
somewhere along the line the organization has dropped the ball 
and it is not fair to the individual or to the organization. I real-
ize that many organizations claim diffi culty removing poor per-
formers due to legislation, but when documented appropriately 
and thoroughly, it is possible. This usually comes back to fear and 
risk, as opposed to doing the right thing. People are kept on in a 
workplace even when there is a poor fi t because: 

  Human resources has become to risk - averse;  
  A manager has not documented the problem(s);  
  A manager avoids the  “ diffi cult ”  conversation with the 
problem employee;  
  The manager promotes the person in order to avoid dealing 
with the problem;  
  The manager transfers the person in order to avoid the 
problem;  
  The manager sends the person to training as if it were a 
remedial education program, hoping the problem will work 
or train itself out;  
  An organization values seniority over performance;  
  People are afraid to share feedback because of an unhealthy 
culture;  

  The manager and/or human resources is afraid to deal with 
the problem employee because he or she has a connection 
with a powerful executive in the company; and/or  

•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

•

•

•

•
•

•
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  The company feels their hands are tied because of a union 
contract that was poorly negotiated when it comes to deal-
ing with performance issues.    

 A performance management system works best when we 
know whether the employee will work out within three to six 
months of entering the organization or taking on a new role. 
For some roles, complex positions, for example, you might 
even go up to the fi rst year. However, most employers know 
pretty quickly whether an employee can do the job. The real 
challenge is being able to take that knowledge and turn it into 
something more useful. Performance management systems typi-
cally focus on results that take time to see. When we rely on 
these lag indicators to make decisions, it causes us to postpone 
issues with which we need to deal proactively. Take a consul-
tative salesperson, for example. We can evaluate salespeople 
based on the revenue they have brought in, which typically 
is at a minimum after only six to nine months in a consulta-
tive sales role, depending on the size and type of sale. That is 
too long a waiting period to determine whether the person will 
be successful. Their pipelines can be utilized as a way of deter-
mining success. How big is the pipeline? How many opportu-
nities are in their pipelines? What is the average size of the 
opportunity? But it takes a long time to build an established 
pipeline for a new salesperson, especially in a diffi cult econ-
omy. However, to create a pipeline and establish opportuni-
ties, salespeople must engage in activities such as prospecting, 
attending networking events, and garnering a certain number 
of face - to - face meetings in a week. If I am aware of a salesper-
son ’ s activity, I will know whether or not he or she is working 
appropriately toward establishing a pipeline. With the combi-
nation of both activity management and pipeline management, 
I will be able to target potential red fl ags and developmental 
opportunities. For instance, if it generally takes ten phone calls 

•
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to get one lead and the salesperson has to make twenty calls to 
get one lead, we will need to look more closely at the salesper-
son ’ s prospecting efforts. Identifying issues like this can take as 
little time as a couple of weeks. When you can quickly pin-
point performance issues using a strong performance manage-
ment process, neither the employee nor the organization is 
surprised down the road.  

  Voluntary, Within First Year 

 When employees decide to leave within the fi rst year, it is usu-
ally due to a poor organizational and/or job fi t. Now that sounds 
like the organization made a poor hiring decision. However, this 
type of turnover is far more refl ective of recruiting errors. While 
these challenges occur during the selection process, they are 
specifi cally caused by selling the candidate on the company and 
job too much and not providing candidates a completely hon-
est and full picture of the role and the company. This is usually 
occurs because of: 

  Pressure to fi ll a spot;  

  A diffi cult employment market for employers;  

  Ego of the hiring manager wanting to impress the candidate;  

  Competitive hiring market for employers so they sell the 
opportunity;  

  An employer trying to make up for perceived market inequi-
ties such as a lower compensation levels;  

  The natural competitive tension of a selection or hiring process;  

  An inconsistent process or messaging from the employer; 
and/or  

  A features and benefi ts war because of multiple offers by 
different organizations made to a candidate.    

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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 When a candidate feels  “ sold ”  and/or disillusioned after start-
ing a job, he or she tends not to stay that long. The best way 
to deal with this issue is to prepare (in advance of the recruiting 
and hiring process) what messages you want to send to the can-
didate. When preparing in advance, an organization should share 
the attractive and not - so - attractive aspects of the workplace 
and the job. Those individuals who are still interested will not 
only take the job, but they will stick around. 

 It is also possible that the recruiting process does not encour-
age the candidate to take an opportunity to refl ect on whether 
this is a good match for him or her. We have to remember that 
a selection process is a competitive process and that candidates 
feel pressure to perform. They also feel pressure to get the posi-
tion. Sometimes, this pressure will stop candidates from think-
ing logically about whether the position is a good fi t for them. 
This usually occurs because: 

  Candidates are asked questions like  “ Do you want this 
job? ”  or Why do you want this job? ”  during an actual 
interview;  

  Candidates are only asked to think about what attracted 
them to this position or company, rather than asking about 
any concerns as well;  

  Candidates are only asked why they liked the job oppor-
tunity and not about what they may not like about the 
opportunity;  

  Candidates are pressured to respond and make a decision in 
the moment or quickly;  

  Employers ask the questions and control the process, creat-
ing more of a parent - child relationship and causing the can-
didate to take on a passive role; and/or  

  The selection process is viewed as a test by the employer 
and candidate rather than a mutual information - gathering 

•

•

•

•

•

•
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and decision - making process, causing the candidate to focus 
on impressing the company, as opposed to making a good 
decision.    

 Because being hired is about  “ winning ”  a job, we need to 
create moments in the hiring process that provide breaks from 
that need to win and ask the candidate to perform his or her 
own analysis about whether this is the right move. We can take 
the view that it is the responsibility of the candidate; however, 
as employers we are largely in charge of the process — and with 
that comes responsibility. We also must remember that there is 
a fi scal benefi t for taking responsibility. We can reduce turnover 
by taking action. Organizations that choose to consistently paint 
a balanced picture, encourage candidates to determine whether 
there is a good fi t, and provide a structure in which to under-
stand that the role, while a good opportunity, is not perfect, can 
reduce turnover by an average of 8 percent.  2    

  Involuntary, Within First Year 

 The last quadrant relates to candidates the organization asks to 
leave to leave within the fi rst year. If this is occurring more 
than it should, then we are clearly looking at a selection 
process challenge. This type of turnover points directly to poor 
decision making. Reviewing your entire selection process, stan-
dards, training of interviewers, and so forth would be a rec-
ommended approach. Most challenges occur in this quadrant 
because: 

  The organization has not created a clear profi le for the 
position;  

  The competencies and skills associated with the position are 
not clearly defi ned;  

  The selection process is not comprehensive;  

•

•

•
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  People make decisions without a process, relying on 
their guts;  

  Interviewers are not using behavior - based questions or they 
use the same questions regardless of the job or role;  

  The organization is not using a rating process or the rating 
process being utilized is not effective;  

  Hiring managers compare candidates to each other rather 
than to the job requirements;  

  Decisions are made by someone removed from the work 
or not inclusive of those involved in recruiting and 
interviewing;  

  Candidates are treated differently or inconsistently in the 
interview process; and/or  

  Hiring managers are not trained or trained correctly on how 
to interview and use the interview process.    

 Most of the time, we fi nd that our clients try to do a good 
job at hiring new employees, but the distractions of everyday 
work life, the lack of time, and the diffi culty preparing all of 
those involved with selection get in the way. Hiring is more 
challenging than most people believe. Most of us understand 
what our organizations are like and feel we are good judges 
of character, and that feeling can lead to a false sense of self -
 confi dence, especially when we view hiring as a simple pro-
cess. We see this with clients all of the time. Behavior - based 
interviewing has become a common term and most organiza-
tions feel they have a behavior - based process. However, we 
have seen that most organizations are not executing the pro-
cess correctly. Using a behavior - based process is much more 
complex than asking past event questions, and it is impossible 
to train managers well in a two - hour module. The turnover 
quadrant model is not an entirely exhaustive model. It is, 
however, practical and simple to use. 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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 Using a model such as this is helpful when looking at the 
entire organization; however, greater insight can occur when ana-
lyzing various areas of an organization separately. For instance, if 
we look at a typical organization ’ s turnover, we may fi nd a mixed 
set of results. We may fi nd we have work to do in each of the 
quadrants. Sure there is some insight gained, but we might not 
have a lot of wisdom and here is why. Certain roles in the orga-
nization may have different needs than others. Figure  6.3  is an 
example.   

 Many organizations have collections departments or tele-
phone sales departments. Those types of positions can be very 
challenging because of the confl ict or rejection received on 
a daily basis. When an organization hires to fi ll these types of 
positions, it is imperative that they help a candidate under-
stand what the disappointment and rejection feel like before the 
person accepts a position. If an organization has not instituted 
this step for these roles, we may see voluntary turnover for such 
employees in the fi rst year. 

 On the other hand, we may fi nd that engineers are vol-
untarily leaving after the fi rst year. This may be due to a career 

Figure 6.3 Segmented Turnover Matrix

EngineeringMore than
one year

Less than
one year

Voluntary Involuntary

Administrative

Face-to-Face Sales

Telephone Sales
Collections

Source: Performancepoint, LLC
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development issue. It may be because of a lack of advancement 
or a lack of exciting, cutting - edge projects. Engineers may leave 
because they do not feel valued like their managerial counter-
parts. However, we would not realize this was an issue if we did 
not break down the turnover in different ways. 

 If we continue to break down the data, we may fi nd that 
salespeople are being asked to leave after a year ’ s time, telling 
us that we have a performance management challenge in that 
area of the organization. The last quadrant shows that most of 
the turnover for the administrative positions in this company 
is occurring within a year and that it is not voluntary. If this 
were happening in our company, we would know that we need 
to look at the selection process for administrative positions and 
make changes accordingly. What if we looked at turnover using 
other demographic lenses such as gender, minority status, and 
location? What insights would we fi nd? 

 Turnover is a central aspect of employee engagement. People 
who are engaged are nine times more probable to continue with 
an organization — that is, not leave — than those not engaged.  3   
Turnover of an individual can quickly impact a team, division, 
or even an entire organization. If we think about a company 
of twelve people, if one person leaves it can be devastating. 
Even if you consider a large company, most teams are relatively 
small. The effect of a few people leaving can signifi cantly shift 
the engagement of others, affecting their ability to meet dead-
lines and to achieve. Turnover alone is not the issue. After all, 
we can keep the bodies in the building, even if the souls have 
left. The larger questions are:  “ How do we keep the whole per-
son passionate? ”     “ How can we get the person to connect his or 
her head, heart, and hands to the mission of the organization? ”  
Turnover is just one signal of when and where we may have a 
problem. Now deciding what we should do about that challenge 
is where the hard work begins.            
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Questions to Ask Yourself

How much turnover?

Where is our turnover occurring?

How much does the turnover cost our organization annually?

To what extent do we embrace a “churn-and-burn” culture?

To what extent do we embrace an “up-or-out” culture?

To what extent do we hire and promote from within versus 
from the outside?

To what extent have we analyzed our turnover?

How are technical careers treated versus managerial careers?

Why do we think the turnover is occurring?

What can we do about the cause of the turnover?

How is the turnover impacting others in the team or 
organization?

What does our turnover say about our employee engagement 
needs?

How many souls have left the building?

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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122  EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT

  The Selection Process 

 A productive selection process is a valid process. Let me defi ne 
the term  “ valid ”  clearly. In the case of a selection, evidence of 
validity means the selection process demonstrates that it: 

  Makes sense to all parties including the candidate;  

  Is refl ective of the job and the tasks associated with the job;  

  Measures content that is refl ective of the job;  

  Is predictive of success; and  

  Measures what it intends to measure.    

 A strong selection process contributes to decisions, positive 
or negative, that refl ect a candidate ’ s ability to do a job and be 
productive in the organizational culture. The employment envi-
ronment has changed in recent years. We now have a number of 
generational differences at play. Hiring processes must account for 
the twenty - two - year - old just out of college, to the sixty - year - old 
not ready to retire. In some cases, we have candidates returning 
from retirement who want to work again. Younger professionals 
are typically more comfortable with technology that is utilized in 
the selection process; while many older candidates may feel put 
off by a signifi cant use of technology. We also have more com-
petition for good candidates. Many organizations have vacancies 
open more months at a time. These changes are driving real shifts 
in the way that we bring people on to our organizations. The 
efforts that some organizations have made to tie their hiring pro-
cess to engagement are most interesting. Let ’ s take a look at the 
difference between a traditional hiring process outlook, and one 
that is tied to engagement, seen in Figure  7.1 .   

 Hiring used to be thought of as a hoop to jump through or a 
test, and when we found someone who seemed acceptable; we 
used a probationary period to ensure we did not make a poor 
choice. That three - month period was a safe time to reverse the 
hiring decisions we had made. We thought of candidates as 

•

•

•

•

•
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qualifi ed or unqualifi ed, and diligently tried to push that catego-
rization as quickly as possible. Now, organizations are shifting to 
a more balanced picture. First and foremost, we know that when 
we create a highly stressful environment in order to qualify peo-
ple, we reduce the level of trust between the individual and the 
organization, setting ourselves up for negative branding and poor 
decisions. 

 Once, a friend of mine went to an interview and the room 
was very hot. The interviewer asked her to open the window. 
When she tried, she was unable to make it budge. As she looked 
down at the windowsill, she noticed that the window had been 
nailed shut and covered with paint to make it look like a nor-
mal window. She realized that the room, the heat, the window 
were all part of a setup to see how she would react. Needless to 
say, she was not happy with these tactics. She thought about her 
next move and whether the interview even mattered to her any-
more. Then she picked up a chair and asked,  “ How badly do you 
want this window opened? ”  

Traditional Hiring Hiring for Engagement

“Let’s determine
whether they are a
good fit in the first
three months.”

“Let’s make sure
everyone has an
oppportunity to
succeed in the first
three months.”

“Find me a good
candidate.”

“Let’s build a
relationship with our
candidates.”

“This is a mutual
decision.”

“This is a test.”

 Figure 7.1 Traditional Hiring Versus Engagement Hiring 

 Source:  Performancepoint, LLC
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124  EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT

 An extreme situation, but illustrative, nonetheless. She no 
longer trusted that potential employer. The organization also 
created a situation that would make most normal candidates 
choose even more carefully what information they would share, 
or whether they still had an interest in the position. Either way, 
the potential employer actually limited the amount and/or qual-
ity of information it would garner from the interview. 

 The other factor that comes into play is fear. The more fear 
or pressure we create in an artifi cial situation (it will not match 
the same stress level or type people actually feel on a certain 
job), the more likely we are not to get a true picture of can-
didates. They will most likely respond in ways they think will 
please us or create the least amount of risk. After all, they are 
competing for a position. Unfortunately, this will tell you very 
little about how they will behave on a day - to - day basis in the 
job when their guard is down. No, our goal is to get to know 
the individuals and have them get to know us. Our goal is not 
about being touchy - feely. We need to make an educated mutual 
decision that leads to building a brand and increased odds of 
success for the individual who takes the position. 

 There are signifi cant selection and on - boarding differences 
between employers who have high levels of engagement and 
those who do not. Take a look at some key results from a Watson 
Wyatt Study  1   that identifi ed differences in the hiring and on -
 boarding practices of organizations with high levels of engagement 
versus those with low levels of engagement (see Figure  7.2 ).   

 In highly engaged organizations, hiring managers are trained 
in the desired way to interview candidates. This is a key chal-
lenge because everyone thinks he or she can interview, and yet 
most people do a poor job of it. There are a number of miscon-
ceptions about interviewing, even on widely noted techniques 
such as behavior - based interviewing. Most people do not know 
what they do not know. Strong training provides information 
and knowledge on selection and hiring and also provides ample 
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opportunity to practice skills needed to hire well. A strong 
training program on hiring should include, at a minimum: 

  Hiring philosophy of the organization;  

  Costs of poor hiring practices;  
  Benefi ts of productive hiring practices;  
  An overview of the selection approach;  
  How to prepare for the interview;  
  How to defi ne what success looks like in a particular job;  
  How to conduct an interview to best predict success;  
  How to rate a candidate and make a decision;  
  How to make an offer;  
  How to onboard a new employee; and  
  Legal issues involved in hiring and selection.    

 If a company decides to utilize other tools such as testing 
and realistic job previews (topics we will touch on shortly), then 

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Low Engagement High Engagement

• 65% provide interview
    training for managers

• 52% share with new
    hires the attributes that
    drew the company to
    them-high financials

• Spend 35 weeks
    grooming new
    employees

• 33% provide interview
    training for managers

• 29% share with new
    hires the attributes that
    drew the company to
    them–poor financials

• Spend 1 day to 15
    weeks grooming new
    employees

 Figure 7.2 Low - Engagement Versus High - Engagement 
Practices 

Adapted from Watson Wyatt ’ s 2006/2007 WorkUSA Survey
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even more could be added to the training. What is most striking 
is that organizations attempt to tackle all of this training in two 
to four hours. The reality is that there is no time to practice, 
the session amounts to an information dump, people receive a 
generic list of questions, and they all have a false sense that they 
know how to interview well. To practice probing for more infor-
mation, identifying what is a complete answer, rating correctly, 
and mastering other essentials of effective interviewing takes 
time. Typically, an organization can do a good job of training, 
covering these topics in a day. However, if you want to conduct 
mock interviews and provide feedback for participants along the 
way, a day and a half to two days is required. 

 Second, highly engaged organizations specifi cally share with the 
candidates they hire what attracted the company to them. What a 
simple and practical tool, if used on a consistent basis. It makes the 
chosen candidate feel good, shapes his or her knowledge of what 
will help him or her succeed in the new environment, and begins to 
help the person connect particular talents to the success and strat-
egy of the organization. I read the book in graduate school called 
 Ropes to Skip and Ropes to Know  that utilized stories to demonstrate 
the ins and outs of organizational culture. More importantly, these 
stories helped the reader become aware of the potential pitfalls that 
exist in organizations and the ways that the readers could use this 
knowledge to help themselves succeed. 

 Gaining a clear picture of the candidate during the selec-
tion process is important, but doing so in a manner that can 
be applied to improve the engagement and potential suc-
cess of a new employee is powerful. How often have we said 
or heard someone else say in response to the question about a 
new employee,  “ What will make them successful and what 
could hold them back? ”     “ I don ’ t know yet. We will have to give 
it three to six months to see. ”  Even if we do know the initial 
(I use the word initial because our assessment will change over 
time) answer to the question, have we discussed that knowledge 
or perspective with the new employee? 
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 Last, the on - boarding process is signifi cantly different in 
highly engaged companies. Highly engaged companies spend 
approximately thirty - fi ve weeks grooming new employees. 
This is almost nine months! That is much more than a com-
pany orientation; it is an investment, and a signifi cant one at 
that. How many orientations have you seen that last half a day 
or just two hours? Many organizations say they have an orienta-
tion, but few actually do. Most orientations consist of a human 
resource paperwork race, some color commentary on the vision 
and mission of the organization, and a review of key policies and 
procedures. If an organization does go beyond that effort, it typi-
cally includes an introduction to key executives and areas of the 
organization and a checklist of what should be completed by 
the employee with the support of the manager. However, rarely 
are the checklists or follow - up procedures more than a ceremo-
nial effort. Of course, signatures and dates are applied to demon-
strate progress, but what accountability really exists? How do we 
measure whether the efforts created real progress? In what ways 
do we determine the quality of these efforts? 

 While a selection process needs to be respectful, it is also 
important that the selection process be challenging and com-
prehensive, and that it encourages your candidates to think 
about the opportunity in front of them. A comprehensive selec-
tion process will look at four components that an individual will 
bring with them to the job (shown in Figure  7.3 ): 

   Knowledge:  What information, facts, technical background, and data 
does this individual have as it relates to the position?  

   Personality:  What qualities, style and preferences does this person 
have that will help them in performing this role?  

   Motivations:  What drives this person and will help them fi t in with 
the company and enjoy working in this role?  

