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Have you ever wondered what the world would it be like if we could
read people’s minds? And if we could, how would that ability affect
the human resources (HR) profession? One thing is certain, we would
do away with much of the uncertainty we experience in workplace
relationships. And we could even quantify and evaluate the HR
processes and functions that previously eluded measurement, enhanc-
ing our efforts to perform at a high level, and helping others in the
organization improve their work as well. 

Sounds like science fiction, right? Not really. There is a brave new
world of knowledge to which most of us pay little attention and few
have been able to measure. It is a body of knowledge that is as com-
plex as the individuals who seek to obtain it. 

Introspection. Self-awareness. Knowledge of ourselves. 
Reading our own minds goes beyond acknowledging the basic

information required to be a competent employee, manager, or HR
professional. It is discovering the heart of who we  are—our charac-
ter, personality, ethics, and the ability to relate to others. Think
about how important such knowledge is in organizations of all
kinds, and its special relevance to those of us in HR as we seek to
attract and retain talented employees and develop and deliver poli-
cies and programs that improve workplace efficiency, creativity, and
productivity. The more we know about ourselves—the more we can
get into our own minds—the better able we are to assist the diverse
workforce we serve. 

Ancient philosophers understood that. The Greek thinker and
teacher Socrates believed that the search for knowledge began with
introspection: “Know thyself.” He taught his students that they should
question themselves about various things in life.  By following each
question with another question, the person would eventually realize
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that they had the final answer within themselves—or, in some cases,
that there was no final answer to be found. Psychologists say it is com-
parable to peeling an onion, discovering new complex behaviors as each
layer is revealed. The process is called the Socratic Dialogue or Method,
and it is still used among students of philosophy and law today.

But it is Greek to most of us. We either do not know it exists or, if
we do, we hardly ever use it due to the time constraints of competing
responsibilities. We as HR professionals focus on other people in the
organization without first establishing the basic foundation for under-
standing—knowledge of self.

Maybe that is why people are generally unaware of how they
interact with others in given situations. We do not spend enough time
evaluating how our personal values, feelings, strengths, and weak-
nesses affect our relationships and responsibilities in and outside of
the workplace. As managers, not understanding what makes us tick
can stifle our development because we are using less than 100% of our
internal resources. That can hurt our chances for achieving great suc-
cess in the workplace. 

Some researchers have classified this search for self-knowledge as
“Emotional Intelligence (EI).” Studies indicate (and quantify) just
how important it is: top performance is based on 80 percent EI com-
pared with 20 percent for IQ. Adherents say that it can be taught. As
a result, measurement instruments are being developed and utilized.
Some organizations are even implementing EI strategies within their
workforces. But the entire concept is still dependent on an individ-
ual’s desire to pursue self-knowledge.

For HR professionals today, it is not enough that they focus on
acquiring self-knowledge for the sake of feeling good about them-
selves. Acquiring a keen sense of self is dependent on HR profession-
als becoming adept at reading the minds of their CEOs—knowing,
understanding and speaking the language of business. And for good
reason. 

A number of strategic trends in the current business environ-
ment—the increasing value of human capital in the marketplace,
globalization of U.S. companies, and the emergence of technologies
that have changed (and continue to change) the fundamentals for
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how employees and their companies interact—have created a new set
of opportunities and challenges for the HR profession. 

These opportunities and challenges demand that HR professionals
demonstrate mastery in both the technical and “human” HR compe-
tencies that set them apart as guardians of human capital manage-
ment. It is the seamless integration of these skill sets—emotional
intelligence combined with business acumen—that makes a success-
ful HR leader; one who can translate who they are and what they
know into tangible contributions that positively impact their organi-
zation’s bottom line. 

It is this integration that is depicted in Libby Sartain’s book. And it
is this understanding of mind and heart, business know-how, and
from-the-heart passion, to which she challenges all of us to aspire.

Are we up for the challenge of discovering the mysteries con-
tained in our own minds? If it means that we will acquire the skill set
required to evaluate the HR functions that have previously eluded
measurement, count me in.  We have to start somewhere. For now,
starting the process is as simple as asking oneself a question. 

