
26 BUSINESS MONADNOCK SEPTEMBER 2015

Williams: I’ll start with you 
Ann. One of the things I think 
would be interesting, from my 
view point, is to understand when 
you consult with people, when you 
coach people, what are you look-
ing to do with these folks in order 
that they might create a culture in 
their company or in their business 
that is productive, that is helpful, 
that assists the company in grow-
ing? What do you think are some 
of the attributes that make a good 
business culture? 

Connor: When I first go 
into a company, a lot of times 
the business owners really don’t 
know what it is they need. They 
just know it’s not working, what 
they’re doing today. As we’re do-
ing that, and I get into the finan-
cials, I get into the marketing, I 
get into all that kind of stuff, but 
as we’re doing that I find out a lot 
deeper of what’s going on.

What you first hear is all super-
ficial. “My team just won’t work 
together. They just aren’t paying 
attention. They’re not following 
directions.” It’s totally deeper 
than that. Usually, it’s communi-
cation skills or people don’t really 
have job descriptions. They don’t 
really know what they’re sup-
posed to be doing. They don’t un-
derstand the expectations. 

So when you really dig down 
deep, and really find that stuff out, 
you build the model. You build, it 
may be, a job description or hav-
ing meetings about what is it you 
really expect from people.  Have 
you ever had that conversation 
with them? Are you compensat-
ing them correctly? Do they feel 
valued? Those kind of things, and 
it’s not just one conversation. It’s 
multiple conversations. 

(For) A lot of business owners 
it’s me-or-the-highway mentality 
sometimes. You’ve got to under-
stand that without your people 
you have nothing. Your people 
are the most important asset that 
you have. 

So it’s a lot of education, a lot 

of training, a lot of having you 
admit that, “Yeah, I have a prob-
lem with doing this, and I’m not 
handling (it) as well as I should.” 
So it’s really almost a therapy 
session, honestly, a counseling 
therapy session because they have 
to admit there’s a problem before 
you can have change. 

Williams: Paula, what about 
you? 

Mathews: I go into a business 
in various ways, but for the most 
part, when clients find out about 
me, I go in and I do a compliance 
assessment. My assessment cov-
ers over 130 topics in the human 
resource and the safety realm. So 
it’s a three-hour process, and 
during that process you’ll learn a 
lot about the business, how long 
they’ve been (around), what their 
turnover is. You don’t always get 
all of that information in the first 

meeting, but the compliance as-
sessment tells me where they are 
in terms of what  they’re supposed 
to be doing with regards to state, 
federal and OSHA regulations. 
What are they missing? Then they 
know what it’s going to cost to fill 
those holes. I consider that my 

loss leader. It gets me in the door. 
You’ve got to gain their trust 

because when they share their 
financial information, they’re 
really opening their hearts and 
souls to you. So, when they share 
with me what their turnover rate 
is and that type of thing and all 
of the issues involved with run-
ning their business, they’re open-
ing that door. So once they get 
to know me and really trust me, 
then I can say, “Who are your 
bad kids? Who are the employees 
nobody else wants to work with?”

A lot of businesses don’t un-
derstand that their culture is the 
people that they hire. So if they 
hire people that come to work and 
want to do a great job every day 
and work with others and do the 
best they can, those are the kind 
of people they’re going to attract.

If the culture is such where 

it doesn’t matter if you come to 
work on time, doesn’t matter if 
you work on Mondays and Fri-
days, doesn’t matter if you make 
mistakes, there’s no consequence 
for poor behavior or not meet-
ing the expectations, then those 
are the kind of people you attract 
and those companies have very 
high turnover, very low morale 
and poor culture. 

Williams: Jeff, are there busi-
ness cultures you see that you im-
mediately recognize as produc-
tive? If so, what are the the clues 
that make you think, “Here’s a 
company that understands what 
it means to have a good culture?” 

Saari: It’s funny because busi-
nesses can be profitable and yet 
very dysfunctional. They can pro-
duce a lot and not have a good 
culture. So there’s that discrepancy.

The leaders that come to me, 
usually by a referral, (think they 
are) very open to looking at this 
world culture. To Ann’s point, 
they may not know that they’re 
enabling some of these things, 
but as they start to trust the 
safety of my space, I always try to 
turn the eyes backwards so they 
can self-reflect on how they’re 
enabling some of these things. 
It’s always enlightening. 

