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The manager was not surprised at first when Siri
showed up in his office Monday morning. Siri was a
bright, eager employee who was constantly looking
to refresh her skills and take on something new.
The manager expected she was fishing for a new 
assignment or checking in on any promotional 
opportunities. 

But that was not the case. After a few false starts,
she came around to her point: “I have been here
for two and a half years. The work is good, but
something is missing. I need a chance to grow. I
don’t mean a sexy assignment now and then. I
mean all the time, every day, or at least most days.
I feel like I have so much to offer, to the team, to
the organization, to my boss. So I have taken a job
at a high-tech start-up across town.” She handed in
her resignation.

How did he miss that one? Siri was the last 
employee he expected to lose, and the one he could
least afford to lose. Were those professional 
development opportunities not enough? Mentoring
that new hire last year? What could he have done
differently for Siri? And who was next?

Few managers would argue against the fact that 
retaining employees is a big problem getting 
bigger. Employers are saying, “We can’t get these
people to stay. The first better offer that comes
along—they’re out of here.” The specifics vary, but
the themes are the same: Organizations are 
worried about high turnover and frustrated that
techniques used previously—such as giving more
pay or bestowing a promotion—currently do not
buy much time and are very expensive. The 
employer incurs the cost and winds up losing the
person anyway. Employees are saying, “We have
needs we want met from our work, from our 
bosses, and from our organizations. If our needs
are met, we will stay. When things start to slide, we
head toward the door.”

Why is the retention of top performers so impor-
tant? Two reasons: 

1. The costs associated with turnover are high
and can be sustained by only the most robust
organizations under the best circumstances.

2. The value of longevity is high. 
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A Problem of Retention

Typically, the value of top-performing employees
to the organization increases dramatically over
time. Often referred to as “intellectual capital,”
this value is the technical knowledge of the 
performer, as well as the organizational knowledge
he or she has accrued over the years: how 
processes work, who to turn to, what has worked
before, how to get things done. 

Unfortunately, the importance of these two 
principles of retention is lost on many 
organizations. They underestimate the cost of
turnover. Some costs of turnover are visible 
(placing an ad in the paper or hiring a recruiter),
but many are hidden (such as the effect of 
departing staff on productivity and morale or the
time spent on the many logistics of the 
interviewing and selection process). 

The problem with the value of longevity is that few
organizations know how to measure it except
through salary. Yet, we all know intuitively that the
worth of a top-performing employee with years of
experience and knowledge about the organization
is measured only in part by that person’s salary. We
feel the loss of that value when the person walks
out the door, taking all that knowledge and 
experience with her.

We can sum up the dilemma facing managers as
follows: Employees are shopping for good places
to work. They want to sell their skills to a place that
will meet their needs. Organizations are shopping
for talent and are coming to the realization that
they better have something to “sell” that 
employees want.

Both the employee and organization are looking for
“fit.” This Info-line covers the basics of how to make
fit happen for the top-performing employees so that
your organization can excel and compete in a global
economy. Some of these basics will apply to hiring
and retaining employees in general, but our focus is
on top talent, the key employees who 
constitute your competitive advantage.
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Start With Outcomes

Responsibility for recruitment and retention is
shared. Human Resources (HR) might own the
processes and play a key role in hiring, but all man-
agers have to buy into the strategies behind hiring
and retaining key talent. The first step in getting
buy-in is to agree on the outcome. 

What outcomes do you want? Before you start
down the path of improving hiring and retention
practices, it is critical that you keep in mind the
end state you want to want to achieve. There are
three basic outcomes:

1. Financial. Part of your job is managing your
company’s assets—human, technological, intel-
lectual, and physical. How well you manage
these affects, to a significant extent, the bottom
line: the financial measures. Hiring and 
retention practices are just one way of 
managing human assets.

2. Performance/productivity. While any good 
employee is a valuable asset, the top performers
play a key role in organizational performance.
Top performers are the stars who often set the
pace for others. They are also often the 
champions for new ideas and initiatives—the
source of productivity gains.

3. Workplace quality. The outcome of retention is
also a means for retention: Employees tend to
stay with organizations they perceive as having a
good work environment. Satisfied employees
tend to be more productive and happy, which
leads to enhanced workplace quality—one of
the main sources of employee satisfaction.

The following hiring and retention strategies drive
back to these three general outcomes.