Susan R. Meisinger, SPHR
President and Chief Executive Officer
Society for Human Resource Management
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I am always amazed by the seemingly random way in which simple
decisions and circumstances can alter the course of our lives. Job
choices, new bosses, even a chance encounter with a stranger may
become the basis of future long-term relationships with talented and
wise people whose influence, support, mentoring, and friendship
shape our values and beliefs, form our communication styles, add to
our knowledge base, challenge our thinking, and make us who we
are. Without such blessings, my career experiences and the knowl-
edge upon which this book is based would never have come about.
Even among old friends, a spark of inspiration, a casual remark, or a
suggestion can send us to surprising new destinations. At the
moment, I’m thinking specifically of a “good-bye” lunch that was held
for me as I was preparing to leave Southwest Airlines after thirteen
years. A long-time business friend, Harry Spring, persuaded me to
tackle this project. He said that if I didn’t write down exactly what I
thought had created the winning people formula at Southwest Air-
lines, no one would know what had worked so well during the years
I was there. My successors would add to and subtract from what we
did. It might be better or worse, but it would never be the same. He
said that it would be a gift to the HR profession if I shared what I had
learned. He also warned me that if I didn’t document what I had
learned, few would benefit from it. So I have Harry to thank first for
being the one to instigate this whole project.

I met my writing partner, Martha Finney, in another pivotal
moment—although I didn’t realize it at the time. I had just delivered
my “Hiring From the Heart” presentation to the Society for Human
Resource Management (SHRM) conference in Atlanta in 1999 when
she emerged from the audience and handed me her card. A business
journalist with an extensive background in writing about HR, she was
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Don’t get me wrong. I’m not interested in bragging, or in even blowing
my own horn. But somewhere along the line people started thinking
of me as an HR leader who has the answers. It may be because I’ve
had the marvelous good fortune of working for companies, like
Southwest Airlines, Yahoo!, and Mary Kay Cosmetics, that are known
as much for being great places to work as they are for the excellence of
their products and services. In fact, it is the enthusiasm of their
employees that gives these companies the stature they have in their
industries. Over the years, many consultants and academics have
come into the companies where I’ve worked to try to capture, graph,
and quantify that certain something special that makes these organi-
zations thrive and surpass their own industry standards. They come
away with fancy formulas, all of which really boil down to one princi-
ple: Companies thrive when (1) they have a high-quality product or
service that is needed by their customers, and (2) they are staffed by
qualified employees who are dedicated to the corporate mission and
who are basically nice, trustworthy, and respectful to one another.

On the flip side, in the more than twenty-five years that I’ve been
in human resources, I’ve watched the HR profession itself struggle to
claim its rightful place among the corporate power players. There
seems to be a universal agreement (which I don’t necessarily share, at
least not all the time) that HR is suffering from low self-esteem as a
result of years of criticism by certain business leaders who question
the value of our profession. A few highly visible companies have taken
to placing non-HR professionals in top HR leadership positions. Con-
sultants around the world are intimidating perfectly well-grounded
practitioners with fancy theories and jargon. In the meantime, there
are thousands of HR practitioners who are looking for simple, no-pre-
tense ways to bring the best of their own enthusiasm for the field and
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their professionalism to the corporate world, so that they can invest
their own talents and drive to grow their companies, the careers of
their co-workers, and their own careers as far as they want to go.

If you are a member of this group, this book is for you. My goal for
HR From the Heart is to share the message that smart and talented
human resource professionals can build a rewarding career that is con-
sistent with their personal values and beliefs—and can use their busi-
ness smarts to grow exciting companies by harnessing the talents, pas-
sions, and smarts of their people. It is a matter of bringing the best of
your most authentic self into your professional life and finding ways to
help the employees of your organization do the same. That is the sim-
ple path to growing a thriving company with fully engaged employees.

Not Just Another Southwest Kiss-and-Tell
Although I am now at Yahoo!, I am still best known for my thirteen
years at Southwest Airlines. And I imagine several people will pick up
this book looking for the inside scoop on a company and its leaders
that I have admired and loved over the years. Others might be tempted
to dismiss this book as yet another product of a Southwest employee
trying to cash in on Southwest’s spirit and fame. It wouldn’t surprise
me if they did; I’ve seen enough of those gimmicks to last a lifetime. As
my writing partner, Martha Finney, and I worked hard over the last
year to gather and express the best wisdom, advice, and observations
from all my years in HR, I’ve been burdened with my own personal
anxiety that HR From the Heart will be associated with the many fly-by-
night employees who worked at Southwest for only a very short time,
with the sole objective of capitalizing on their ever-so-brief experience
on the “inside” by taking their show on the road and making their for-
tunes by spouting their versions of Southwest wisdom.

On the contrary, I have been approached by publishers many times
over the years with suggestions that I write a book about Southwest and
tell how “I created the HR legend.” I didn’t create Southwest Airlines, and
I certainly didn’t create the HR legend. While I was at Southwest, I was a
member of several teams—a visionary senior leadership team and a team
of some of the best HR people that I know. Our results weren’t always
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glowing. Sometimes our efforts worked, and sometimes we flubbed it.
But all my experiences inside Southwest had more of an influence on me
than I had on the people function or the company as a whole.