So, openness to wanting this 
thing is the first prerequisite. It’s 
not just, “I want to have Jeff come 
in just to fix a problem relation-
ship.”

All of my clients have very pro-
ductive environments. Some just 
need tweaking. They have a good 
foundation, a good base. They have 
a pretty conscious leader, but there 
are some challenges in commu-
nication or whatever. I have also 
had companies who struggle with 
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hindered productivity because of 
negativity and dysfunction.

Williams: I’d be curious, Ann, 
from your viewpoint, when a cul-
ture’s working right, what do you 
see? 

Connor: I see innovation. I see 
excellent production. Not neces-
sarily (do I) see great financials, 
because sometimes financials are 
what they are, but what I see is a 
positive, energetic environment. I 
don’t see my business owners as 
stressed because they feel good. 
They can rely on their team, and 
they feel good about who’s be-
hind them.

So they’re more open to dif-
ferent ideas, innovative think-
ing, trying some things that they 
could be uncomfortable with. 
They also know they’re not the 
only decision-maker. They’ve got 
a team to support them... Some 
of my business owners who feel 
like they don’t have a team, they 
just are way down because they 
feel it’s on their shoulders, and 

they don’t take advantage of the 
talent they have around them.

I also find that the way they 
hire, the way they review, the way 
they do all that kind of stuff, can 
create a much better environment.

The reviewing process, I think, 
is really critical to any company 
and it’s not one of those reviews 
of satisfactory, I think you did 
this wrong. It’s a conversation of 
where we are today and where do 
we need to go. They’ve got great 
core values and beliefs that they 
hire against.  So they’re hiring for 
their culture. 

You can have a great candidate 
that has all the skills, has the expe-
rience, but if they don’t share your 
core values and beliefs, you will 
have a problem with them in terms 
of your culture - and culture is key. 

So I just find that those are the 
(companies) that their turnover is 
low, their production is high, and 
their stress is manageable.

Williams: So Paula, Jeff men-
tioned it’s nice, it’s important, 

maybe it’s unusual, but a leader 
of a company invites you in and 
he’s open enough to be mind-
ful that changes may need to be 
made. How do you deal with that 
person if it’s them that needs to 
make the change? 

Mathews: Well, that’s always a 
tough one. So then you can have 
those conversations and sometimes 
it’s a year, it’s two years. It’s awhile 
before you can say, “Hey look Ivan, 
I think you’d do much better if 
we have somebody that was right 
below you that could direct your 
people because, gee, you know, this 
person left because they didn’t feel 
you were dealing with them in an 
appropriate manner, or your sched-
uling was poor or whatever. This 
person left and this person, and 
they were all good people, and I 
don’t want to say you chased them 
away, but you chased them away. 

How do we keep those people 
here? 

Maybe we find someone who 

can be your working lead person to 
take care of the people issues, and 
then you can become the teacher, 
the coach and train these people 
and teach them all your brilliance. 
Share that brilliance with them.

They’re not easy conversations to 
have, and sometimes I’ll get the call 
at 6 o’clock at night or 7 o’clock at 
night because they just had a guy 
quit on them. “I did everything I 
could.” Well, no you didn’t. This is 
why I think this particular indi-
vidual is no longer with us.

We can’t do anything about the 
“woulda shoulda coulda.” We can’t 
do anything about him. He’s gone. 
What do we do so that when we 
hire his replacement that person 
doesn’t leave you in the lurch again? 

You also have to create ladders 
for people to climb within the 
organizations. As any business 
person or HR person, you’ve got 
to be able to look applicants in 
the eye and say, “This is a good 
company to work for. They’ll treat 
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you honestly and fairly and you’ll 
have opportunities for growth.”

As an HR person, when you 
can’t say that anymore, it’s time to 
go. That’s why I left both corpo-
rate jobs. So owners have to un-
derstand that, too. They need to 
do what they say, say what they 
do. It needs to be in writing. Peo-
ple will lose faith with manage-
ment if they can’t trust them then 
they won’t stay. 

Saari: Can I say one thing? Awe-
some. I love that question of what 
it takes to help a leader change. 
You guys have said it. It’s hard to 
give the boss feedback, to put it out 
there. So we’re in this auspicious 
position (as coaches) to push back 
on the leader and say, “You know, 
I’ve just noticed something. From 
what you’re telling me you got trig-
gered and then you were sarcastic 
at someone. So you know, no won-
der you got this result. Now, you’ve 
got someone that’s teed off and 
gossiping about this.”