Strategy 1: Address Turnover

What causes turnover? Everyone has an opinion
on the major contributors to turnover. Roger Her-
man, who has been studying the retention issue for
years across a spectrum of organizational types and

sizes, discusses turnover issues in his book Keeping
Good People. He came up with this list of sources
of job satisfaction and retention based on 
conversations with staff at all levels:

● appreciation

● stable and secure work environment

● accountability

● greater responsibility

● autonomy

● involvement in decision making

● empowerment

● listeners who listen and act on suggestions

● continual learning

● freedom to experiment

● supportive work environment

● information about what is happening in the
company

● rewards based on performance

● the opportunity to make a difference

ASTD and the Society for Human Resource Man-
agement (SHRM) took another approach to study-
ing the issue of why people stay. Their consortium
benchmarking study focused on the importance of
training and development in the retention equa-
tion. A detailed study of seven exemplary organiza-
tions uncovered some striking similarities in orga-
nizations that have a good track record in
retention. These organizations had the following in
common:

● valued their workers

● tied workforce initiatives to organizational
strategies
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There are two types of turnover: planned and unplanned.
Unplanned turnover is typically more expensive because
the organization has not had time to find or prepare a 
replacement. You have two ways to calculate turnover:

1. If the number of people who leave is low, and your 
metrics are in place, you can track the overt and covert
costs and add them up. 

2. To get a ballpark average, use benchmark figures. 
Research by the Saratoga Institute and Corporate 
Advisory Board suggests losing and replacing a person
cost anywhere from 6 months to 2.5 years of the 
person’s salary.

The total cost of turnover is a combination of hard costs and
soft costs. The easily quantifiable costs (hard costs) include
the following:

● severance payments
● advertising
● retaining a search firm
● temporary staffing 
● time taken for screening and interviewing candidates
● signing bonus or moving costs
● time required to orient and coach new hire

The soft costs are less easily measured, but you can factor
them in to a total reckoning of turnover costs:  

● loss of productivity
● lost efficiency
● loss of institutional knowledge
● increased supervisor stress
● increased staff workload
● loss of morale

These soft costs are obviously influenced by the specific
person who leaves, the nature of his or her job, and the 
circumstances under which he or she leaves.

Quantifying and tracking costs in all the above categories is
difficult. As an alternative, many organizations use bench-
mark amounts to estimate turnover costs. To calculate the
turnover for your organization for one year you will need
the following:

a. the average salary of the people who left

b. the number of people who left in the year

a times b times .5 = the low end of the cost of turnover

a times b times 2.5 = the high end of the cost of turnover

For example, an organization has 34 people end employ-
ment in one year, and the average salary of the people who
left is $45,000. You can calculate the replacement cost of
those individuals somewhere between $765,000 and
$3,825,000.

$45,000 x 34 x .5 = 765,000 low end 

$45,000 x 34 x 2.5 = 3,825,000 high end

This kind of data is useful in two ways. The first is shock val-
ue: Managers and executives confronting these costs for the
first time are usually alarmed at the price of turnover. Sec-
ond, when organizations begin to strategize ways to reduce
turnover, the cost of planned measures can be compared to
the cost of the status quo.

Turnover



Hiring and Retaining Top-Performing Employees

4 Copyright © November 2000, Info-line, ASTD.

● understood their own identity and culture and
used that information to hire right

● understood the importance of employee
growth and development

● linked training to HR and operations

● provided training and development for 
everyone

● used competencies

● tracked, measured, and evaluated their 
initiatives

Each of the seven companies studied has lower
turnover and higher employee satisfaction than the
average for their respective industries. And they all
attribute this in part to the investments they make
in their employees, especially through growth and
development initiatives.

Organizations also attribute high job satisfaction
to the key role that all  managers play in the 
retention of key talent. Beverly Kaye and Sharon
Jordan-Evans in their book Love ‘Em or Lose
‘Em: Getting Good People to Stay echo the need
for managers who can, among other things, 
perform the following:

● enrich the jobs they offer
● support career growth in a variety of ways
● hire for fit
● provide recognition
● listen for understanding

Growth and development in supportive work envi-
ronments seem to be increasingly important
themes in retention discussions. 

Strategy 2: Address Other Causes of Distress

The elements on the list of causes of turnover are
usually very similar to major contributors to other
organizational distress (such as declining financial
performance, declining market share, lagging 
productivity, compounding employee grievances,
and increasing absenteeism). The things that
cause turnover are the same things that plague 
organizations in other ways. Implementing a 
perfect retention strategy may not get you where

you need to go if you do not address other root
causes. Following are four common root causes of
organizational distress.

