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INTRODUCTION

Successful organizations value their high potential
employees - those top 10% of performers that, to a
large degree, drive innovation within a company.
The most successful organizations, however, go
beyond this by focusing on the "golden middle" -
the 70 to 80% of employees who do most of the
work and are the ones that will turn the innovations
into business successes.  Given their importance,
how does an organization maximize the retention
and development of these very good performers?
During a November 19, 2007 HCI webcast, Career
Systems International's Dr. Beverly Kaye, Stacey
Cunningham, and Mike Stromes layed out a five-
step process that organizations can use to develop
and monitor learning solutions for all levels of tal-

ent. The critical steps are:

0 Diagnose and determine the business case

for your organization.

0 Design and enable your talent development
process.
0 Deliver the key messages about your organ-

ization and development to your employ-
ees.

0 Sustain your improved talent retention and
development process.

0 Track the success of the process through

targeted measurement mechanisms.

Optimizing the management of the great majority
of talent on which all organizations depend
requires attention to, and efforts from, three stake-
holders. First, the employees will provide the nec-

essary spark "if they are educated to find their own

job satisfaction," stresses Kaye. Good managers can
support this by creating the positive work environ-
ment in which job satisfaction can be found.
Finally, the organization is responsible for putting
the systems into place that will allow employees and
managers to achieve these ends. If all three stake-
holders become actively involved in carrying out
the five-step process, organizations will see an
increased ROI for their human capital management
- including increased employee and customer satis-
faction, increased recruitment of potentially high
performers, increased retention, and heightened

productivity.

STEPS 1 AND 2 - DIAGNOSE AND DESIGN

Statisticians will tell you that the performance of
any sizeable workforce will be "normally distrib-
uted" - or, in other words, measures of individual
performance will fall somewhere on a bell-curve
with the lowest 10% and highest 10% of performers
being found on the two tails of the curve. The top
10% of performers are the organization's high per-
formers or high potentials, depending on whether
the metrics measure current or potential perform-
ance. The bottom 10% are the employees that are
performing well below average and either need to
be retrained, moved to another position, or moved
out of the organization. This paper deals with the
middle 80% - the great majority of employees who
are at or near the average of performance. These
are the people that do most of an organization's
work. And, given their shear numbers, optimizing
the retention and development of these people is
where HR can have the greatest impact on an orga-

nization's business performance.




Figure 1 shows the five steps that an organization's
HR department, or consultants working with an
organization, should use to develop and maintain a
talent management process focused on improving
the retention and performance of the "golden mid-
dle." The first step is to diagnose the organization's
business needs and their relationship to perform-
ance. This requires "going where the leaders' mind-
set is," to both understand what they think the busi-
ness needs and to "gain and maintain leadership
support,” for new talent management processes,
explains Stacey Cunningham. And this last part is
critical because, unfortunately, many business lead-
ers see talent management processes as 'niceties"
until they learn how they can impact the financial
bottom line. This means that HR must make the
business case to senior leaders of how retention and
development are business drivers - where investing

in the program will result in a positive ROI.

After gaining the support of senior leaders and

managers, it is important to review an organiza-
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tion's exiting talent strategies in order to know, and
show, what is already being done. Most organiza-
tions will have isolated strategies that are working.
New processes should be linked to these already
successful ones to better optimize both. For exam-
ple, a compensation system that focuses only on
salary or bonuses can be made more effective if
other, non-monetary, types of rewards that are
important to employees are included. This means
tying improved performance to such things as
recognition (employee of the month), making the
work more interesting to the individual, or improv-

ing the work/life balance.

But how do you know what types of performance
will improve a business' bottom line? "Data collec-
tion is the key," Mike Stromes stresses. Whether
you access data that is already being collected for
other purposes, or collect new data, the old adage
applies - "you cannot improve anything that you are
aren't willing to measure,” says Stromes. The pur-
poses of collecting baseline data before implement-
ing or improving talent management programs are
to:

0 Gauge  employee

engagement - how invested

are employees with the suc-

cess of their ~ organization?
0 Gauge  employee
commitment - how likely

are employees to stay with

their organization?