I had one leader say, “Well I’m 
doing my best.” I looked him 
point blank and said, “Are you?” 
Well, let’s talk through it. What 
have you done?”

So he cataloged some things. I 
said, “Okay, so that’s what you’ve 
done. Do you think there’s one 
other thing that you could do?” 
That led into a conversation of 
about 20 different things we could 
do, and it just opened up this col-
laborative, open spirit of going past 
this block, of this assumption that 
he’s done everything he could do. 

Now, if you’ve done everything 
you could do and it doesn’t work, 
okay that’s fine. 

Mathews: Also, when a per-
son starts doing his business, he 
knows how to make his widget. 
He makes a better widget than 
anybody else, but that’s what he 
knows how to do. So he starts 
doing it part-time, at night, on 
weekends, in the garage, in the 
cellar, and the wife takes care of 
the books when she’s not doing 
her job or taking care of the kids. 

He’s right, he does make a bet-
ter widget than somebody else 

does. Then he brings in somebody 
to help him make that widget. It’s 
somebody he knows, somebody 
he used to work with. Then, it’s 
17 years later, and he’s got a dozen 
people working for him. He’s still 
flying by the seat of his pants, and 
he doesn’t know what he doesn’t 
know. He never started out with 
a real plan of action. He was just 
hiring anybody that looked good, 
smelled good, felt good. It’s hard 
to teach them then that the peo-
ple they hired are the ones that 
created the culture of the business 
unless they’ve got a real vision…

Williams: Before we all got 
together, you were talking about 
your experience at Sam’s Club, 
Ann, which I thought was re-
ally interesting because you said, 
“You never worked harder, but 
you never enjoyed yourself more.” 
Maybe you could talk a little bit 
about why that was the case. 

Connor: To know and to un-
derstand Walmart or Sam’s Club, 
you have to work there. I worked 
corporate. Now, if you go out to 
the stores and clubs; totally dif-
ferent culture out there, totally 
different. If Sam’s Club opened a 
corporate office here I would be 
very happy. I miss the team, the 
team environment. We spent so 
much time together we thought 
we were related. That’s how much 
time you spend with these people. 
It’s like, “Do I know you from a 
distant life or something?” That’s 
how together you are...They knew 
me as a person and they knew al-
though our work-life balance was 
totally off, because you had no 
life at all. It was work. They made 
you feel that you were part of 
something bigger. That you were 
part of a family. It wasn’t sterile. It 
was comfortable. It was friendly.

We had a 10-foot rule. We had 
to say hello to someone that you 
were within 10 feet of at all times, 
even if you saw the person 3,000 
times a day. 

We had coaching while walk-
ing around, meaning that my 
boss would come every day. He 
was forced in a sense to talk to 

you, but Brad wasn’t like that. 
Brad spoke to you because Brad 
wanted to speak to you, but it 
wasn’t about work. It was, “How 
ya doing? How you feel? What’s 
going on? What’d you do this 
weekend?  How are the kids?”

It was just an overall conversa-
tion. Of course there were those 
days, but for the most part you 
never really felt boss-employee, or 
“I’ve got to keep my head down 
and not get in trouble.” You’re al-
lowed to make mistakes. Very few 
people got fired because they made 
a mistake. Usually it was a culture 
issue, but for the most part, you 
came to work every day, and you 
knew that you had to make your 
numbers, but if you didn’t, as long 
as you had a plan, as long as you 
were always going forward, always 
looking, life was going to be okay. 
As opposed to that pressure of, 
“Oh my God I’ve got to produce, 
got to produce or I’m in trouble.” 

Williams: That’s really inter-
esting. So Jeff, (hypothetically), 
I’ve got this company that’s got 
50 employees and we’re manufac-
turers of some high technology 
thing, and I’ve decided that I want 
to make a change, and I want you 
to come run the company. Tell me 
quickly, shortly, how you are go-
ing to build a productive culture in 
which you’re being thrust into. You 
want something creative, you want 
something innovative, you want 
something productive. You want to 
meet your numbers, you want that 
harmonious family-type environ-
ment that Ann just described. So 
what are you going to do?