■ Conflicting Goals
The goals of the organization are in conflict with
the goals of the individual (or are perceived to be
in conflict). An employee might decide at any time,
“This is not the place for me.” The decision might
be based on a stated strategy of the organization
(“Over the next two years, we plan to outsource
your function.”), or it may be based on rumor. The
employee may also base a decision on perceived
values: “I have different priorities than this organi-
zation; I want to find a place that better fits my val-
ues set.” In either case, you have an employee
heading for the door, and you may or may not want
to lose this person. Effective communication of
strategy and of values can solve the problem of
miscommunication and rumor.  

■ Organization at Odds
The organization is at odds with itself. This imbal-
ance might be manifested in an unclear strategy,
conflicting priorities, turf wars, dysfunctional lead-
ership, or any lack of alignment of strategy, opera-
tions, and the organizational structure, culture, and
processes. 

Company ABC wants to turn its age-old hierarchy
into a matrix of cross-functional teams. The strate-
gy calls for this change to take place. The structure
is put in place, and everyone is clear about how his
or her job is changing and why. Two years later,
Company ABC abandons its matrix. Why? Lack of
alignment. The reward system did not acknowl-
edge team contributions but focused on individual
heroics. The leader encouraged cross-departmen-
tal fights, believing that internal competition was
healthy. The information system did not provide
reports needed to enable effective matrix decision
making. You can address organizational misalign-
ment through a process of self-study in which the
organization looks at all aspects of the organiza-
tion—primarily structure, processes, people, and
culture. From here, you can determine how best to
align these elements to get the work done. 

■ Ignoring the Marketplace
When an organization loses touch with its competi-
tors, trouble soon ensues. New product research
and development delinked from the customer
voice soon loses its relevance. Marketing cam-
paigns based on intuition and “what felt right last
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year” instead of on a solid base of market research
is bad business. The same competitiveness applies
to the war for talent, which, we all know, is fierce. 

What makes your shop special? What differentiates
you as an employer from your competitors in the war
for talent?

● Is it that you lead the pack in terms of pay?

● Or is your culture of innovation and experi-
mentation particularly attractive?

● Is your cadre of excellent managers your com-
petitive advantage?

Take some time to try to define how your organi-
zation stands out from the crowd.

■ Reactive Recruitment
The organization has adopted a reactive approach
to recruitment and retention. Organizations typi-
cally see the recruiting process as triggered by a
job opening, rather than as an ongoing process of
developing a pipeline of viable talent and a net-
work that one can activate when needed. Similarly,
organizations scurry to make a counter offer when
a valued employee is heading out the door, when it
is usually too late. The reactive manager asks,
“Why did he leave?” A better question is, “Why did
he start looking?” The best question is, “How do
we identify and address organizational dissatisfiers
on an ongoing basis, as a matter of business?” 

All four of these root causes of organizational dis-
tress are relevant to the issue of retention. Each
impacts the outcomes you might be seeking: finan-
cial, performance/productivity, or workplace 
quality. Each root cause helps determine the 
extent to which the organization is attractive to
employees and viewed as a place to stay and grow
and learn. Or unattractive, in which case the 
employee will spend some portion of each day
wondering: “What else is out there in the job 
marketplace?” 

So, we have identified the outcomes we want, have
looked at various lists of what employees are 
looking for, and we have postulated some root
causes of turnover. Our focus now turns to 
developing a proactive approach to hiring and 
retention, to keep talented employees and 
attack any possible causes of their 
dissatisfaction.

Hiring Checklist
Hiring a top performer is the culmination of effective human re-
source (HR) planning, recruitment and advertising, interviewing,
and selection.  The following four areas cover the basics of the
process.

Area 1: Requirements

□ Focus on the few key attributes you are looking for this 
time around.

□ Have an HR plan. You must see how HR needs link to the 
strategic direction of the organization.

□ Look for organizational fit—not just job fit.

□ “Spec” the job. Be clear about what you are selling.

Area 2: Hiring System

□ Have a hiring system that is customer-friendly.

□ Eliminate unnecessary duplication of questions, practice your
approach, and test your questions beforehand.

□ Make the interviewing balanced in terms of talking/listening
and open-ended/closed-ended questioning.

Area 3: Basics

□ Give information in advance.

□ Be a good host.

□ Make sure the process is clear up front.

□ Hone your interviewing skills, and review the EEO/AA 
guidelines.

Area 4: Value-Added System 

□ Relate interview to values and vision, not just to job experience.

□ Meet across functions with people who will work with this 
person.

□ Have a way to compare meaningful notes afterwards.

5
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Proactive Hiring

Each organization has its own way of sourcing po-
tential candidates for job interviews. You must
carefully word your advertisement and you should
place it in multiple locations: Internet, newspa-
pers, journals, and newsletters. By casting your net
wide enough, you ensure a diverse pool of candi-
dates, and you elicit responses from individuals
who closely match what you are looking for. 