   Competencies:  What skills and abilities does this person have that 
will help them succeed in this role?      
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 If you think about it, we have the answer sheet  . . .  the job 
itself. The profi le of the position, if defi ned well, serves as the suc-
cess measurement when hiring people. When you defi ne the hiring 
process, you are trying to achieve a vehicle for putting the puzzle 
together for each candidate. That process takes time. In work-
shops, I like to ask participants how long it takes them to prepare 
for an interview with a candidate. The answers range from fi fteen 
minutes to (usually) an hour. Then I ask them to review with me 
a purchase they have made recently. Typically, people pick things 
like a fl at - screen television. When I ask them how they prepared 
to make a decision for that purchase, I fi nd that most of the people 
visited several stores, looked online, purchased  Consumer Reports , 
and read the reviews on fl at - screen televisions. The time invest-
ment to prepare to make a decision before working with a store 
employee is usually fi ve to forty hours. What is startling is that the 
cost of an employee is much more signifi cant than a television, 
and the impact is as well; yet we make an inverse investment of 
our time with regard to the selection process. 

Personality

Competencies Motivation

Knowledge

 Figure 7.3 Four Components 

 Source:  Performancepoint, LLC
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 There is no way we can determine those four key components 
of a job, defi ne the selection process, develop great questions, 
and ensure good structure in fi fteen to twenty minutes. Some 
organizations try to interview people for half an hour prior to 
hiring them. How can we even begin to determine how well 
the candidate compares to our four components that quickly? It 
would be diffi cult to successfully achieve the goal in an hour. We 
also have the added challenge of on - boarding a new employee 
in a productive manner. If we spend our time on the front -
 end selection process and we are collecting information about 
the candidate we hire, we can do a lot more than make a good 
decision. With good information comes good decision making, 
good coaching, and good development. Companies that under-
stand this concept are able to help new employees leverage their 
strengths and minimize any areas that could hinder their suc-
cess. These companies are able to help an employee and, from 
day one, create a development plan that encourages growth 
and connects the employee to the company. This can only be 
accomplished through an effi cient and effective systemic process 
based on job requirements. 

 What tools is your organization using or not using in the 
selection and on - boarding process?. Let ’ s take a look at some of 
the tools that are available: 

  Targeted Recruitment Plans 

 Targeted recruitment plans are created and executed to provide 
an organization with the most cost - effective recruitment while 
garnering top - quality candidates. Rather than going to the usual 
wells that your organization and others have already drained, a 
targeted recruitment plan seeks to use particular language and 
knowledge of transferable skill sets to identify new recruiting 
sources, determine which previous recruiting sources are still rel-
evant, and communicate with each of these sources in the most 
effective manner.  
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  Assessment Centers 

 Assessment centers are built to evaluate a job candidate ’ s 
strengths and weaknesses in relation to a specifi c job or role, 
such as the role of an engineer or leader. Customarily, assess-
ment centers have utilized results from multiple evaluations, 
including intellectual or ability testing, personality assessments, 
job simulations, role - play activities, and in - basket exercises. 
These measures are specifi cally designed for a particular role and 
managed and administered in a centralized manner and in con-
trolled surroundings. The selection measures are administered 
by well - trained and qualifi ed specialists and raters. The results, 
including recommendations, are provided in a specifi c report by 
a psychologist or assessment center expert.  

  Realistic Job Previews 

 A realistic job preview (RJP) is designed to assist a candidate 
in determining whether he or she is indeed a good fi t with the 
role in question. RJPs provide a total view of a particular job, 
including a balanced picture of the advantages and potential 
disadvantages of the job. When designed well, an RJP involves 
the candidate in the selection process and has him or her share 
responsibility for making a productive hiring decision. The idea 
is that the job candidate, provided with the time, opportunity, 
and information, can in many cases better decide his or her own 
appropriateness for the job. This process increases the chance 
for success and reduces voluntary turnover.  

  Experience Checklists 

 An experience checklist is usually a short form fi lled out by a 
candidate. The checklist is designed to spotlight attention on 
pertinent experience to a particular role. An experience check-
list assists the decision - maker by saving time and keeping him 
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or her on target. It also aids the job candidate in providing all 
the germane information.  

  Pre - Screening Interviews 

 These are short, structured interviews used to identify essential 
credentials and competencies. Screening interviews can be con-
ducted face - to - face, by telephone, or by using technology. The 
entire purpose is to effi ciently remove unqualifi ed candidates 
early in the process, saving time and money.  

  Personality Assessments 

 A personality assessment is a questionnaire that can be admin-
istered via paper or the web that measures various work - related 
personality traits that have been shown to lead to success in a 
particular job. These tests must be designed to hold up under 
legal scrutiny. To ensure your organization is using an appropri-
ate assessment, have someone review the validation evidence 
related to the test.  

  Intellectual/Ability Testing 

 Certain positions require the ability to do math, move packages 
of a certain weight, type a certain number of words per minute 
accurately, or apply abstract thinking. Some hiring processes 
include one or more intellectual or ability tests. Again, these 
measures must be connected to the role, have evidence of valid-
ity, and be administered consistently and precisely.  

  Behavior - Based or Structured Interviews 

 Behavior - based interviews are comprehensive interviews com-
pared to pre - screening interviews. It is typically behavior based, 
although there are other approaches available, developed to 
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identify specifi c competencies that are most relevant to the job. 
This interview guides hiring managers, individuals charged with 
interviewing, and human resource practitioners to job - related, 
legally defensible questions in a consistent and effective manner.  

  Engagement Interviews 

 The engagement interview measures an individual ’ s past behav-
ior related to developing and maintaining a commitment to his 
or her work and work environment. Each employee can drive 
the business forward, manage his or her career, help others to 
do the same, and do so in a manner that builds a more trusting 
environment in which more people can achieve. This type of 
interview allows an organization to measure these things, as well 
as accountability and ownership. 

 In order to be successful, organizations may need to explore 
changing their approach to hiring. They will need to explore new 
types of structure that create a shared partnership between the 
candidate and the company. A great term for this is reciprocity, 
meaning shared dependence, cooperation, or exchange between 
persons, groups, or states.  2   We need a process that creates a more 
mutual and even exchange. For instance, an organization may try 
setting up an interview solely for the candidate to ask questions, 
as opposed to allowing candidates to ask questions only at the 
beginning or the end of the interview. Another idea might be to 
have the candidate come to the interview prepared to interview 
the hiring manager, alternating so that each person asks ques-
tions and receives equal opportunity to learn from the other.     

Questions to Ask Yourself  

  How does this role impact the success of our organization?  

  Do we have a strong profi le of the job?  

•

•
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  On - Boarding 

 A strong selection process should create trust, maintain the dig-
nity of those involved, and support the organization ’ s on - board-
ing process. If the selection process was handled well, a new 
employee should be able to walk into a company with pride 
and confi dence, ready to learn and contribute. An organization 
should know that the best decision has been made and be armed 
with knowledge to coach and train the new employee and to 
reduce the new employee ’ s learning curve. 

 Imagine having a discussion with a brand new employee and 
working jointly through: 

  Work style and preferences;  

  Knowledge related to the job;  

  Motivations;  

  Strengths; and  

  Potential development areas.    

•

•

•

•

•

  How are we branding the company when selecting and on -
 boarding candidates?  

  How are we weeding out candidates in a respectful manner?  

  To what extent are we sure we are keeping the candidates 
who are most likely to succeed?  

  Have we put our least expensive selection tools up-front?  

  How effective is our process?  

  What responsibility are we putting on the candidates?  

  How does our process build trust with candidates?  

  How does our process impact success of new employees?  

How positive are we that we are gathering good quality 
information about candidates?

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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 Imagine relating this conversation to the position, the team, 
the organization, and the strategy of the organization. As a new 
employee, what a  “ wow ”  this could be. Add to this a dynamic 
development process that already identifi es as part of the devel-
opment plan potential available resources such as: 

  Activities  

  Books  

  Tips  

  Training    

  Transition Plan 

 Once a candidate is on board and you have a good understand-
ing of what he or she brings to your organization and the posi-
tion, and the candidate does as well, it is important to think 
about a transition plan. This is more than an orientation or 
development plan. It is a vehicle for making a mental transition 
from the old to the new. When someone comes on board, he or 
she is thinking about past positions or his or her schooling. The 
new employee has a mental model of an old world that may or 
may not help him or her in this new environment. How do we 
create a new picture? How can you help the person understand 
what that change looks like and feels like? The more concrete 
and clear the person ’ s picture becomes,, the more likely this 
individual will succeed. (See Figure  7.4 .)   

 I knew someone who took a new job. He was excellent in his 
fi eld, had a strong reputation, produced great work, and main-
tained excellent client relationships. The new job was identical 
to his role at his previous company. It was a perfect match — or 
so everyone thought. 

 While the roles were the same, the companies were not. The 
new organization was a smaller company with fewer resources. 
The newer company had been in business a shorter time, and 

•

•

•

•
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products, services, processes, and marketing resources were less 
developed. Well, my friend was frustrated with the new com-
pany and the role. He was overwhelmed and felt as though he 
was not receiving the appropriate support to be successful. The 
truth is, it was all about him. He was working in a manner that 
refl ected his mental model of his role at the previous company. 
He had not clearly identifi ed the differences between work envi-
ronments, and until he did he was going to feel as if the new 
company had let him down. He needed a transition plan and 
the new company should have helped him to build one.  

  Refl ect Reality 

 The next step in the on - boarding process is to help shorten the 
learning curve. The best way to speed up someone ’ s transition is 
to refl ect reality. To reduce someone ’ s learning curve, we must 
go beyond sharing information about his or her strengths and 
development areas. We must help the person understand the 

Managing
LaterallyManaging Up

Create
Momentum

Reflect
Reality

Transition
Plan

 Figure 7.4 On - Boarding Steps 

 Source:  Performancepoint, LLC
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organization, both formally and informally, and how he or she as 
a new employee fi t into the new organization. 

 What talents do new employees have that will help them 
succeed in this particular organization? What approaches might 
they take that will create bumps in the career here? What hot 
buttons, unspoken rules, and sacred cows exist that employees 
should know about in order to be successful? We ’ re really ask-
ing:  “ What are the ropes to skip and the ropes to know? ”  The 
last aspect of reducing the learning curve relates to sharing 
the  “ Why ’ s ”  and the  “ How ’ s. ”  Most new employees receive a 
large number of directions. They are given fi nite tasks and are 
asked to shadow people. However, often they have questions 
regarding why an organization handles things a certain way and 
how everything fi ts together across departments. These new 
employees are usually hesitant to ask and are sometimes even 
discouraged from asking questions. Not many organizations 
would purposely discourage questions. Unfortunately, questions 
can be seen as challenges, and organizations often do expect 
new employees to earn their stripes prior to challenging the sta-
tus quo. Time is also a factor. In the heat of the moment, with 
a number of tasks in front of a manager or another employee, it 
is easy to shut down the conversation or discourage questions. 
But that drive to get our tasks completed can send some strong 
signals to a new employee. Ironically, by not dealing with the 
 “ Why ’ s ”  and the  “ How ’ s, ”  we lengthen the learning curve and 
eventually take up more of our own time.  

  Create Momentum 

 When an individual joins your organization, how often is he or 
she successful? We want  every  new employee to be successful. 
We also know that success breeds success. So we should have a 
plan, specifi c assignments, or opportunities for all new employ-
ees to create initial successes. What are the early wins we will 
help them achieve? How can we recognize the small successes? 
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How will we create momentum? Momentum means a lot, largely 
because momentum reduces fear, increases comfort, and boosts 
confi dence. 

 When new employees begin working in a company, they 
wonder how they are doing. Some new employees worry about 
whether they are meeting expectations. What better way to 
send that message than to create early opportunities to achieve. 
We should not only look at projects but each phase or milestone 
as an opportunity to let a new employee know how he or she is 
doing, and if possible to celebrate the person ’ s progress.  

  Managing Up 

 Every new employee, even with early wins, is still trying to fi t 
in. It is up to us to help that employee understand how to create 
productive dialogue with his or her manager. Managers should 
help new employees understand how they can  “ manage up ”  in 
the organization. They want to know how to manage their rela-
tionships with their managers. 

 Managers who are willing and open to sharing their prefer-
ences and creating a safe environment during the on - boarding 
process make managing up easier. This is the time when employ-
ees learn to bring solutions to identifi ed challenges or not to 
bring solutions because their managers will provide a solution 
regardless. This is when employees learn whether it is okay to 
say,  “ My plate is full ”  or  “ If you want me to fi nish that by tomor-
row, which of these other projects are you willing to reprioritize 
until after? ”  Employees want to know what they should take on 
themselves and what they need to run up the fl agpole. This is 
the time to provide that clarity and start to build good habits.  

  Managing Out 

 Another key area is managing laterally or  “ out. ”  New employees, 
to be successful, must understand how to work with others, spe-
cifi cally colleagues and those in other departments. What does 
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teamwork look like in your organization? How do people work 
cross - functionally? What does collaboration look like in your 
workplace? Knowing the answers to these questions can be the 
difference between success and failure for your new employees. 

 One of our clients has a sales function. The sales repre-
sentatives are focused on meeting customer needs and have 
an incentive to do so. Their partner in meeting those needs is 
the warehouse and distribution team. Unfortunately, the ware-
house team is more focused on predictability regarding hours 
and wages. There have been times when an order was supposed 
to be shipped one day, but it would go out a day or two later 
because it fi t the preferences of the warehouse. The only prob-
lem was the impact it had on the customer. If you are new and 
are not aware of the relationship and the challenges between 
departments in this organization, you could fi nd yourself in an 
unpleasant situation. Because you are new and lack credibility, 
the situation could have an unfortunate impact on your career 
at the company. 

 An orientation can only begin to scratch the surface on the 
fi ve on - boarding success factors we have just discussed. An ori-
entation cannot possibly answer all of the questions associated 
with on - boarding. We must develop on - boarding processes that 
are defi ned, managed, and measured. We should ask the impor-
tant questions and have answers ready for new employees. We 
can demonstrate to new employees their value and improve 
their chance of success by setting aside time on a regular basis 
over the fi rst ninety days to discuss any issues that come up. 
These efforts take time and cannot be rushed. If they are valued 
by management, then more employees will be successful. 

 Companies can build a brand and increase employee engage-
ment through their recruitment, interviewing, testing, and other 
selection tools. When we view selection as a vehicle to build 
a brand both internally and externally, to improve the engage-
ment of our employees, and as an important link to on - boarding, 
we can see that selection is a strategic process. It is imperative 
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that this process drive results, create cost and time effi ciencies, 
and promote good decision making on the part of both the com-
pany and job candidates. Let ’ s look at Figure  7.5 , which gives 
some examples and results of the selection process. The follow-
ing text shows how a client of ours followed the process.     

  Case Example of a Realistic Job Preview 

 One of our clients in the media industry, a smaller player, 
wanted to fi nd a way to demonstrate their commitment to 
employees when recruiting candidates. We spent time with 
them rethinking their entire selection process, including the use 
of selection assessments and having a more structured interview-
ing approach. However, one decision they made, I believe, best 
sums up their philosophy and the spirit of their process. 

 One of the key challenges they face is that they are in an 
industry that is a magnet for new graduates, students just out of 
school. The students pose a real challenge — they do not know 
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 Figure 7.5 Example of Selection On - Boarding Process for a 
Specifi c Client and Role 

 Source:  Performancepoint, LLC
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what they want to do. These students may be interested or even 
enamored with the industry, but without experience in the indus-
try they do not know what role they want to play. After talking 
about this challenge, we decided to employ the use of a realistic 
job preview. This tool usually provides information and/or asks 
questions that encourage candidates to think about whether the 
role and the company are a good match for their skills and pref-
erences. Organizations may use a number of mediums to accom-
plish this task, including video, computers, or paper and pencil. 

 These are not tests. The answers candidates provide are 
never shared with the company and do not determine whether 
or not a candidate gets a job. A realistic job preview provides 
candidates with a chance to be a part of the selection process. 
It demonstrates how important it is to the employer that the 
candidates make the best decision for themselves that they 
can. Candidates are given time and space to refl ect on what 
they learn about the role and the organization. They are usually 
encouraged to think through the questions and answer honestly 
and candidly. After they have fi nished with the realistic job pre-
view, candidates decide whether they want to continue with the 
selection process. 

 This particular realistic job preview actually helped candi-
dates not only determine whether the organization was a good 
match for them in terms of a place to work, but it also helped 
them differentiate among the three typical entry - level roles 
available. If they wanted to proceed, they contacted a human 
resource professional and shared what they felt would be the 
best match for them. This tool has   

  Improved the perception candidates have had about this 
organization;  

  Allowed candidates to take more ownership in the selection 
process;  

  Improved initial conversations between entry - level candi-
dates and human resources;  

•

•

•
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  Improved the likelihood that candidates accepting positions 
will stay;  

  Increased the confi dence of a new employees that they will 
succeed and have made a good decision;  

  Demonstrated to existing employees the commitment the 
organization is making to bring in the right people;  

  Illustrated to candidates that the organization wants candi-
dates to make the best decision for themselves; and  

  Set the organization apart from their competition.    

 The survey is completed online, but we have included a 
sample of it in Exhibit  7.1 .      

•

•

•

•

•

Exhibit 7.1 Example of a Realistic Job Preview  

  Introduction .  It is important for you to know that this is not 
a test. The answers you provide will not determine whether or 
not you get a job. This is a  “ realistic job preview. It is meant to 
provide you with a chance to be a part of the selection process. 
It is important to us, here at Horizon, that you make the best 
career decision that you can. By answering the questions on 
the following page you will be able to determine the position 
for which you will, most likely, be best suited. 

 Please answer the questions honestly and candidly. After 
you have fi nished, take time to think about your results. 
When you are ready, please share with your Horizon human 
resource contact what area of Horizon you feel will be the 
best match for you. Talk with the person about the reasons 
why you feel that way. If you utilize this tool correctly, it can 
help you in making your own job decisions and start you off 
on a productive career. 

 Thank you. 
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  Directions:  Choose the answer that best fi ts you.   
   1.   I would rather:  

  a.   spend time doing project work on the computer  

  b.   make quick decisions and move on to the next thing  

  c.     work through a stressful challenge with others 
productively    

   2.   I feel most comfortable when I:  

  a.   work with others on a project  

  b.   ask questions to gain necessary information  

  c.   have a plan that I can execute    

   3.   I enjoy:  

  a.   learning new software applications  

  b.   discovering what others think  

  c.   developing a routine and discipline    

   4.   It is more important for me to:  

  a.   work in a good environment with a strong team  

  b.   decide what to do based on what is right  

  c.   maintain my composure and demonstrate professional-
ism to others    

   5.   People say I:  

  a.   pick up on new technology fairly easily  

  b.   consider others when I make decisions  

  c.   manage my time well by focusing on critical tasks    

   6.   One thing I know about myself is that I:  

  a.   can support the team even when I feel differently  

  b.   hardly ever procrastinate  

  c.   remain calm even under diffi cult circumstances    

   7.   I fi nd I prefer:  

  a.   variety in the work that I do  

  b.   an assortment of tasks on my plate  

  c.   being able to maintain order in my day    
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   8.   It is best when I:  

  a.   use my intuition  

  b.   analyze data  

  c.   look at different courses of action    

   9.   I feel I can not compromise my:  

  a.    ability to be honest and candid  

  b.   sound judgments based on what is right  

  c.    respect for others    

   10.   I have been most successful:  

  a.    working on a team  

  b.   understanding others ’  needs  

  c.    achieving results       

  Answer Sheet 
 Write your answers below and total the number of a ’ s, b ’ s, and c ’ s.   

