Grow Your Key Talent

Kill Your Business by
Ignoring This

A

nother key employee has just quit. When asked
why, he states that, among other reasons, his manager
was hard to get along with, gave conflicting priorities,
and was unavailable for clarification. Additionally, he
could be moody, and snap when a staff member made
a minor mistake. This isn’t the first time you’ve heard
reports like this, not only about this manager, but about
several others. You’ve given them feedback, but they
don’t seem to change.
That’s the least of your worries right now. You’ve got
several big proposals out, and you need to be involved
with closing them. You just won several new contracts
that require your adding head count, as your people are
now stretched too thin. You want to refinance a loan so
you can get a better rate and add some much-needed
equipment. So developing your managers isn’t at the top
of the priority list right now.
But it should be.
According to a recent Gallup poll, the top reason
employees leave is because of their boss. How much is
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turnover costing you? How long and how much money
does it cost to recruit new people, train them and get
them productive? Longer than you’d like.
How long and how much money would it take to
fine-tune the skills of your present managers? A lot less
than putting out personnel fires, loss of productivity
from unhappy workers, and the headaches these cost
your senior team and you. What if your managers were
better skilled at working with their people so there were
fewer problems, higher output, and everyone could focus
on doing their jobs, rather than backbiting?
In my nearly 30 years in the people-development
business, I’ve noticed an interesting phenomenon. CEOs
and senior staff put off the non-urgent, yet important,
task of developing their key talent. I see it much like losing weight. If someone is overweight, it is bothersome. He
knows he should do something about it, it’s not healthy,
and he doesn’t look and feel as good as he’d like. Yet it
takes a plan, some effort, time and usually some money.
It’s just easier to live with it, even if he has trouble climbing stairs, finding attractive clothes, feeling good about
himself. “It’s a lot of trouble,” he might say. Or “I know
I need a plan, but it has to be one that fits for me, and I
don’t have time right now to figure it out.”
And if he does nothing it will kill him.
Same with developing your key talent.
If you do nothing, the dysfunctionality of your people
will kill your business.
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So what to do? Here are some ideas (a plan!) to get
you started:
p Understand the seriousness and ramifications
of your doing nothing. Yes, you can continue
to skate by for a while. But how long have you
been skating by already? Are you close to a
major meltdown and don’t know it? When it
comes, it will take much more time and money
— and headaches — than you imagined.
p Realize it will take some time and effort on
your part to start an effective program. Sustainable progress is not about sending managers to one-day courses, which creates no
change. This, like the weight loss plan, needs to
be an ongoing effort, not just an every once in
a while activity when you can fit it in. It needs
to be a well-thought-through plan, with regular learning activities.
p Work with an internal or external professional learning consultant who understands
how long-term change happens and designs
a plan that will ensure measurable results.
People learn differently, and may need different learning vehicles for various scenarios. For
example, if needing a brush up on interviewing
new hires, a book or eLearning may be sufficient. If a manager needs to be better at giving
feedback, role playing may be the best solution, whether that’s one-on-one with a mentor/
coach, or in a class. If there’s an issue with not
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delegating, then a weekly accountability partner may do the trick. The point is to develop a
plan with some options beyond a short-term
training class to help instill new habits.
p Develop accountabilities. All learners need to
have accountability to be the most effective. In
our weight loss metaphor, the programs that
are most effective helping people lose weight
are those that have a regular weigh in. That’s
accountability! Your people need to be accountable to whomever they report to. The accountability is not just for participating in the
learning activity (“Yes, I went to class.” “Yes, I
had my coaching session.”). They need to be
accountable for taking action on their learnings. It’s too easy to attend a learning activity
and not change one thing. The learner needs
to be accountable for the needed changes, and
that accountability needs to be to their boss,
not the instructor or HR Department.
p Start something, even if the plan is not fully
fleshed out. Yes, it would be great if all of the
pieces of the puzzle were in place before you
begin. Yet, if 80%-90% of the plan is in place,
begin with gusto! Development is a dynamic
animal. You will be tweaking and modifying it
as you go along. Your people will come up with
ideas of what they want added and changed to
make it even more effective for them. Be flexible.
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You may be saying “My people aren’t dysfunctional.”
Great! But do they have the skills to step up to the next
level of responsibility? Are they regularly growing and
learning how to be better at their job? The same Gallup
poll found that one of the reasons top employees leave is
if they felt they were not learning and growing, and that
no one took an interest in their development.
Don’t let the lack of developing your key talent drive
away your best people and kill your business. Don’t put
it off any longer. A crisis may be right around the corner.
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Executives want to know
how to best maximize
their investment in
growing their people.
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Six Top Questions
Leaders Ask About
Developing Their
Key Talent