Collecting this data requires asking employees for
their views of their career development, manager,
work environment, pay and benefits, and how well
they like what they need to do for their job. In
addition, the survey needs to elicit honest respons-
es on employees’ intention to stay with the organi-
zation. As part of researching employees' attitudes
towards their managers, it is important to collect
data on the range of managerial practices that are

helping or hurting employee engagement.

And, if the views of the participants of the
November 19, 2007 HCI webcast are indicative,
these surveys are likely to discover the importance
that managers play in employee retention, develop-
ment, and job satisfaction. When asked what factor
has most impact on their employees' intention to
stay, 56% of the participants identified managers.
And, according to Career Systems International
research, not all managers are fulfilling their critical
role very well. "Fifty-seven Percent of employees
are concerned about their mobility within an
organization, but employees believe that only 50%

of managers know how to help employees achieve
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increased mobility," Stromes explains. In addition,
77% of employees surveyed by Stromes' company,
believe that they have skills that their managers are
not adequately using. Finally, the research also
shows that only 54% of employees think their man-
agers are helpful in establishing a good work/life

balance.

The key is to find out from our employees what
their "hot button" issues are - the things that most
affect engagement and commitment. And collect-
ing this data can be done through a combination of
methods - including exit interviews, focus groups,
and targeted engagement surveys. Only after col-
lecting the data "can clear and measurable goals for
talent management processes [for the middle group
of employees] be crafted,” Stromes stresses. These
goals are built around a vision of what business suc-
cess will look like in the future - a vision that can
only be created by measuring where the organiza-
tion is today. The data is also critical to the tailor-
ing of the learning situations used to achieve these
goals and for setting a positive climate of expecta-
tions and needed changes within the organization.
Finally, as we will see below, good baseline data
allows an organization to
track the success of any new
process - by comparing it to
similar data collected after
the implementation of the

process.

* Analyze survey results/integrate findings

* Finalize accountability approach

* Develop communication plan

#* Customize education for all levels

%

After diagnosis, comes the
design step (see Figure 2).
According to Cunningham,
there are three aspects to

this step that are most criti-

cal:




1. Integrating the results of the diagnosis step.

2. Determining how (and by whom) accountability

will be achieved.

3. Developing a communication plan.

The design of a talent management plan relies on
survey results to determine what is the best strate-
gy for all talent within an organization - Hi-Pos, the
lower 10%, and, most critically, the middle majori-
ty who needs to be kept engaged to get their work
done. And the design must not only account for
the performance level of the worker, but their vari-
ous job types as well - changing the behavior of line
workers versus senior leaders or mangers requires
different considerations. To address this, an opti-
mal design will " build accountability measures into
year end results” for all employees, Cunningham
explains. Ultimately, however, the success of any
Those

responsible for the process must communicate to

design depends upon communication.
all employees why they need to do their work and

explain how their work is linked to business success
does this.

THE FINAL STEPS - DELIVER, SUSTAIN, AND
TRACK

"The 'how to' message [of the design] needs to be
delivered through many learning vehicle to deliver
key messages to employees," Beverly Kaye explains.
Figure 3 highlights some of the most critical mes-
sages that an organization's employees need to hear.
Their underlying theme is the importance of
employees changing their attitude from one of enti-
tlement to one of empowerment. Employees need
to help themselves (and each other) to create the
work environment that will help them achieve opti-

mal job satisfaction and performance.

Another important component to the message that
employees should hear is the "four kinds of equities
that they build into their job," stresses Kaye. Some,
and often all, of these equities are lost when an
employee leaves their job. Employees need to be
told about them, as well as the fact that it takes time
to build them up after moving to a new job. These

four equities are:

L. Financial - both their compensation and

benefits.

2. Influence - knowing who
and how to influence takes time
and needs to be restarted when

moving to a new employer.

* What you want could be found right

where you are

* Satisfaction takes action

* Peers can lend support

* Double check those greener pastures

* Don’t wait

R

3. Social - the people they have

learned to turn to for support.

4. Skill - the new job is unlike-
ly to use exactly the skill set that

the employee has spent years

developing.




Of course, the other two major stakeholders, the
managers and the organization, have an important
role in this (see Figure 4). And, as a result, there are
key messages that need to be delivered to managers

and senior leaders as well.