Yes, most of the stories in this book are taken from my experi-
ences at Southwest, primarily because that’s where I have spent the
bulk of my career so far. They’re stories that I am proud to share—not
because I was the hero of them, but because all the wonderful people
around me were the heroes. What I’ve been teaching in recent years is
what I’ve learned from the heartening examples, the courage, the
vision, the selflessness, and the enthusiasm of all the people with
whom I’ve had the privilege to be associated over a quarter century.
And it is my additional privilege to pass these lessons on to you and
make them a permanent part of the HR body of knowledge.

Why This Book Is Different
First of all, books about the HR profession that were written by HR
practitioners are rare. The books you’ll find on HR are about the the-
ory and practice of HR functions, and they were written by consul-
tants and academics. HR From the Heart is the first book by an HR
practitioner for HR practitioners about managing your own unique
career as well as dealing with the special challenges of daily life in the
world of human resources.

This is the first book on HR that has the nerve to be up-front and
center with the word heart. The fundamental principle of this book—
and of my entire career, for that matter—is that in human resources,
head and heart should not be considered mutually exclusive. Over the
last couple of decades, we’ve been so distracted by the need to be
taken seriously that we’ve been tempted to jettison any discussion of
how our personal feelings and principles are factored into the busi-
ness equation. As a result, the HR profession has been cultivating a
reputation that I’m tempted to say it often deserves—that of being a
single-minded administrator with a big, red, rubber stamp that reads:
“No! Against Policy and Procedures!”

In the introduction to most business books, at this point there
would be a quick outline of all the chapters and their main points (for
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those busy, extroverted business leaders who really don’t have the time
to sit down and read the book but would like to appear to be conver-
sant with its contents at cocktail parties and in conference hospitality
suites). Because this book has forty-four chapters, I’m going to spare
you. But I would like to take this opportunity to outline the basic
principles upon which this entire book is written:

� The fully empowered HR career is a calling. 

� The fully empowered HR function is a competitive advantage.

� For HR to make the impact it needs to make, you have to be a
businessperson first.

� A corporate culture that is based on respectful treatment of all
the company’s employees is essential to the company’s long-
term success.

� The most successful companies are the ones that make it their
business to help their employees achieve their highest potential
and use their gifts and talents most fully.

� It is a waste of your time to settle for anything less.

You and I both know that in its heart of hearts, the human
resource profession is full of creative promise. This is where the com-
pany’s best assets begin their relationship with their employer. And
this is where the lives and futures of millions of people and their fam-
ilies all over the world take shape. This is where we have a tremen-
dous capacity to make an incredible difference in corporate health,
economic health, and the quality of life for everyone who says yes to
the job offers we extend.

This book is not an authoritarian set of instructions on what and
how to think about the way you manage HR within your company. It’s
a friendly invitation to spend some time with me to explore a fresh
look at how we can combine the best of our strategic abilities in the
corporate setting, our content expertise, and our enthusiasm for the
human adventure to create incredible careers for ourselves in human
resource management and build great businesses.
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This is a book about love. And it’s a book about strategy. And it’s about
motivation. And profit. And politics. And courage. And mission. And
competition. And kindness. And discipline. And speaking out. And
staying quiet. It’s about using your head and working from the heart.
This is a book about human resource management.

But this book is about more than just the theory and practice of
human resource management. It’s also about growing your own career
in HR, starting from wherever you are and going all the way to that
proverbial “seat at the table,” if that’s where you ultimately want to
go. This book is about helping you cultivate a career that you love. 

I suppose I’ve always been about love and work. The fact that for
thirteen years I was associated with Southwest Airlines (the “love” air-
line, headquartered at Love Field in Dallas) is strictly coincidental. The
fact that I’m known among my peers and colleagues as the poster per-
son for promoting this profession that I love . . . well, that’s not a coin-
cidence. I wouldn’t have it any other way. And neither should you.

I’d like to start this book by saying right here and now that I’m
passionate about HR. In fact, I’ll even go so far as to say exactly what

What’s Love Got to Do with It?

HR Is a Calling

C H A P T E R  1
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it is to me: a calling. If you’re not especially religious, the idea of a
calling may be unsettling—especially the idea of a corporate leader
discussing it in a mainstream business book like this one. Don’t worry,
this isn’t going to be a religious book. But it is going to be an invita-
tion to you to put the HR profession on a more elevated platform. 

