Season’s Greetings and Happy New Year

At the beginning of this new year, I have so much to write about I may end up spending all of 2004’s profits on printing!  I’ll begin with news about Executive Solutions.  I am proud and excited to announce that my son Jon decided to try his hand at recruiting.  He has done an outstanding job, and I couldn’t have enjoyed training a new recruiter more.  Jon has learned a tremendous amount about business in general, and leasing and sales specifically while working with Executive Solutions.  He has demonstrated a remarkable affinity for needs assessment and a real instinct for pairing candidates and companies.  As part of my succession plan, I look forward to the next generation of talented people, such as Jon, proposing fresh ideas and sharing new perspectives.  I was very pleased to learn about the Future Leadership Council at the ELA convention this past October.  

Along the same lines, it is my pleasure to announce that Paul Wenger has returned to the fold and is once again a valuable member of the Executive Solutions team.  Many of you have probably worked with Paul in the past, and know that he brings a high degree of integrity combined with a likeability that makes him a pleasure to work with.  Helene Kugit has branched out to work in the Consumer/Commercial Credit Card industry in conjunction with traditional leasing.  Her boundless energy and commitment to excellence will no doubt establish her as a valuable resource in this field in addition to the success she has achieved in leasing.  Stan Evans continues to represent Executive Solutions, his clients, and candidates in a professional manner. 

I am interested in finding another quality person to become our next team member.  If making a significant and meaningful difference in the quality of peoples’ lives and the success of client companies is attractive to you, let’s talk.  When I started Executive Solutions in 1990, I wanted my firm to be a trusted resource people could rely on.  Our reputation reflects my conviction that our foundation had to be built on honesty, dedication, and, an unwavering commitment to ethical business practices.  We have lots of fun, work very hard, and enjoy tremendous emotional satisfaction and financial rewards.  I will provide the right individual with the training and tools (17,000+ people in our database, for example) necessary to transition your skills and contacts, allowing you to leverage your leasing experience.

Attracting talent-----It’s not just the money

Whether we feel tremendous confidence in the economic recovery, or simply believe things are improving, the change in conditions has resulted in a tremendous thirst for talent.  As companies explore new markets and strategic initiatives, the mantra in the race for the talent to lead the charge has become “It’s the people, people, people”.  Let’s take a moment to review how companies have approached increasing staff in the past and compare it to what is happening now.  In the past, inflating salaries was often the means used to grow the talent pool.  To compete in the race for attractive people, some companies “bought” folks with unrealistically high salaries.  These inflated salaries were too costly to maintain, and actually became a demotivating safety net for some of these individuals.  As expenses were scrutinized in search of ways to cut costs, these artificially inflated salaries were the first things to go, and along with them, so went the people.  Interestingly, salaries are currently remaining relatively flat.  Hiring managers are recognizing that although high salaries may initially attract top talent, people rarely join or stay at a company solely for money, though it remains a very important element in the overall picture.  It has been my experience that when we come out of an economic valley the highest performers and the people who are the least happy are the ones who are most likely to leave their current jobs.  (An ELA web seminar stated the same thing)

Then what is it?

In order to get good people on board and retain them, we need to understand what drives their employment decisions.  People seek, accept, and stay at their jobs for a myriad of reasons, including but certainly not limited to money.  Other factors are corporate culture, and compatibility with immediate managers, as well as opportunity to earn aggressive incentives.  More and more, people search for stability and a good cultural fit in order to enjoy going to work.  They are motivated to accomplish their mandates because they share the ideology of co-workers and management.  Its what makes people invest in their careers rather than just mark time at a job.  The success of the company matters to them beyond what their W2’s say.  Before people commit beyond showing up for work every day, they want answers to basic questions.  Who is this company they have joined?  What are the company’s long-term goals, and how will they, as individuals, be able to make a difference?  Will their efforts be noticed and rewarded?  Will the others on the team be made aware of goals they met or exceeded?  What values does the company stand for and how do they want the industry and their customers to perceive them?  Has the company done the necessary research to be firmly committed to the employee’s business unit?  Does management demonstrate a genuine understanding of employees’ needs or do they see them merely as a means to an end?  So often those making hiring decisions fail to take into account the influence families have on how a perspective employee defines an attractive opportunity.  It is important to take both objective and subjective aspects of this process into account.  Please don’t misunderstand me.  Money does count.  People want to know there is a reason to run the race as hard and consistently as they possibly can.  They don’t want to be cut off at the knees by slashed commission plans or inadequate salaries and bonuses.  They need to be able to focus on doing their jobs rather than making the mortgage payment.  Unrealistically low salaries end up costing more than they save.  The challenge is to strike a balance when formulating a strategy to entice people to join your company.  People are not one-dimensional, and in too many cases much of what attracts a person and makes them an asset has been overlooked because the focus is too narrow.  Another key factor that contributes to retention of talent is benefits.  With the current condition that our healthcare system is in, we’re all feeling the squeeze.  It has become a challenge to make sure our families are protected.  I believe a solid benefits package is being calculated into the overall package more than ever; especially for those with children.  

What doesn’t work?