Where organizations struggle repeatedly is not so
much with the logistics of sourcing good candi-
dates but in the four areas that deal with planning
and interviewing: 

Area 1: Requirements

Know what you are looking for. Often we have
heard (or have said ourselves), “I will know the
right candidate when I see her.” But good hiring
has to be more deliberate than that. 

Start with a human resource plan, which out-
lines, even in general terms, how HR needs link to
the strategy of the business:

● What technological changes will impact the
type of people you need and the jobs you 
design?

● Where is the business growth likely to be, and
what are the people needs for those areas?

● What new skills will Department A need a year
from now that it does not now have, and how
are you going to fill that gap?

● What are your options for outsourcing, 
obtaining temporary help, or hiring full time? 

Look for organizational fit, not merely job fit.
Few jobs these days operate in a vacuum. The per-
son you hire for a particular position or depart-
ment is part of a whole organization and has to fit
into the culture—the shared behaviors that define
how things are done in your organization. Would
you like most of your staff to possess certain key
competencies? Should candidates have conflict
resolution skills so that fewer problems get “esca-
lated” for upper management to solve? Ability to

negotiate for scarce resources? Flexibility to re-
spond to changing priorities? Be technologically
savvy? Take some time to identify the key compe-
tencies that make your organization unique and
successful. 

Focus on the few key attributes you are looking
for this time around. It is impossible (though many
try) to interview looking for 20 or 30 characteristics
that will make up the perfect employee. Focus on
four or five, and structure your interview around
those key attributes.

“Spec” the job; be clear about what you are 
selling. Organizations sell jobs. Some jobs are of
good quality, some dubious, but very few are 
sufficiently clear to the employee. Be as clear as
you can about what the job entails, and identify key
internal relationships.

Area 2: Hiring System

Have a hiring system that is customer-friendly.
The customer in this case is the prospective 
employee. Too often organizations design inter-
viewing processes that fit the needs of the organi-
zation at the expense of the needs or comfort of
the interviewee.

Eliminate unnecessary duplication of 
questions. While having the candidate meet with
several people is a good idea, subjecting the candi-
date to the same battery of questions multiple
times is not. If the manager and one or two staff are
to interview the candidate, divide up the questions
beforehand to determine who will ask what. For in-
stance, have the manager query the candidate on
his or her technical skills and past experience rele-
vant to the job. The staff, then, might focus on cul-
tural fit, experiences working in teams, and conflict
resolution skills. Practice your approach and test
your questions beforehand.

Balance the interview in terms of talking/listen-
ing and open- and closed-ended questioning. If the
candidate does all the talking, he or she is not hear-
ing from you information about the organization
that will help him or her make a decision. (Re-
member in interviewing, your goal is find out
about the candidate; the candidate’s goal is to find
out about you. Should the process advance to the
stage of a job offer, both parties will want to make
an informed choice.)
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Area 3: Basics

Give information in advance. In addition to the
scheduled time and place of the interview, inform
the candidate whom she will be meeting and about
how long each interview will take (if she is to meet
with several people). You might consider explaining
what she can expect from the interview. For 
example, will she meet with two or three people at
once, receive any applicable testing, encounter a
formal question/answer session, or will the conver-
sations be more informal? If the candidate needs to
bring anything with her to the interview, such as
writing samples or a list of references, let her know 
beforehand.

Be a good host. Courtesy, respect, comfort: these
are simple items, easily given, but often overlooked
by employers. Greet candidates on time. Acknowl-
edge any discomfort they might feel. Offer water
or a cup of coffee.

Make sure the process is clear up front. Reiter-
ate the process. How long will this conversation
last? What is the next step? Who else will they be
meeting with? Who is the decision maker? When
will a decision be made? How will the person be 
notified?

Hone your interviewing skills, and get up to
date on EEO/AA guidelines.

Area 4: Value-Added System 

Relate the interview questions to the values
and vision of the organization. Many managers 
focus solely on job experience, but the potential
value the employee adds to the organization will be
influenced to a great extent by how well the candi-
date’s values are congruent with organizational 
values.

Meet across functions with people who will
work with this person. More and more organiza-
tions are emphasizing cross-functional teamwork.
You can make a good argument that teamwork 
begins at the time of hiring by involving people
outside the candidate’s department during the in-
terview process. Ask these people to meet with
candidates and assess their strengths, then 
listen to what they have to say.

Sample Interview
For successful interviews, you need to strike a balance between 
talking and listening, and open- and closed-ended questions. In the
following example, the hiring manager uses different elements to
gather information about the candidate’s experience on task forces.
Note that the manager does most of the talking at the front-end of
this segment, making sure the interviewee understands the question. 