Yes, it’s true: The daily details remain. As an HR practitioner, you
are still responsible for compliance and administrative details. How
well you acquire and manage the talent pool can make the difference
between a successful new initiative and a failure. Yes, it’s true that
much of what you do can be boiled down into metrics, outcomes,
spreadsheets, equations, formulas, and profit and loss. However, HR is
also a huge—some would say sacred—responsibility because as an HR
leader you are entrusted with other people’s futures, needs, and work-
life well-being. All those deliverables and decisions that you have a
hand in developing directly influence not only the financial viability
of your company but also the private life of each and every individual
who is associated with your business—your employees; your leaders;
your vendors, suppliers, and consultants; even your customers. With
this kind of responsibility, you must approach your profession with
both competency and passion.

I get frustrated when I meet HR practitioners who don’t see that
vision—who don’t see the connection that HR professionals can create
between their individual passion and organizational strategy. There
are probably more of those practitioners than we’d like to admit. I
know for a fact that there are far too many HR practitioners who fell
into the profession with no real understanding or appreciation of the
profound responsibility and the amazing privilege of this career.
They’re there because they think HR will give them the power to be a
policy maker or a power broker. And then there are other HR practi-
tioners who pride themselves on being people people. They want to
be corporate cruise directors, making everyone happy, and they have
no real understanding of the fact that they are working within a busi-
ness and that what they do must succeed, fulfill the needs of the for-
profit organization, and further corporate objectives.

I also know for a fact that there are many more HR professionals
who absolutely recognize the amazing gift of their HR careers. But

HR Is a Calling
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they are shy about expressing their passion, for fear of losing their
professional image as clear-eyed, clear-thinking businesspeople. But
privately, they know that the two perspectives of HR aren’t mutually
exclusive. On the contrary, these two perspectives are mutually
dependent if you are to be successful and to be part of an amazingly
successful business that defies all odds—a company like Southwest
Airlines, for instance.

That kind of melding of perspectives depends on the emotional,
intellectual, and strategic strength of HR professionals who have the
courage to invest both their heart and their smarts in what they do.
When they do this, all of the other issues affecting the HR role in busi-
ness fall into place.

I invite you to take a serious look at your role in HR. How does
that role add value to your company’s business? How does that role
support and nurture the careers of the people who work for your com-
pany? What can you do to create a workplace community that allows
business to get done, and in which the individuals who work at your
company can invest their talents, skills, and passion daily and, in turn,
feel inspired and engaged by the opportunities your company offers?

This is the calling of HR. And this is the opportunity. And never
before has it been so exciting and compelling.

And this is my invitation to you: to take a fresh look at our pro-
fession from a new point of view. From the heart.

That’s what love has to do with it. In these pages, you’ll see what
I mean.

What’s Love Got to Do with It?
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6

The Sacred Trust That Is HR

C H A P T E R  2

In the last chapter I talked about the sacred responsibility that goes
along with being an HR professional. Now I’m going to take this idea
one step further: As an HR leader, you can cultivate a deep trust—a
confidence—that sets you apart from everyone else in the company.
Maybe even from everyone else in your community. When it comes to
the vital importance of keeping your own counsel, there is more at
stake in your position than in that of any minister, priest, rabbi, imam,
lawyer, or CPA in town. You hold more in your hands than even your
CEO. Why? Because the information that you hold in confidence has
multidimensional implications for the company, its future prospects,
its growth potential, and its position in the marketplace, and, last but
certainly not least, for the effect that all this has on the personal life of
every one of your employees.

When you go into HR, you must realize that, first and foremost,
you are responsible for people’s livelihoods. The decisions you make
determine people’s futures. Every day you make plans that affect indi-
viduals on the most intimate levels. Every time you choose between one
candidate and another, the decision you make sets off a chain of events
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that determines the rest of both their lives—even that of the candidates
you never see again because they’re not a right fit for your company.
You decide whether an employee stays or goes. You decide who gets
promoted and who doesn’t. You decide who gets a raise and who does-
n’t. By establishing the compensation guidelines or advising manage-
ment, you influence who gets a generous raise and who doesn’t. And
you make all these decisions in a larger context of understanding the
internal structures and secret plans of the company as a whole. 

If you’re doing your job well—and if you’re running your career
well—you are going to know a lot. And you’re going to know it before
almost everyone else does. You’re going to hear what businesses your
company might be getting into or out of. You will be one of the first to
know when a plant will be opening or when a plant will be closing.
Maybe your company is going to stop making a certain product. These
are all important things, and you are going to know them before almost
everyone else you know—before the people you have lunch with, the
people you meet in the hallways, all those people who are making the
comfortable assumption that their job is safe. And you have to smile
and chat over your sandwich and iced tea, all the while knowing a Big
Secret that’s going to turn their whole world upside down.

