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Finding, hiring, and retain-
ing top people can be a chal-
lenge. Here are some tips
for keeping this issue at bay.

BY JIM BUDZYNSKI, DOUG CONNER,
AND MITCH RADER

S principals in a private equity
A firm focused on agrifoods, we

are often asked how we will find
and manage employees in companies
in which we invest. This is
a critical question, since we
firmly believe that the val-
ue of most businesses is
largely derived from the
quality of the people they
have recruited and re-
tained. We sat down recent-

1y at the request of the

CropLife” team and high-

lighted some of the prac-

tices we think about when 2
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trying to locate, evaluate, Brightpath

and retain great employees.

Locating Potential
Employees

Of course, many companies use the
newspaper to recruit employees, or its
more modern equivalent, online job
listings on the Internet. While those
methods may work, you can also waste
a lot of time with people who aren’t
even remotely a fit for your business.
We have five favorite non-traditional
sources we like:

B Current Employees. One of the
best sources of finding employees is
through your existing ones. They
know the business and should be able
to represent it well to others. Current
emplovees also have an added incen-
tive to identify people who can really
get the job done — because if new
hires are not carrying their weight
they will pay the price! Having/earn-
ing a reputation among your current
employees for being a great place to
work will attract people to your orga-
nization without you actually having
to recruit. Consider a “bounty” for cur-
rent employees who recruit others to
join; just make sure payment is contin-
gent on them staying around for a
while.

B Former Employees. Many
times an employee jumps to another

Rader

Conner
Brightpath

job and it turns out to be far less than
he or she had hoped. Whenever cur-
rent employees choose to leave, treat
them well and ask them what you can
do to ease the transition ... and gen-
uinely mean it. They'll tell everyone
they know because so few companies
practice this! Also, stay in touch with
all of your alumni in a positive way ...
you just might get the ones you didn’t
want to lose back when they realize
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the grass isn’t always greener on the
other side of the fence!

B Business Professionals. Net-
working with other business profes-
sionals is a good way of keeping your
eyes and ears open for candidates.
Your bankers, attorneys, accountants,
and consultants can help recruit for
you if you take the time to tell them
what you are looking for and ask them
to keep their eyes open.

B Associations. Professional
membership associations are a great
way of meeting talented people. Even
if the people you meet are not looking
for a change they may know of other
people who are. Even local service or-
ganizations like Kiwanis or Lion’s
Club can be a source of leads, and
many organizations (like a CFO fo-
rum) will let you e-mail the entire
£group announcing a posi-
tion that is available.

B Professional
Recruiters. Particularly
for senior and mid-level
employees, developing a re-
lationship with an experi-
enced recruiter can be
highly valuable. These peo-
ple are professionals with
many contacts who spend
nearly all their time
searching for people; once
you have built a relation-
ship with them they can of-
ten substantially reduce the time nec-
essary to find the right person.

Evaluating Potential
Employees

By using some of the sources men-
tioned above you can actually make
the interview less aboutl screening peo-
ple out and more about looking for the
five key personality characteristics we
look for in new team members:



H Cultural Compatibility. Try
to envision how a person’s personali-
ty will work with your team. Are they
optimistic, positive people who will
lift your team up, or are they “glass
half empty” people who look for the
rain cloud in every silver lining?
Work-related behavior and motiva-
tion profiling tools such as Myers-
Briggs, Forte, and Predictive Index
can be used to predict compatibility.
Weeding out people with an over-
sized ego, for example, can avoid lots
of internal chaos (and loss of good
people) later.

B Fire In The Belly. There is re-
ally no replacement for a strong work
ethic. People who are just plain fo-
cusged on getting the job done will fit
in immediately and will be embraced
by quality teams.

B High Integrity. Integrity is not
a sliding scale from honest to dishon-
est; it is more like a light switch —
you are either honest or you are not.
Often people’s anecdotes about totally
non-work related things provide many
clues as to whether “fudging
a little” is a way of life. If
they cut corners in the rest of
their life, do you really think
they won’t at work?

B Willingness & Ability
To Learn. Always look for
strong signs of intellectual
horsepower — you can't
make people smarter once
you hire them. We often hire
someone who seems very
bright but has little experi-
ence in our business. Almost
as important as brains is the willing-
ness to learn new things. For many
jobs it is the people who can roll up
their sleeves and want to learn new
things that excel.

H Problem Solvers. Look for peo-
ple that know how to solve problems
and that can demonstrate high ac-
countability. We've all had the experi-
ence with shrugged shoulders from
folks who “did their job” even if the re-
sult was poor, or who have said “that’s
not my job.” You want people who
worry less about exactly what their
job is and more about exactly what the
company is trying to accomplish.