Manager: We use many temporary teams to accomplish projects
across departments. Because we find this to be an effective way to get
good minds together around a problem and build buy-in to the 
solution, we are doing this more and more. Have you ever been part
of a task force that was brought together for a period of time and then
disbanded when the project was over? 

This is a close-ended question, requiring a “yes” or “no” response. The
manager set the context for the question. The candidate knows why
the question is being asked and has some important information about
a trend in the organization—the use of problem solving teams.

Interviewee: Not really. But I have worked in teams.

The manager could ask an open-ended probe at this point, such as
“Tell me about a recent team you worked on,” but the candidate
might go down the wrong path. Instead the manager asks another 
close-ended question.

Manager: Were these more or less permanent arrangements? 

Interviewee: Yes. The department I was in worked as a team all the
time. Everybody helped everyone else, depending on the need.

This is not the area the manager wants to explore. In the following
question, he restates the context of the question and follows with one
further close-ended probe.

Manager: That kind of teamwork is important here, too, so let’s
come back to that. The kind of team I am thinking about works across
departments to solve a problem. The teams can be as large as eight or
as few as three. But the key is that these people come together 
quickly to solve a specific problem. Have you ever been in a situation
like that? 

Interviewee: Oh, I see. Well, once I had to work with a person from
IS and from marketing when we converted to a new software system.
We had to resolve some high priority issues by the end of the year 
before the books closed.

Now they are on the same page: the manager knows this would be a
good instance to explore.

Manager: Tell me about that.

An open-ended probe. Now the interviewee is invited to go on at
length to describe the experience.
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Job-Specific

Knowledge
● research in areas specific to our business*
● appreciation for technology
● knowledge of emerging trends

Skill
● ability to develop intellectual capital

● ability to manage processes that cross into other 
departments

● ability to manage projects from idea to 
implementation*

● presentation and communication skills to a variety of 
audiences*

● intellectual credibility

Specific Work Experiences
● published in recognized journals

● experienced in positioning research results in 
marketplace*

● managed R&D function (minimum seven years) 

● experienced in staff management (3 years)

* Top job-specific criteria

Competencies

Intellectual
● judgment/decision making
● strategic thinking
● risk taking
● achievement/results-oriented**
● commercial/business awareness

Personal
● integrity
● initiative
● organization/planning
● self-awareness
● adaptability**

Interpersonal
● listening skills**
● customer focus**
● team player
● assertive
● communication  (written)
● negotiation

Management
● coaching/training**
● goal setting
● performance management**
● team building

Leadership
● vision
● building relationships**
● problem-solving**

Motivational
● energy
● enthusiasm
● ambition

** Top generic criteria

Person Specification
Following is a sample person specification for a high-level research and development (R&D) position. It contains the job-
specific skills, knowledge, and work experience a successful candidate would have (many of which might be gleaned from a
resume, but might require more in-depth interviewing). The organization seeking a successful candidate has also come up
with a list of generic competencies. Note that both of these lists (38 items in all) have been prioritized into a manageable
number of job-specific and generic attributes.  These are the “must haves”—the nonnegotiable characteristics this 
organization has decided to target in the interviewing process.
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Make sure you have a meaningful conversation
with the interviewers if you have several people in-
terviewing the candidate. Even if different inter-
viewers ask distinct questions, each will develop an
impression of the candidate that can be compared
with the others’. A solution to this problem is to
start with a common list of what you are looking
for. Take the key attributes list (from Area 1
above), and have each interviewer write down his
or her assessment of each attribute. Then you can
discuss the interviewers’ assessments and see
where you agree or disagree.

Toward a Culture of Retention

So what does a proactive approach to retention
look like? Here is a working definition:

A proactive approach to retention is characterized
by deliberate steps which, when implemented in
their totality, result primarily in increased job sat-
isfaction in the workforce overall but also in lower
turnover of needed talent than would result if no
steps were taken.

The ultimate outcome of this approach is an in-
creased ability by the organization to engage its
workplan and, in turn, move toward strategic 
accomplishments.

An organization adopting this generic definition
would need to further define two terms:

1. What is “needed talent”? This might be a group
of key employees, a particular level such as
frontline supervisors, or other individuals the or-
ganization has determined “at risk” for leaving.

2. What are the “strategic accomplishments”?
These accomplishments, however you choose
to define them, determine the success of your
retention approach. 

Organizational leaders who take a proactive 
approach to retention find that the activities and
actions they take help lead them to the business
outcomes they require.

