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Work Space

Do you train or hire a
workforce? That is the
dilemma for employers
building a talent pool,
writes Fiona Smith.

A1 YO [Um a pig'’s ear

into & silk purse? It'sa

bit of an indelicate

question when you are

talking about people at
work, but visiting himan resources
strategist John Sullivan says no
amount of training and development
will turn Homer Simpson into a
corporate star,

The only thing that is animated
aboul that doughnut-loving slob is
the show that he appears in — The
Simpsons.

Sullivan told the Australasian
Talent Conference in Sydney last

week that it was far more effective to

hire the people you wanted than to
try to grow them [rom what you
al:e?tgy had. Wiz

s U are going Lo (i)
la.lent.)?t,h vcr; ﬁsnlfy and it taf;:s a
long time,"* he said. “Bul, if you
take someone from a competitor, it
lowers their talent [pool].”

Sullivan, a consultant and
professor of management at San
Francisco State Tniversity, was
formerly chief talent officer for HP
spin-of .-\"lent"l‘cdmulngnes He
was once called the *“Mict

disagreements are even more topical
now that many companies have
frozen hiring programs and are
concentrating on making do with
the peaple they can afford to keep.
If you listen to Sullivan, recruiting
is a weapon. You take the best from
your rivals — strengthening your
team and weakening theirs. Then
u ﬁru our poorest-performing
- i an‘c)lo;nd them to that

“Jordan of Hiring™" by Fast Company
magazine.
However, Sullivan’s approach is
at odds with Kevin Wheeler, a
eonsultant and former senior vice-
pres1dcn1: of staffing and workforcc
at the Charles Sct
Corporation. Wheeler told the
conference that people’s
performance can be improved by
being in a better environment, &
more suitable job or by working for
a berter manager.

“OF course, if they have some sort
of learning disability, then they nught
havea Mbﬂl?‘fl;l.lhe saidmv:;hn]ly 5
5| g wil IVan as waite
tg:;rke part in an unscheduled debate
al the conference.

The two Americans are familiar
and jovial opponents, having
crossed paths many times, and their

rival ““with a good reference’”.

In the meantime, vou keep a very
close eye on the peaple you want to
retain and ensure you are kept
informed if they start making signals
that they are thinking of leaving.

““They buy three new suits and
thev are gone every Priday aft

whatever we do to keep them ™
‘Wheeler counters that recruitment.

is the most expensive way of getting

the people you need: **If you are not

e
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two years, none of them reached the
top level.

““They can tell within six months
whether you are going to bea

growing and are in a relatively stable  performer for the rest of your career.
mode, you should be able and The US Army did a study where
developand retrain. You don'thaw they found that if they hired a
to do much of any recrui diocre person, for the next
my&"Whmnmesmrmof %ﬂ ears, their performance would
recruitment? Half the people you t. It doesn't change.
hire are gone within two years.” **Most performance management
He pointsto IBM as 4 company and most training doesn’t change
that prefers to “grow its own™ performance . .. so where do you
talent, investing in lmmlns and focus? Recruiting.
promotingfwm “* Almost every place T have gone
““They have an mnredthly has never done the analysis, Every
successtul model', he says. place that does is pretty close to
zero, They never get better.”

Sullmm, huwm-er, looks to Ifaocye
1§

..to the dentist,” he says. *They
never go to conferences, butall of a
sudden . . . they do. And most of the
speakers at conferences are looking
for johs, hecause they get visibility.
““At HP, we had a resume template.
All the employees could pull it
down. So how hard was it to figure
out someone was going to quit?”

The moment someane rang up
human resources to ask how much
they would get on their pension plan
if they quit, what should HR do?
“Callme. And I'll hug them or

I:uresﬂla bestand then lets them get
on with the business of improving
their own skills on the job.

““They develop themselves,"” he
says. “*By the time the class has been
developed toteach them, they have
already moved on.™

Training doesn't work anyway,
snys Sullivan. He says a well-known

yasked him to study how
many of its level-three performers
(level fours are *“terminated™)
become level ones. After spendi

Wheeler agrees that classcoom
training is “‘old school™" and that
there are all sorts of self-directed
and organised forms of learning that
are much faster and more effective

than having it delivered by a teacher.

Sullivan says a recession is not
the time to tolerate under-
performers. He advocates the

rictice of swapping, where you
identify the ‘‘weak links' within
your organisation and prepare to

$30,000 in training each one over

retrench them when you can
identify better to replace
them with.

This is a technique used by
sporting teams to build bench
strength and there are more good

people who are willing to be lured

away from their existing jobs, as
a result of the destabilising
effect of retrenchment
campaigns.

There are also more people
actively looking for work
whose sought-after skills were
not enough to save them from
being luid off.

Sullivan argues that top

performers will contribute
60 times more than those
ranked as the poorest performers.

Ata call centre with 4500 staff,
the top performers gota 61 per cent
positive response rate, which means
the customers were happy and
satisfied,

The middle level gol a 40 per cent
positive response rate and the lowest
level got arate of 27 per cenl.

“*But the bottom level also got
negative effects — they got a three-
times higher customer attrition rate.
So if they talk to you, you will quit
being & customer, and the cost of the
callis higher because you don't
know the answer,™ hesays.

Employets don't pay their top
performers in a job 60 per cent more
than the worst performers — they
pay them 6 per cent more,

“*And, if you have a umnn., that
might be zero [more]”".

Sullivan says the cost of the errors
made by the lowest performers at
the call centre was SUSS0 million
(866 million), and the cost of their
salarics was $30 million.

““This is startling. If you paid
these workers to stay home, go
home, pick up the telephone, but
don’t plug it in, and answer all the
calls you like, we'll pay your sulary
and benefits, you will save
$20 million. The:! do so much
damage.”

"Tl:e value of a high performer is
huge, the return on investment is
huge. You need to realise that,
because guess who is easy to find?
Low performers. They are
desperate.””

Sullivan says Google found a
300 times difference between the tof
and bottom performers. At
Microsoft, the difference was was
1000 times, he says.