Saari: It’s awesome. I love that 
challenge. It’s sometimes hard 
to get 50 people together. So I 
want to break it down, might be 
through an organizational chart: 
this team does sales, this team 
does manufacturing or whatever. I 
want to parse out who I can meet 
with and make a logistical puzzle.

Once we have that established, 
what I do is go in and first order 
of business is I start to unleash 
appreciation. I give people per-
mission (to be appreciative and 
to appreciate). One of the biggest 

problems, besides money, I hear 
in an organization, is, “I don’t feel 
valued. I don’t feel appreciated.” I 
hear it over and over again, even 
from the top.

So I would come and I would 
start building a relationship with 
people, get to know them. Some 
people aren’t as touchy-feely, so 
I make concessions for that. I try 
to feel it out the best I can, and I 
bring appreciation. We start build-
ing that way. Then I bring a specific 
tool box with three things …to al-
ways have on their side that they 
can open up at any given situation. 

Those three things basically are 
trigger management. They have 
to know the triggers and know 
how they react to stop the knee-
jerk reactions.

Second, they need to take posi-
tive action, giving and receiving 
feedback. They need to be able to 
do that at will. Third is they need to 
listen to each other very well. They 
need to learn listening skills so they 
can coach their fellow employ-
ees through a challenging trigger, 
through a feedback session, and by 
doing that, over time, you increase 
the morale. You increase the com-
munication…You decrease the 
stress. You increase the productivi-
ty, which is amazing. When people 
can actually start talking to each 
other, and have these tools and ap-
preciate each other and know each 
other, they start to innovate. They 
start to really bring ideas up. 

Mathews: One of the things I 
do when I go in, if I’m going to do 
a recruitment, I do a cultural as-
sessment, and I ask them, “Okay, 
what’s your turnover rate? When’s 
the last time you advertised? 
What percentage of your people 
are optimists versus pessimists? 

Williams: How do you get 
at that? How do you find out if 
somebody’s an optimist? 

Mathews: You ask. The em-
ployer of 20 people knows who 
his optimists and pessimists are. 
Then he’ll tell you the seniority 
of his people. Ask: Do you have 
a mission? Do you have an ob-
jective? Do you have core objec-
tives? Do you have core values? 
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Do you have a handbook? What 
are your benefits like? 

I get as much information 
from them, about the facts and 
figures, the optimists/pessimists, 
some of the touchy-feely stuff, 
and then, if I haven’t worked for 
that company, that information 
tells me a lot about their culture. 

I say, “Okay, so what kind of 
people do we need here?” It de-
pends on the industry. The one 
I’m thinking about right now is 
related to the trades. You know, 
trades people have a particular 
challenge because from April to 
the end of November they are 
scrambling to make their money. 
A lot of these companies layoff in 
the winter and therefore they’re 
starting with a brand new crew 
the next season. So how can you 
keep these guys busy all season 
long so we can actually create a 
culture of sustainability? 

I go in. I say, “Okay, you want 
honest people. You want people 
that are going to try to do a good 
job.” Then you screen for those type 
of people. I tell my clients, “If you 
don’t know the person you’re hir-
ing personally or you haven’t thor-
oughly checked them out, vetted 
them, you’re putting your company 
at risk.” There’s too many game 
players out there, and those people 
are practiced. They fool me, too. So 
if you don’t want somebody that’s 
going to come in and a month 
later be claiming worker’s comp 
or harassment or discrimination, 
you want to have a very robust pre-
employment process. 

What we do is, I do phone in-
terviews and the phone interview 
is basically, “What’s your work his-
tory? How did you leave? When 
did you leave? How did you leave? 
What’s your motivation? Why do 
you want to work for my com-
pany?” Depending on the answers 
I get, then I’ll say, “Okay, let’s set 
them up for a one-day trial.” Then 
we also check the references very, 
very thoroughly, so that we don’t 
get the game players in. 

Then, if they pass the one-day 
trial, it’s on to, “Okay, we’ll try 
you out for 90 days and see if 

we’ve got a good fit,” because it’s 
not the technical aspects you’re 
looking for. It’s “Can they play 
well with the rest of the people 
you’ve got working for you?” 

I tell my clients, “You have an 
obligation to the other people 
you’ve employed, to hire people 
that are going to play well with 
them.”