   1.   a. __________ b. __________   c. __________    

   2.   a. __________   b.   __________ c. __________  

   3.   a. __________   b. __________   c. __________    

   4.   a. __________   b. __________   c. __________    

   5.   a. __________   b. __________   c. __________    

   6.   a. __________    b. __________    c. __________    

   7.   a. __________   b. __________    c. __________      

 On Question 7, if you answered  “ a, ”  also put a  “ b. ”  If you 
answered  “ b, ”  also put an  “ a. ”  If you answered  “ c, ”  do not 
count it.  

   8.   a. __________   b. __________   c.    __________

 On Question 8, if you answered  “ b, ”  also put a  “ c. ”  If you 
answered  “ c, ”  also put an  “ b. ”  If you answered  “ a, ”  do not 
count it.  
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   9.   a. __________   b.   __________ c.    __________

 On Question 9, if you answered  “ a, ”  also put a  “ c. ”  If you 
answered  “ c, ”  also put an  “ a. ”  If you answered  “ b, ”  do not 
count it.  

   10.    a.   __________ b.   __________ c.    __________

 Total: a.   __________ b.   __________ c.       __________

 If you have a higher total of  “ a ’ s, ”  then you will most likely 
prefer a Planning role. If you have a higher total of  “ b ’ s, ”  then 
you will most likely prefer an Account Services role. If you have a 
higher total of  “ c ’ s, ”  then you will most likely prefer a Buying role.  

 Copyright Horizon and Performancepoint. All rights reserved.  

 My client succeeded in creating a process that was challeng-
ing, made candidates think, improved their decision making, 
and still promoted trust and reduced anxiety. Most importantly, 
they improved their hiring decisions and on - boarding in the 
process. Another example of a different type of a realistic job 
preview is a story rather than a survey, shown in Exhibit  7.2 .    

Exhibit 7.2 Story Example of a Realistic 
Job Preview

  Introduction .  It is important for you to know that this is not a 
test. The answers you provide here will not determine whether 
or not you get a job. This is a  “ realistic job preview. ”  This instru-
ment is meant to provide you with a chance to be a part of the 
selection process. It is important to us, here at TrenchSafety, 
that you make the best career decision that you can. By read-
ing the following information about the position and then 
answering the questions at the end, you will be able to deter-
mine whether this position is appropriate for you. 

 Please answer the questions honestly and candidly. After 
you have fi nished, take time to think about your results. If you 
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utilize this tool correctly, it can help you in making your job 
decisions and start you off on a productive career. 

 Thank you.  

  A Day in the Life at TrenchSafety .  Pat Jones was one of the 
most successful sales representatives at TrenchSafety. 

 Pat worked his way through college as a part - time surveyor 
and graduated with a degree in civil engineering. After gradu-
ation, Pat worked for a regional contractor, but tired of traveling 
for weeks at a time, so he came to work for TrenchSafety. He 
always said,   “ To make it in this business you have to under-
stand construction ! ”  I now know that he meant work in it, get 
schooled in it, or both. 

 Pat found out about TrenchSafety from the Internet. He 
actually spent a fair amount of time researching the industry 
before applying for a position. 

 During the interview process, Pat asked many questions. 
To an outsider, it might have been diffi cult to determine who 
was interviewing whom.  Curiosity  like that is what made him so 
good at helping customers solve problems. 

 Pat displayed an unusual thirst for knowledge. Even though 
Pat participated in TrenchSafety ’ s intensive TrenchMaster train-
ing program, Pat wanted to learn more. At night, he took home 
brochures, books, PowerPoint presentations, OSHA regulations, 
and other training materials. On some weekends, Pat borrowed 
equipment to practice demonstrations. He even bought a couple 
of books on Amazon that he thought would be helpful. 

 Early in his TrenchSafety career, Pat found a site - prep con-
tractor who let him  “ shadow ”  a grading crew for a couple of days, 
so that he could learn more about moving dirt. He convinced 
another contractor to let him help lay pipe. He was not afraid to 
get dirty and was willing to be out in the heat and the cold. 

 Frankly, at times, Pat was a  “ pain ”  because he had so many 
questions. He was also persistent in asking when he would be 
qualifi ed to teach a  “ competent person ”  class. Nevertheless, that 
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was OK. In the process, Pat  mastered  the products and  mas-
tered  his customers ’  applications. 

 Pat spent just as much time learning about his sales territory. 
He took advantage of the tools at TrenchSafety, including the 
ACT database, trade association publications, D  &  B, and cus-
tomer lists. Pat also spent time studying Reed and Dodge data. 

 Pat developed and committed to writing quarterly, monthly, 
weekly, and daily plans. In the process, Pat always knew where 
to go and what to do. He was truly a determined, goal - oriented, 
self - starter. 

 Since Pat spent a lot of time in his truck (a 2002 Ford F150 
that he bought for  $ 5,000 and rebuilt himself), Pat would ana-
lyzed his route to maximize time spent with customers and 
minimize driving time. Pat also spent time analyzing call fre-
quency and thinking about the best times to see customers. He 
was aware that time was money for himself and the customer. 

 Pat utilized TrenchSafety ’ s PipeTrax to track his deals and 
details about his customers.  

 Copyright TrenchSafety and Performancepoint 2007. All Rights Reserved.  

 When a selection process works, the results can be outstand-
ing, as can be seen in Figure  7.6 . One of our clients revamped 
their entire selection process based on the work we had done 
with them. The results they achieved were better than expected. 
In fact, they were able to see fewer people, save time, and make 
more confi dent offers to their candidates. But the amazing 
result had to do with the acceptance of offers. The candidates 
are challenged, and as a result of the process the percentage of 
acceptance increased. More candidates wanted to work for this 
organization because of the way they were treated during the 
selection process. That success continued after these individu-
als started working for our client. Their turnover rates decreased 
and their productivity increased. Selecting the right people 
the right way makes a difference in the way we commit to our 
employees and in the way they commit to us.                                                 
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 Figure 7.6  Results
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                     Questions to Ask Yourself      

  How effective is your current on - boarding process?  

  To what extent does your on - boarding connect with your hir-
ing process?  

  How do you utilize insights gained about the candidate during 
the hiring process in your on - boarding?  

  What type of transition plan exists for a new employee at your 
organization?  

  How does a new employee learn about the culture and norms 
(especially the informal ones) at your organization?  

  To what extent do you help a new employee gain an initial 
win or wins?  

  How does a new employee learn to effectively manage expec-
tations and relationships with his or her boss or senior leader-
ship at your organization?  

  How does a new employee learn how to work across depart-
ment and division boundaries?  

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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ENGAGING LEADERS,
ENGAGING CULTURES          

   In This Chapter 

  4Collaboration  

  4Awareness vs. Adoption  

  4On - the - Job Training  

  4Exemptions  

  4The Technical Route  

  4Step - by - Step    

  4The Art and Science of Leadership  

  4Problem - Solving Skills  

  4Leadership and People Skills  

  4Business Acumen      

 There is a saying in business,  “ Leaders cast a long and cascad-
ing shadow. ”  It is a rather profound statement. So many execu-
tives want to change their organization and its culture, and yet 
the last place many of them look is at themselves. Most cultural 
ills of an organization start with the habits, emotional intelli-
gence, and decisions of its key leaders, and this is also where the 
remedy should begin. 

 One of my clients has been trying to change the culture 
of their organization for some time. Periodically, we receive a 
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call from our contacts there, trying to promote a new step they 
have taken. In the last few years, they have introduced a new 
set of competencies, a novel cultural statement, a fresh brand-
ing approach, and a clean performance management system, 
among other initiatives. These are all wonderful interventions, 
and they have not hurt the organization. In fact, these efforts 
have helped the organization in many ways. The problem is 
that the organization is not addressing the challenge they have 
set for themselves. This organization desperately wants their 
people to take on more responsibility, demonstrate more ini-
tiative, and help drive the organization to the next level. 
Unfortunately, most of the employees share this ideal, but agree 
it is not the reality. 

 The executive team can be very controlling and passion-
ate, to the point of overwhelming, and the employees respond 
in kind. If the organization wants employees who take on real 
ownership and are innovative problem - solvers, it will need to 
start with the executive team. This is about higher - level man-
agers, key leaders, creating a culture of trust and achievement, 
versus one of self - interest and apprehension — a challenge that 
exists in many organizations. It is about true collaboration.  

  Collaboration 

 Psychological Associates utilized a realistic simulation over 
a four - year period to gain insight as to how executives actu-
ally work with employees.  1   Every executive participating in the 
study had an objective to inform an exceedingly skillful direct 
report that (s)he was not receiving a much - desired promotion. 
Additionally, each executive was to share with the employee 
that, while he or she was qualifi ed for the position, he or she 
was not receiving the promotion due to his or her people skills 
or lack thereof. The last objective for the executive involved 
preserving the direct report ’ s intent to stay with the organiza-
tion. In the end, each executive was to make sure that the 
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direct report was aware that he or she had future prospects at 
the company. 

 The research pointed to the need for collaboration and 
involvement when working with employees, especially during 
confl ict. What was so surprising was that, contrary to the research, 
executives made the choice to utilize communication techniques 
that allowed them to maintain fi rm control of the discussion, 
and that created a parent - child dynamic with the employees. 
Here are some key results from the study: 

  Twelve percent of the executives checked to see whether 
the direct report was able to continue the discussion.  

  Seventeen percent asked the employee ’ s thoughts regarding 
the employee ’ s action plan.  

  Sixteen percent of executives tested for understanding in 
the discussion when it came to the different views presented.    

 Most of the meetings were spent using statements, closed 
questions, and communication designed to structure the meeting. 
One of the clear results was that many executives lacked the very 
same people skills they were discussing with the direct reports. 

 We at Performancepoint completed a survey of over four 
hundred professionals.  2   We found the number - one concern from 
employees had to do with  “ trust in senior leadership. ”  When 
we delved in to the qualitative answers, we found very similar 
responses. Executives communicated with employees in ways 
that were perceived as controlling and parental, especially 
under diffi cult circumstances. Many employees questioned the
sincerity of key leaders in their companies, largely because 
the employees did not feel as though they were treated as trusted 
professionals and adults. 

 We recently embarked on an additional survey, and the pre-
liminary results indicate that the factor perceived as most sig-
nifi cant with regard to long - term productivity and intent to 

•

•

•
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stay is  “ senior leadership, ”  and the largest frustration employees 
currently have is the lack of direction from senior leadership.  3   
There are numerous examples in today ’ s workplace that rein-
force this issue. 

  Awareness vs. Adoption 

 Clearly our emphasis on employee engagement has not created 
the behavior change we are looking for in our organizations. We 
may understand what impacts employee engagement, we may 
use feedback tools and promote appropriate behavior, but that 
does not mean that the behaviors we stress will be adopted on a 
day - to - day basis. 

 Much of the work in the performance improvement arena 
with regard to leadership has been awareness - driven. We utilize 
surveys, feedback mechanisms, and development plans to pro-
mote self - awareness among leaders and executives. We focus on 
creating more alignment between the executive ’ s self - views and 
other people ’ s views, including direct reports, peers, stakeholders, 
and customers. However, awareness does not necessarily translate 
to adoption, and these programs generally fall short on execution. 

 To adopt new skills, we must change behavior. Personal 
behavior change is a diffi cult process, sometimes met with resis-
tance, and for many it can be an emotional undertaking with 
false starts and relapses. Most importantly, changing behavior 
takes time. Fortunately or unfortunately, when a leader takes 
a 360 - degree feedback tool and becomes aware of his or her 
challenges, there are high expectations that change is coming. 
When a leader is unable to translate that awareness into real 
actions, employee engagement is reduced.  

  On - the - Job Training 

 One of the best ways that people learn is through on - the - job 
training, right? Most of the research I have seen actually shows 
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mixed results. Sometimes on - the - job training works, and other 
times it falls short. This inconsistency could be explained by 
personal preferences in learning, and this probably does play a 
role. However, we tend to forget that a great deal of learning 
occurs through self - refl ection and our environment or the exam-
ples before us. 

 Self - refl ection is not an activity that most of us take on nat-
urally. In fact, because of our schedules, it becomes diffi cult to 
take the time. More signifi cant is the inability for many of us 
to ask the right questions in order to refl ect on or to critically 
and accurately review our approach. Another complication can 
be the work environment, specifi cally the examples from which 
we have learned. How many of us have had the best role mod-
els in our careers? How many of us were lucky enough to have a 
mentor or a coach as a manager from whom we could truly learn? 

 I was doing some work with a non - profi t organization that 
works with individuals to assist them in saving money, changing 
their fi nancial habits, and gaining homeownership. When peo-
ple went through the education process, over and over again, 
they would remark on never learning the right way to handle 
money. What was even more powerful was that these individuals 
knew exactly where their bad habits came from — watching their 
parents. Until the training opportunity occurred, they thought 
they were doing everything they were supposed to do. On - the -
 job training is very much the same, and often our managers can 
unintentionally help us become misinformed and develop bad 
habits. Those absorbed habits set the stage for how well you, as 
a leader, will engage your employees.  

  Exemptions 

 In other cases, executives and key leaders are completely exempt 
from efforts to improve employee engagement. Usually, the rea-
sons have to do with time, creating a separation between one part 
of the hierarchy and another, or a belief that the efforts are  “ not 
for me. ”  In the end, these  “ reasons ”  are just excuses. Most often, 
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they refl ect the fear of the executive team. In organizations with 
strong leadership, executives realize the need to start from the top, 
to stay engaged, and to support the effort as it continues. One of 
our clients has a CEO who shows up live or via satellite to every 
leadership session to demonstrate his support, promote his own 
lessons learned from the program, and begin a collaborative dia-
logue with his employees. In every leadership development effort 
I have ever witnessed, whether key leaders participate or not has 
been a strong determinant to success. When leaders remove them-
selves from the rest of the organization, they may feel better, but 
the employees will question them, their actions, and their strate-
gic choices. Unfortunately, these questions are rarely raised out in 
the open. The questions are shared behind closed doors, over cof-
fee with fellow disenfranchised, and in the soft tone of a whisper; 
one so soft that most leaders don ’ t hear it.  

  The Technical Route 

 Some organizations focus on technical or business acumen skills. 
They may send leaders to executive programs at colleges or con-
centrate on simulations that demonstrate the results of certain 
decisions. These types of development are helpful in a number 
of ways. They serve up a number of great  “ aha ’ s ”  and even intel-
lectual stimulation, but in looking at much of the learning from 
a safe distance, participants can miss out on real work necessary 
to improve their leadership capability. What we fi nd with this 
approach is that leaders are smart. These leaders typically can: 

  Analyze a profi t - and - loss statement or a balance sheet;  

  Understand the textbook answers to business questions;  

  Develop broad industry knowledge;  

  Develop deep technical knowledge; and  

  Think strategically about their businesses.    

 The challenge these leaders face is being able to manage 
being  “ smart ”  alongside the realities of business. These leaders 

•

•

•

•

•
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struggle with the idea that it was easier in class. They are con-
fronted with the reality that accomplishing things in the work-
place while being a role model, living up to the values of the 
organization, growing your employees, and doing all of this col-
laboratively is very diffi cult and that their training did not pre-
pare them for the ultimate challenge. We cannot engage others 
simply by being technically capable. Engagement is about mutu-
ally benefi cial bonds that drive commitment.  

  Step - by - Step 

 Another option many companies take is to provide programs that 
focus on skill building. Organizations spend a signifi cant amount 
of money teaching managers and executives the key steps in deal-
ing with employee situations. We put together processes and ask 
everyone to utilize a particular process when dealing with employ-
ees. There are so many mnemonics and steps in an organization 
at any given time that most people cannot remember them. Most 
people forget these shortcuts after they return to the real world. If 
they do utilize these tools, many leaders approach their use in a 
rote manner. They hold meetings with employees in a structurally 
correct manner, without real understanding and meaning. 

 What is most disheartening regarding this type of approach 
is that it assumes every situation is the same. Step - by - step lead-
ership does not account for the individual differences each of us 
brings to the table, the differences in various situations, and the 
relationships that exist or do not exist between employees and 
leaders. The world is not that linear and predictable, and many 
of the leaders who use this approach reduce their effectiveness 
and the engagement of the team around them.   

  The Art and the Science of Leadership 

 Leadership can be defi ned, and guidelines can be provided for 
various challenges a leader will face, but there is an art to being 
a leader. The art can be taught, but not in half a day or a day, 
and not with purely skill - building techniques. 
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 Real leadership is as much an intuitive process as it is skill -
 based. The very best leaders are able to pick up on subtle cues 
that other people drop in conversation. They recognize when 
something is wrong when others are unaware. They carefully 
and productively pull out the issue hidden under passive aggres-
sive behavior when it is easier to just walk away. When some-
one is angry with them they become curious as to why, versus 
becoming defensive. These great leaders manage to self - regulate, 
keeping an even keel in stressful times. When leaders more con-
sistently behave with presence  “ in the moment, ”  they are able 
to promote the collaborative culture for which we strive. 

 Organizations need a different approach to leadership devel-
opment, an approach that combines the strengths of what the 
traditional choices offer. Imagine if our leaders participated in a 
process that combines a strong leadership model, a realistic and 
fairly complex simulation, 360 - degree feedback or competency 
assessments, personality or work - style assessments, skill - building 
and practice, and peer coaching. 

 To create the culture of an organization that we all desire, we 
must challenge ourselves in three key areas, shown in Figure  8.1 : 

  Problem - solving skills;  

  Leadership and people skills; and  

  Business acumen.      

  Problem - Solving Skills 

 Problem - solving skills are essential in today ’ s business environ-
ment. We must innovate each and every day at work. Our chal-
lenge when training on this subject is to avoid problem solving 
in a vacuum. Most developmental efforts in which we engage 
are built solely as an exercise, removed from real challenges 
and feedback mechanisms in our work environment. In a class-
room, the repercussions of solving or not solving a problem just 

•

•

•
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are not there. We become quite good at solving problems in 
the classroom; unfortunately, in the real work environment our 
emotions, stress, responsibilities, demands, and the needs of 
our employees and co - workers affect our ability to solve prob-
lems. Also, most challenges we face in the classroom refl ect a 
focused issue. However, in today ’ s organizational environment, 
we face complex challenges that cross functions, teams, work 
groups, and sometimes organizations. Any leadership develop-
ment program that emphasizes building a common culture must 
refl ect the signifi cant challenges executives face each day. 

 Earlier, in the Preface to this book, we briefl y mentioned the 
concept of  “ or ”  versus  “ and ”  choices. How often, in our leader-
ship and culture - building programs, are we pushing our execu-
tives to look at their problem - solving behavior patterns? Most 
of us make decisions in the same way again and again, regard-
less of the variables involved. Each of us has preferences. 
Unfortunately, many of us do not recognize or acknowledge that 
those preferences exist. A preference I have witnessed being 
manifested in the workplace a great deal is the choice of  “ right 

 Figure 8.1 Making Connections in Executive Development 

Leadership
Listening
Asserting

Influencing

Business Acumen
Financials

Industry Knowledge
Trends

Problem Solving
Collaboration

innovation
"and" Thinking

This overlap is where
real leadership growth

occurs 

Source: Performancepoint, LLC
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versus wrong, ”  or one choice versus another. It astounds me 
each time I hear people talk about collaborating, and I watch 
and I just don ’ t see collaboration. I see negotiation, competition, 
compromise, avoidance, and accommodation much more often. 
To collaborate with another individual or team means we must 
be willing to hear and understand the other point of view, and 
that person must be willing to hear and understand our point of 
view. From there, both sides can begin a process of co - discovery. 
Co - discovery is about building something new and better out of 
an old set of ideas. Imagine going into a meeting with two very 
different, possibly opposing ideas and building something more 
unique, stronger, more interesting, and successful than what you 
were wedded to when you walked in the door.  

  Leadership and People Skills 

 Leadership is the ability to guide, motivate, and infl uence others 
over a sustained period of time and in different types of environ-
ments and conditions. 

