Beware effect of job cuts on rest of staff
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Never mind the turbulent markets - the right management style is now more vital than ever in retaining good workers.

Today's volatile economic climate means that many organisations are looking at their staffing levels to cut costs and promote long-term prosperity. However, once they have trimmed their numbers, big challenges still remain. A key one is how to motivate and retain the people that are left behind.
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These are the people who will continue to turn the handle in the core business and on whom organisations will rely to seize market opportunities when conditions improve.
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This group will include some of the most capable people in any organisation, and the signs are that turbulent markets do not put them off switching to another job, as was once the case.
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Attracting and retaining talent became a greater business issue after the 1980s and 1990s when large-scale downsizing brought the end of a job for life, and led to a more dynamic relationship developing between workers and employers. In this new environment pay remains a key factor but is no longer quite as compelling as it once was.
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Research surveys of workers from 2,000 organisations, collated by International Survey Research (ISR), have been cited as showing that the right salary is simply expected by many people. The factors that are increasingly important to them, however, are opportunities for personal development and the kind of leadership and management style that an organisation offers.
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What does this mean for the future of businesses? The challenge for every employer is to grow a new breed of leaders, who on the one hand continue to have an excellent grasp of the business and on the other can at as coaches to their people.
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Autocracy will not work in a business environment where complexity is growing, and where the only option is to pass responsibility down the line. Delegation in itself is not enough for this new business culture. It needs to be handled in a way that engages people and ensures that they are supported sufficiently to enable them to succeed. 
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For today's leaders it means a greater proportion of their time has to be invested in teams and individuals, and less time in day-to-day business issues or operational activities.
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The leader needs to behave in a way that includes communicating openly and frequently with staff, being accessible to them and spending time helping them to devise solutions and remove barriers so that they can achieve their business goals.
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Leadership and management style have clear links with morale and motivation. The type of leader described above gets from his staff what psychologists call the "discretionary contribution". It is the extra effort, creativity and attention that workers give when they feel trusted, valued and are given recognition for their efforts.
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Many organisations are reaching the stage where they need this worker enthusiasm to differentiate themselves from their competitors in the marketplace, and it often makes the difference between having satisfied and delighted customers.
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With the markets slowing down in the short term, there is no better time to invest in development for remaining staff. Many organisations, however, are continuing to cut development activities and training budgets instead of preparing their organisations to harvest growth when it returns.
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Unlike other training, coaching is not expensive and it is a powerful development tool because it uses work situations as the context for learning. Applying that learning improves people's effectiveness, builds motivation and, when done well, results in the discretionary contribution.
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There is nothing new about coaching itself, but today it needs to happen on a far greater scale than before. If it is done right, coaching benefits both worker and employer. For the individual, it lies at the heart of the development he or she expects in order to stay. For the organisation, it is vital to equip people with the skills and techniques that are necessary to keep pace with market changes and the competition.
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Visionary organisations go even further and invite staff to join strategy development sessions, product development groups and implementation teams responsible for introducing organisational change.
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Often this will include staff being given responsibility for developing and running training sessions and communicating with their colleagues. People are encouraged to use their initiative, and ideas are given the change to flourish.
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These organisations are willing to take risks and to experiment much more. Staff turnover is lower because people are trusted to do a good job and the role of senior management is to explain the destination while leaving their people to make the journey.
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Today the implication of ignoring the expectations of your people and allowing staff turnover to decide its own level can prove costly.
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On the one hand, the symbolic impact of good people leaving is damaging to morale.
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By implication the message is, "this is not a good place to be" and makes people think, "should I stay or should I go?"
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Those who leave take with them a large amount of intellectual capital that might well end up being used to help a competitor. To add to this, there is the overall cost of replacing trained professional staff, which can amount to twice the salary of the post, an effect that clearly will have an impact on a company's bottom line.
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Competitive advantage is increasingly vested in the "soft" or people side of the business agenda. Terms such as emotional intelligence, organisation culture and coaching are frequently quoted.
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With today's fast-moving markets and the need for organisations to making changes effectively, issues of leadership style and its impact on people are proving increasingly hard to ignore.
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Source: Sunday Times