Hiring is a real challenge, espe-
cially if they’ve been hiring warm 
bodies and they don’t understand 
the difference between hiring the 
warm body and hiring somebody 
that you thoroughly vetted. 

Williams: Let’s talk about 
management for a minute. What 
are the qualities that you think are 
must-haves for a good manager? 

Mathews: Honesty. 
Connor: Yeah, honesty is huge. 

The ability to look past their own 
pain in terms of if they’re having 
a bad day; the ability to look past 
that and always be there for their 
people. Communication and just 
knowing how to communicate. 
Communication is not easy. I’m 
not talking about sharing a mes-
sage. I’m talking about sharing a 
message in the right way to the 
people. 

We all hear things differently. 
You may say something to Jeff, 
and I’ll be sitting there going, 
“I have no idea what that just 
meant,” because you’re not bul-
let-pointing. I want bullet points; 
just get to the message because 
if it’s long and drawn out, I’m 
sleeping. I’ve lost my attention 
span. So you really have to un-
derstand how to communicate to 
your people.

I think the best managers are 
the ones that listen with an open 
mind. They can have those honest 
conversations without their staff 
feeling, “I can’t say it because it’s 
the boss.” Or, “I’m going to get 
fired if I give my opinion.” It has 
to be that culture of openness of 
safety. 

All of our clients we work 
with own their own business. The 
worst managers I’ve ever worked 
with are the ones who tell people 
they own their own business as 

opposed to this is our business. 
Including their staff in the fact 
that “we all have ownership.” I 
like to teach my clients owner-
ship. I’ll work a lot better if I feel 
like I have ownership, but if I feel 
like I’m just doing a task to do 
a task, then my production may 
be different. My attitude may be 
different. I find that the business 
owners who are inclusive do a lot 
better with their team than the 
ones who say, “Hey this is my 
company. You’re spending my 
money. I’m not going to listen 
to your ideas because this is all 
about me,” kind of thing. 

Mathews: What they do for 
one, they do for all. Some of my 
challenges are family businesses. 
I’ll say to them, “Oh, you don’t have 
an employee handbook, okay. Let 
me ask you, family members, do 
you go by one set of rules? Do non-
family members go by another set 
of rules?” If that’s true, you don’t 
want a handbook and you probably 
don’t want to work with me either, 
but you don’t want a handbook 
because your other people are go-
ing to call you on it. So one of the 
things for managers is they’ve got 
to be as consistent and equitable 
in their praise, in their feedback, in 
how they treat people. What you 
do for one, you do for all. So every-
body knows, even if they don’t like 
the rules. If the rules are applied 
equally to everybody, okay, they’re 
not being unfair to me. Manag-
ers that are inconsistent with their 
treatment of people are poor and 
they don’t last long. 

Williams: Those are really 

good points. I’m going to flip it 
around a little bit here. I think 
we’ve all probably worked in en-
vironments in which we did not 
see what you just described. So I’d 
be interested in the train wrecks. 
What didn’t work? These are the 
lessons that you tuck away and 
you say, “I am never going to be 
like that.” So I’d be curious Jeff. 

Saari: Sure. One came to mind 
when you guys were talking about 
strengths. I love when leaders can 
own their mistakes when they 
fall off the rails. We’re all human. 
We’re going to get a bee in our 
bonnet and we’re probably going 
to act accordingly from that bee, 
to let the steam off.

On the flip-side of that is when 
someone just has the hammer, 
thinking of the toolbox analogy 
again. If you only have a hammer 
and you’re beating people up with 
it all the time, and you’re trig-
gered, and you’re yelling or you’re 
using sarcasm, or you’re belittling 
somebody or being intimidating 
or condescending, that doesn’t 
work. I’ve never seen that work. 

You may change people’s be-
havior, but it’s done out of a differ-
ent motivation. People are afraid. 
They’ll just do it to please you, and 
then when you turn your back, 
they’re telling everyone what an 
SOB you are. That’s a train wreck. 
That’s huge…it’s hard to pump the 
brakes on that train when you feel 
it leaving the station. I would say 
that’s one attribute of a train wreck 
culture that I’ve seen. 

Connor: I totally agree with 
that. I would also say a train wreck 
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is where there’s no open com-
munication, lots of secrecy, lots 
of closed-door-kind of things. So 
you never know what’s going on. 
So, people are uncomfortable be-
cause they don’t know what’s go-
ing on, but they spend more time 
at the water cooler talking about 
what’s going on than actually do-
ing their job. I think that’s a huge 
train wreck.

