Striking A Balance

Managing People and Managing Growth

Ray Leach, Investors in People NZ

I’ve worked ‘inside’ many types of business, of all sizes and in all sectors and it never ceases to amaze me that many of the owners and managers of those businesses tend to fall into the same traps and suffer the same consequences.

Owning or managing your own business is exciting, challenging, hopefully rewarding and certainly risky. Generally people enter business to secure an acceptable to great level of income and also to (hopefully) enjoy what they do along the way. What I tend to find is that these people tend to focus on the income part, after all it is essential, and a lot of the time the enjoyment is nice if it’s achieved but even when it is it’s more by luck than design.

So, as business grows, and as many of your businesses are growing, so do the demands placed upon the owner/manager – the demands that are placed upon you!
Sometimes this growth is rapid and obvious while at other times it is incremental and may even sneak up on you bit by bit. Either way what happens then is that the demands placed upon you increase proportionately and will remain there unless you do something to manage them. To your staff you are the business and everything will rest on you and you alone if you allow it.

What I find is that as the businesses such as yours grow then the owners and managers feel obligated to take on more and more and staff are generally quite happy to let this happen. The eventual fall out from this scenario can show itself in many ways all of which can impact negatively on the long term success of the business:

· You, the owner, end up working in (task) the business too much and not on the business (strategy) enough. Long term projects are often neglected or rushed and the results are therefore often less than anticipated.

· Due to the increasing volume of work and everything coming back to you, your stress levels increase, you become reactionary—which can and does impact upon the performance of your staff and their retention over time.

· You have less and less time for your family and for yourself.

· You see no way of changing the situation and thus accept it, steadily increasing the three impacts above or you let go of your business!

The answer here lies in three simple but key words—Commitment, Planning, and Discipline.

Once you are committed to making the long term changes that will allow you to meet your own expectations of the business, not your businesses expectations of you, you can plan the best way to achieve them and discipline your self to deliver your plan.

The theory is simple in terms of you defining what your own expectations are from the business (business plan). Your own expectations for your involvement (what you should and need to focus upon), and your expectations of your staff (managing and supporting their performance) in terms of them doing what you don’t really need, or want, to do.  

I tend to find that human nature is simple. If it is not crystal clear for staff what the business owners day to day expectations of them are, then they will simply make up their own mind and, generally, this never matches the needs or wants of the business owner. What happens then is that they do not do as good a job as you expect, which you then have to manage or rectify! See items 1-4 above for the result.

Just as your business develops or grows you need to develop the people that make it happen for you by developing or growing them to meet the needs of the business. This includes you! 

I find that many people that enter business due to desire, opportunity or both have the drive and the work ethic to make it happen. What they tend to ignore, however, is that they too need skills to meet the demands in order to maximise the potential of their business by working smarter not harder.
This workshop is about developing you to meet your own and the businesses needs in the smartest way.

· You therefore need to understand how you, your staff and your business currently works.  To do this you need to formulate a plan to deliver the results you want and seriously commit to making any necessary changes.

· From here you need to develop your Business Plan to focus everyone on what is important in terms of performance.

· Next introduce a way of managing staff performance through some form of Performance Management or Appraisal System.

· Then, evaluate and communicate along the way how you, your staff, and the business is doing.

How do you do this, and does this apply to me?

A simple start point to see just where you are is to list what you are doing right now that is impacting on the bulleted items above. Then list what it is you should and want to be doing.

Work out who else should and more importantly could (and are willing) take this over. If they are not already doing it or being trained to do it then you need to change it so they are or get someone who can if feasible!

If this strikes a large or small cord, you then need to change your approach to your business by: 

· Planning improvement

· Managing improvement

· Measuring improvement

Planning improvement

Sound business planning is a vital aspect of good business practice. It can be called many things, such as strategic, business, or management planning. It is simply a plan setting out what you want to achieve as a business, by when, and detailing who and what to involve. It is your “road map” to the future, because:

“If you and your staff do not know where you want to go to, you are likely to end up somewhere else!”

Consultation/communication:
Where staff can be involved they should be, at the very least they should be informed about those changes and what this means for them. This will reinforce their commitment to the plan since: “By sharing this information with staff you are helping to ensure that staff are working towards the same goals!”

From experience, more important than the plan itself can be the way you produce it.  This means that where appropriate involve your key people and staff in debate and discussion to arrive at a common view for the business.  This will also start to identify the skills and knowledge your staff may need to acquire to help achieve that plan.

This Business Planning System, therefore, should be seen as an important step in ensuring ownership of the plan by the staff and therefore their real commitment to the business direction, and the key results that will get you there. Emphatically: “Business Plans owned by the boss alone are likely to be less effective than those produced with staff in a open and consultative way.”