But you’re not ready to say anything. You are bound by the SEC to
say nothing to anyone until you’re ready to say something to every-
one. These are the moral and ethical filaments of your calling. The
good news is that most days you will not be facing such a crisis. But
there may come a day when you’re face-to-face with your most closely
held principles, and you must also represent the corporate conscience
to senior leadership that isn’t necessarily in the habit of thinking
through the human ramifications of its decisions.

Suppose, for instance, that you know that senior leadership is
thinking about abandoning a certain product line. Okay, so far so
good. But a year before the company is ready to close the line, the
head of that division leaves for a different job and you must fill that
spot from the outside. A search is conducted, and you’re about to hire
a replacement. You’re inviting that person to leave a perfectly secure
position, uproot his or her family, and require the spouse to change
jobs—and to make all of these life-changing moves without knowing
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about the impending shutdown. What do you do? The line must still
run profitably, it needs a leader, but how can you justify the ruination
of an otherwise successful career?

Because of your HR perspective, you may be the only one who
realizes that personal lives and healthy careers are at stake with this
recruitment. So you approach someone in senior leadership who
knows as much as you do and shepherd the company through a diffi-
cult decision-making process: “Do we really want to do this?” Then
you use your position and power to guide the decision-making
process in a way that’s both smart and right. That is your sacred trust,
because only you are in a position to understand and truly know the
entire situation and its ripple effects. And by speaking up, you may be
the one who is looking out for the company’s long-term objectives
without compromising a candidate’s personal and career interests.

As I write this chapter, the nation is focusing just as much on cor-
porate breaches of trust as it is on dealing with terrorism. Corporate
leaders are worrying about it, news anchors are pontificating about it,
and shareholders are frantically obsessing about it. And, depending
on their relationship with their companies, individual employees are
hoping that their trust continues to be well invested. But there’s one
small change that has resulted from recent SEC rulings that puts these
employees at a disadvantage, although they may not be aware of it:
Management just can’t share its plans with them as freely as it used to.
Because many of us worked so hard to cultivate an open-book work-
place environment in the 1990s, this is a huge frustration for us.
CEOs used to be able to stand up in front of their employees, ballyhoo
a fantastic quarter, celebrate everyone’s hard work, and predict great
expectations for the next quarter. They can’t do this anymore. Not
unless they have the analysts and the stockholders on the line at the
same time.

This makes it very, very hard to establish a relationship of trust
with our employees and our communities. Employees don’t under-
stand this shift in leadership behavior. Some may regard this sudden
lack of information as suspicious, as a disingenuous game of smoke
and mirrors with their jobs at stake. How do you reconcile this legal
disclosure requirement with your personal HR-from-the-heart philos-
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ophy of taking care of both the company’s long-term objectives and
your employees’ personal needs for knowledge, stability, and relative
security? Start by making sure that you make no long-term, across-
the-board promises that you can’t be confident you’ll be able to keep.
Never promise that your company won’t ever have layoffs, for
instance. There’s just no way you can know that for certain. If you
have to have one, you have to have one. But if you’re one of the few
remaining employers who are promising their workers cradle-to-grave
job security, trust will break down in a big hurry when the layoff
notices begin. 

And, since you have to keep your mouth shut until the company
is ready to make a public announcement anyway, make sure you use
that extra time wisely. Make sure you’ve considered all the possible
avenues to achieving the company’s desired outcomes. As you make
your choices and decisions in the predisclosure period, make sure
each one can be justified from a fair and rigorous business point of
view. Move cautiously, move thoughtfully, and achieve buy-in where
you can. 

Then, when the time comes to break the bad news companywide
and throughout Wall Street, London, and Tokyo, you will know that
you will have at least kept the trust.

The Social Side of Secret Keeping
Coworkers talk to each other. Why shouldn’t you be among them? If
you’re in HR, presumably you’re a people person, and you will want to
have good friends at work. But there are certain boundaries to your
relationships with your coworkers that they don’t have in their rela-
tionships with one another. As the repository of corporate and per-
sonal secrets, you must be beyond reproach in terms of the informa-
tion you hold. You can’t afford to be even perceived to be gossiping.

But that doesn’t mean your friends will understand this principle.
You may be sitting in the cafeteria, enjoying a conversation with your
friends. And all of a sudden someone asks you a question that you
can’t answer: Are we going to have a layoff? How much does so-and-
so make? You, of course, say, “That’s privileged information and I can’t
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share it with you.” But now there’s a strain in the friendship, and one
or both of you is embarrassed.