From my clients, I think one 
of my biggest train wrecks is the 
owner that keeps saying, “This is 
my company, this is my money, 
this is mine, mine, mine, mine, 
mine, mine.” I just watch the staff 
and I hear rumors…I’m surprised 
they’re not doing a mutiny. You’re 
afraid to ask for anything because 
you think you’re dipping your hand 
in the (company) pocket... So it 
takes away the “How can we grow 
the business. How can we have 
those open conversations, regard-
less of the fact that you might not 
agree, regardless of the fact that it 
may take some of the profitability 
away from the company? How do 
we grow?” I think for any company 
to grow, you need open communi-
cation and open creativity from all 
ends. It doesn’t really matter that 
it didn’t come from the CEO. It 
could come from your two-week 
employee, which is fantastic. 

Saari: Can I give you a real 
quick specific, then you probably 
have a thought, but a friend of 
mine worked at a company. I won’t 
say the name. He approached his 
boss saying, “Hey I have an idea 
how to make the line better.” His 
manager literally said this, “You’re 

not paid to think. You’re paid to 
produce. Go back to work.”

Williams: Hard to believe. 
Saari: Hard to believe that’s 

alive in company culture. 
Connor: It’s alive and healthy. 
Mathews: It is, unfortunately. 
Williams: Paula, I’m curious 

about what a good company cul-
ture looks like in an environment 
in which your hair’s on fire. So 
you’re in an industry that is being 
disrupted. You don’t have, neces-
sarily, the luxury of time to solve 
all these problems. You’re in crisis, 
maybe not by what you’re doing, 
but maybe by the circumstances 
that you find yourself in. You need 
to try to maintain a good company 
culture and incent creativity and 
all that stuff, while you’re just sit-
ting there wondering whether or 
not you’re going to be able to meet 
payroll. What do you recommend? 

Mathews: Just went through 
this with one of my clients. They’re 
a design engineering firm and they 
work on pieces of equipment that 
take two years to build. They had a 
client who said, “I know the project 
isn’t due until this date. We need 
you to pull that project in by sixty 
days.” For them that was huge. 

What those people did was 
they brought the team together 
every single morning and said, 
“Okay what do we need to get 
done today to get to this next lev-
el? What can we put aside so that 
we can make this happen?” Then, 
every night, before they shut the 
doors, “How’d it go today?  What 
were your problems today? What 
are we facing tomorrow?”

So it’s that open communica-
tion, and it’s working with them 
saying, “I need everybody on 
the team to really step up to the 
plate. We’ve got to put in that 
extra time. We’ve got to get this 
done.” It was that, get that team 
together, “What are your prob-
lems…Okay, now let’s go. Let’s 
get it done.” 

Williams: So these things are 
all commonsensical, I think, what 
you’ve described. Why is it so hard? 

Mathews: Because common 
sense isn’t as common as it used 
to be. 

Williams: Why is it so hard, 
Ann?

Connor: I think most of our 
clients are in the weeds, right? On 
the daily operations they don’t look 
above the grass-line. So they don’t 
see things coming until they’ve 
smacked them in the face. They’re 
not being strategic. Business own-
ers should not be on the line, doing 
their thing, making their widgets. 
They should be above that, being 
strategic, having a team behind 
them. But some of them think that 
they are the only one that can make 
that widget just the right way. 

So it’s really the approach. What 
kind of business do they want to 
have? Do they want to be the tech-
nical guy that’s just (doing the) 
plumbing and going on the calls, or 
do they want to be the manager or 
entrepreneur that’s managing the 
team and thinking strategically?

I think it’s hard because they’re 
working by the seat of their 
pants. They’re working in the 
moment, and in that particular 
moment, they’re only thinking 
an hour away or two hours away. 
I think to be able to do all this 
stuff, you have to put some stra-
tegic thought into it, whether it’s 
the planning process, whether 
it’s creating a different organi-
zational structure, whatever it 
is. We have to be strategic, and 
that takes time and thought away 
from that day to day operations. 