Key Messages for Managers

0 Engaging and retaining talent is vital
0 People stay for more than pay
0 Development, relationships and environ-

ment matter most

0 Don't guess and don't assume - ask employ-
ees what matters to them and what they
need

0 Individualize your actions - no two employ-
ees are the same

0 Deliver on your promises to employees.

Key Messages for Senior Leaders

0 Retention and engagement is everyone's job
0 We have a talented population that we want
Figure 4

to retain and develop

0 Our talent is not a commodity but is a true
competitive advantage for us

0 New competition is coming into the market
and actively recruiting our talent

0 People who are engaged are more produc-

tive.

Obviously, managers play a particularly critical role
in the talent management process since they are the
ones who, ultimately, "deliver" the messages and the
process to their supervisees. However, as the
results of the online poll and the Career Systems
International research discussed above show, many
mangers are not doing a good job at fulfilling their
role. According to Kaye, organizations can help
their managers improve their own performance in

several ways (see Figure 5).

Once given the skills and knowledge to carry out
their role, managers need to find those areas that
they have the influence to change. For example, if
an organization is concerned about losing valuable
employees, but cannot pay more, it is the manager
who must find out from the
employees "what else we can

do to keep you," says Kaye.
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As Cunningham explains,
managers can do this by
asking employees "where
they are in their life-cycle
and, if they are focused on
pay, telling them to dig
deeper.” In fact, most
organizations benchmark
salaries so, if employees are
being paid fairly, there is
often other troubles related

to the work environment or




Figure 5

Managers will “deliver” if they ...

* Believe it’s important(the business case)

* Know how to do it (the tools/techniques)

* Have the power (the license)

* Are held accountable (performance management)

* Are recognized

* Are engaged (senior management modeling)

"

X

other aspect of the job that may be causing the job
dissatisfaction. And it is the managers who are nor-
mally in the best position to discover and correct

these causes.

However clear the messages and however well
designed the retention and development programs,
they will not be effective if they are not sustained.

“Make it stick!" stresses Kaye through:

0 Coaching, mentoring, and reinforcement -

peer coaching, expert coaching, etc

0 Dialogue commitments to ensure informa-
tion exchange among employees, managers,

and leaders.

0 E-communications for rapid exchange of

encourage, advice, and information.

0 "Just in Time" portals for the long-term dis-

semination of results and information.

(the reward system)

0 Webcasts and pod-
casts to teach and reinforce
skills.

0 Pulse surveys to
detect changes in attitudes

and behaviors.

Finally, the success of the
process in retaining and
developing the organiza-
tion's "golden middle" of
employees must be tracked
- to support and reward
successes and to fix those
parts of the process that are not working as well as
hoped. Much of this tracking will involve repeating
the surveys and other measurement mechanisms
used in the diagnostic step. Comparing survey
results, from the same employees, conducted before
and after the establishment of a talent management
process, is a particularly powerful method. And
exit interviews may be the best way to find out
when and why the process did not work. Besides
surveys and interviews, critical data can also be
generated by "cost of loss reports” (the cost of los-
ing and replacing employees), competency based
evaluations, and other methods that will generate
KPI (Key Performance Indicator Data). Finally,
while the collected data is vital to "tweaking" the
process, it is also critical for maintaining the sup-
port of managers and senior leaders for the process.
Nothing will build support faster than a clear show-
ing of the link between the talent management
process and business success. Therefore, the best

tracking methods will include quantifiable metrics

for the ROL.




CONCLUSION

Many organizations focus their talent retention and
development initiatives too much on the top 10% of
performers. While this group of employees is obvi-
ously important, most of an organization's success
will depend on the work of the middle 80% of
employees - the vast majority of workers who are at
or near the average of performance. Given their
great numbers, nothing will increase a company's
productivity more than increasing the "average per-
formance" of this group. This paper highlights the
five steps to creating a process that will increase
retention, improve job performance, and create
more satisfied employees within this "golden mid-
dle" - Diagnose, Design, Deliver, Sustain, and
Track. These steps depend on creating a culture
that promotes discussion among employees, man-
agers, and senior leaders. It also depends on data
collection. This includes data from employee sur-
veys and interviews regarding what they are look-
ing for in their work and how well they think their
organizations are at providing it. It also includes
data showing the link between talent performance
and business success - just the type of data most
likely to build support for any talent management

process among managers and senior leaders.

Based on the Human Capital Institute webcast,
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