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Leveraging Team Acquisitions to Subsidize Training

By Teri Gerson
When I first began recruiting for the leasing industry in 1989, people were starting to discuss the aging of the industry and how it was likely to impact the ongoing search for talented individuals.  It is now 21 years later, and the same recording is still playing.  For a while, companies like GE Capital invested the time and resources necessary to actually teach people how to analyze a credit or structure a transaction.  IBM taught people about the sales process so that they could effectively solve problems and understand obstacles standing between them and a contract.  
Over the years, these well-trained individuals have moved along the human capital path.  Many of these folks have gone where all good leasing folks go eventually (and no, I have no idea where that is!).  In the end, we find ourselves faced with a “grey” industry often lacking a well thought out methodology for attracting, acquiring, and preparing new entrants.  In fact, we frequently do not even have a haphazardly thrown together approach for training them in order to retain them.  Sadly, to take it even further, few companies have workable succession plans in place.  Overall, as an industry, we seem to have collectively embraced the Scarlet O’Hara philosophy of “I’ll worry about that tomorrow.”  

This is not a forward thinking way to deal with the talent issue.  Leasing people were traditionally paid more than their counterparts in other (less interesting) areas of finance. Our industry typically attracted the adventurous sort that thrived on finding creative new solutions in order to help businesses acquire goods.  

As the playing field has evened out, we are now competing with a variety of suitors for the best and brightest.  Unfortunately, our quiver no longer contains the highest income potential, the sexiest products, or the status of being a creative solution.  Rather, we are laboring under the oppressive weight of a tarnished image.  So, what is the answer?  Teach nothing and hope osmosis works?  Accept mediocrity?  Curl up and try to avoid being scrutinized too closely?  

What if we could take advantage of the experience (and resulting business) that the best talent within various asset niches has to offer?  We could simultaneously make a case for recruiting, training, and mentoring new candidates who “get” leasing, rather than adapt talent schooled in another industry.

Try this on.  Identify a niche that fits well within your corporate market strategy that will compliment existing platforms and business approaches.  Identify a “plug and play” group currently working successfully for another lessor that comes complete with industry knowledge, historical perspective, understanding of credit and program requirements, residual setting and asset disposition, AND live contacts with resulting business flow.  Hire them.  Not only will you benefit from instantaneously becoming a significant player in a new market, you will cripple your competitor at the same time.  The immediate revenue generated by this acquired group can be used, in part, to pay for an ongoing training regimen corporate wide.  

When a company decides to expand, they take on additional salaries and all of the incumbent expenses new employees bring.  The additional expense of ramp up time can be substantial. These costs all have risk attached to them.  By hiring a tested cohesive team, the risk is reduced, the ramp up time is virtually eliminated, and the hard costs stay the same.  I have placed many such groups into what has grown to become $ billion dollar businesses; teams that another company paid to develop.

Imagine the ramifications of cross training sales and credit specialists so that they were able to understand each other’s perspectives first hand, and work cooperatively rather than as adversaries.  This would translate into a more profitable company with a culture that perspective hires would find appealing.  When economic downturns occur, management could shift folks around rather than “resizing.”  The loyalty this commitment to staff would engender and the freedom from nerve-wracking worry would keep your team productive and in place, ready to pick up the pace when times improved.  Portfolios would be healthier because sales people will have acquired an appreciation for the responsibility for transaction approval as well as the ramifications of shortsighted greed.  The credit department would experience the difficulties sales people encounter when trying to win a deal and would be more sensitive to their posturing when they submit their deal to the credit department. 

Although growth through group expertise will not repair all the ills our industry suffers from, it is a workable and common sense beginning.  When utilized in conjunction with other strategies, even those companies with a small voice will have the opportunity to be heard loudly and clearly.  
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