Williams: I was at a confer-
ence. We were talking about 
problem employees. How do you 

deal with them? (The speaker) 
had a very simple philosophy, and 
it probably sounds pretty harsh. 
I’ll relate it to you. It’s not mine, 
but it’s one I’d be interested to 
hear your comments on. He said 
that he identified the lead dogs in 
his operation and he said, “I work 
with the lead dogs. The dead dogs, 
I shoot.” I thought, “Wow, that’s a 
really drastic approach to things.” 
I’m curious about how you react 
to that. I understood what he was 
saying, and I’ve certainly worked 
with lead dogs and it’s a pretty en-
ergizing, fun thing to do. I’m curi-
ous what you think of that Jeff. 

Saari: It’s awesome. I love that 
because if you’ve ever read “Work-
force Scorecard,” they really tell 
you to develop your “A” players 
and have that kind of structure. It’s 
a very dense book, so I didn’t get 
through all of it, but the message I 
took out of it is ... I love consistency 
and fairness with rules and proto-
cols, but to develop people and see 
their potential and strengths, some 
people are just more motivated 
than other people.

On the other side, it reminds me 
of Pike Place Fish Market (in Se-
attle). He has a chapter that says, 
“My stupid brother Dickey.” He 
had an assumption that his brother 
was so stupid that he could never 
be the manager of this business. 
Working through his coach, he 
challenged that assumption, and 
his brother Dickey’s been there for 
25 years, exceeded every milestone 
every year. A couple dips here and 
there, but his brother has turned 
out to be not-stupid-brother 
Dickey, like the most-amazing-
manager-brother Dickey. 

So I think if we have an as-
sumption that they’re the dead 
dogs, then maybe what we’re 
doing is we’re ostracizing them. 
We’re not giving people their due 
shake and fairness to empower 
them, give them feedback, to give 
them a chance to grow, learn, be 
challenged.

A lot of companies don’t have 
this. It’s just loosey-goosey. Old 
John, he’s just an old codger. He’s 
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a dead dog, but he does okay 
work. We’ll just keep him. It’s 
not conscious. So I totally agree 
with shooting the dead dog if he’s 
really a dead dog. Until we get to 
the dead dog, we need to know 
it’s a dead dog.

Mathews: Well there’s a story. 
This man had a very successful 
business. His people loved him 
and he was having an after-hours 
thing for the spouses. A husband 
goes up to him and says, “Oh 
my God. My wife loves working 
for you. She thinks you’ve got an 
awesome company, great benefits. 
What’s the secret of your success?”

The guy looks him in the eye 
and he says, “I fire the unhappy 
ones.”

We laugh about that, but thing 
is ... if you do everything in your 
power to make a person happy 
with their job, with the culture, 
with their job functions, and 
nothing makes them happy and 
they’re never going to be part of 
your culture, then they need to go 
away and be replaced with some-
body that gets your culture and is 
going to be happy there.

So when he says, “I fire the 
unhappy ones,” they’re not dead 
dogs, but they can be a drag on 
the culture if they aren’t going to 
play well with everybody else and 
be part of the team. You either get 
on the train or get off the tracks.

Connor: Both valid, great 
points. Culture is so key. You’ve 
got the right culture, with the 
right people, you’re going to get 
production and you’re going to be 
very profitable. I talk to my cli-
ents about being a magnet com-
pany - the place where people are 
calling you to say, “You got any-
thing open?”

So my little mantra, as opposed 
to shooting anybody, is you teach 
them, train them, or get rid of them, 
basically. You teach them what you 
want, your expectations, attitude 
as well as skill experience and job 
knowledge and all that kind of 
stuff. If that doesn’t work, then you 
train them, Dale Carnegie, or some 

other kind of thing you can send 
them to. If that doesn’t work, then 
you’ve done your due diligence and 
it’s time to part ways.

That’s the kind of way I look 
at it, because you can sometimes 
resuscitate these people .... Most 
times you can’t, but there’s always 
those surprises. So as long as 
you’ve done your due diligence, 
you feel good about the conversa-
tions and they still don’t jump on 
the bus, then they really should 
go, because they’re really not 
helping the situation out. 

Williams: I’ve always wondered 
how you flip that around and spend 
more time working with those that 
are going to get you there. I think 
that remains a challenge for busi-
ness owners. They tend to let the 
folks who are really good and are 
good at doing their jobs, go do 
their jobs. They spend a lot of time 
on those who aren’t getting you 
there. What are your suggestions? 
I’ll start with you Ann on harness-
ing the lead dogs and making sure 
you’re spending more time, per-
haps, with them? 