 Think about that defi nition for a moment. Charisma is not 
in there.  “ Guide, ”     “ motivate, ”  and  “ infl uence ”  are behavioral 
and measurable. Real leaders can repeat their success because 
they are fl exible and understand that different situations and 
people need different things. They balance the use of tools they 
have in their toolkits such as listening, asserting, and infl uenc-
ing in a manner that allows others to be heard and still move 
the organization forward. They are able to incorporate others ’  
ideas and build something better because they utilize disagree-
ments as an avenue for solutions. These leaders hold people 
accountable, are fi rm, and yet still come across as inclusive. 

 When we develop our executives, we discuss issues, topics, 
and situations they may encounter as leaders. But how often 
do we challenge our leaders under situations that cause them 
to question what should take precedence? When we lack time, 
confi dentiality ties our hands, challenging news awaits us, or we 

ch008.indd   158ch008.indd   158 6/9/09   12:20:56 PM6/9/09   12:20:56 PM



ENGAGING LEADERS, ENGAGING CULTURES   159

are faced with the potential choice of business survival versus 
caring for our employees, what do we do in the moment? That is 
the true test of a leader. Most of our development does not take 
into account these types of parameters. 

 Leadership is not simplistic. It is not easy. It is one of the 
most diffi cult skill sets and abilities to develop. One of the peo-
ple I respected from afar was Tim Russert. He seemed to under-
stand what it meant to truly be present and in the moment, to 
be curious about others, to admit and talk through others ’  fears, 
and, most importantly to help others do the same. Mr. Russert 
was known for his authenticity. After he passed, I was heartened 
to hear so many people say that the man we watched on televi-
sion was the same person off - camera. He was considered to be 
the very best at what he did by individuals on the left and on the 
right. Now that ’ s an accomplishment. 

 Another challenge our leaders face occurs when business 
circumstances seem to confl ict with the values of the culture. 
Think about a time when your organization faced a real chal-
lenge or crisis. Now think about the values for which your orga-
nization supposedly stood. How did your organization meet that 
crisis? Were you able to handle the crisis in a way that respected 
each and every one of your employees and your customers? 
Leadership during great times is riding the tide. True leadership 
emerges when it is really needed during those diffi cult or uncer-
tain moments.  

  Business Acumen 

 Business acumen is the art of examining the external landscape, 
understanding how your business connects to it, and quickly 
making profi table decisions, changes in course, and strategic 
commitments based on that knowledge. This ability can be the dif-
ferentiator for organizations. Certain executives are natural at this. 
They seem to see patterns and connections where others do not. 
These executives are steps ahead. This ability can be  developed. 
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But again, it is rarely developed alongside problem - solving skills 
and leadership. The combination of these competencies is power-
ful. After all, if you can see the future and no one will follow, what 
is the point? 

 Most business acumen development focuses on understanding 
fi nancials, broadening industry knowledge, exploring future trends, 
and economic and political implications. Each of these areas is 
extremely important, but the challenge is working through these 
issues in front of your employees while collaborating with them. 

 It is the connections among these three competencies that 
create real challenge. There are times when they feel at odds, 
when we feel signifi cant pressure, when the situation is ambig-
uous at best. It is exactly at those times when we realize what 
kind of leaders we are. Most of us fall prey to our comfort zone 
when we are stressed. If we do not practice, build up the necessary 
habit structure, and create development opportunities that mimic 
our signifi cant challenges and all the complexity that comes with 
them, we will revert to our comfortable habits. If we are unable to 
draw on each area appropriately, we limit ourselves and our ability 
to help create organizational success. 

 Unfortunately, many organizations have fallen prey to 
choosing a safe training environment versus a challenging 
one. If your organization is one of these, I challenge you to do 
both. Two trends I have seen in recent years stop us from creat-
ing this type of learning environment. The fi rst is the  need for 
the silver bullet . Many organizations, like people, want instant 
gratifi cation. We want the ultimate solution, and we as service 
providers have been keen to say we have found it. In the ser-
vice provider ’ s defense, many of us are passionate about what 
we do. We are believers because there are a number of solutions 
that can have an impact. But making a difference may require 
an approach that is not easy and that takes more work than 
we expect. Another trend I have witnessed in the workplace is 
 defensiveness  and/or unwillingness by some to look at themselves 
or their organizations realistically. All of us want to be successful 
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and feel good about who we are and what we do. We should 
be able to feel good about ourselves and still be self - aware. We 
should be able to acknowledge shortcomings and work toward 
being more perfect people. While we will never get there, we 
should still try. Otherwise, we are hiding our heads in the sand. 

 Two great ideas for addressing these concerns have come 
from the fi eld of leadership and organization development: 

   Appreciative Inquiry:  The focus on positive change. This 
 discipline is about exploring and investigating organiza-
tional life from a positive perspective. When an organization 
needs to embark on a new strategy. those who practice this 
discipline look to the organization ’ s strengths as vehicles to 
achieve success.  

   Strength - Focused Development:  This approach is similar to 
appreciative inquiry, but used for people development. The 
idea is that we gain traction when we focus on growing our 
strengths and we lose traction when we focus on develop-
mental needs.    

 Both of these ideas are powerful and helpful. They are also a 
response to the history of our fi eld. We used to look for the  “ very 
best way ”  to do a particular task and then we forced everyone to 
complete the task the so - called  “ right way. ”  Then we acknowl-
edged that there existed multiple ways to approach work and 
that it was important to allow people to approach their work in the 
way they felt comfortable. We began to focus more on  “ results. ”  
We have now moved into the realm of focusing on  strengths . If we 
leverage our strengths, we should be able to produce better results. 
People should actually choose work roles based on strengths. Now 
that sounds pretty good! 

 However, if we juxtapose these two approaches against the 
two trends I mentioned above, they can be construed as an 
excuse for not performing or not changing. I have seen people 
turn down developmental assignments because they did not feel 

•

•
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they related to their strengths. I have seen people passed over 
for assignments and promotions because the strengths identifi ed 
with the titles listed on their cubicles (which are now labels) are 
not perceived to be the right fi t for the role. I have seen orga-
nizations run aground because the world around them changed, 
and the senior team would not take a critical look at their busi-
ness. In a great economy, we have the luxury to focus only on 
strengths. Many businesses succeed in spite of themselves during 
good times. 

 For example, one medical company we worked with was 
growing at a fairly good clip. They had convinced themselves 
they were successful at sales and as a business. Anyone looking 
at their numbers would agree. However, they were in a growth 
market due to the aging population and the increase in the aver-
age lifespan. If they were not growing, that would mean they 
were doing everything wrong. The bigger questions we should 
ask ourselves include: 

  What is our growth rate as compared to the market growth 
rate?  

  What is our growth rate compared to our competitors ’  
growth rate?  

  What would our growth look like if the market was fl at or 
shrinking?  

  How prepared are we to compete for market share if there is 
a shift in the market?    

 During diffi cult times, change is not always positive or 
comfortable. There are times when it is diffi cult to build from 
strengths. The world is changing faster and faster. There are times 
when we do need to re - create ourselves or our organizations. We 
must look at both our strengths and our developmental areas. 
The pendulum, for many, has swung too far. We used to look 
for what was wrong, and now most of us look for what is right. 

•

•

•

•
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Either way, we only see half of the picture. We need to see both 
clearly and then make conscious decisions. 

 One example of how we view development is in our language. 
Language is symbolic. It tells us a great deal about our values and 
beliefs. We have changed the words we use for development over 
time. Early in my career, people used the words  “ strengths ”  and 
 “ weaknesses. ”  Then there was a time when the preference was 
to use the words  “ strengths ”  and  “ challenges. ”  The next version to 
come out was  “ strengths ”  and  “ development areas. ”  Now we say, 
 “ What are your strengths and development areas, and please focus 
on your strengths. ”  

 Fundamentally these ideas do makes sense, but if you com-
bine them with many people ’ s tendencies, they can be abused. 
Developmentally, we need to think more like the boxer with an 
impressive southpaw or the switch hitter in baseball. In orches-
trating sustainable results, you are your organization; your prefer-
ence might be to play the clarinet, but if the fl utist is ill and you 
can play the fl ute, then why not fi ll in? You are a more valuable 
player, and the performance can continue. Everyone benefi ts. 
This stance in no way means to ignore your passions, skill sets, 
or strengths. Just see the entire picture, be fl exible, and know 
that everyone has the capability to learn, grow, and change. 

 Being comfortable means that you may be standing still while 
the rest of the world is moving. Focusing solely on your strengths 
can be a way to maintain comfort that is a recipe for decline. 
We need to ask ourselves how we can create a developmental 
environment that is safe, challenging, and a bit uncomfortable, 
especially for our leaders. To truly impact engagement in a sus-
tainable way, our leaders must proactively build the culture they 
desire, and they must model effective growth and development. 

 Building a culture is not an event. Training alone will not 
create a culture. Development can create a shared language 
and a base of understanding. Building a culture is a process. An 
organization must hold its leaders accountable, clearly articulate 
values, and manage by those values.       
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            Questions to Ask Yourself      

  How do we set the tone in our organization in a meaningful 
way?  

  What is our process for creating a culture and environment 
in which people support each other and maintain account-
ability, real responsibility, and trust?  

  To what extent do we challenge our executives to explore 
leadership, problem solving, and business acumen as they are 
intertwined?  

  How are we creating a collaborative versus a controlling 
environment?  

  How do we create daily innovation?  

  How can we achieve our goals and still live our stated values?            

•

•

•

•

•

•
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9                                           

HOW MUCH CAN YOU BENCH?          

   In This Chapter 

  4Career Transitions  

  4Causes of New Leader Failure  

  4Open Spaces Needing Faces  

  4Moving On Up  

  4Tunnel Vision  

  4Know - All Syndrome  

  4Communication Dexterity  

  4Self - Interest  

  4Fear    

  4Succession Planning    

 As the economic environment becomes increasingly com-
plex, moves faster, and encompasses more change, organizations 
encounter new diffi culties. Most organizations have reacted to 
these challenges by reducing bureaucracy, improving effi ciency, 
and expecting more from employees. Employers desire stronger 
contribution from employees — especially new leaders, because 
they have a signifi cant impact on the engagement of others. 

 Unfortunately, while change occurs quickly, individuals take 
a longer time to adjust. We have all witnessed new leaders, once 
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praised for their success, who suddenly lose their luster. Why? The 
shift from an individual contributor to a leader is a tricky one.  

  Career Transitions 

 Webster ’ s  New World Dictionary  defi nes  “ transition ”  as  “ a passing 
from one condition, form, stage, activity, place, etc. to another. ”   1   
In essence, a transition is a signifi cant shift. The most signifi cant 
shift in the workplace tends to be when an employee is mov-
ing into his or her fi rst leadership role. In fact, studies have con-
fi rmed this concern. New leaders can fail up to 50 percent of the 
time.  2   That is an astounding number! The reason this particu-
lar transition is the most diffi cult has to do with the fact that 
everything a person has learned thus far in his or her career can 
actually cause him or her to fail in the new role. Table  9.1  shows 
some differences between individual contributors and leaders.   

 The challenge of assuming leadership can be one of the most 
detrimental challenges an organization faces. Leadership at all 
levels must be strong; otherwise, corporate messages are misun-
derstood, employees are demotivated, and we create bottlenecks 

 Table 9.1 Differences Between Individual Contributors and 
Leaders 

   Individual Contributor      Leader/Coach   

  Exhibits technical competence and 
 develops credibility and reputation
 for strong work  

  Displays a broad understanding of the 
 business and/or technical areas  

  Able to work independently and 
 create results  

  Motivates others, utilizing ideas and 
 knowledge  

  Takes accountability for a clear piece 
 of a project or segment of work  

  Takes accountability for entire process, 
 area, etc., without control  

  Works well with direct colleagues    Develops a strong internal and 
 external network  

  Needs less supervision and starts to 
 develop oneself  

  Grows, develops, and infl uences others  

   Source:  Performancepoint  , LLC
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that severely handicap productivity. A client of mine faces this 
very problem. They have managers in place who are not lead-
ers. These individuals function as individual contributors with 
authority over people and teams. Many struggle in working 
across boundaries and departments in the organization. They 
have quickly lost respect from their peers and direct reports. 
Projects have stalled in this environment, and client needs 
have been neglected. Most interestingly, these non - leaders have 
allowed others to refuse to work together on anything. In the 
end, nobody wins. I recently asked my contact in the organiza-
tion,  “ What do you do to identify potential leadership, prepare 
those people for leadership positions, assess whether individuals 
are ready for leadership positions, and transition those individu-
als who are ready into leadership positions? ”  Her answer was:  “ Not 
enough. ”  We must deal with issues way beyond skill changes, 
incorporating transitions such as those shown in Table  9.2 .   

 When we fi rst shift to being supervisors or managers, our 
compensation changes and usually includes an risk component 
(bonus) based on the accomplishments of a team or department. 
This shift alone can make some people uncomfortable because 
they now have less control over their compensation. For many 
managers, having a portion of their pay contingent on others or 
performance outcomes may be relatively new and disconcert-
ing. However, that is only the beginning. They also have a loss 
of control as it relates to workload. Previous to being promoted 

 Table 9.2 Individual Contributor to Leadership Transition 

   Area      Individual Contributor      Leader/Coach   

   Compensation     Individual performance    Team or organization  

   Control     Signifi cant    Little  

   Recognition     Great deal    Little to none  

   People skills     Some    Signifi cant  

   Source:  Performancepoint  , LLC
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to a supervisory role, employees on a team are completing 
individual work tasks. As employees, we have control of our 
choices and the pace of our work. As new supervisors, we no lon-
ger have that control. We are responsible for a set of shift, team, 
or department outcomes. We could supervise three people or 
twenty - fi ve people. Regardless of the number, as new supervisors 
we are now judged on other people ’ s accomplishments. Because we 
cannot control people, we have to learn to infl uence others. 

 The next signifi cant change is that we are no longer the 
STAR players. We are now the coaches. When everything goes 
well, our people are recognized (hopefully by the boss), and 
when things do not go well we will need to take the responsi-
bility. Another major transition is the shift from interacting 
with a limited number of people in certain types of situations 
as needed, to spending a larger amount of time interacting with 
all sorts of people in various situations as a means to get things 
done. Our people skills must rise to the role. To transition to 
the role of supervisor, developing our fl exible communication 
skills will become paramount. Looking at each of these factors, 
it is no longer a surprise why moving into a leadership role is 
a challenge. To successfully transition, a person must overcome 
past habits and preferences; deal with stress and emotions, and 
develop a brand new mindset. To assist individuals in this tran-
sition, employers must understand why we fi ll positions with 
individuals that are not ready.  

  Causes of New Leader Failure 

 Typically, organizations have a sink - or - swim mentality, and so a 
great number of new supervisors struggle or fail. Unfortunately, 
we ’ re doing a disservice to our employees and teams, the organi-
zation as a whole, and that promising individual who has taken 
on an assignment that is way above his or her head. So why does 
this happen? Two core reasons for this problem are described 
below. 
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  Open Spaces Needing Faces 

 Organizations struggle to fi nd people with the skills necessary to 
do jobs. Positions remain open for months at a time. And pres-
sure builds in the organization to fi ll spaces with faces. But after 
a period of time when someone who is not qualifi ed to fi ll the 
role is in it, an organization feels more pain than when the posi-
tion was open. Our need to fi ll vacancies by lowering standards, 
changing job profi les to make it easier to fi nd a candidate, or 
making exceptions for specifi c people causes part of this problem.  

  Moving On Up 

 The other reason organizations experience pain during lead-
ership transitions is due to the need to get ahead. Individuals 
are intent on being promoted into management, in many cases 
before they are ready. Sometimes, people want to be promoted 
because of their egos. Sometimes, they expect to move into man-
agement because of a limited career track. Whatever the reason, 
we promote people every day who are not ready for management 
roles. In fact, many of us promote associates based on qualities 
and a track record that demonstrate that they will fail. Why? 
Because we promote people based on the jobs they are doing 
now, as opposed to the jobs into which they would be moving. 

 Within an organization we have a responsibility not only to 
new managers, but to all employees of the organization. When 
we promote individuals who are not ready, we not only play 
Russian roulette with their careers, but we are gambling with all 
of those with whom these individuals work. Once the damage is 
done it is diffi cult to repair. It is easy to understand the fallout 
from promoting those not ready when we look at the common 
traits of and mistakes made by new leaders. 

 Your bench strength as an organization, and your levels of 
employee engagement, relate directly to the strengths of your 
newer leadership. Most organizations promote people for being 
great problem solvers, not for being leaders. Many leaders fail or 
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fall short in their fi rst two to three years because of this. Some 
of the common traits of new managers, as well as some common 
frailties are described below.  

  Tunnel Vision 

 Most new leaders become leaders because they were good at 
something. They made names for themselves in a certain area of 
the organization and they produced results. When they are pro-
moted to a managerial role, they tend to stay focused on those 
things with which they are comfortable. New managers may 
have a diffi cult time seeing how a group or department ’ s choices 
and actions impact others. In some cases, these new managers 
may ignore certain data or people, even within their own depart-
ments, because of tunnel vision. Because these individuals have 
a diffi cult time seeing the connections between departments, or 
how their areas fi t into the bigger picture, they have a diffi cult 
time with strategic thinking and planning. Many of the choices 
they make may be good for one area of the organization, but 
at the expense of others or the organization as a whole. They do 
not coordinate with key stakeholders and colleagues nor attempt 
to gain buy - in from others on change initiatives.  

  Know - All Syndrome 

 Another challenge new managers face is letting go of what they 
are  “ experts ”  at. Their knowledge base may be an inch wide and 
a mile deep; but they need to move toward a knowledge base 
that is a mile wide and an inch deep. This creates stress for new 
leaders. Many of them have their identity wrapped up in their 
expertise. Because of the need to feel in control, new manag-
ers tend to provide the answers, solve the problems, and try 
to do the work for the people who report to them. Many also 
feel that they can do a better job than others. Here is the rub: 
the managers ’  expertise causes them to try to do the work of 
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others, which in turn creates a bottleneck because any one man-
ager cannot produce as much work as several individuals. People 
stop trying, because they know the manager will intercede, redo 
their work, or even take over. Productivity drops, and organiza-
tional performance suffers. 

 We see this type of scenario very clearly with sales. I have 
had promote one of their best sales people. Within a short time, 
the sale pipeline has shrunk and so have sales. When they look 
for the reason, they fi nd it is the manager ’ s micro - management. 
Unfortunately, the sales manager believes he or she can sell and 
service customers better than employees can. Whether is it is 
true or not really does not matter, and the manager starts work-
ing on all of the proposals, asks sales representatives to schedule 
calls and meetings with customers around his or her schedule, and 
creates policies that force sales people to go to the manager for 
approval on even the most inane decisions. Unfortunately, one 
sales manager cannot produce what fi ve sales associates can.  

  Communication Dexterity 

 The communication skills needed for leadership positions are 
more varied and advanced than those required for individuals. 
If you think about it, individual contributors spend most of their 
time working on assignments themselves, sometimes in teams, 
and in front of customers. They are rewarded and recognized for 
doing great work. The better they are at their work, the more 
likely a manager or an organization will put up with diffi cult 
behavior (an approach I am not advocating). We would prefer 
our employees to work through confl ict, but we will in many 
cases settle for an employee who is deft enough not to start con-
fl ict. The most interesting aspect of an individual contributor is 
that their communication becomes somewhat predictable based 
on the scope and tasks of their roles. 

 On the other hand, leaders must respond to multiple stake-
holders, have less predictability in their jobs, and fi nd more 
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ambiguity in their work. These factors create a need for strong 
communication skills. Leaders must work cross - functionally; 
work across boundaries; deal with the public; work with employ-
ees and executives; maintain confi dences while attempting to 
remain authentic; have access to information that is controver-
sial and confi dential; motivate employees, creating an inclusive 
environment and promoting a stable outward appearance. 