The following nine steps provide a logical sequence
of activities to help you move toward a culture of re-
tention. Find what works for your organization, and
adapt these generic steps to your circumstances.

Step 1: Make Strategic Assumptions

Base your retention approach on some working as-
sumptions about the business market, the products
and services you provide, and the organization. 

Business market assumptions might include the
following:

● demand for talent in the area of Information
Technology (IT) will continue to be brisk

● continuation of rapid change will characterize
many industries

Your assumptions about products and services
might have to do with the following:

● product areas you want to grow
● new technology you want to adopt

Organizational assumptions might include the 
following:

● planned downsizing or outsourcing of a 
function

● the trend to “do more with less” will continue

Step 2: Determine Business Need

You want to determine business need and link an
HR plan to it. What skills will your organization need
later this year? Next year? In five years? Without
some kind of planning horizon, organizations fall
back on reactive hiring decisions. Linking business
and HR planning usually involves five substeps:

1. Consider the business strategy—specifically
those areas in the external environment or in
technology that will have an impact on how
work is done.

2. Consider the business workplan—specifically
what work, tasks, or processes are likely to
change?
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3. Identify skills and competencies that you need
to implement the future workplan.

4. Take stock of the skills and competencies you
have currently.

5. Plan to close the gap between what you have
and what you need. This is the essence of any
HR plan and typically involves some combina-
tion of training and development (to grow or
“build” the skills you need), recruitment (to
“buy” what you need), or outsourcing (to
“lease” the skills you need).

Step 3: Gather Data

Sometimes the data you collect goes against con-
ventional wisdom about what people find satisfying
or dissatisfying about a job or organization.

Find out why people stay. Data from an annual
employee satisfaction survey is essential to provide
a picture of what people find most satisfying about
their work. In addition, survey data helps you iden-
tify issues that might motivate people to seek 
employment elsewhere. 

Find out why people leave. Conduct exit inter-
views to gather information about why employees
choose to leave. Salary is often given as a reason for
taking another job, but there are often other rea-
sons that influence a person’s decision to look in
the first place. Following are some sample exit 
interview questions:

● What is the primary reason why you decided to
leave?

● What did you like best about your job? About
this organization?

● What did you like least about your job? About
this organization?

● How did you feel about working with other 
employees in the department?

● In what ways did this job meet your career 
objectives?

● In what way did this job fail to meet your 
career objectives?

● How would you evaluate your own perfor-
mance? How would others?

● How would you rate the quality of supervision
you received?

● How would you rate pay and benefits?

● How would you rate the training, coaching, or
professional development you received?

● How would you rate overall work conditions?

● What would you change about this organiza-
tion or your department to make it a better
place to work?

Calculate the cost of turnover. Turnover is de-
fined as the employee loss over a period of time
which needs to be replaced.

Step 4: Get Buy-In at the Top

The data you gathered in Step 3 will help you build a
case for the organization to take deliberate steps 
toward a culture of retention. The main question
here is, “What is leadership’s intention concerning
retention?” Are they willing to invest the time and 
effort needed to identify and address issues, and take
steps to turn it around? Use the job aid located at the
back of this issue to help you build consensus around
issues and give the leadership team a common 
picture.

Step 5: Articulate Your Deal

Identify your competitive advantage as an employer.
What do you offer as an employer that you can “sell”
in the marketplace of organizations looking for 
talent? What makes your organization different? Is it
that your pay leads the market? Or maybe your 
benefits are top notch? Is it the flexible work 
schedules that attract potential candidates? Or does
your organizational mission give employees a feeling
that they are making a difference in the world? Orga-
nizations that are serious about their identity and cul-
ture find ways to advertise their “value-add” qualities
in the employer marketplace. 

Hiring and Retaining Top-Performing Employees
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Sample Employee Satisfaction Survey
To what extent do you agree with the following statements?

Strongly Agree Not Sure Disagree Strongly
Agree Disagree

My job makes good use of my skills and abilities. □ □ □ □ □

I am given real opportunity to improve my skills. □ □ □ □ □

I am willing to work harder than what is required
of me in order to see our organization succeed. □ □ □ □ □

I am proud to be working for this organization. □ □ □ □ □

1. Overall, how satisfied are you with this organization as a company to work for?
Very Somewhat Neither Satisfied Somewhat Very 

Satisfied Satisfied nor Dissatisfied Dissatisfied Dissatisfied
□ □ □ □ □

2. Overall, how satisfied are you with the department you work in at the present time?
Very Somewhat Neither Satisfied Somewhat Very 