Connor: You definitely want to 
take that “A” team and give them 
what they need, whether it’s com-
pensation, bonus structure, all that 
kind of stuff, and keep them happy. 
What you want to do is create a 
challenge or a competition of get-
ting those people to rise. You’re only 
as good as your worst employee. So 
you want to get them to rise up…I 
totally believe in timelines. If by X 
date you’re not where you need to 
be, then we need to have another 
conversation. So you need to weed 
through these people quickly. 

Now, if you’re that magnet 
company, you have a whole file 
full of resumes of people that are 
dying to work for you. So you can 
go right to that resume and pick 
out your next person. If you can’t 
fix them in so many days, then the 
truth is you’re not going to. You 
have to come to terms with how 
much time am I going to invest in 
this person or these people before 

I’m starting to lose money now.  
Your time is worth something. 

Williams: Is it okay to be, per-
haps, not equal in how you treat 
your lead folks over everybody else? 

Connor: Yes, I believe so, but 
you have to tie to production or 
metrics of some kind. Business 
is really black and white if you 
look at it because we’re all here 
to make money. We’re all here to 
be in a good environment. We 
have deadlines and timelines and 
all those things. So it’s very easy 
to justify why one team may be 
getting more than the next and 
because you’ve tied it to metrics. 

Williams: I’m going to close 
it out with one last question. It’s 
going to take off a comment you, 
Ann, made about creating a mag-
net company. It would seem to 
me that retention and attraction 
are two pretty important things 
for businesses here. How am I 
going to find people? How am I 
going to hold on to people, and 
more importantly, how am I go-
ing to find and hold on to good 
people? So I’m going to start 
with you, Ann. Give me some at-
tributes of a magnet company. 

Connor: Good benefits, good 
employee compensation. There’s 
some companies out in Man-
chester and some places where 
their magnet company is you can 
play pool in the middle of the day. 
They’ve got kegs of beer. They’ve 
got all this kind of stuff, and they’re 
great magnet companies, I guess 
for the 20-somethings. I don’t real-
ly believe in that. I think the mag-
net company should be something 
that is stable and all about running 
a business as opposed to having 
games in the middle of the day.

I think it’s just really having an 
honest culture, treating people fair-
ly, enjoying coming to work, and 
it’s not one of those, “Oh my God, 
I’ve got to get up and go to this 
place yet again.” Being cognizant 
of your work-life balance, being 
very flexible with your time, know-
ing that I’m going to come to work, 
I’m going to be heard,  I’m going to 
be respected. Respect for the indi-
vidual is enormous, at all levels. 

I can have an honest to hon-
est conversation with the owner 
or my boss or whatever, and have 
a great conversation without feel-
ing like it’s going to come back to 
haunt me. 

Mathews: That they’ve got 
a respectful workplace. I think 
that’s the bottom line. That you’re 
as transparent as you can be. You 
share as much information with 
your employees as possible. You 
create a culture that follows the 
best practices of respectful work-
places. There’s zero tolerance for 
stealing, for bullying, for cursing, 
for harassment, and you post all 
the open jobs to let people have 
the opportunity for growth. 

People come to work. They 
know that you care about them. 
That the management cares about 
them. They want to keep them 
safe and that they will be treated 
with respect by all and they’ll be 
treated honestly and fairly. 

I think if people have faith 
that management will do what 
they say, say what they do and 
that they can trust management 
on that level, they’ll stay and that 
company will become a magnet 
company. 

If it’s a respectful workplace, in 
every sense of the word, then it’s 
going to have a good culture. 

Saari: I agree with everything. 
I would add that people’s voices 
matter. So I can speak up and I’m 
going to be heard, whether or not 
they’re going to agree with me or 
not. You felt heard at Sam’s Club, 
even if they said, “No, we can’t do 
that right now Ann.” Collabora-
tion and innovation are cherished. 

One of my companies that 
I work with said, “The true test 
of whether it’s a magnet com-
pany …is what the employees say 
when they go home and tell their 
friends and family and their oth-
er people in their lives. What are 
they saying about that company? 
That’s the true test, and I worked 
with a couple of companies that 
they’ve got that down solid. A re-
ally solid place to work, and they 
feel valued and they love it, and 
they tell everyone about it. ■
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