This is why I appreciate my friends in HR so much. We know not
to ask each other those kinds of questions. And, if we do ask them, it’s
not because we’re angling for gossip. We may be trying to hire the same
kind of person and need to compare information for business reasons.

Unfortunately, the flip side of having the inside scoop is that it also
sets you apart in some people’s eyes as being unapproachable or being
somehow above and apart from the rest of your coworkers. I can’t tell
you how many lunch tables I’ve approached where people were laugh-
ing and telling jokes until the moment I sat down. What? You have no
sense of humor just because you’re in HR? I’ve even been with people
who use a curse word, look at me, and then say, “Oh! I’m sorry!”

We’re not sacred. Our responsibility in HR is. The day that we
become holier-than-thou is the day we have to start working very hard
to put the human back in our HR work.

HR Is a Calling
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I was once invited to speak at a Business 2.0 gathering with a distin-
guished panel of speakers on the subject “Leading During Turbulent
Times.” During the question-and-answer session, I was asked the
question: “What do people really want from their jobs now that the
dot-com bubble has burst?” I answered that I thought that most peo-
ple just really want to make a difference in their work. They want to
add value, but they also want to feel valued. The response I got from
the audience was both unexpected and dismaying: “It’s so refreshing
to hear such people-oriented thoughts coming from an HR person!”
The meeting moderator herself went on to say that she had always
thought of HR people as usually pretty cold, cut-and-dried, and black-
and-white. I, of course, thought: “After all these years we’re still giving
that impression!?”

Many business executives think that the HR person is there to
tell them why they can’t do the things they want to do. This bad 
rap is largely created by the fact that management depends on HR 

Six Essential Ingredients of
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to make sure it’s in compliance with employment laws and company
policies, most of which leave no room for anything but a cut-
and-dried, black-and-white approach. So if you’re doing your 
job, it’s possible that you’re saying no to people on a regular basis.
When you’re in charge of policies and procedures, it’s natural that
you get viewed as the enemy of creativity, inspiration, and innova-
tion. If you’re saying, “no, no, no” all the time, you are going to 
be the person your coworkers least like to work with. What a 
drag!

The good news is this: It doesn’t have to be that way. You can
stay within employment laws and company policies and procedures
and still find creative ways to build a lively, dynamic, exciting, and
profitable workplace where people love their work. And as a result,
you can cultivate a situation where your department is regarded as
the place where great ideas are put into practice. 

When people understand that HR is a place where yes can hap-
pen, it’s much easier for them to hold the function in higher esteem.
I love what I do every day. That’s mainly because I thoroughly under-
stand that no business would exist, no business would be able to
make any profits, no business would be able to deliver to its cus-
tomers, if it didn’t have—and keep—precisely the right people in
place. People are the drivers of business success. Just one person—
the right person—can make a great positive difference in the com-
pany’s long-term prospects. Conversely, one wrong person can bring
the organization down. For better or worse, that person could be
anyone on your staff. It could even be you.

Determining whether your relationship with your company is a
positive or negative experience begins with the choices you make
when you say yes to the employment opportunity. People under-
standably think that HR professionals are experts in their own careers.
But, as you may have already found, when they are faced with the des-
perate need to find a job, any job, in order to make that mortgage pay-
ment and feed their children, many well-intentioned, intelligent peo-
ple (including seasoned HR professionals) will jump at a job offer,
completely ignoring the inner voice that’s saying, “Um . . . maybe this
company isn’t quite right for you.”

Lessons Learned from the School of Hard Knocks
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So what are the essential ingredients of an opportunity that will
allow a dedicated, talented HR professional to find happiness and
fulfillment?

A Culture Match 
As we have already discussed, I have discovered that if you find the
right environment, one in which you are appreciated for who you are
and for your skills, contentment will follow. It must be a culture you
don’t have to adapt to. You must be comfortable from the minute you
walk in the door. That’s the company for you.

At Southwest Airlines, it took me about six months to finally
believe, “They want me for who I am.” It was a place where I could
be myself. Southwest wants people who have a good sense of humor,
who can speak out, who can contribute good ideas, and who can
deliver results. Those are all things that come naturally to me.

When the time came for me to look for another job (thirteen years
later!), I found the same mix at Yahoo! At Yahoo!, you have to hit the
ground running. When you get in here, you’re expected to speak your
mind without waiting for an invitation to do so. Your ideas are val-
ued. Your results are valued. Your ability to work as a team is valued.
And everything is done very, very fast. 