Satisfied Satisfied nor Dissatisfied Dissatisfied Dissatisfied
□ □ □ □ □

3. Overall, how satisfied are you with your job at the present time?
Very Somewhat Neither Satisfied Somewhat Very 

Satisfied Satisfied nor Dissatisfied Dissatisfied Dissatisfied
□ □ □ □ □

4. On a day-to-day basis, would you say you are __________?
Extremely Somewhat Neither Motivated Somewhat Extremely 
Motivated Motivated nor Unmotivated Unmotivated Unmotivated

□ □ □ □ □

5. How likely is it that you will continue to work for this organization?
Definitely Probably Might or Probably Definitely 

Will Will Might Not Will Not Will Not
□ □ □ □ □

6. Would you recommend this organization to a friend or business associate as a company to work for?
Definitely Probably Might or Might Not Probably Not Definitely Not

□ □ □ □ □

7. How would you rate this organization as a company to work for compared to other companies in general?
One of the Best Above Average Average Below Average One of the Worst

□ □ □ □ □



Step 6: Know Who is at Risk

Perform this task at the department or work unit
level. Engage management to help develop the pic-
ture. You may view a particular employee as “at
risk” for any of the following reasons:

● The labor market is tight in her area of exper-
tise or function, and she is in demand (and
therefore would be expensive to replace).

● She has knowledge and experience that is of
particular value to the organization.

● In addition to having particular value, she has
said she is unhappy and why.

Step 7: Communicate the Picture

When the organization wants to increase retention
for employees, communication is an essential part of
the retention activities. Employees need to 
understand what is being done, why, and for whom.
The task of communication becomes slightly more
difficult when certain employees are targeted for 
retention efforts and others are not.

This raises the obvious question: After you have
identified your top-performing or at risk talent,
how do you tell everyone who they are? The 
answer will depend on your organizational culture
and practices. 

A culture of open communication would suggest
that people need to know not only the skills and
competencies that your organization particularly
values at any given time, but also be familiar with
the local and global marketplace. The shortage of
IT workers should be of no surprise to anyone.
Likewise, hospitals nationwide periodically face
shortages of qualified nurses, although certain 
localities face an even more severe lack of specialty
nurses, such as critical care or oncology. The orga-
nization has a role in articulating the challenges of
the marketplace (to help educate the employee)
and also in clarifying the business challenges from
which you derived the HR plan. 

In another situation, however, where at risk 
employees may be a specific few individuals, it
might be prudent to have a more focused commu-
nication plan, and not advertise to the world “these
people are special and we are doing all we can to
keep them.” 

Step 8: Have the Dialogue

The best way to find out what people are happy or
unhappy about is to ask them. Having a discussion
about what motivates your employee, what 
obstacles he faces, and what changes he wishes
could be made is, in itself, a source of motivation
for many. People like to be asked what they think
and to have a sense that what they think matters to
the organization and will be acted on.

Step 9: Fix What You Can

The possibilities are endless, but here is a starter
list of typical areas that impact retention.

Organizational HR Strategy

● What is “needed talent”? Do you have a 
definition of “top-performing employees,” and
do you know who they are?

● Is there an HR strategic plan that links 
HR management with strategic goals?  

● What differentiates you as an employer?

Recruiting

● Is the recruiting effort focused on finding good
people or just a warm body? 

● What is the profile of your ideal/great 
employee? Do you know and can you describe
the set of attributes shared by many of your
employees? And do you advertise what you are
looking for?

● Is the recruiting process proactive and 
continuous, or is it only triggered by a job
opening?

● Do you have incentives for referrals? (Some 
research indicates that referred employees 
typically stay longer and perform better than
other types of recruits.)

Hiring and Retaining Top-Performing Employees
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Interviewing/Selecting

● Do you take as long as necessary to fill an open-
ing? Too often the pace of selection is 
determined by the “tyranny of the urgent” or
by the need to “just get somebody in here.” 

● Are you honest to candidates about your orga-
nizational strengths and weaknesses? Inter-
viewing is the time to put your best foot for-
ward—for the candidate and for the
organization. Yet, questions commonly put to
prospective employees include “What for you is
an area for improvement?” and “What nega-
tive/corrective feedback have you received in
the past year and how did you respond?” Your
organization needs to be able to answer those
same questions: What weaknesses is the organi-
zation currently addressing? What negative
feedback has the organization received from
customers, vendors, or employees? How did it
respond? Savvy interviewees are asking these
types of questions. Great employers are able to
answer them.