 If you look at a hotel, for example, front - desk employees 
can be surprised at times, but they know the process they will 
use to check guests. They know the majority of questions they 
will receive throughout the day, and the majority of their time 
is focused on one stakeholder  . . .  the guest. We can and should 
expect more from our employees, but if we have a front - desk 
associate who is friendly, courteous, and competent with our 
guests, we will most likely be satisfi ed. 

 A general manager at a hotel has to consistently work with 
the guests, a management team, front - desk personnel, main-
tenance, food and beverage, housekeeping, sales, community 
organizations, brand personnel from a corporate entity, possibly 
a management company including a supervisor, and an owner-
ship group. A general manager ’ s day is fi lled with many surprises 
and requests from a variety of directions. These individuals must 
deal with problems, confl icts, performance issues, administra-
tive responsibilities — and then not forget to catch people doing 
things well and celebrate success. 

 At the end of the day, a good leader must have a strong abil-
ity to communicate to different types of people, in different 
types of situations, without a great deal of notice or predictabil-
ity. That requires a robust skill set to be successful, and one of 
the key ingredients is communication dexterity.  

  Self - Interest 

 It is impossible to be curious about others when we are con-
cerned with ourselves. Being human means that we protect 
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ourselves and those close to us. How does that play out on a 
daily basis? Our emotional reactions are faster than our ratio-
nal thoughts. For example, if you were standing outside, your 
child ran out in the parking lot of a busy shopping center, and 
a car was coming at your child, you would not stop and think 
about the consequences, possible solutions, and the best course 
of action. No, you would run out and protect your child. If you 
were asked why you did what you did, you would most likely say 
it was a natural reaction. You might say something like,  “ I just 
did what I did. I did not even think about it. ”  

 Our work lives are very similar. We have many emotional 
responses that we then justify after the fact with rational think-
ing. As new managers, we have just left an environment that 
expects us to be driven, desirous of career movement, caring 
about what others think of our work, and craving recognition. 
That works well when we are in positions that refl ect ourselves 
and our work. As managers, our work is about others and the 
broader business. This is a time to retrain ourselves and move 
from  “ me ”  to  “ we. ”  

 What stops us from making that shift is our self - interest. 
Many new managers take credit for their teams ’  work because of 
an emotional need for recognition. That need is self - centered. So 
is the need to move up or advance in one ’ s career. Self -  interest 
will always be there. I am not implying in any way that you 
should not care about what others think or that your career pro-
gression is not important, only that it is not the basis for manag-
ing people or functions and that we must temper our personal 
needs in order to be successful. Too many new managers take a 
stand, innovate, propose a process change, or whatever, based on 
how it will impact their careers rather than how it will impact 
their businesses. 

 Recently, I experienced this phenomenon with an internal 
consultant at a company. He wanted to add value in every consult 
he had with different groups in the company — a very admirable 
goal. However, the need to add value became so important that 
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he spent his time thinking about how to do that while meet-
ing with the internal customer. The irony is that his agenda for 
providing added value every time became a self - interested quest, 
causing him diffi culty in doing the very thing he set out to do. 
He could not hear the important issues dropped right in front of 
him because he was no longer curious. 

 Our egos, agendas, or everyday distractions stop us from 
being curious about others. They stop us from being present in 
the moment and present a particular vulnerability for new man-
agers because they rely too much on being experts and their own 
perspectives, rather than understanding their employees ’  per-
spectives and the knowledge their employees bring with them. 
Relationships are built on a foundation that requires two people. 
It is diffi cult to invest in someone who is overly invested in him -  
or herself. An individual who is too invested in him -  or herself 
will not help others unless it helps them. They are not going to 
grow others, mentor or coach them, and if they do, others will 
question their motives. But the challenges do not stop there.    

A Story About Fear  

 Since I have become sick my life has changed signifi cantly. 
I have lost my hair and some weight, changed my diet, and I 
obviously do not feel as well as I used to. My schedule has 
changed because I can no longer keep up my old pace. But I am 
still going and I am still fi ghting. I will get through this. I truly 
appreciate all of the thoughts and prayers my friends have sent 
my way. It is that very sentiment that helps me keep going, keep 
fi ghting the fi ght. My family has been wonderful, and so have my 
co - workers. One of my colleagues even shaved his head to sup-
port me. He said he would not grow his hair back until I am able 
to grow mine. But not everyone has been that supportive. 
  I am noticing something I have never noticed before, proba-
bly because I never experienced it before I was sick. I fi rst noticed 
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the spectacle last week. People have been treating me differently. 
People do not look me in the eye. The other day, as I was grocery 
shopping, I smiled and said hello to a clerk. He looked away as if 
he did not see me, acted nervous as if he would catch something, 
and then walked away. 
  When I went to my child ’ s school for the talent show, I could 
not help but notice some parents looking at me and quickly 
glancing away when I looked at them. Some of the parents even 
whispered to each other as they made quick glances my way, hop-
ing I would not notice. I get it. I no longer fi t the norm. I am dif-
ferent. I now have a label; I am ill. Luckily, I have a respite from 
it at times. I forget at times how I look, that I have lost all of my 
hair, until I look in the mirror. 
  I am reminded by small moments that I am still the same per-
son I have always been and that the spectacle is more about the 
other people than about me. Shortly after the talent show, we 
went to dinner. Two people came up to our table. One of them 
asked me how my treatment was going and the other shared a 
story about his wife who survived and became cancer - free. Both 
of these individuals were truly concerned. I did not know either of 
them, and yet they made a connection with me in a split second. 
 I realized right then that there are two types of people. The 
fi rst are those people who act out of compassion and opportunity, 
who smile and say hello to a person in a wheelchair. And then 
there are the types who are fi lled with apprehension or fear, the 
ones who look away and pretend you are not there. I can only 
say I treasure the moments when I meet the people who smile 
and provide well wishes. I know it makes me feel better.

  Fear 

 The story above is actually a compilation of a number of sto-
ries I have heard from people I know who have fallen ill or who 
have a disability. They quickly realize that being different means 
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that certain people become uncomfortable around them. This 
same behavior holds true in various aspects of our lives, espe-
cially organizational life.   

  The new salesperson who complains about making cold calls 
because the rejections make her uncomfortable.  

  The consultant who does not ask a question or make a 
 certain recommendation because he is are afraid of what the 
client ’ s response might be.  

  The employee who does not provide feedback to her 
 supervisor because she is afraid of repercussions.  

  The manager who takes credit for the work of one of his 
employees because he is afraid of how he will be perceived if 
it is known that it was not his idea.    

 I like to ask clients to play devil ’ s advocate. Typically, we only 
look at one side of the risk equation. If we take the above scenarios 
and turn them around, we can see what that other side looks like.   

  What if I, a new salesperson, do not make cold calls? What 
are the consequences? How do those consequences compare 
with the consequences of rejection?  

  What if I, as the consultant, do not ask an important ques-
tion of a client? What if I do not make a certain recom-
mendation because I am afraid of what the client ’ s response 
might be? How does that impact the future relationship? How 
does that impact the value I bring to the relationship? What 
about the trust level between the client and myself?  

  What if I do not provide feedback to my supervisor? How 
will the situation improve? How will it impact other 
employees? New employees? My manager ’ s career?  

  What if I take credit for my employee ’ s work? How will that 
impact my relationship with my employee? What about the 
rest of the team? What will this do to the overall productivity 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

ch009.indd   176ch009.indd   176 6/9/09   12:21:21 PM6/9/09   12:21:21 PM



HOW MUCH CAN YOU BENCH?   177

of the department? How will it impact my ability to attract 
internal candidates? Will people in my department want to 
transfer to another role and department?    

 Fear is a funny thing. Fear and risk are a two - sided coin, but 
we often only look at one side of that coin, and when we do, the 
results can be, at best, a hindrance because they hold us back. 
At worst, these types of actions can be absolutely devastating. 
Fear can paralyze us. Some say it can motivate, but my experi-
ence says differently. Fear causes us to take small actions when 
big ones are necessary or the perceived safe route, even when it 
is damaging. Progress needs to be measured against a success 
measure, not progress for progress ’  sake. If I sold  $ 1,000,000 
worth of product, is that success? Not if my actions actually 
stopped me from selling  $ 3,000,000 worth of product and dam-
aged a client relationship along the way because I took the safe 
route. From my experience, fear is about risk, and when there 
is risk people try to mitigate the risk. When we are focused to 
reduce risk, we are not focused on increasing opportunity. 

 New managers face risk.   

  The risk of others making them look bad because they are 
no longer doing the work, yet they are accountable for the 
work f others;  

  The new risk of compensation that they no longer control 
because much of it may be based on the productivity of oth-
ers; and  

  The risk of  “ What if they fi gure me out? ”     

 Most of us have self - doubts at some point in our careers, usu-
ally during changes and transitions, whether into a new career, 
industry, or when we transition into a management position. 

 If we lack self - doubt, then we most likely have a huge ego, 
which would mean we are very narcissistic — self - interested. 
Assuming we are not too self - interested, we can say that we 

•
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have doubts from time to time, which is normal. And assum-
ing it is normal and we want to mitigate these self - doubts, what 
should new managers do? Well, if we choose to act on our fear 
we will try not to show the self - doubts, and we will most likely 
attempt to cover them up. Some individuals will choose to act 
with a great deal of bravado; others become defensive; and still 
others hide in an offi ce until 5:00 p.m. Either way, new manag-
ers are still in a very diffi cult position. Generally speaking, new 
managers, as well as the rest of us, are not working in what we 
would consider safe, healthy environments. Unhealthy environ-
ments squash candor and the ability to be vulnerable, making it 
even more likely that a new leader will choose to act out of fear 
and risk rather than opportunity, causing a vicious cycle. 

 Many people in these types of situations quit or are fi red. 
Those who last can go through a painful process, usually begin-
ning with counseling from a superior or results of a 360 - degree 
feedback tool that often feels like a slap in the face. Most of 
these new managers are surprised by the feedback they receive. 
If a manager is having trouble, even if he or she is aware of the 
trouble, much energy is spent in protection mode trying to look 
capable. Candid feedback can fl y in the face of such efforts, 
causing individuals to become defensive and take their frustra-
tions out on their teams or to run away, which in the profes-
sional world means to quit or avoid uncomfortable interactions. 
Either makes the situation worse. 

 Sometimes organizations deal with these issues well and can 
help new leaders do the only thing that will help the situation —
 work through the fear rather than act on it. The sad aspect of these 
types of situations is that these people were promoted for a rea-
son. They were superstars! These individuals were on what many 
call the  “ fast track ”  because the company was so impressed with 
their ability to solve problems, be creative, and get work done. 
The person ’ s star did not fade because of some Jekyll and Hyde 
syndrome. He did not all of a sudden lose his talent on the way to 
work. The person ’ s star faded because he was not ready to lead. 
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 Organizations need to promote and develop leaders in a way 
that strengthens new managers and allows them to be authen-
tic. Most new managers are concerned because everything that 
made them successful in the past could cause them to fail in 
their new roles. The paradox is that they need the past experi-
ence and success to be credible as new managers. It is diffi cult 
to attain authenticity when you are fi lled with fear, act on ego, 
and now handle more data, tasks, and work, with more people 
creating more distractions than you have ever had to deal with 
before.   

  Succession Planning 

 In order to support new managers, an organization must be clear 
regarding managerial or leadership expectations. (See Table  9.3 .) 
What does leadership look like at this level in this organization? 
It is imperative to have clear criteria published for everyone to 
see. Some employees desire moving into managerial positions 
because they have an idyllic view of what being a manager 
involves. They talk about how much easier it is to be a man-
ager, and have a common perception of having more control, 
less stress, more pay, and others to do all of the work for you. If 
these employees only knew the truth, they might not desire a 
promotion. An organization can begin to shift this view of man-
agement by sharing what is expected.   

 Once clear criteria are developed and published, an organi-
zation can focus on succession planning and treat it as an inclu-
sive process. The reasons for this are 

   The fl uid nature of employment these days . People leave 
organizations only to return a few years later. If you want 
employees to come back, you will want them to know that 
you believe in investing in them.  

   Retention of your employees . Employees stick around for a 
variety of reasons. They stay in organizations that help 

•

•
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them grow. Employees want their skills to remain sharp. In 
fact, only 12 percent of employees leave for more money.  3    

   Diffi culty fi nding people with the right skill sets . If we exclude 
employees from growth opportunities, then we make it 
 diffi cult to fi ll internal positions because we lack enough 
people with the appropriate skill sets.  

   You never know.  We tend to exclude certain employees because 
they are not the current star, and we include others because they 
are current stars. However, as we have just demonstrated, 
current status does not determine future performance.    

 We recommend that organizations look at succession plan-
ning as a  “ roundabout, ”  a kind of street intersection at which 

•

•

 Table 9.3 Example of Competencies for a New Leader 

   Competency      Summary   

  Communication    Creates an atmosphere for open 
 communication  

  Client Focus    Effectively understands client needs and 
 expectations  

  Networking    Builds networks, alliances, and team spirit  
  Planning    Successfully translates strategy into action  
  Building and Developing Talent    Invests appropriate time and resources 

 into developing and hiring the right 
 people  

  Performance Leadership    Acts with integrity and creates an 
 inclusive environment  

  Confl ict Management    Works through challenging situations 
 with people in a win - win manner  

  Managing Change    Promotes change in a productive and 
 positive approach  

  Leadership    Helps others understand the big picture 
 and align with the organization ’ s 
 direction  

   Source:  Realtime Performance  
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traffi c comes into a one - way fl ow around a middle isle. Some 
characteristics of a roundabout are 

  Incoming motor vehicles give way to motor vehicles 
already in the roundabout. That means that motor 
 vehicles already in the roundabout have the right of way.  

  Lower speeds are used to prevent accidents.  

  Different traffi c lanes lead to different places and at different 
speeds.  

  Parking is not an option in the roundabout.  

  Pedestrians may not loiter around or on the middle isle.  

  While all motor vehicles move around the middle isle in the 
same direction, they can get on or off in multiple places.  4      

 As shown in Figure  9.1 , the analogy can fi t an organization. 
First, the middle isle or center is the organization. All traffi c or 
development revolves around the organization and the organiza-
tion ’ s needs. Sometimes in the era of inclusion we have forgotten 
this basic tenet. Second, all of the traffi c is moving in the same 
direction, which essentially means that everyone is working, 
growing, developing, and moving in the same direction, while at 
the same time each individual has a different path and a different 
set of needs. But if we are all focused on the vision and mission 
of an organization, most everything we do should enhance that 
effort. As employees, we are expected not to hang out or to coast. 
Each employee might be moving at a different speed or focus on 
a different path, but we should all be growing and available for 
opportunities. Some employees will choose to get off the round-
about and take a road to another organization. If this is handled 
well, there won ’ t be an accident as the employee exits. Employees 
should have the opportunity to come back at a later time when 
there is a better match between their needs and the organization ’ s. 

 As an organization, we have a responsibility to create an envi-
ronment with the same types of characteristics as a roundabout, 
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which means we must fi nd a way to invest in everyone appro-
priately while keeping our focus on the organization as a whole. 
This is a signifi cantly different approach from the way succes-
sion planning is often approached. Most organizations are used 
to separating and labeling employees and then investing in 
small groups.   

 Earlier, I said current status does not determine future per-
formance. However, the best predictor of future success is past 
success. If someone has successfully achieved something before, 
then he or she will most likely be able to achieve it again. 
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 Figure 9.1 Roundabout Succession Model 

 Source:  Performancepoint, LLC
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The odds are increased when the person has been able to 
accomplish tasks multiple times in various situations and set-
tings and has achieved results. Now, it may seem contradictory 
to apply this to the transition to leadership, but if the best pre-
dictor of future performance is past performance, then we know 
that an employee will be successful in his or her current role if 
he or she has already been successful in a similar role or at simi-
lar work activities. So the best way to see whether someone has 
the capability to be a leader is to provide opportunities to learn 
about leadership and practice leadership skills while still in an 
individual contributor role. 

 Many organizations train employees on leadership skills prior 
to their being promoted into supervisory roles. Training like this 
should include what leadership means and how employees will 
need to adapt if they attempt to move into a managerial role. 
Some of the approaches an organization should utilize include: 

  Assessments and feedback related to competencies needed 
for leadership;  

  Leadership development training that focuses on the 
 emotional and mindset shifts needed to be successful when 
transitioning;  

  Job assignments that allow leadership skills to be observed 
prior to any job change;  

  Case studies to allow employees to think more broadly and 
start building a network to be effective; and  

  Realistic job previews to help employees decide whether 
they want to move into a supervisory role.    

 After employees are exposed to leadership responsibilities 
and have assessed their strengths and potential liabilities when 
it comes to taking a leadership position, they should then par-
ticipate in a selection process. The fi rst aspect of such a process 
should be a realistic job preview that helps employees determine 

•

•

•

•

•

ch009.indd   183ch009.indd   183 6/9/09   12:21:26 PM6/9/09   12:21:26 PM



184  EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT

whether they are ready for supervisory roles. This is an effective 
way to reduce the number of internal candidates for a managerial 
position. Each candidate should, at minimum, be interviewed 
and tested to determine whether he or she is ready for a mana-
gerial role. 

 The actual transition can still be a challenge for many indi-
viduals, so it is important that an organization have a transition 
plan. New managers should have leadership development plans 
that clearly lay out at least their fi rst ninety days. New leaders 
should receive feedback from their peers, employees, and super-
visor at the end of that time. 

 As people move into managerial roles, they may feel alone. 
It becomes inappropriate for them to talk with other employ-
ees about certain things, and in many cases it is diffi cult to talk 
with one ’ s own supervisor. A new leader needs a mentor and/or 
a coach. You can help new leaders transition by providing peer 
groups, coaching programs, new leader mentoring programs, or 
using a mentoring or coaching service. The most important thing 
is creating a safe environment that allows new leaders to be 
 vulnerable, and thus to learn. 

 The Leadership Readiness Matrix (Figure  9.2 ) is a tool that 
will assist you in determining whether your employees are ready 
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 Figure 9.2 Leadership Readiness Matrix 

 Source:  Performancepoint, LLC
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to lead. It can also be an excellent coaching tool to utilize with 
anyone who may be interested in transitioning.   

 The Leadership Readiness Matrix looks at two axes — trust 
and impact. These two axes have a direct correlation to self -
 interest and fear. The more self - interested you are, the less trust 
you will have in your relationships. The more you let fear infl u-
ence your decisions and actions, the less impact you will have. 
Your ability to develop trusted relationships with impact will 
land you in one of four categories, described below.    

  Confi dant.   A  confi dant  is a person who can be trusted with 
information, but will not challenge another ’ s thinking. This 
person is like a vault. You can tell them anything or vent to 
this person. But he or she will not necessarily help you achieve 
more or succeed. They provide half of the equation when it 
comes to leadership.  

  Pretender .   Pretenders  act as if they are ready to lead. They 
are often not self - aware or concerned with their own defi cien-
cies. People at this point in their development look at events 
and analyze them based on how they are impacted. Not only are 
such people self - interested, but they also focus on minimizing 
risk.  

  Guru .   Gurus  are experts. These are smart people who know 
their stuff. We need these people for advice, solutions, inno-
vative ideas, and their basic technical expertise. However, we 
will probably get a second opinion. We know that a guru some-
times has agendas, distractions, and an ego. Their advice can 
be colored at times, and they do not always make us smarter. 
Sometimes they just want us to accept their perspectives.  

  Engager.   An  engager  is ready to lead. This is an individual 
who is able to temper his or her self - interest. Engagers are curi-
ous about others and their needs. Engagers do not worry about 
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how decisions will impact them. They focus on growing other 
people and helping others succeed. Engagers are motivated 
by creating opportunities for colleagues and work in an open 
manner. They are more than willing to challenge us, but in a 
professional way.                          

            Questions to Ask Yourself      

  What is our current process for promotions?  

  How do we help ensure the success of our new leaders?  

  What is our success rate with new leaders?  

  How do we hinder the success of our new leaders?  

  To what extent is our environment safe for new leaders?  