A Passion Match 
Are you actually interested in the product or service that your com-
pany is providing its customers? If you work for Office Max or
Office Depot, does office equipment excite you? Do you relish the
thought that all those pens, Post-its, and home fax machines are
helping people achieve independence via their own small home-
based businesses? If you work for AFLAC or GEICO, do you appre-
ciate the fact that the insurance your company provides to its cus-
tomers gives them that added measure of security as they deal with
the uncertainties of modern life? Are you more fascinated by scien-
tific protocol? Maybe you should be working at a laboratory. Do you
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love cars? Manufacturers and dealerships need HR. Are you totally
turned on by Hollywood? Those big production companies need
HR. Find what ignites your passion and connect your HR profes-
sionalism to that.

A Values Match 
If the company is providing a product or service you don’t believe
in, if it has a business model you don’t believe in, if you can’t sup-
port what the company stands for, if you don’t like the environment,
if you’re not motivated by the mission, you’re always going to feel
frustrated there. And perhaps your response to those issues will be
to deaden your inner drive to be fabulous. I listen to those sad and
shocking news stories about companies that were caught doing irre-
sponsible, even criminal, things. And I want to ask: What was the
chief HR person thinking? Yes, it’s possible that even the most
dynamic, seat-at-the-table HR person may not be privy to all 
the secret, underhanded schemes of some of the company’s senior
leadership. But when the activity is fundamentally linked to the 
way the business makes money, the HR chief must have known
something. When you know something and it flies in the face of 
your closely held principles, eventually you’re going to have 
to ask yourself, “Okay, so what do I do about it?” Don’t underesti-
mate the importance and long-term impact of your answer to that
question.

A People Match 
What kinds of people work at your company? Does the company
reward high-quality, ethical behavior? Has it established a culture
from the very top that attracts passionate, energetic, dedicated, and
smart people? Your own dynamic career plan requires you to find
companies where people have healthy relationships with one
another and their extended communities, where they’re all there for
the same reason—which is to make the business better. You can
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have a wildly diverse population of thousands of employees from all
different walks of life—in fact, from all over the world. But you can
still be unified by one single healthy principle: “We’re all here to
cooperate with and respect one another and to make this business as
great as it can be!”

A Purpose Match 
Does your vision of the purpose of HR match that of your CEO? I
have heard this from other HR professionals more times than I’d like:
“I can’t get any support from my CEO,” or “My CEO isn’t interested
in people issues.” This is a really interesting problem, because what
CEO hasn’t said publicly at one time or another, “People are this
company’s greatest asset”? The CEO will say, “People are irreplace-
able”; “Without people we wouldn’t have our product”; “Passion
makes all the difference.” But the CEO’s actions say the opposite. You
must have a CEO who genuinely values and respects the role that HR
and all the people in the company play in pushing the business
objectives forward.

Community with Your HR Colleagues 
This is one final element of an extraordinary HR career. You can’t go
it alone. You have to have insight and input from other people who
have been in your shoes. Knowing your fellow HR leaders in town
and being active in such organizations as the Society for Human
Resource Management (SHRM) will give you access to some of the
best minds in HR, locally, in the country, and even around the world.
I may not be the sharpest knife in the drawer, but thanks to my par-
ticipation in SHRM and many formal and informal groups over
twenty-five years, I know some of the sharpest knives in the drawer.
Sometimes they can help me when I need help. And sometimes I
have just the thing, the idea, the procedure, the approach that they
need. Your community may start out as just a local, after-work gang
of buddies bending one another’s ears. Before you know it, you’ll be
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on a national stage talking to thousands about that solution you’ve
become famous for developing. And it will all have begun with a sin-
gle phone call to another HR person across town, “Hey, want to get
together after work and knock around this problem I’ve been hav-
ing? I could use your advice.”

Lessons Learned from the School of Hard Knocks
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HR may be sacred, but it doesn’t have to be serious—at least, not all the
time. How much joy you feel free to bring to your job and to the work-
place on a daily basis is the essential question of fit that almost all of us
overlook in our job searches—at least at the beginning of our careers.
As recruiters, we know the importance of hiring for fit. But as job seek-
ers ourselves, it’s tempting to overlook the issue of whether we per-
sonally would fit in a prospective new job. I’ve discovered over the
years that having the ability to laugh out loud and be myself is a cul-
tural nonnegotiable for me. It took me a while to understand that, and
even longer to be confident that I could find such a job opportunity.
But when the opportunity finally came my way, I was able to look back
and wonder how I could ever have settled for less than the perfect fit—
the fit where I am able to be my absolutely most joyous, laughing,
smiling self and still be respected for the HR professional that I am. 