S

peaking to leaders I’ve learned that they want to
know how to best develop their key staff members. The
most common solution they know is to send folks to
1- to 3-day training sessions, or to conferences. They
know those get minimal, if any, return on the time and
money invested, but they’re not clear what other options are available which would have a higher, and
longer-term ROI.
They want to know how to best maximize their
investment in growing their people. They ask excellent
questions. Here are six of the best frequently asked questions, along with my responses.
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1. How can I discern the good training brochures and proposals?
In the program description, look at the objectives,
“this program is for you if…” and/or “at the end of this
program, you will be able to…” and determine if that fits
your target person/group.
Does the program provider offer any pre-assessment
to determine if the session would be valuable or your
target person/group? (Many computer classes offer at
least a rudimentary assessment that asks questions like
“How comfortable are you with setting up a style sheet in
Word?” “Do you know how to send blind carbon copies
in Outlook?”) These pre-assessments help you determine
if a session is aimed at the right level for your learner.
Ask the target person to answer the questions and have
his/her boss answer them based on their experience of
observing the person. (Obviously, the boss won’t be able
to answer all the questions.)
The boss and the target attendee should jointly decide
if a session would be worth taking, and decide on some
ways the attendee can demonstrate new competencies
when returning to work.
The most valuable programs will have built-in accountabilities, follow up, and pre- and post-session measures.
You’re probably only going to get these on custom-designed
programs for your specific organization. And yes, it will cost
more than sending someone to a one- or two-day session.
But you will get far more ROI if the program is built to
include all the right pieces for sustained learning.
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It’s like buying a house. You could buy a pre-assembled home that has a roof, floor, walls, kitchen, bathroom,
etc. and would be inhabitable. Or, you could custom build
a house that you know is going to give you exactly what
you want for the long term. The latter will take some time
and thought, and costs more, but it doesn’t have to take
your life savings. And you will probably be a lot happier
with something that is built around your specific wants/
needs. And working with the architect or builder you can
make modifications along the way that will ensure you’ll
get what you want to be happy.

2. How do I pick the training options that are
most relevant? Which training will impact
my business/department the most?
Here are some questions to ask yourself and your
senior team:
p		Which skills could add value to our bottom
line — sales, technology, management?
p		Where are we having the most problems —
management, communication, customer
service, project management?
p		In what areas do our key people need to grow
to get us to our 6-month, 1-year, 2-year goals?
Finance, sales, marketing, management, technical skills?
Put your focus, time and money toward the most
critical of these issues.
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3. How can I justify the cost of training
(ROI)? How can we track training results?
You justify the cost of any development effort by measuring the areas for improvement before and after that
effort, then 6 months afterward. Always be raising the bar
for yourself and your staff to perform more effectively.
Measurable results can include:
p		Reduced turnover per organization and manager
p		Increase in promotions per managers’
department
p		Reduced scrap/rework
p		Reduced customer complaints
p		Higher customer satisfaction ratings per
person and/or department and/or shift
p		Fewer grievances
p		More sales per person/department/shift
p		Higher profit margin
p		Higher percentage of quotes/bids/RFPs
accepted
p		Fewer lost customers
p		More new customers
p		Higher average profit per employee or customer
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