  How should our succession process change to better support 
a strong new leadership pipeline?             

•
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10                                    

WHAT IS YOUR MPV?          

   In This Chapter 

  4Engaged Versus Victim Mentality  

  4Personal Engagement Connections  

  4Personal Engagement Competencies  

  4Personal Engagement Matrix    

 It used to be commonly accepted that people joined companies 
and left managers. Now, more and more professionals are leav-
ing organizations in order to move their careers forward. They 
desire new challenges, special job assignments, and a sense that 
they are staying sharp and learning. Until recently, many orga-
nizations have taken a great deal of responsibility for develop-
ing their employees. But it has become clear that employees 
should be taking more accountability for their own growth, 
their careers, and their engagement. They should ask:  “ What is 
my professional value (MPV) ” ? Employees should manage their 
MPV carefully. 

 When you ask employees to think about a time when they 
were engaged in their work or their organization and to describe 
what that time was like, you will most likely get back a posi-
tive set of answers. You will be able to see the excitement in the 
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room as they remember and share their thoughts. Some of the 
responses I have heard in our sessions with clients include: 

  Challenged  

  Learned new things  

  Felt trusted by others, including my managers  

  Felt safe to take risks  

  Had lots of energy  

  Believed in what I was doing  

  More productive    

 When we ask employees whether they would like to feel 
engaged more frequently and for longer periods of time, we hear 
a resounding  “ Yes! ”  Employees want to succeed in something they 
believe in. They want to have fun succeeding. And they want 
to trust the people and organization they work with while doing 
so. While that may be true, very few get their wishes. Employees 
have a diffi cult time staying engaged for a number of reasons. 
Until recently, the number one reason referenced was  “ my man-
ager. ”  We are concerned by this too quick and too simple view of 
employee engagement. Let ’ s see why the manager has been seen as 
the core of employee engagement and explore that a bit further. 

 Managers are employees of an organization, as well. We 
have already acknowledged some of the challenges that lead-
ers face, whether newly transitioned or experienced, but what 
of their other challenges? Managers also struggle to keep them-
selves engaged and connected to the organization. Managers 
face change just like employees do and have the added chal-
lenge of pushing people in a direction they may not agree with. 
Sandwiched in the middle, managers have an especially dif-
fi cult time thinking about their own development and careers, 
because they must focus on others, and as they move up in an 
organization they will receive less feedback and recognition, and 
incur more risk. 
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 Organizations that have embraced the manager as the 
employee engagement solution have put manager compensation, 
and sometimes promotions, at risk based on the results of engage-
ment efforts. That is a lot of weight on the back of managers. We 
have seen that those backs start to break in two to fi ve years and, 
after initial success, the progress and organization that have been 
established begin to wane — hardly a scalable solution. As we 
noted earlier, several factors need to be monitored and managed to 
keep the organization functioning in employee engagement. Many 
of the drivers were identifi ed earlier. But we have not explained 
why a reliance on the manager can be so damaging over time.  

  Engaged Versus Victim Mentality 

 When initial gains in employee engagement are not continued, 
by the time an organization recognizes what has happened, it is 
too late — the hole has been dug. It will take a long time for an 
organization to recover. Why? By focusing on only one aspect 
of the engagement equation (the manager), an organization 
 discounts any others and promotes the idea that those other 
drivers have little or no value, power, or impact. The outcome 
is a culture with little or no accountability and personal respon-
sibility for improving current conditions. In essence, those orga-
nizations have encouraged employees to become victims. Why 
should employees worry about how engaged they are and how to 
fi x something when it is the managers ’  problem? 

 In order to create a culture in which employee engage-
ment is embraced and is a shared responsibility, every employee 
must be educated about employee engagement and his or her 
role. Each employee needs to know how much impact he or 
she can have on the success of the organization, the team, and 
co - workers. Employees need to move along the continuum from 
powerless to powerful — becoming engaged versus being a victim. 
Characteristics of engaged individuals versus victims are shown in 
the following chart. 
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   Engaged      Victim or Disengaged   

  Confi dence    Apprehension  

  Opportunity    Risk  

  Growth    Stagnation  

  Innovation    Status quo  

  Committed    Indifferent  

  Authentic    Fake  

  Ownership    Blame  

  Creative and 
resourceful  

  Unimaginative  

 We can see the difference between a person who is engaged 
and one who is not. The distinction is even easier to see in a 
crisis. Remember this scenario?     

 The captain in a calm voice radioed air traffi c control,  “ We ’ re 
going to be in the Hudson. ”  

  “ Emergency inbound, ”  an air traffi c controller states. He attempts 
to organize a way for a plane without any engines to land at 
Teterboro airport located in New Jersey. 

  “ Can I get him in for Runway One? ”  the LaGuardia controller 
asks the Teterboro tower. 

  “ Runway One, that ’ s good, ”  the Teterboro tower controller 
responds. 

  “ 1529 turn right two - eight - zero, ”  the LaGuardia tower tells the 
pilot to get the plane to Teterboro. 

  “ We can ’ t do it, ”  the pilot says. 

  “ Which runway would you like at Teterboro? ”  asks LaGuardia. 

  “ We ’ re going to be in the Hudson, ”  the pilot says.   

 Well, we all know what happened next. Captain Chesley 
 “ Sully ”  Sullenberger landed the plane safely in the river and 
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everyone on that plane survived. While he used words like 
 “ sickening ”  and  “ disbelief ”  to explain his initial reactions, he 
overcame those feelings quickly. He never waited for manager or 
union approval or said,  “ Please help me or we will die. ”  He took 
responsibility. He made a conscious choice to manage his emo-
tions; quickly reviewed his training; picked a course of action; 
and remained calm. This hero chose to spend his few moments 
working through what he could impact.  1   

 Knowing the difference between being engaged and being a 
victim is one thing. How to create a path toward being engaged is 
another. One model we suggest using is the Personal Engagement 
Model seen in Figure  10.1 .    

  Personal Engagement Connections 

 The fi rst thing that employees need to understand is that the 
number and strength of their connections to their work and to 
the organization will determine how engaged they are. The second 
thing they should recognize is that they have signifi cant infl uence, 
and in some cases control, of many of those connections. They are 
not victims. Here are just some of the links they can infl uence: 

  Career plans;  

  Development and growth;  

•

•

Trust

Impact

Resourceful

Connections

 Figure 10.1 Personal Engagement Model 

 Source:  Performancepoint, LLC
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  Co - worker relationships;  

  Team relationships and functioning;  

  Networking;  

  Cross - departmental relationships and teamwork;  

  Connecting their work to the organization ’ s strategy;  

  Manager relationships;  

  Local work environment;  

  Connecting personal values to the organizational culture;  

  Building relationships with senior leadership;  

  Understanding senior leadership decisions and direction; and  

  Managing personal and professional transitions.    

 Connections are important because they create some impor-
tant outcomes. The fi rst outcome is that employees stay longer 
because they have many reasons to stay. The second outcome 
is that employees are much more productive as a direct result 
of the connections they have made. The more connections an 
employee has made, the more resourceful he or she becomes. 
Having a number of connections to the organization helps us 
as employees to be less self - interested. We begin to buy into 
something larger than ourselves. The more resourceful we 
become, the more impact we have. Connected employees seem 
to be able to take a project, customer relationship, or idea to a 
higher level. They don ’ t just complete tasks and check them off. 
They work with a sense of meaning. The more impact we have, 
the more trust people have in us, and the more trust we have in 
others and in ourselves. 

 The mutually benefi cial bonds make a signifi cant differ-
ence. The more we are connected to our work and organization, 
the longer we stay and the more productive we will be. Part 
of this phenomenon comes from the connections themselves, 
but the rest comes from the art of building and growing our 
connections. We have to temper our own self - interest to build 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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connections, creating more trust in the process. Our comfort 
allows us to produce more, come up with creative ideas, and 
focus on important issues instead of being distracted by what 
others may think, unhelpful gossip, or potential risks.  

  Personal Engagement Competencies 

 Building and growing connections is an entirely different story 
under diffi cult circumstances when we are most challenged and 
our true colors are displayed. In order for employees to stay cen-
tered, they must master certain competencies. Some samples of 
personal engagement competencies pertinent to managers and 
others are seen in Exhibit  10.1 .   

Exhibit 10.1 Personal Engagement Competencies     

   1.    Personal Responsibility:  I take responsibility for my actions 
and their outcomes. I am willing to state my needs and ideas 
clearly and constructively. I take charge of my career and the 
connections I can make and infl uence at work. I consistently 
act with honesty and authenticity, demonstrating respect for 
myself and others. I work in accordance with my values. I am 
aware of my needs, preferences, strengths, and challenges.  

   2.    Inclusion:  I recognize the unique contributions that each indi-
vidual makes. I reduce barriers to success for everyone. I am 
aware of how my actions and reactions can impact others. 
I am able to interact with people who are different from me.  

   3.    Change - Resilience:  I am fl exible and willing to change. I can 
be a role model in promoting productive change. I consis-
tently demonstrate adaptability. I am willing to help others 
see how to change and how that change will affect them 
personally.  

   4.    Growing Self and Others:  I take responsibility for my own 
learning and career. I graciously accept feedback from others 
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  Personal Responsibility 

 The very fi rst competency than needs to be tackled is  personal 
responsibility . We must teach employees that they have the abil-
ity to change their corners of the world and a responsibility to 
themselves and to others to do so. In our workshops, it is clear 
that the terms  “ accountability ”  and  “ ownership ”  have been 
watered down. Employees in many organizations feel powerless, 
have observed less than stellar behavior, or are afraid to be really 
accountable. We have seen that standards of accountability are 
much lower than needed in most organizations. Many people 
may admit responsibility, but don ’ t take responsibility for the 
outcomes of their actions. 

 We see this type of behavior in all walks of life. Even our 
country ’ s leadership has lowered standards. One example is 
when Vice President Dick Cheney cursed at Senator Patrick 
Leahy and then said he had no regrets.  2   He admitted his actions, 
but took very little responsibility for them or their outcomes. 
In fact, his behavior had an impact on what young people view 
as acceptable behavior and, more importantly, infl uenced the 
FCC ’ s ability to punish broadcasters regarding the use of these 
same curse words.  3   We must move closer to a culture of 100 per-
cent accountability. We must raise our standards if we are to 

on a regular basis. I invest appropriate time and resources 
in developing myself. I have sought out a coach or mentor 
to increase own contribution and marketability. I provide 
feedback to others on a regular basis; I invest my time in 
helping others succeed and grow.  

   5.    Service - Centered:  I take time to understand my custom-
ers ’  (internal or external) needs. I make an every effort to 
surpass expectations. I plan my work based on the impact it 
will have on others especially my customers. I develop and 
maintain powerful relationships with my customers.     

  Source:  Performancepoint   , LLC
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excel. Accountability ensures transparency and sheds light on 
even the darkest recesses of our organizations. 

 Over a period of time working in a stressful environment, at 
a fast pace, with more work than hours, we must make choices 
based on our preferences at that moment. Usually the more dif-
fi cult choices mean making sacrifi ces. When we decide to sac-
rifi ce one thing for another, we are refl ecting our values. For 
instance, an individual may value achievement and may value 
family. Over time, the person will make choices regarding work 
such as traveling, overtime, and special assignments that impact 
the family. In some cases, those choices may cause that person 
to say no to coaching his son ’ s Little League team, not attend 
games, limit family time, and say yes to a commuting assignment 
so that he is only home on weekends, and so forth. 

 In the moment, the decisions made may not seem that dif-
fi cult or may even be fairly easy to make, but over time the scale 
goes out of balance, and this person will have a problem. The 
natural response when this occurs is for the person to react emo-
tionally. For instance, if this person ’ s family is frustrated, maybe 
to the degree that his wife wants a divorce, he will journey in 
one of two directions — react negatively to his family because of 
the pressure from them, or react negatively to his organization 
because of the impact it has had on his family. You might hear 
this individual say things like,  “ Don ’ t you get it? I have made 
these sacrifi ces for you! ”  or  “ I have given up everything for this 
company and what have I gotten back — nothing except possibly 
a divorce. ”  Either way, he has now become a victim who is no 
longer taking responsibility for his choices. 

 To take personal responsibility, a person must be self - aware, 
understand his or her needs, preferences, values, and talents. 
Employees need to fi nd ways to connect their personal attributes 
to their work and work life; to work in accordance with who 
they are currently, all the while striving to improve themselves. 
For this very reason, development needs to be a process and 
dialogue a constant. We may lose our edge over time and it is 
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likely that we will not recognize it while it is happening. Every 
time my fi rm works with clients on values clarifi cation, we fi nd 
that employees are challenged by the exercise. Most of us do not 
know what our values really are, and even if we do, we probably 
have not narrowed them down and prioritized them. Even if we 
have worked on our values, it most likely has fi ve years or more 
since then, and to what extent have we lived up to them?  

  Inclusion 

 Our ability to have empathy for others and accept the value that 
others bring is of key importance to engagement. This is because 
we as individuals have a signifi cant ability to either over - blow or 
downplay the engagement of others. Our ability to recognize the 
value that others bring, to appreciate how they differ from us, 
and to understand how we impact them inherently refl ects our 
ability to include others. It means we have an interest in others 
and are paying attention to them and their needs. The only way 
we are able to include others is to temper our own self - interest 
and our need to be right. 

 Individuals and organizations sometimes view inclusion 
in extreme terms. Some people believe inclusion is a bunch of 
hooey. They believe their way is the right way and that other 
ways are not as solid. They feel that others should  earn  their 
trust. They are less fl exible than their colleagues and want oth-
ers to change their ways to meet their own particular needs. 
Those at the other extreme view inclusion as of the utmost 
importance. They believe everyone brings something special to 
a project and has high potential. They want to throw out labels 
altogether and are willing to ignore accountability to help every-
one fi t in. They believe that every answer has value and neglect 
to distinguish whether it will work or not. The one extreme is 
too exclusionary and the other too inclusive. We need a mid-
dle ground. Everyone deserves a fair chance to participate and 
add value. Each person should be recognized for what he or she 
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brings to the table. Everyone should feel like part of the team. 
Each person should be developed and expected to perform at 
the highest level possible. But in the end, there are individual 
differences and they cannot be ignored, although they should 
not be highlighted in inappropriate or unhelpful ways.  

  Change - Resilience 

  Change - resilience  is a fundamental skill not usually taught in orga-
nizations. In fact, most training on change is process - oriented 
and focuses on how to implement change, while the majority 
of the time our challenges come from those individuals who are 
change - resistant. It is sometimes diffi cult to predict who will be 
resistant and who will not be resistant, because change is a per-
sonal issue. Mainly, we function in a self - protective way, so when 
under stress we may let our emotions rule. 

 An example is when an organization puts into place a stan-
dard for referrals in the sales process. Your best salesperson could 
be the biggest challenge in terms of meeting the new standard. 
Why? He or she has been great — a real blessing when it comes 
to meeting the numbers. Why would the person resist change? 
Obviously, a salesperson who is successful has less incentive to 
change. Second, reaction to change is very personal. That sales-
person could harbor guilt about asking someone for a referral. 
This could stem from a time when someone asked for something 
and he or she felt uncomfortable. The situation may not even 
have had anything to do with referrals directly. The salesperson 
just has an emotional trigger that leads to resistance of the new 
method. And the salesperson will generally spend time trying to 
resist the change rather than asking the benefi ts of the change. 

 Employees need the skill set to be able to see benefi ts in a 
change, to employ personal change strategies, to measure their 
own progress, and fi nd ways to celebrate their own success dur-
ing change efforts. Now, this should not absolve the organiza-
tion or the manager from the responsibility of leading a change 
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effort well. But employees can  “ write their own story, ”  utilize 
a shared language with the organization regarding change and 
make it personal to them.  

  Growing Self and Others 

 Over the past several years, we seem to have had less time and 
more work. It is diffi cult to keep up. We also know that span 
of control for management has increased over the years. I have 
one client currently who is increasing the minimum number of 
people who report to any one manager as an effi ciency effort. 
Unfortunately, that means that those managers have less time 
and energy to help shepherd direct reports ’  careers. Thus, it is 
especially important for employees to learn how to grow them-
selves and take responsibility for their own success and career 
development. 

 Your career is one of the most important investments you 
can make. When we invest in our retirement, we do not just 
drop the money off to an individual or company and then 
forget about it. We follow our dollars and we pay attention to 
whether our investments are paying off or not. We research, 
read about, or talk through our investment choices to make sure 
we are comfortable. In many cases, we identify the type of inves-
tor weare, based on our tolerance for risk. The more comfortable 
we are with our investments and our fi nancial advisors, the more 
likely we are to keep our money not only in those investments, 
but also with that advisor. 

 What makes us comfortable with an advisor and our invest-
ments? Trust and involvement. We need to trust the advisor and 
the information being shared with us, and we need to take a 
strong role in our own investment strategy. In fact, our involve-
ment, our ability to ask questions and make decisions, creates 
additional trust. The advisor who embraces our desire to play 
a role in our investment strategy is usually the most successful. 
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Careers are no different. Employees feel more comfortable when 
they take an active role in their career development.  

  Service - Centered 

 We like to work with others who have impact and make us 
think; make us smarter. We want our teammates to be resource-
ful and creative, with the ability to solve problems and to 
encourage us to do so. We prefer to work with people who are 
perceptive and catch the subtle cues around them. And we 
want to work with people who focus all of these talents and 
their energy on what creates success  . . .  the customer. It does 
not matter whether the customer is another department in the 
company or an actual person purchasing a product or a ser-
vice. What matters is being service - minded — service - centered. 
When we are service - centered our egos are smaller, we concen-
trate on others, and our attention is centered on opportunities 
for success and how to solve problems, rather than on rules and 
bureaucracy. 

 How many of us have called the customer service department 
of a telephone company or cable company to work on a problem, 
only to be more frustrated when we hang up the phone? How 
many of us have had that similar experience multiple times with 
the same company? I know that I have. What that tells me is 
these customer service representatives are meeting company 
standards such as using the person ’ s name at least fi ve times in a 
conversation, even when it feels inauthentic, forced, or unnatu-
ral. Or they make sure to use the phrase,  “ Is there anything else 
I can help you with today? ”  before ending the call, even when 
they did not help you with your immediate problem. These cus-
tomer service representatives and technical support personnel are 
following scripts, standards, and procedures. They are not focused 
on solving problems, showing empathy, or listening for our subtle 
or not so subtle cues. The result is disappointment. I would not 
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want to work with the people at such an organization, let alone 
do business with them.   

  Personal Engagement Matrix 

 If you use feedback tools and training to teach employees per-
sonal engagement skills, you will promote more productivity 
and tenure. In my organization, we often use a personal engage-
ment assessment with clients. This assessment enables them to 
measure and manage their progress with regard to specifi c con-
nection actions emphasizing accountability, strategic focus, rela-
tionship building, innovation, and customer focus. It is most 
important that each employee sees the opportunity to achieve 
more and to help others achieve more. It is not about leadership 
or higher goals; it is about how we work and interact with oth-
ers, our work, and the organization as a whole. (See Figure  10.2 .)   

 A person can play one of four key roles in an organization. 
When I refer to roles, I am not talking about positions or career 
development. These roles are refl ective of engagement and healthy 
versus non - healthy behaviors. Of the four roles, two are positive; 
of the two positive roles, one is a much stronger, more helpful role. 