Keeping Great Employees

Of course, the best way to manage
the whole employee recruitment
thing is to never have to do it in the

first place, by not losing great em-
ployees. We have observed 10 com-
mon characteristics in companies
that seem to be able to retain great
people over time:

B Candor & Communication.
Nothing keeps employees motivated
like managers who communicate
openly about where the company is
and where you are headed. Make sure
every employee in the company has a
perfectly clear understanding of the
company’s goals and objectives and
understands exactly what his or her
role is in accomplishing those goals
and objectives. Don’t hide your views
on the strategic challenges facing the
company — most employees are al-
ready there and probably have a much
scarier view of what could happen
than you do. Blending candor about
where you are with optimism about
your plan moving forward keeps great
employees focused and challenged.

B Care & Flexibility. We are all
on this Earth for an incredibly short
time. During that time, your business

should not be anyone’s top priority.
Employers who take a personal inter-
est in the lives of employees (e.g.,
birthdays, kids, parents, etc.) over
time experience greater employee loy-
alty and less turnover. In addition, be-
ing flexible enough to let someone
work from home with a sick child or
maintain flexible work hours, for ex-
ample, can be the key to allowing mo-
tivated employees to gain some bal-
ance in their lives while meeting
rigorous work deadlines.

B Training. Training does two
powerful things for companies. Its
core purpose, of course, is to allow em-
ployees to conduct the company’s
business more efficiently or effective-
ly. But it also sends a subtle but 1m-
portant message to employees that
you value them and are willing to in-
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vest in developing personal skills they
can take anywhere. Invest heavily in
training — it improves both employee
loyalty as well as the bottom line.

B Measurement. We are con-
stantly amazed at how many other-
wise great companies do an absolutely
abysmal job giving employees feed-
back on their performance. Compan-
ies must provide measurements/met-
ries that clearly define expectations
and are aligned with overall company
strategic direction. Deep down, people
want to know how they are doing.
Companies that invest the time to al-
low people to perform better through
feedback are rewarded with more loy-
al employees.

H Replacing Underperformers.
Tt may seem odd that a key to keeping
employees is firing employees, but
that is the truth. Your best employees
know who is not performing, and their
morale slowly declines as they see
themselves “picking up the slack.”
This is particularly problematic when
some of those underperformers are

managers who take credit
for the hard work of great
employees while not pull-
ing very hard on the oars
themselves. Many agribus-
inesses seem to value loy-
alty over performance.
Companies that are will-
ing to remove or reassign
poorly performing people
often see a huge spike in
the morale and perfor-
mance of the rest of the
team when they realize
management really is paying atten-
tion to who moves the needle.

E Opportunities For Growth.
One of the most common reasons we
hear from people leaving a company is
“I just didn’t have any room for
growth there.” Great managers are
smart enough to see when employees
need new challenges and personal
growth to keep them engaged and fo-
cused. Letting employees take on new
challenges, and then being patient as
they struggle through those new
roles, builds incredible loyalty and
commitment among employees.

B Walk The Talk. Great employ-
ees like to be part of teams where per-
formance and hard work are valued
more than status or ¢lass. Companies
where ownership is on “autopilot” and
not pushing very hard for the compa-
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ny to succeed are highly de-moti-
vating for employees, particularly
the best ones. Companies must cel-
ebrate “servant leaders” who create
a sense among employees that
teamwork and extra effort are more
than talk.

B Skin In The Game. Many
family-held businesses have done a
good job treating employees well but
failed to align their goals with
shareholders. Great employees need
to be monetarily rewarded with the
business success — weekly, month-
ly, quarterly, or yearly depending on
the position and impact to the suc-
cess of the organization. Top man-
agement should become stakehold-
ers with equity upside. Family
businesses need not worry that they
lose the ability to pass on their com-
pany to the next generation — these
days there are many tools (e.g.
phantom stock) that can give em-
ployees a stake in the upside with-
out creating family ownership or
transition problems. Employees
with a share of profits are motivated
to grow profits, not just collect a
paycheck.

B Grow Your Business. Ima-
gine two scenarios — a growing
business where everyone works
very hard but new markets are be-
ing developed and the future looks
bright, or a mature, tired business
that is playing defense and trying
not to lose. Where would you want
to work? The best way to retain em-
ployees is to have a vibrant, grow-
ing business that people want to be
a part of.

B Have Fun. ITuman beings
have an amazing ability to tolerate
hard work, strategic challenges, and
business obstacles when they are
enjoving themselves. Create a sense
of humor, joy, celebration, laughter,
happiness, ete. — make it fun to
come to work and don’t take yourself
too seriously. After all, life’s a bit
like a game of Monopoly — when the
game is over, all the pieces go back
in the box! b

Jim Budzynski, Doug Conner, and Mitch Rader are
the principals of BrightPath Capital, an Indianapolis,
IN-based private equity firm focused on investing in
ongoing agrifood businesses and improving their
business results through access to growth capital,
management enhancement, and marketing. They can
be reached at info@bpathcap.com.