So often Hiring Managers say to me “Bring me really superior talent.  I want a rainmaker---a real star.”  Well, don’t we all?  Does anyone deliberately hire mediocre people?  Yet, very few companies have an actual strategic plan to attract and retain these coveted people.  Since demand outweighs the supply at this time, the winners in the race for talent will be those companies that are able to overcome some stubborn hiring biases.  There is a pervasive but misguided belief that hiring decisions should be made on the basis of how quickly a person will begin contributing to the bottom line.  I believe it is shortsighted and contrary to corporate health to operate on the premise that the quick fix is the best way to go.  People need at least 6 months to even decide if there is a fit with their new company.  They need to learn the ropes, observe the reality of what they supposed or were promised, and test the water before they are really up to speed.  When companies ask “What will you do for us in 90 days”, people feel used.  They start new jobs with a tremendous amount of angst and tension, and on some level they have an expectation of failure because of management’s tunnel vision.  Because employees believe they are only as good as their last 30 days, they feel no compunction in abandoning loyalty to their employer.  This is one of the most counterproductive approaches I encounter.  Giving new hires a reasonable amount of time before seriously evaluating their performance sends a powerful and positive message.  It also reduces the risk of letting a potential winner go because a decision was made prematurely.

Perhaps because many of us have concerns about whether the economy will continue to improve, hiring managers have tended to become inflexible in their expectations.  Positions are being so narrowly defined they have often become highly unrealistic.  As a result, the search is unlikely to produce the desired results.  The time spent in an attempt to find this almost perfect person (who, by the way, doesn’t exist) impedes the achievement of targets.  Unnecessarily extending the process allows competitors to scoop up people your company rejected because “They couldn’t ramp up quickly” or because “They couldn’t bring a book of business”.  In my opinion, it is not conducive to building a strong team to capture market share and maintain profitability for the long term when hiring decisions are made based primarily on whether or not a person will make an immediate contribution.  

So, how do we get there?

There are many ways.  Growth through acquisition of smaller companies or portfolios is one we are all familiar with.  But it can’t go on indefinitely, for obvious reasons.  Carving an entrée into new markets one hire at a time can be very time consuming.  It’s the old story of hiring one person and losing 2.  On and on it goes in a very predictable pattern.  At worst, it is a formula for stagnation.  At best, it is inefficient.  For the last year and a half, I have devoted a great deal of my time to identifying senior level candidates who have tremendous knowledge of a specific market.  These are highly successful individuals.  Knowing their market so well means they are on intimate terms with the strengths and weaknesses of their competitors.  Their thorough knowledge of the assets minimizes the risk of taking inaccurate residual positions.  They are familiar with the rates their customers expect and the terms they need.  Because they have been well established for so long they know the credit profile of their vertical market through good times and bad.  They love what they do.  And best of all, they can put together a team of top performers if given the resources they know, through experience, are essential.  .  These highly sought after people have the right answer to the question “Who are your existing contacts and relationships with?”  This method has significantly less risk associated with new ventures because in depth due diligence is done before a market is endorsed.  Home growing a new unit requires an extensive “learn as you go” methodology for the credit, documentation, and operations departments.  Resulting portfolios are often full of unpleasant surprises.  A team acquisition, on the other hand, which is headed by a person who offers a reservoir of niche knowledge, circumvents lots of bumps down the road.  Everyone knows exactly what to expect before making the decision to proceed.  It also conserves time invested in the process because management only needs to interface with one person throughout the evaluation.  It works.  It’s fast, economically sound, and makes good business sense.  The trend is to become expert in vertical markets rather than attempting to be all things to all lessees.  This strategy lends itself perfectly to “plug and play” teams.  

Executive Solutions --- new and improved services

As is my custom at the end of each year, I have taken stock of ways to maximize my company’s services.  Once again, I am updating our technology, and making our on-line registration process more user-friendly.  Feedback has been extremely positive regarding our automatic system generated emails that instantly inform registered folks of new opportunities.  It’s a way to stay abreast of industry activity so that you will be able to take advantage of an opportunity with your name on it because you received notification.  If you are not interested for yourself, you can help your friends by forwarding these emails to them.  I encourage all of you to take a few minutes to complete this process, and help us keep our information current.  It streamlines our efforts, which benefits clients and candidates.  Our URL is www.exsolutions.com. Click on the Career Opportunities tab. 

Even though most people recognize the value of executive search firms, many companies do not take full advantage of their services.  In some cases, people in a position to work with search firms are not aware of the extent of their services and never avail themselves of them.  They may even be resistant to utilizing them, which is really a shame.  In other cases, they have never received any training on effectively working with recruiters.  I firmly believe in training people to excel at the jobs they are expected to perform.  Working with search firms is often a big chunk of what managers do.  When experts handle the full time job of identifying and obtaining talent, management is more effective.  Yet, often, companies neglect to formally include this in their managers’ job descriptions.  As a result, they receive little or not guidance to make the most of this resource.  Do you have a formal training process for maximizing partnerships with search firms for your management team?  If you believe your company could do a better job in the hiring department, please consider a training seminar for your management team.  I will be pleased to structure the seminar to accommodate your particular needs and specific areas of interest.  You may chose to bring hiring managers to a central location for a face-to-face training session, or, perhaps have them participate in a web-based seminar from multiple locations.   

As we begin a new year, if I could leave you with just one thought, it would be “It’s all about the people”.  I think 2005 is going to be a great year, and I’m looking forward to it.  I hope the choices you have made result in a rewarding and challenging future.  On behalf of the entire Executive Solutions team, please accept my very best wishes for a wonderful holiday and New Year for you and your family.

Warmest regards,

Teri Gerson