  Victim 

 The fi rst role is that of a highly disengaged individual who has 
probably made choices that have compromised his or her values. 
An individual in this category personalizes most things and in a 
negative manner. Such people are passive aggressive and under 
certain circumstances can become outwardly negative. They are 
considered  victims  because they focus on themselves and usually 
act on the basis of limiting risk and avoidance. Victims use con-
fi dential mechanisms to complain because it feels safer, and will 
most likely not share potential solutions. All they can see is the 
problem. We tend to lack trust in these individuals and do not 
see them as having impact — at least not positive impact.  
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 Figure 10.2 Personal Engagement Matrix 

Problem-
Solver

Engager

Victim Satisfier

Opportunity

Fear/Risk

Self Others

  Satisfi er 

 A similar role is the  satisfi er . These individuals also act out of 
fear and concern, but are not outwardly negative. Satisfi ers may 
be frightened or concerned, but will try to put on a positive 
face. They want to help move in the right direction, but will 
provide safe answers or answers they believe others will receive 
positively. Unfortunately, even with all good intentions, they 
will have little impact because they are not thinking about the 
customer or the organization, and they are not thinking about 
achievement and opportunity. We trust these individuals, but 
most likely do not view them as having impact.  

  Problem - Solver 

 The next engagement role is the  problem - solver . Problem -  solvers 
work hard and help to move the organization forward. They 
look for opportunities and are less concerned with risk. These 
individuals are focused, reliable, and maintain a solid level of 
engagement. But these people are challenged in that they lack 
a broader view of the organization. Individual contributors see 
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the organization through their lenses and will have a tendency 
to tie decisions to an agenda or how the decision will impact 
them. Taken to the extreme, these individuals can be viewed as 
opportunistic.  

  Engager 

 The last role is the  engager . Engagers see opportunities when 
others see pitfalls and help everyone around them solve prob-
lems. Engagers are trusted because they are curious about others 
and can temporarily suspend their own agendas. These individ-
uals are perceptive to subtle cues around them, and they hold 
themselves to high accountability standards. They are present 
in the moment and spend more time trying to understand oth-
ers, versus making others understand them. They are able to 
infl uence people while staying open to being infl uenced. These 
are the people we trust who also have impact. 

 As stated earlier, MPV means  “ managing your Professional 
value ”  or  “ my professional value. ”  Each employee has one. As 
inclusive as we want to be, some employees will have more 
value to an organization or even to an industry than others. 
Each employee needs to understand what components make up 
his or her professional value and how to manage them. This is 
about employees taking ownership and accountability for what 
they contribute to an organization, and making sure to take 
control of their careers. It is important to corporations as well 
as individuals. It is not just about  “ fi t ”  when you hire someone; 
it is about maintaining that fi t and helping the employee grow 
with you. This is a mind shift for employees and for organiza-
tions. However, it is a big opportunity for organizations. Helping 
employees understand their power and ability to create mutually 
benefi cial bonds is a scalable effort that: 

  Creates an ownership culture;  

  Increases tenure; and  

  Boosts productivity.    

•

•

•
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 Imagine an organization in which every employee acts 100 
percent accountable. Each employee acts like an owner in the 
way he or she thinks and make decisions. How far are we from 
that place? What if we could push the line out just a bit farther? 
Imagine the impact on your organization! Now imagine the 
impact on your people!                  

             Questions to Ask Yourself      

  How balanced are we in our approach to employee 
engagement?  

  How scalable are our engagement efforts?  

  To what extent are we placing an inappropriate amount of 
responsibility on our managers?  

  What kind of culture are we building with our engagement 
efforts?  

  How do we help employees understand how to connect to 
their work and organization?  

  Beyond career development, how do support individuals 
drive their own engagement?  

  To what extent do we have personal engagement skills at our 
organization?  

  How do we currently develop personal engagement skills at 
our organization?  

  How do we view accountability? How have we developed 
personal ownership?  

  What percentage of our employees are victims? Satisfi ers? 
Problem - solvers? Engagers?            

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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                            11

EYE OF THE CUSTOMER          

   In This Chapter 

  4Engagement and the Customer  

  4Sales  

  4Service    

  4Challenges of a Distributed Workforce    

 Everything we do as an organization should be focused on the 
customer. Unfortunately, politics, ego, fear, and self - inter-
est often get in the way. Are we viewed as solely vendors? Are 
we reactive in serving our customers, or do we offer real value? 
Organizations that are actually customer focused, and show it 
through integrity - based actions and decisions, gain more loyalty 
from their customers because of a unique customer experience. 
These organizations are viewed as partners and their people as 
advisors, collaborators, and special. That experience is based on 
a culture that breeds employee engagement and customer focus.  

  Engagement and the Customer 

 Everything in this book reinforces the idea that relationships 
rule, collaboration is value, and that our systems and processes 
need to support that philosophy. In this fast - paced world with 
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increased competition, we are all replaceable — both as individ-
uals and as companies. The only way we ensure a long - lasting 
career or a sustainable organization is if we are able to stay com-
petitive while building and maintaining relationships. So all of 
us have an incentive to redefi ne loyalty between the individual 
and the company, and the company and the individual. Rather 
than defi ning it solely on time with an organization, as in the 
past, why not defi ne it on the quality of the relationship as well? 
We can elongate time with a company, but we will not reintro-
duce lifetime employment — at least not around the corner. 

 The type of economy in which we work has changed, and 
so has the worker. Employees are more knowledgeable, better 
educated, and have had the experience of seeing what hap-
pens to loyalists; they are let down by organizations just like 
everyone else. It is about success and keeping an organization 
alive. It ’ s business. Organizations used to have productive com-
mand - and - control structures and a hierarchy, and these struc-
tures worked with lifetime employees who desired security. 
Employees knew that if they were good corporate citizens and 
followed directions well, they would have jobs. Because that 
arrangement no longer exists, employees want more. Today ’ s 
workers want some say - so in decision making, change efforts, 
project planning, and other aspects of their work and work 
environments. Employees want to be treated as adults fi rst 
before having to prove themselves. And employees demand 
to understand where the company is going and what is on the 
minds of senior leadership. 

 Gone are the days of  “ just put your time in and be patient. ”  
And a manager can no longer demand that an employee  “ shut 
up and do your job. ”  In fact, a manager cannot think that way, 
because that attitude will show through to employees, even if 
the words are not explicitly stated. The reality is, we can no lon-
ger afford to just order employees around. We need to motivate, 
encourage, trust, advocate for, delegate to, grow, listen to, col-
laborate with, and take an interest in our employees. We need 
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to lead. Too many managers today still think employees should 
feel lucky they have jobs, or at least a job in this particular 
organization. Many managers still walk into work with the 
attitude that they have people who work for them, rather 
than thinking about how they can support their employees. 
Ironically, this mentality does not start with a manager. It usu-
ally comes from the way an organization hires and on - boards, 
trains and develops employees and leaders, develops policies and 
procedures, and maintains a structure. 

 Service orientation in a hotel chain represents the infl u-
ence of the management company, ownership, and brand per-
spectives. Sales practices at an organization are refl ective of that 
particular organization ’ s sales beliefs, compensation decisions, 
sales success measurements, accountability standards, and more. 
Companies that are distributed either hold a similar culture from 
location to location or operate differently based on structure, 
training, strength of a common vision, and so forth. We as orga-
nizations either invest in these efforts or we do not. Investment 
means more than  “ we held a training meeting. ”  Investment means 
that, as an organization, we have made choices, sometimes diffi cult, 
to align our different efforts to promote a customer - based culture. 
Most importantly, employees are more engaged in cultures that 
are customer - centric. Employees want to do right by the customer, 
and when encouraged and supported, employees will do amazing 
things. Most recently Cornell University published a study mak-
ing the case that a service - based environment was more important 
than employee satisfaction.  1   Our customers can tell the difference! 

 There are three core ways that an organization can ensure 
that they are customer - centric and support their employees ’  
ability to focus on customers: 

   Sales:  The way we treat potential customers before they do 
business with us and the way we treat customers and 
potential customers during the buying process. Is the 
sales process about them or about us?  
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   Service:  The way we take care of our customers on a day - to -
 day basis. Is it rote service or are we curious about them? 
How well do we know our customers?  

   Consistent culture:  How consistently does the culture behave 
when it comes to customers? Is the treatment different 
between service and sales? What about research and 
development or product fulfi llment? How about in a 
 distributed work environment?    

  Sales 

 A number of sales models view the customer as something to 
put up with. It is a rather old view of sales and is no longer 
very effective, unless you are the only game in town or you sell 
based on low price. Other models at least attempt to be consul-
tative. Consultative models focus on asking questions that are 
relevant to the customer, but the questions typically start with 
and end with the vendor in mind. We subscribe to a more col-
laborative process that is truly customer - centric. No one knows 
the customer ’ s business like he does, and rarely do people in an 
organization feel that they have someone with whom they can 
talk. If sales people are interested in their customers and can put 
down their  “ sales person ”  agenda for a short time, they will learn 
more. Why don ’ t more companies and sales people take on more 
collaborative roles? 

  Product focus  is very important to many organizations, espe-
cially small companies. Many smaller fi rms lack capital and work 
on a shoestring budget, causing an increased signifi cance on 
growth and/or predictability. Growth and predictability are sig-
nifi cant for all companies, but for small fi rms it can mean life or 
death. According to the Small Business Administration, only 40 
percent of start - up businesses survive past six years.  2   To ensure 
success, many small business owners promote product pushing. 
This is the art of encouraging others to buy your product, even 
if it does not address their current problem. 
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 Numerous organizations will actually try to fi nd ways to 
either connect their product to the problem indirectly or redi-
rect the client entirely, attempting to convince clients that they 
actually have a different problem. These efforts do not build 
trust, and in the few situations in which sale results, it is not 
worth the large numbers of customers who are turned off by the 
deception, infl exibility, pressure, and insincerity that accom-
pany such tactics. Another result of this type of activity is the 
loss of good sales professionals who do not want to engage with 
customers in this way. I have also seen sales professionals sabo-
tage a sale in order to protect their customers from these types 
of tactics. 

 It is signifi cant to note that organizations that practice these 
tactics are not building strong relationships with their custom-
ers. When a customer feels strongly about a relationship with 
a sales person, the customer will keep up with the sales pro-
fessional when he or she switches jobs, provide referrals, and 
explore multiple needs with the sales professional, even if the 
customer is not sure that the sales person has capability in that 
area. Customers will do this because they trust the sales profes-
sional and believe the person will help them think through their 
challenges. The by - product of these relationships is more oppor-
tunity and buy - in. The customer does not feel  “ sold ”  because 
he has had a problem - solving partner. By the time the sales per-
son has attached any product or service to solving any problem, 
the customer has already helped to identify it. 

 We recently worked with an organization that was in the 
business of commodity sales. Product pushing was the sales strat-
egy. Sales representatives had a catalog of products they could 
pull from. From a customer ’ s perspective, it could be a draining 
experience working with one of these sales people. First, their 
customers were very busy and in many cases saw these calls as a 
distraction. Second, the sales calls could feel like a line - by - line 
review of catalog items. The sales representatives made choices 
about what items they would sell based on their commission 
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potential or comfort with the product, rather than understand-
ing their customers ’  needs. Note that this approach was indica-
tive of one segment of the industry. However, other players n 
the industry began to change their approaches, and the new 
competitive environment impacted this business. Sales, profi t-
ability, and customer retention were all fl attening or declining. 

 This organization carried on with the strengths and opportu-
nities it did have, including: 

   Service:  Everyone was interested in creating positive rela-
tionships. The representatives enjoyed friendly interactions. 
When their existing customers experienced that service ori-
entation, they appreciated it.  

   Value opportunity:  While it was clear that price made a dif-
ference in the industry, there were ways to create additional 
value for their customers.  

   People:  Employees were talented, determined, creative, and 
had resolve. They wanted to succeed, but they needed new 
approaches, techniques, and tools.  

   Market position:  While there was an increased amount of 
competition, this organization had an excellent track record 
for success, and there were still signifi cant opportunities in 
the marketplace.    

 The challenges this organization faced in the sales group 
included: 

   Clarity of goals:  Individuals were unsure of the company 
and individual goals. Employees operated somewhat inde-
pendently because they did not have common goals to pull 
them together.  

   Sales strategy:  There was a perception that sales strategy 
or best practices did not exist. There was agreement that 
lead generation and the expectations around the lead 

•

•

•
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assignments needed to be more clearly defi ned or tied to 
organizational strategy.  

   Accountability:  It was clear that a large percentage of people 
were not proactively selling. Lead generation activities were 
not being followed up, measured, or shared across the group.  

   Sales management:  People did not feel supported or 
coached along the way. They desired training, tools, and 
ongoing coaching. The current format for sales meetings 
lacked value. Communication must be clearer, more consis-
tent, and celebratory.  

   Morale:  It was clear that morale was very low. The employ-
ees were under a great deal of stress. Between price erosion, 
competitor tactics, signifi cant amounts of change in the 
industry, the perception of it being more diffi cult to make 
money, and the gap between sales people and management, 
they were fi nding it diffi cult to succeed.    

 A number of issues should have been looked at by this orga-
nization, but the fi rst priority was,  “ How can we change the per-
formance, in the short term, of this sales group in order to fund 
other improvements over time? ”  

 The organization wanted to provide training to their sales 
professionals. Some of the challenges identifi ed in the sales pro-
cess included: 

  Prospecting;  

  Negotiation;  

  Handling objections;  

  Qualifying and connecting with prospects;  

  Discovering and learning customer needs; and  

  Growing the account and up - selling over time.    

 This represented a great deal of change for the sales repre-
sentatives. Many did not react well to the changes. They had 
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seen a lot of change already. There were people who actually 
spent time wishing for the good old days, almost expecting them 
to return. These sales people were going to have to change the 
way they worked individually, worked with customers, and with 
each other. Change itself can be frightening, but these sales peo-
ple would have to use techniques that made them feel as if they 
were releasing control of the process, provided less opportunity 
for selling based on price, required that they work with fewer 
customers while increasing the profi tability of the customers 
with whom they worked, emphasized increased customer reten-
tion, and required engaging in lead generation activities that 
would cause them to be rejected from time to time. Knowing 
that these sales people would need to break current habits and 
get out of their comfort zones, we knew training alone would not 
create the overall performance change the company was seeking. 

 This company needed to signifi cantly increase the amount 
of new customer relationships in order to let go of some cus-
tomer relationships that were no longer as profi table. Once 
that goal was in the process of being attained, the organization 
desired their sales people to sell at much higher value that they 
were; hoping to attain a 15 to 20 percent increase in profi tabil-
ity. However, to keep this up would be impossible unless this 
organization could fundamentally boost customer retention by 
at least 15 percent. 

 To accomplish their organizational sales goals, we fi rst iden-
tifi ed key ways in which the sales people could most effectively 
improve their performance. We had three main rules in this stage: 

   1.   Try to identify best practices that would require less change 
for the sales representative. Usually, we looked at ways a 
sales person could do something they already do, better or 
more consistently.  

   2.   Ensure that any expectation or activity required of the sales 
people was incorporated in a manner that supported the 
overarching organizational strategy.  
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   3.   Sales people had to be actively involved in this stage, and 
we needed to utilize data collected from different customers.    

 Once we knew what needed to change, we helped the orga-
nization develop new measurement systems and reward struc-
tures to encourage adoption of the new expectations and create 
real accountability among sales people. 

 We also fi rst focused our efforts on management, help-
ing them understand personal change and how to coach people 
through such an effort. Then we incorporated training customized 
to create an emphasis on this company ’ s issues. The most impor-
tant aspect of the entire effort was the philosophy we utilized: 

  How can we infl uence our customers in a way that builds 
more trust in our relationship and promotes success for 
them?    

 Again, trust and success are two fundamental ingredients 
in these efforts. It is important to remember, that we were not 
identifying infl uencing tactics that would promote sales success. 
We were promoting their customer ’ s success. Sales people ’ s suc-
cess is a by - product of customer success. 

 It is important to note that, while sales people were worried 
about how this change effort would affect their ability to meet 
their goals and many of them felt it diffi cult to temper their 
agendas, they were successful. They were successful because we 
took a holistic approach that was truly customer - centric. In fact, 
this organization realized: 

  A 25 percent increase in revenue generation;  

  A 20 percent shift in profi tability;  

  Over 100 percent shift in new customers; and  

  Over 25 percent shift to the positive in customer retention.    

 The work at this organization is not fi nished, by any means. 
They will need to continue to cement the changes, review 

•
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expectations to determine whether they are still relevant, 
reinforce the training and customer philosophy, and maintain 
accountability.  

  Service 

 Companies with service approaches that recognize that customer 
service really is about partnering and not parroting understand 
the difference between solving problems and documenting prob-
lems. Unfortunately, service is often lacking more than ever. Most 
people are tired of automated menu options that are designed 
to make it diffi cult to speak to a human being and, if we do, the 
conversation is so incredibly scripted that we might as well have 
stayed with the automated options. 

 There are organizations that have multiple tiers for service. 
I realize they are built this way for effi ciency, but for whose effi -
ciency — the customer ’ s or the service department ’ s? The irony 
is that the fi rst tier can rarely solve a customer ’ s problem, so as 
a customer you feel frustrated for wasting time trying to solve 
the problem with someone who is not equipped to help you. 
Then you are routed, usually via email or through some sys-
tem, to an advanced or senior support person who is smart and 
gives you a good answer — but to a different problem. Why does 
this happen? It happens because these senior support people 
have so many problems that they do not even talk with you; 
instead they quickly review the documentation and think they 
know the answer. If that does not work, you are then relegated 
to another department that is really a black hole for requests, 
and you are never given a name, just a generic email address to 
which to send your information. Does it sound like I have expe-
rienced this type of service? Unfortunately, I am not alone. 

 Solving customer problems is about being perceptive, per-
sonable, and curious. It requires questions and understanding. 
Service means that you as a customer service person cannot 
control the conversation, only facilitate it. Unfortunately, many 
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organizations have built these departments, or at least a philoso-
phy, based on what they believe is best for their company rather 
than what is best for the actual customer. Whether you are work-
ing with a bank, a hotel, a retail store, a web - hosting company, or 
a telephone company, the service levels and problem resolution 
should be all about the customer, but unfortunately, these expe-
riences tend to be about the service representative/employee or 
the organization. Why does the customer come out last so often? 

 We are currently helping a client through such as change. 
They have seen, over the years, arbitrary rules and processes 
put into place, all with the best intentions. When they measure 
whether processes and standards are utilized, they score well. 
Conversely, when they measure problem resolution, they have 
seen a different story. With all of the standards and processes 
followed, many customer concerns are never truly resolved. 
For years, they measured customer service in a way that made 
it look like they were excelling at it. In fact, they thought their 
service out - stripped the competition, until they looked at ser-
vice from the customers ’  point of view. It was at that point that 
they decided they had to actually teach their people to be more 
curious and intuitive with customers. 

 It was even more spectacular was watching the employees 
become excited by the notion that they were being entrusted 
with the customer relationship. These employees wanted every 
customer to feel appreciated and valued. They bought in very 
quickly to the new customer philosophy and felt closer to their 
organization as a result. Employee engagement is directly related 
to the customer experience. Employees who are engaged treat 
each other better and in turn the customer, as well — as long as 
they are allowed to.   

  Challenges of a Distributed Workforce 

 One of our other clients had a major challenge  . . .  they had 
several hundred locations and they wanted to have a consistent 
culture across all of them. Specifi cally, they wanted to have a 
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service - based engagement culture at each location. Some of the 
challenges they faced included: 

  The inability to fl y each of their managers to a specifi c loca-
tion for training.  

  Complexity and practicality. If these managers had a dif-
fi cult time using the training and did not have practical 
results, they would not continue to use the process.  

  Time was a key issue. Managers needed to be around and 
available. Any training effort that removed them from the 
employees and customers for an extended period of time 
would not be feasible.  

  Collaboration and sharing were very important. While 
much of the training delivered to these locations was deliv-
ered via technology, that might actually prove counterpro-
ductive in this case. They needed more interaction among 
the members of the management team, between the man-
agement team and employees, and among the employees 
themselves, not less.    

 We helped them build a standalone program for management 
that could be completed at each location over a year ’ s time, dur-
ing existing management meetings, as an intact management 
team. Each member of the management team could facilitate 
a meeting while the others participated. The meetings were to 
occur during regularly scheduled monthly management meet-
ings with a simple and practical assignment between each meeting. 
The process took leadership through twelve components of an 
engaged service - minded culture. 

