Human Capital Management

Preparing for Growth

uring the past few years,

chemical companies have

enjoyed tremendous out-
put and high margins as prices
have reached 10 - year highs .

Yet, with increasing international com-
petition, escalating energy costs and
product commoditization, it’s crucial
for companies such as yours to do what
they can now to ensure continued suc-
cess . While preparing for growth and
addressing industry- wide issues is a
complex strategic challenge, this is a col-
umn on human capital management, so
I'll focus on the human side of managing
growth. After all, it’s human capital that
will drive your productivity, maximize
your efficiency, develop new products
and ensure the successful implementa-
tion of your strategies .

Don’t Drop Your Guard

Throughout the past century, businesses
have had a habit of becoming fat, dumb,
and happy during boom times . Yet, com
placency is a huge risk to your organiza-
tion. Fail to manage operations effective-
ly, and margins plummet. Ignore R&D
investments , and long- term growth op-
portunities vanish.

Patrick B. Ropella
Chairman & CEO, Ropella
Tel: (850) 983-4777

Web: www.Ropella.com

Patrick Ropella is Chairman & CEO of the Ropella
Group an international Executive Search, Leadership
Transformation, and Corporate Consulting firm. He au-
thored the book and web-based training program, The
Right Hire — Mastering the Art of SMART Talent Man-
agement, and has seen his content featured in many
trade magazines, business publications, and industry
journals. Patrick regularly speaks at webinars, career

fairs, and conferences.

From a human capital perspective, the
real risk of complacency is no t paying
enough attention to employee retention

issues . Many successful organizations
have had their growth derailed by the
loss of key personnel. And when times
are good, new opportunities abound for
your top executives , engineers and sci-
entists.

Does your organization make retention
a strategic priority? Do you know who
the most valuable people in your organi-
zation are? And not just at the executive
level, but in middle management, tech-
nology, and even on the front lines . Are
you doing enough to ensure that contin-
ued employment with your firm is the
best career option for these people?

Employee retention is a complex issue;
however, here are a few fundamental
tips to help you retain your best and
brightest:

Involve everyone.

A group with a common goal almost al-
ways outperforms an individual , even
an expert in the field.

Identify top talent.

Create a list of the people in your organi-
zation you can least afford to lose. Your
retention plans will focus on keeping
these people happily employed.

Benchmark compensation.

Make sure that the wages and benefits
your o rganization offers is comparable
with other firm s in your niche and lo-
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cal market. While you do not have to pay
the highest salaries to retain talent, your
compensation plans should be in line
with the market.

Communicate.

Poor communication is the No . 1 cause
of employee discontent. Managers must
be trained to be better communicators .
At a minimum , make sure managers
are conducting regular reviews with top
performers to ensure that those individ-
uals are engaged in their work. Use the
reviews to solicit ideas for making your
firm a better place to work.

Provide meaningful work.

Top employees want to be valued con-
tributors . It's your job to provide op-
portunities for people at all levels to do
work that they perceive to be meaning-
ful. While you may not be able to re-
define people’s job duties to add more
meaning, you can help people see how
their work contributes to the success of
the firm .

You can also show people how the prod-
ucts that your firm produces contribute
to the quality of life for people through-
out the world. You may also want to of-
fer your people the opportunity to invest
some of their work time in projects that
give back to their local communities.

Offer opportunities for work/life bal-
ance.

Balance may be the most sought after
employee benefit. The days of people
dedicating their lives to their employers
are over. To retain top talent, you must
create a culture that acknowledges that
people have a life outside of the plant.
This can be done through flexible work
schedules, part- time work options ,tel-
ecommuting, and providing quality
of life services such as onsite day care,
concierge services, or simply upgrading
the cafeteria. For more retention ideas ,
read Fortune’s annual list of Best Places
to Work, or go online and search com-
panies like Google or SAS Institute. If
you've never read about these firms ,
you’ll be amazed at what they do to at-
tract and retain top talent.
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Improve Management Systems
Because operating efficiency drives so
much success in the chemical industry,
your organization can never afford to
get complacent when it comes to man-
agement. However, effective manage-
ment is not all about command and
control. It’s about finding better ways to
inspire and lead people while creating
feedback mechanisms and early warn-
ing systems to stop problems before
they occur and ensure that results con-
tinuously improve.