What should always be remembered is that the plan is used to clearly lay out the direction of the business, and therefore should be kept: “Simple, clear, and user friendly”.

Why do I need it?

So that everyone in the business clearly understands what you are trying to do, why you are trying to do it, and how you intend to achieve it. It provides the focus to which all of the activities of you and your staff should be matched. If these activities do not match why are you doing them, as there is no contribution to the business direction. It is about clear priorities, and everyone being able, and wanting to work together, to achieve them. “It is their direction and purpose not just yours!”

How to do it?


By producing clear statements that easily describe what your business is in existence for, and what it needs to be successful. Staff, suppliers and customers will be left in no doubt what you are about!

· Keep things clear, concise, and simple.
· Use language staff will relate to and understand.
· Make it motivational if that would work for your staff.
· Make sure it can become reality.
The importance of communication
Things only happen when we communicate our needs. We can only show our commitment to managing and developing staff to achieve our business results/objectives (Investors in People) through the things we say and the things we do. Communication is vital “You can talk the talk”, but you also have to live up to what you say and “walk the talk”. This is where the genuine commitment and support to actually do what you say is vital and inextricably linked with communication.

Successful businesses are good communicators, successful leaders are good communicators. Both give the necessary time and effort to making their communication effective i.e. they are committed to make it work. “Poor communicators are unlikely to get the best from their staff and their business!”

Experience and common sense proves that best performance comes from staff who not only understand the objectives of the business, but who are able to relate them to what they do, and that they know exactly how their personal performance impacts upon the business. This is all down to good communication and staff involvement.

All of this will ensure that your direction is the right one, the goals and targets can be achieved, and they believe that they will be given the right skills and knowledge that they need to deliver it for the business.

Managing improvement
Induction:

This begins with induction and induction begins during the recruitment programme, when the job applicant starts to form first impressions of the people who work there, and of the business itself. Once the recruitment programme has delivered the best person for the job a good induction programme can ensure that employees not only have a positive view of the business. But: “They are effective quickly, their first impressions are correct and that they want to stay” and “Don’t leave them feeling “thrown in at the deep end!”.

A fast start

Recruiting new employees and moving or promoting employees into new roles costs time and money. Too often, your own work pressures will mean that you cannot find the time to tell the employee what he or she needs to know. This leaves the employee feeling isolated and confused. How can you ensure that they fit into the business and their role as quickly and efficiently as possible?

How?

The answer is an induction programme. This is how you introduce the person to the business, their work mates and facilities, and tell them what they need to know to do a good job quickly. Get it right and you will have a happy and well focused employee who will cause minimal disruption to the work of others or themselves.

Performance reviews

Just as the key objectives were captured in the Business Plan there now needs to be a way of capturing this at the individual level.  What you are doing in effect is dissecting the Business Plan into mini business plans for every staff member, and this is simply a case of following the same progressive components. Again communication is the key to getting the best out of your people. Your performance review programme is simply a more structured way to communicate and agree with staff:

· How they fit into the big picture.

· What is expected from them and by when.

· What they are doing well and what needs to improve.

· What skills and knowledge they need to make these improvements.

This is normally done by sitting down one on one with employees formally or informally having a cuppa at the back of the Ute (or somewhere in between) and working through each of the areas above. Because: “If you set their aim at a clear target, and they have the marksmanship skills, all they have to do is pull the trigger”.

Although you provide a guiding hand allow the employee to take the lead in setting their own objectives by defining them in their own words: “They are then theirs and not just yours”.

Evaluating improvement

Here I explain how you plan, manage and measure your way to continuous improvement. You have put forward the big picture and applied that to the individual, what you need to do now is take on board the hints and tips on how to do this effectively, apply how it will best work in your business and stick to it. By doing this you will have your evaluation programme. 

The most important thing to remember is: “Discipline! Make sure you do it, so….keep it simple!”
Whether at the Farm Level (Business Plan), or the Individual Level (Personal Plan) you are going to measure: key performance objectives and training and development objectives.

Key performance objectives


Review them when you say you are going to and:

· Follow the set monthly/quarterly Business Plan review dates and process.

· Carry out the informal and formal Performance reviews as scheduled

· Make the necessary adjustments to targets and training and development.

Make sure the review becomes part of the expected routine and constantly, from your one on one meetings and team meetings decide:

· What are the skills needed?

· Have they been attained?

· So what are they doing differently?

· So what difference is it making to the business?

It is vital if the pay back to the business is to be known that these stages are carried out. This means carrying out four pieces of evaluation over a given period of time.

Why is this so important?

The link between people and profits is a powerful one.  Quite simply better people make better businesses.  Successful businesses around the world have identified that the development of their staff is the best way of improving business performance.  To do this you must have systems that are effective in planning, managing and measuring business performance, and that are designed in a way that works best for you and your staff.