 The next step was to create more trust and dialogue between 
managers and employees. So we asked the question,  “ Why not 
teach the employees the same things, but relate the principles to 
their job and work? ”  To accomplish this, we built a set of activi-
ties that managers could perform quickly with their employees. 
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We utilized their daily meetings as the vehicle for the training. 
The meeting agenda included: 

   Past Performance:  Reviewing their numbers and goals.  

   Present Happenings:  Discussing key events, items, and issues 
that were currently occurring or going to happen that day.  

   Engagement Service Theme:  Culture - building activity and a 
call to action.    

 The activities followed the same curriculum the managers 
were going through, so it gave the employees and the managers a 
connection. By using brief activities to promote service, col-
laboration, and engagement principles, our client was able to 
promote a powerful culture. The key was to make the activities 
easy to facilitate, limit any need to prepare, and create a simple 
system that could be utilized on a regular basis. To accomplish 
these criteria, we categorized and color - coded the activities 
by engagement principle, and then by the type of activity —
  discussion, training, shift topic. Facilitator instructions for each 
activity were structured the same way: 

  Purpose  

  Time requirement  

  Materials needed  

  Directions  

  Key questions  

  Key points  

  Tips, examples, and variations    

 The client saw signifi cant changes in all of the locations using 
the process. Here are some of the results at various locations: 

  A 22 percent increase in service scores;  

  A 21 percent increase in target customer business;  

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

ch011.indd   217ch011.indd   217 6/9/09   12:22:27 PM6/9/09   12:22:27 PM



218  EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT

  A 73 percent shift on a key quality service measure;  

  A 9 percent increase in the number of customers; and  

  A 9 percent increase in revenue.    

 All of these shifts occurred within a three - month period. It 
is amazing what can happen when you focus on more than just 
service. Creating more dialogue and real culture around engage-
ment can make a signifi cant difference to your customers and to 
your employees.             

•

•

•

Questions to Ask Yourself      

  What percentage of the time is your company viewed as a 
vendor versus a strategic partner?  

  How much collaboration is taking place with your 
customers?  

  To what degree are you bringing added value to your client 
relationships?  

  How has your company defi ned loyalty? How should it defi ne 
loyalty?  

  How do you create trust in the sales process and customer 
relationships?  

  To what extent are your sales people directly inter-
ested in the success of your clients? How is that interest 
demonstrated?  

  How would you defi ne your organization ’ s service 
philosophy?  

  Have you overused process, standards, or technology in your 
service efforts? Think about this from your customer ’ s point 
of view.  

  How have you encouraged intuition, curiosity, and collabora-
tive problem solving in your service efforts?  

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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•
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  To what extent do you have a shared culture across multiple 
locations?  

  How have you reinforced service and engagement in the 
daily lives of your distributed employees?  

  How have you created more dialogue between management 
and employees in various locations?            

•

•

•
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12                                                   

REAPING THE REWARDS          

   In This Chapter 

  4Four Levels of Engagement  

  4Engagement in Diffi cult Economies  

 4 A New Defi nition of Engagement  

  4Impact of Engagement    

  “ Winner takes all ”  is a phrase that has been used in movies, 
books, and around card tables. In today ’ s world, the  “ pie ”  or 
market share is divided up with added pressure and competi-
tion. It will become increasingly diffi cult to gain or keep market 
share without an advantage. Your people are your advantage. 
Your employees drive your success. It is either that, or it is the 
opposite. Your people become your disadvantage. Your employ-
ees hinder your success. 

 If you think about anything that happens in your organi-
zation, it happens through and because of people. Innovation, 
problem solving, decision making, execution, process improve-
ments, customer service, sales, research and development, and 
the list goes on. If people are curious, hold trust in each other, 
are perceptive and accountable, and can concentrate on the 
customer, you will increase your chance of winning signifi cantly. 
If, on the other hand, your employees are focused on them-
selves and their concerns, lack trust in the organization, lack 
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ownership, and concentrate on making management happy 
because they are afraid, you will surely fall backward. In today ’ s 
world of winner - takes - all stakes, why would you not try to create 
this advantage? 

 As organizations grow and mature, so do silos, as different 
functions build their own power bases and so there tends to be 
less collaboration, rather than more. Using the engagement 
drivers discussed earlier in this book to promote more trust 
and achievement, you can help bring it all together. Push your-
self and your organization to learn more about this subject and 
to approach engagement more holistically and systemically. One 
way to measure your organization ’ s current state and progress 
with employee engagement is to use the four levels of engage-
ment seen in Figure  12.1 .    

  Four Levels of Engagement 

  Level 1: Employee Engagement Is Ignored 

 Many organizations do not pay attention to employee engage-
ment. These organizations simply ignore it altogether. In fact, 
only 27 percent of organizations have a formal engagement pro-
cess and 19 percent do not have it on radar at all.  1   This is, of 
course, an easier road to travel in some ways. Organizations that 
do not focus on engagement have less to measure, less to think 
about, less to change, and set little to no expectations with 

Level 1 Employee Engagement is Ignored

Employee Engagement is an Event

Employee Engagement is a Process

Employee Engagement is a Strategy

Level 2

Level 3

Level 4

 Figure 12.1 Four Levels of Engagement 

 Source:  Performancepoint, LLC
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their associates. It can feel better to ignore employee engage-
ment because if you are not looking critically at your organi-
zation, and possibly yourself and your team, you can convince 
yourself that all is well in the world — that your employees are 
leaving because of compensation issues rather than leader-
ship issues, that policies instead of a more productive culture 
will solve your challenges, and that poor performance is just 
the result of a new generation ’ s lack of work ethic rather than the 
organization ’ s career development process. The bigger question 
is:  “ Where could we be as an organization if we did focus on 
engagement? ”  We know from research that disengaged employ-
ees in the United States alone cost our businesses between  $ 270 
billion and  $ 343 billion annually and we also know that 73 per-
cent of businesses that have started employee engagement pro-
grams have increased their operating profi ts.  2   With numbers 
like that, ignoring employee engagement seems crazy. The chal-
lenge in these organizations usually rests with the leadership. 
Some leaders see the employees as the problem. They will cite 
work ethic issues, attitude problems, and a host of other reasons 
why they struggle in getting employees to be more productive or 
to stay longer. Some leaders hold out the organizational results 
as if it were a carrot. I had one CEO say,  “ I work on those issues 
when they bring in more money. ”  This mindset is completely 
backwards. Leaders should be asking,  “ Why are we having these 
issues? ”  or  “ What are we doing as an organization that is hin-
dering our people ’ s ability to engage? ”  One last question these 
leaders should ask themselves is,  “ What if  . . . ? ”   

  Level 2: Employee Engagement Is an Event 

 The second level is viewing engagement as an event. Typically, 
this is triggered by a change in the organization such as a new 
president or a request by someone in the organization, or because 
an organization has come out of diffi cult times and wants to 
do a survey because it seems safer now to make the effort. The 
trouble with this approach is that it typically lacks a champion 
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and a reason to keep going. Because the original exertion was 
situational, the future of the event will most likely diminish. 
This can be even more damaging than ignoring engagement 
altogether, since expectations are raised when an organization 
starts such an effort. Starting an engagement effort, especially 
a survey, is not an objective event, and employees watch to see 
what changes will occur. If an engagement effort is short - lived, 
employees tend to believe the organization does not care about 
them. In some cases, outright backlash and animosity will occur. 
Starting and stopping engagement efforts will lead, at the very 
least, to reduced trust, and possibly a complete breakdown and 
increased turnover, and in some cases employee sabotage. 

 Another problem with this approach is the underlying mes-
sage we send. Our employees see the event in subjective terms. 
The event becomes a vehicle that sends this type of messages: 

  Leadership wants to gain information that demonstrates a 
positive environment.  

  They want to look good in front of the board.  

  Engagement only counts when it is easy.  

  They only care when they think we will walk out the door.    

 The challenge relates to  trust . Trust is developed by behaving 
consistently. If we pay attention to employee engagement incon-
sistently, then we are only decreasing engagement over time. We 
must remember that there are rarely good or bad times to have 
an engagement process. There is really no such thing as good 
news or bad. The results of a survey, program, or a process are 
just that — results. What you choose to do with those results will 
determine your progress.  

  Level 3: Employee Engagement Is a Process 

 The third level of organizational engagement is treating engage-
ment as a process. This seems realistic and proper at fi rst glance, 

•

•

•

•
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and it represents a signifi cant improvement over the fi rst two lev-
els. Organizations that treat engagement as a process typically see 
engagement as a  “ people ”  effort, and the champion of the effort 
is human resources or a subset thereof. In fact, 40 percent of 
organizations that have a formal process utilize human resources 
to house their employee engagement programs.  3   Usually these 
efforts are completed on a shoestring budget, and the emphasis 
lies with collecting the data and showing an improvement in 
the rating year over year. The challenge here is that there is no 
shared ownership across the organization; the engagement effort 
is barely on top management ’ s radar; the effort usually does not 
account for real impact; and the organization is cost - conscious. 
This causes the data collection/analysis to be sloppy, results in 
little to no wisdom, and at its worst to be completed in - house, 
which causes a lack of perceived and possibly real confi dentiality. 

 Another issue with treating employee engagement as a pro-
cess is that it is typically perceived as an employee satisfaction 
effort and is treated as such. Forty - four percent of those orga-
nizations that measure employee engagement utilize a standard 
opinion or satisfaction survey and only 23 percent utilize an 
employee engagement survey.  4   Most of the time, there is a per-
ception that there is little difference between the two options, 
but there is a vast difference between surveys and programs. 
Employee engagement efforts are built on more recent and rele-
vant research that takes into account the current workplace and 
economic environment.  

  Level 4: Employee Engagement Is a Strategy 

 The fourth level is engagement as a part of an organization ’ s strat-
egy. This assumes that either the organization has indirectly or 
directly made the connection between engagement and the suc-
cess measures for the organization. When an organization sees 
engagement as central to its success, the entire process is treated 
extremely differently. First, senior management is heavily involved 
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in the engagement effort, from debriefi ngs on surveys to spon-
soring engagement action plans. Another shift that occurs is 
that engagement issues are discussed at the executive levels of 
the organization. In organizations that treat engagement strate-
gically, engagement is discussed regularly, on equal footing with 
marketing, fi nance, and operations. Organizations at this level 
typically measure engagement, monthly or quarterly in some 
way, on top of an annual survey. Rather than seeing the mea-
surement as a number that must always be bested, the organiza-
tion sees the measurement results as an indicator as to whether 
progress has been made. The last difference at this level is the 
number of and types of communication regarding engagement 
efforts. There is more communication, it is more candid, and it 
is provided through more communication vehicles. These orga-
nizations also garner stronger results than their competition, 
fi nancial and otherwise, and build a brand along the way. 

 There are times, especially during diffi cult or challenging 
economies, that organizations pull back from these efforts. I say 
it is the wrong thing to do. Think about how a recession affects 
people. They become fearful and self - oriented and begin to not 
only lower their expectations, but also to waste time. People 
respond in a manner opposite to what they should. In an effort 
to protect themselves, they typically do themselves and their 
organizations harm. One survey found that, during a recession, 
employees wasted more of their day than in a normal economy. 
In fact, time wasting increased by 44 percent. Most of the top 
time - wasting activities during a recession demonstrate the fear 
and self - interest that people have during bad times: 

  Using the Internet to look for better employment;  

  Using the Internet regarding money and fi nances; and  

  Worrying or thinking about negative subjects.  5      

 These are the reasons why we lose ground during these 
times. A recession is diffi cult, but it is also a time when the deck

•

•

•
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of cards gets reshuffl ed. Some organizations land on top and oth-
ers land on the bottom. Some organizations gain market share, 
while others lose it. And the biggest myth is that all organiza-
tions do poorly. Some companies have double - digit growth in 
profi t and revenue when their competitors are falling apart. 
Why? Because they stay focused on what matters and they 
deal constructively with their most important asset  . . .  their 
employees.   

  Engagement in Diffi cult Economies 

 During bad economic times, we must take extra precautions. We 
must help our employees lead us out of darkness because they 
are the path to success. Specifi cally, during bad economic times 
we should: 

  Focus on Transparency 

 It is way too easy to hold back information, opinions, or issues as 
a way to protect your employees. It is hard to openly put it out 
there and discuss the issues. However, when we do not discuss 
the  “ truth ”  of what is happening, we do not give permission to 
our employees to discuss what is on their minds. Our employees 
then turn to gossip, negative thoughts, and time - wasting activi-
ties rather than productive efforts.  

  Focus on Senior Leadership Efforts 

 Senior leadership needs to communicate more in diffi cult 
moments. Face - to - face is best when possible. Share the strategy 
for getting through the tough times and how you can use this 
diffi cult phase to better set the company for success when times 
turn around. Allow employees to question the strategy. A great 
number of people become comfortable with an idea or learn 
about an idea from questioning.  
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  Focus on Consistency 

 Do not stop your engagement efforts. Keep surveying your 
employees. Continue with your action planning; appreciative 
inquiry, and other efforts to support the engagement process. Your 
organization may need to narrow the focus on its efforts or phase 
your efforts in over time, but progress will send the right message 
to your employees. Spend more time analyzing the data to focus 
your efforts on the most important and impactful opportunities.  

  Focus on Celebrating 

 Find your successes with engagement efforts and in general. 
People need to fi nd things to feel good about during diffi cult 
economic times. When something like gaining a new client 
occurs during a challenging economic period, take a moment, 
feel good, and thank those who made it happen. Pause. Then 
look to see how you can repeat it.  

  Focus on the Customer 

 Don ’ t pressure your people about revenue and profi t. That is 
weight a leader must bear. We should not scare our people into 
success because we are worried. Be honest and authentic, but, 
most of all, help everyone get back to the basics. Remember 
what made your business special in the fi rst place. Remember why 
customers saw value in your products and services. Help your 
people put your customers fi rst and out - service your competitors. 
Be an Engager  . . .  Be a Trusted Advisor. After all, it is about 
connections.   

  A New Defi nition of Engagement 

 Now that we have covered a lot of ground, let ’ s take that defi ni-
tion we started with, the core defi nition on engagement and add 
to it. Let ’ s make it even more clear and full of strength. Let ’ s make 
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it a defi nition that stands up during good times and bad and one 
that we strive to live by each day.  

  The  degree  to which people  commit  to an organiza-
tion and the  impact  that commitment has on how 
profoundly they  perform  and their length of  tenure .   

 Three central aspects of high employee engagement levels are   

   Clearer Connections:  Individuals fortify commitment based 
on increasing the number and strength of the connec-
tions or mutually benefi cial bonds with their work and 
environment.  

   Improved Trust:  Employees are able to be more present and 
focus on the needs of others, causing them to build high -
 trust relationships with internal and external customers.  

   Increased Resourcefulness:  Employees are able to see oppor-
tunities, as opposed to just managing risks, causing them 
to drive themselves and the business forward as they feel a 
sense of ownership.    

 When we try to live up to a workplace that allows this defi -
nition to come to life, there really is not much we can ’ t accom-
plish. Our people will be passionate and successful as will our 
business.  

  Impact of Engagement 

 Over the last few years, we have been lucky to work with a num-
ber of great clients of all different shapes and sizes. While they 
are all special in some way, one in particular demonstrates how 
powerful employee engagement efforts can be. This client is not 
large, by any means, with approximately four hundred people, 
but they have been through a great deal. This organization, 

•

•

•
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like so many others, has seen signifi cant shifts in their industry; 
they have been impacted by a number of factors, including the 
economy, new leadership, and growing pains. They decided 
that engagement was important and that they needed to invest 
more energy into engaging their employees. See Figure  12.2  for 
their results.   

 We worked with this organization not just on measurement 
and analysis, but on action plans and creating stronger commu-
nication. This organization took the results, and more impor-
tantly the journey, very seriously. After a year, they were able to 
improve their engagement by 3 percent, leading to a 3 percent 
increase in revenue and an  $ 11 million positive shift to their 
bottom line. It does not take much of a shift to create notewor-
thy results, and you do not have to be a Goliath to benefi t, but 
the benefi ts can help you become a giant if you want to be. Most 
importantly, the road to wherever you are going as an organiza-
tion can be more fun, more interesting, and healthier for you 
and your employees. 

 May the road ahead be well - paved and the waters you sail 
be calm. If they are not, listen carefully, trust your employees, 
and hope that you have engaged them well, because they can 
get you through any storm.                         

Increase in
Employee

Engagement
3 Percent

Revenue
3 Percent

Profit
$11 Million

 Figure 12.2 One Client ’ s Results 

 Source:  Performancepoint, LLC
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EACH EMPLOYEE WITHIN AN ORGANIZA-

TION PUTS FORTH DISCRETIONARY EFFORT; 

they come to work with a choice of how much 

effort they are willing to give their company. 

An engaged employee is a person who is fully 

involved in, and enthusiastic about, his or her 

work. These employees care about the future 

of the organization and feel a strong emotional 

bond to the business. 

How can an organization create an environ-

ment that truly engages its employees in order 

for the company to fl ourish?

Employee Engagement outlines a compre-

hensive framework, language, and process that 

genuinely helps CEOs and business executives 

connect their overall “Business” strategy with 

the human resource, OD, and performance 

improvement professionals who are respon-

sible for developing the organization’s “People” 

strategy. Written by Brad Federman—a leading 

expert in the fi eld of performance improve-

ment—this research-based book clearly shows 

how top-level executives and HR professionals 

can work together to enhance employee per-

formance and ultimately help their organization 

reach its goals. In addition, the author includes 

a blueprint for elevating Employee Engagement 

to the same importance as any other critical 

aspect of an organization. 

Filled with practical ideas and illustrative 

examples Employee Engagement: 

• Provides a clear defi nition of
Employee Engagement

• Identifi es drivers of Engagement

• Outlines strategies for measuring
Employee Engagement

• Features best practices for respond-
ing to Employee Engagement issues 
and feedback

• Offers a full Employee Engagement
program strategy

• Shows how to deploy Employee

Engagement as a business strategy

This important resource offers step-by-

step guidance for putting in place an effective 

Employee Engagement program that will create 

a workplace with more committed employees, 

a more meaningful environment, build stronger 

relationships with employees, and ultimately 

outperform the competition.

“Brad Federman challenges traditional views of employee engagement by taking a 

systemic view of aligning people to profi ts. Any business leader or performance 

consultant will benefi t from his practical applications and fresh new thinking.”

—Holly Huntley, global chief learning offi cer, CSC (Computer Sciences Corporation)

“I can speak fi rst hand to the benefi ts of this book when the author talks about a road-

map for creating profi ts, optimizing performance, and increasing loyalty. After working 

with Brad in two companies that I managed, I used these techniques with signifi cant 

results in both organizations.”

—James Rose, chairman and CEO, Mosaic Sales Solutions

“If you think you know everything it takes to attain associate/employee engagement, 

put yourself to the test. This book provides a holistic approach to engagement that will 

create the competitive edge required to succeed in this economy.”

—Sharon S. Bilgischer, senior manager, logistics global talent, curriculum and docu-

mentation, Wal-Mart Stores, Inc.

“Brad’s expertise is evident as he offers compelling insights into the most critical ele-

ment for any successful organization. There are no silver bullets in building a great 

business but you won’t be looking for one if you take Brad’s advice and use the tools 

he’s laid out in this must read.”

—Patrick W. Lawler, CEO, Youth Villages, Inc.

“Inspiring! This is a must read for current and future leaders who are passionate about 

innovating cultures and driving top performance in all types of economic conditions. 

Federman’s dashboard analogy simplifi es the complexity of leadership and employee 

engagement by providing practical and attainable solutions.”

—Eileen Benwitt, executive vice president, human resources, Horizon Media

Praise for Employee Engagement

FREE
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This book includes premium content that can be
accessed from our Web site when you register at
www.josseybass.com/go/bradfederman using the 
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