Success is ... loving your staff
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SINCE Mike Snapes led a buy-in for Hillarys Blinds two years ago, one of his central goals has been “making Hillarys and exceptional place to work”.

In a relatively short time Snapes believes the company, which has nearly 1,000 staff and dominates the British market for made-to-measure blinds, has gone a long way towards achieving this.
[image: image2.png]



The employees, spread over the company’s two bases, Nottingham and Washington, Tyne and Wear, seem to agree. since last year the number who have told the independently conducted staff survey that Hillarys is a good employer has risen from 56% to 76%. Their endorsement of Snapes’s management style is enthusiastic to the point of embarrassment. Some 87% say they are very satisfied with job security; 71% of them are proud to be part of the company; and 74% say the company is always trying to improve everything it does.
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The Hillarys approach to life stands in sharp contrast to the embattled, redundancy-scarred way of so many contemporary companies.
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When researchers from Penna Sanders & Sidney, the career consultant, set out to look at relations between employers and employees, they fund a striking lack of affection for each other. More than 36% of the 1,000-plus people questioned admitted that they spent part of the first day in a new job thinking how to get a better one. More than two-thirds said they kept a close eye on the market for new opportunities.
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The demise of the unspoken understanding, which once represented recognition by employer and employee of their mutual interdependence, and the cosy job-for-life culture have left as their replacement something more self-centred. Nearly half those surveyed, 48%, described themselves as being more loyal to their career than their employer. Four out of 10 respondents said they felt employers had no interest in their career development. It means that retaining good people is a constant challenge. And some employers have stopped bothering on the ground that people are going to go anyway.
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Bill McCarthy, managing director of Penna Sanders & Sidney, says larger companies have the resources to put into effect policies that will help to retain some members of this restless new generation, but don’t always use them.
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It is even more difficult for smaller firms. "It should be a big issue in the boardroom but it costs time and money to set up a structure and it’s easy to drop it under cost-cutting pressure," says McCarthy.
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But Snapes’s progress at Hillarys is a good example of why it pays even a small to medium-sized company not to drop policies aimed at retaining people. By focusing on making "Hillarys an exceptional place to work", staff turnover has improved by 21%, saving £70,000 last year. Dealing with manufacturing inefficiencies has lopped another £170,000 off costs and there has been a 12% reduction in the cost of errors.
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Snapes believes that keeping the staff together and motivated helps to protect "the corporate memory" – that accumulation of experience and ability that gives a company an edge in its market. An exceptional company to work at is an exceptional one to buy from, he says.
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This way of thinking has enabled Hillarys to consolidate its lead in the British market as the biggest blind manufacturer, with a 28% market share. Profits before tax last year were £8.3m on sales of £70m. Staff turnover among the 850 self-employed advisers who visit the homes of 10,000 customers every week to measure and fit blinds has fallen from 75% to 40%. By September Snapes reckons profits will have grown by 70% since September 2001. Overall staff turnover has fallen by a quarter.
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These gains are the end-product of a great deal of effort by 30 small work groups taking a "helicopter view" of the company and closely studying its activities. There is a series of initiatives, ranging from the two-way company intranet to coffee meetings, all designed to break down barriers and improve communications. Managers even make muffin runs round the plant, giving them an opportunity to meet and talk to people when they drop them off.
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The plan dedicated to making the company a good place to work looks at the environment, internal communications, reward and recognition policies, and the procedures needed to implement them.
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"This sort of thing should be a big issue in boardrooms. But I just don’t think companies spend time thinking." says McCarthy.
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Fortunately for the shipping industry, Trinity House, like Hillarys, has done its thinking. By rights, Trinity House is one of those organisations that should not have weathered the past few years. Ruled by its Elder Brethren for 500 years, Trinity House has been responsible for installing and maintaining the navigation marks and lighthouses round the English coast.
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Tradition was everything. Patricia, the Trinity House flagship, once used to glide down the Mersey, inviting local worthies to a splendid dinner on board. There is usually a Trinity House ship at Cowes Week. Most of the company’s employees fell into the category of weathered seafarers: one just coming up to retirement has 50 years’ service.
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But for this image substitute another in which many employees are electronics engineers, lighthouses are being automated, satellite navigation is spreading and the pressure to cut costs from ship-owning customers is relentless.
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This modern Trinity House has been able to increase the time between visits to navigation buoys from a week to several months y using solar power. It cannot now afford an indulgent labour strategy. In 15 years the workforce has fallen from 1,600 to 400 and soon it will be 300.
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But rather than buckling under the pressure of change, "Trinity House has become recognised as a training-and-development organisation." says David Brewer, human-resources director. It is the key to maintaining a committed labour force, he says. "It’s the greatest thing we do. If people felt they had nowhere to go, they would leave quickly."
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Good compensation, flexible working conditions and help in obtaining engineering qualifications are also part of the package. And there is one other thing that used to be taken for granted – a good final-salary pension scheme. "It’s certainly good for recruiting," says Brewer. And, as many employers have found in the past, such schemes are good for stopping staff leaving.
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