How can we make sure these systems and approaches deliver?

The significance of this simple technique is that it not only works towards you having your own ‘workable’ systems for planning, managing and measuring business improvement but through an external assessment against the Investors in People Standard, ensures that your systems and management approach are effective!

What is investors in people?

Investors in People is the only International Standard to focus on people. ‘Investing in People’ means improving people’s (and therefore your business) performance through a planned approach to setting and communicating business objectives and developing your people to meet them. “Meaning that what people can do and are motivated to do, matches what the business needs them to do.”

It is not prescriptive, but provides a continuous improvement framework within which business can tackle key management issues, such as planning, communication and training and development, in a way that works best for them.
How does it work?

The way the Standard is assessed makes sure the key elements you have put in place are effective in terms of what the Standard demands and what any good business should be doing anyway: “Improving business performance by setting and communicating clear business objectives and developing the skills and knowledge people need to deliver them….so that what people can do and are able to do matches what the business need them to do” (Investors in People).

How?

It does this by simply ‘talking to you and your staff’. Conducting one on one confidential interviews with all or a representative sample of staff to ascertain whether the systems you have put in place are effective based upon their day to day work experiences and perceptions. This ensures that it is not a ‘tick box’ approach, but based upon what is actually happening in the business at all levels.

External assessment and recognition works:

· It provides constructive, objective feedback on your business.

· Helps ensure that the process of continuous improvement is a natural part of your business, setting you up to succeed.

· Provides recognition of the quality of your business and its most important asset its staff.

Conclusion

Whether you choose Investors in People, or not; start changing things by defining your own expectations for your business, and your role within the business. Communicate this continually (set the standard) to staff in terms of your expectation of them, and commit to delivering the support and training they need to meet this expectation.  It is unfair to place demands on people that are not given the skills and resources needed.  Combine these factors, wait a while, then hold reviews to see how things have changed, and how your business has improved!  Simple and effective, but ignored.

Workshop summary

Questions
· I have been goal setting and reassessing in a private forum, how does the public forum (i.e. employer groups) affect this? The employer group examples do one—on—one communication, even in group employment situations.

· Are we missing the boat with staff management and training? Yes, because  small to medium sized enterprises lack plans and structures to apply efficient staff development, and performance management systems and action plans.

· How do you deal with staff with poor attitudes and are there ways to change them? Attitude development has to start with the owner/boss, setting expectations, communicating clearly in one—on—one situations, asking questions to see if they are the right fit for the job/people requirements.

· I see that a lot of staff attitude comes from lack of communication and an inability for staff to express themselves—how do we remedy this? As the employer be sure to continually outline expectations as a team member so that even if the staff aren’t communicating they know what is expected of them.

· How do you encourage under performing staff to leave when things aren’t right? Keep chipping away at them, be disciplined and consistent.  Hold meetings in a supportive way. Outline expectations, and actions to improve the situation—not easy to do. Communication is a key.  Remember to keep expectations within terms of the contract.

· When do performance issues stop just being a chat in the field and turn into something more formal? When they start breaking outside the terms of contract, issue warnings and create a plan to get them back in line with contract terms.

· How easy is it to show leadership outside true working hours? What monkey see, what monkey do —guide by leadership, as an employer you still have a parental role dealing with young staff. Farming is an open house—so you need to create a balance between parental/employer roles.

· Do big business’s deal with these issues by employing motivators? They have to keep things simple, employ people who are role models, leaders, communicators, who can identify training needs. 

· How do you deal with people who will sabotage your vision? Keep the majority of the team following you, keep working at the outlyers as they will finally go in your direction as you continually outline your expectations of them.

· As a manager you need to except that people will sway, is it too idealistic? The process needs to be done at all levels to work effectively, not just for farm staff.

· What about the expectations of the farm staff, identifying their individual directions? Identify career paths for staff and the skill sets required to achieve this. Realise that they have to move on and provide the opportunities for this.  Even if staff are young with no motivation you still need to outline your expectations of them.

· Do these processes relate in any industry? Principles are the same, just different jargon is used.  No matter where you go one size fits all.

· How do you deal with staff that don’t listen well—how do you slow them down? Explain exactly what you expect out of a job and the implications if the job is not done right the first time.

· As a cultural issue how do kiwis deal better with non-performance? As kiwis everyone helps everyone out.  It requires commitment and discipline to change things—for some it may involve outside assistance.

· Is there any literature on this that would benefit us as SME’s? No, its all gleamed from past experiences.

· How does the perception of the NZ dairy industry compare to other industries? Farmers are perceived as being good people with grumpy attitude.  Same issues apply to other industries.
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