● Do you hire for fit with your organizational cul-
ture? Fit with culture can be a huge source of
job satisfaction. It encourages a sense of shared
values, beliefs, and assumptions. Even as 
employers seek diversity (of race, gender, 
ethnicity, age, and so forth), they can articulate
values (shared ways of thinking) and norms
(shared ways of behaving) that determine the
organizational culture. If these are not articu-
lated, evaluating a hire is left to “gut feel” and
vague statements of “chemistry.” If values and
norms are articulated, you can formulate ques-
tions to determine the likelihood that the can-
didate is a kindred spirit.

Orientation

● Do your new employees know where to go 
for help?

● At the end of their first week, do your new em-
ployees feel they made the right choice?

Continually “Re-recruiting”

● Do you continue to sell the value of your 
organization beyond the first week?

● Do you check in with new hires to see to what
extent their expectations are being met?

Professional Development/Training

● Do you set people up for success though a 
deliberate program of training and develop-
ment? Or do you fall back on the old adage:
“They will get what they need eventually. It’s
sort of learn as you go around here.” That may
be appropriate under certain circumstances,
but it is clearly not a recipe for job satisfaction.
From the employees point of view “learn as you
go” might feel more like “hung out to dry.” 

● Can your employees answer “yes” to all the fol-
lowing: Am I learning? Am I challenged? Does
the organization value what I can do? Does it
value what I can become?

Manager’s Role

● What role do managers feel they have for 
retaining their staff? 

● What accountability should managers have? 

● Does retention matter to managers? 

● Do you ask, “What will keep you here?” 
(Or, “What’s the one thing that you would find
intolerable?”)

● To what extent are managers consciously pro-
viding management services to their internal
clients—their staff?

Goal Setting

● Do you set stretch goals that challenge the
growth of employees, which in turn means you
can achieve your mission and business success?

● Do you have a process whereby strategic goals
cascade into individual goals, so that every per-
former has “line of sight”?
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Compensation and Benefits

● Is your pay competitive? 

● What do you say about what you pay?

● Is your benefits package competitive with what
is in the environment?

Recruitment and retention is a complex set of is-
sues and involves some common sense approaches.
But the biggest difficulty is in challenging old as-
sumptions about what motivates people and con-
tinually striving to identify the salient characteris-
tics of your valued resource and competitive
advantage in a rapidly changing economy: your top
performers.

● Start with the outcome in mind. How can in-
creased retention of top performers impact fi-
nancial, performance/productivity, and work-
place quality outcomes?

● Get a handle on turnover. What does it cost?
What causes it?

● Address other causes of organizational distress
that may be unrelated to recruitment or 
retention.

● Have a great hiring process. A good one will get
people in the door. A great one will increase
the likelihood of retention.

● Take a proactive approach. 

It begins with knowing what you are looking for
and becoming the best employer you know how to
be. The outcome is a place where your top per-
formers feel that they can be successful, make val-
ued contributions, and stay on top of their field.
Who knows? They might tell their friends, “You’ve
gotta work here.”

Hiring and Retaining Top-Performing Employees
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Questions for Weighting and Discussion 
Indicate first the importance of the question. Next, indicate to what extent you feel you have an answer to it. This will help
you identify leverage questions that are most important to answer.

Relative Importance Extent to Which 
of Question There is Clarity

Organizational HR Strategy
● What is “needed talent”?
● Is there an HR strategic plan that links HR management with strategic goals?
● What differentiates us as an employer?

Recruiting
● Is the recruiting effort focused on finding good people or just a warm body?
● What is the profile of our ideal/great employee?
● Is the recruiting process proactive and continuous or is it only triggered by a 

job opening?

Interviewing/Selecting
● Do we take as long as it needs to take to fill an opening?
● Are we honest to our candidates about our organizational strengths 

and weaknesses?
● Do we hire for fit with our culture?

Orientation
● At the end of their first week, do our new employees feel they made 

the right choice?

Continually “Re-recruiting”
● Do we continue to sell the value of our organization beyond the first week?

Professional Development/Training
● Do we set people up for success through a deliberate training program?
● Can our employees answer “yes” to all of the following: Am I learning? 

Am I challenged? Does the organization value what I can do? 
Does it value what I can become?

Manager’s Role
● What role do managers feel they have for retaining their staff?
● What accountability should managers have?
● Does retention matter to managers?
● Do we ask, “What will keep you here?” (Or, “What’s the one thing that you 

would find intolerable?”)
● To what extent are managers consciously providing management services 

to their internal client—their staff?

Goal Setting
● Do we set stretch goals that challenge the growth of our employees, 

which in turn means we can achieve our mission and business success?

Compensation/Benefits
● Are we competitive in what we pay?
● What do we say about what we pay?
● Is our benefits package competitive with what is in the environment?
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