Workforce consultant and employee re-
tention expert, Greg Smith, recommends
creating a work environment that moti-
vates people toward exceptional perfor-
mance.

He developed a 5- step approach to
management called the PRIDE process:

Provide a positive work environment:
Do your facilities, policies, and manage-
ment structures encourage people to do
their best? The key to creating an effec-
tive work environment is to understand
what “turns people on” and then design
your physical workspace, management
policies , and support services to meet
the needs of your employees. This may
mean offering services like employee
assistance programs, day care, financial
consulting, and even check cashing and
transportation.

Recognize everyone’s efforts:

People need to feel appreciated. Wheth-
er it’s a simple pat on the back or receiv-
ing a plaque at the annual awards din-
ner, your employees need to know that
you appreciate their hard work. Accord-
ing to Smith, “recognition from one’s
peers is even more motivating than from
supervisors ,” so you should encourage
peer recognition by creating systems
that make it easy for people to acknowl-
edge the contributions of their co-work-
ers.

Involve everyone:

A group of people with a common goal
will almost always outperform an indi-
vidual, even if that person is an expert.
Working as a team , they’ll make better
decisions, produce higher quality out-
put, and achieve results that the indi-
vidual could never have achieved on his
own.

As a manager, your challenge is to
get workers involved in teams at all
levels of the organization. One of the
most famous examples of employee
involvement is Johnsonville Foods in
Sheboygan Falls, WI, where employee
teams are responsible for setting per-
formance goals, cost control, and even
hiring and firing.

In this organization, management’s
role is to provide coaching and men-
toring. Thanks to self- management,
Johnsonville Foods radically improved
product quality while making substan-
tial increases in productivity and prof-
itability.

Develop skills and potential:

While balance may be the most sought
after benefit, professional develop-
ment ranks a close second, particularly
for knowledge workers. Beyond be-
ing a desired benefit, training makes
people more competent in their jobs
, improves quality, allows for greater
worker autonomy, enables people to
contribute better ideas, and makes peo-
ple feel more confident and satisfied
with their work.

Evaluate and measure continuously:
Continuous evaluation and constant
improvement are the final steps in the
PRIDE system. The purpose of evalua-
tion is to measure progress and deter-
mine what needs improvement. Em-
ployers should regularly measure the
attitudes, morale and motivation of the
workforce. The goal is to identify prob-
lem areas and design improvement
plans .

Become a Strategic Recruiter

So far, this article has focused on maxi-
mizing the potential of your current
human capital, but what about the fu-
ture? While no one has a crystal ball,
from a recruiting standpoint, you
want to plan for “the worst” and hope
for the best. By the worst, I don’t mean
the worst economic conditions, I mean
the largest possible demand on your
recruiting capabilities . This may in-
clude new hires due to growth, succes-
sion due to retirement or promotion, or
replacements for either anticipated or
unplanned attrition.
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Here are a couple of ways to strategi-
cally recruit for your organization:

1. Forecast personnel needs.

e Evaluate workforce planning require-
ments based on best case and worst-case
scenarios.

e Anticipate likely attrition based on his-
toric rates .

¢ Perform a gap analysis to determine
where labor shortages and skill deficien-
cies will exist.

® Determine “ core” workforce planning
needs (i.e. the personnel needed to keep
critical operations running during slow
periods ) and estimates for peak work-
load requirem ents (i.e. the additional
personnel required during busy times).

e Look for opportunities to upgrade tal-
ent within your organization.

2. Develop a workforce planning sys-
tem.

* Create a detailed process defining
your company’s methodology for when
and how to hire and for how to fill in for
peak workload periods.

¢ Incorporate well- defined processes
for new hires, develop current employ-
ees, supplement with project personnel,
and outsource non-core functions.

® Develop a proactive recruiting and
permanent placement program to be-
gin sourcing the people you will need
to handle the increased workload that
comes with economic recovery and mar-
ket growth.

Gazing into the Crystal Ball

Are today’s chemical industry econo-
mists’ forecasters or fortune tellers ?
Only time will tell. One thing is cer-
tain—now is the time to take the steps to
ensure your success. Plan your retention
strategies ,make improvements in your
management systems to create a better
work environment, and strategically re-
cruit for future hires .

When it comes to human capital, there’s
no better time than today to prepare for
tomorrow.
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