When I finished my MBA program back in the mid-1970s, there
was a very popular book out, Dress for Success, by John T. Molloy. The
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first edition was for men. But before too long, the follow-up book
Dress for Success for Women appeared in the stores. And thus began a
period of four or five years in which everyone—men and women—
marched into their offices resplendent in brown, gray, blue, or black
suits (khaki or seersucker in the summer), complete with white shirt
and snappy little silk foulard tie. As white-collar workers, we were all
pretty much the same, safe in the knowledge that if we stood out, it
wouldn’t be because we looked like the proverbial sore thumb. Any
standing out we did would, we hoped, be because of our merit, our
performance, our excellence.

I’m sure you’ve heard somewhere in your distant past that your
smile is your most important accessory. That’s true. But it goes beyond
that: Your ability to be yourself in your workplace environment is
your most important resource for your personal excellence. And for
me, that means feeling free to smile and laugh without worrying that
each little grin, each moment of fun and whimsy may be somehow
shaving away my credibility. It took a little extra post-MBA education
for me to understand that.

When you’re out of school for the first time, getting that new job
is the most important thing on your mind. Armed with my fresh MBA,
I was ready for the search. One of the first companies I interviewed
with was a large defense contractor. It was a marathon interview. I was
there all day long, meeting with a succession of people well past 4:30.
At the end of the process, I was told unceremoniously by the last per-
son to assess my abilities and potential: “I don’t think you would fit in
here.” That floored me. Why wouldn’t I fit? I was nice. I was friendly.
I get along with just about everyone. I had my foulard tie.

His answer: “You smile too much.”
Excuse me? How does someone smile too much? How do you not

smile when you’re introducing yourself to new people? How do I not
smile? That’s part of who I am. How could I work at a place where
people didn’t appreciate smiling? Was it possible that all the compa-
nies I would be interviewing with would object to me in this funda-
mental way? What had I gotten myself into?

I was at least able to put my little foulard tie to good use before
long. My first big job was with National Sharedata, a high-tech com-
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pany providing services to twenty-five banking data centers. We were
expected to behave and dress the way bankers were expected to
behave and dress in the 1970s. Basic culture principles prevailed:
Money is serious business. No smiling. No laughing. 

I didn’t last long. I quickly moved on to my second job. This one
was with Mary Kay Cosmetics. I was able to leave my little banker’s
suit behind me, but I still had to dress like someone I wasn’t: like I
had just stepped out of Vogue magazine. Nails polished, make-up
refreshed many times during the day. At National Sharedata, if you
wore red shoes, you put your career in serious jeopardy. At Mary Kay,
those red shoes were great. But unless your toenails were equally
snazzy, you’d better keep those shoes on.

One day (surprise surprise) I was laughing out loud in the hall-
way—I mean, really, really loudly. My boss at the time, who was very
well intentioned and only wanted the best for me, took me aside and
kindly said, “You’re so much fun to be around, and I really enjoy
working with you. But when you laugh out loud in the hall, people
are going to think you’re not very professional. You just need to tone
it down a little bit.” 

She thought she was doing the right thing to help me in my
career. But the cumulative effect of these experiences was to teach me
to suppress the laughter, humor, and joyousness that feed my soul and
fuel my love for HR. Basic culture principles prevailed: Red shoes
good. Manicures expected. Raucous laughter bad.

I learned many wonderful things at Mary Kay, but eventually it
was time to move on. My next job was at Recognition Equipment, Inc.
(which became Recognition International), a high-tech sales, service,
and electronics manufacturing company whose major products
included document imaging and scanning, high-speed data transport,
and data entry equipment. The old banker’s uniform from National
Sharedata worked well in this setting. The only problem was that
dressing the part was easier than behaving the part. One day I was hav-
ing a staff meeting in my office with the door closed, and something
had struck us as funny. So we were laughing our heads off (are you
picking up a pattern here?). My boss opened the door, leaned in, and
said, “I guess if you’re having this much fun in here, you’re not doing
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very much work.” And then he closed the door. That just sucked all
the life right out of the room; all that fun we were having dissipated
like a broken spell.

Over the early years of my career, I had learned to be a chameleon,
and I could change with every environment as necessary. What I really
needed to know was how to find an environment that didn’t expect
me to change at all.

So, to put it mildly, it was quite a culture shock when I found my
way into Southwest, where the boss, Herb Kelleher, was featured in a
major business magazine dressed like Elvis. Herb laughs even louder
than I do! I spent so much time worrying, “What do they expect of
me? what do they expect of me?” that it took me some time to real-
ize—and then believe—that what Southwest really wanted was for me
to be happy and be myself! But one day I was standing in yet another
hallway laughing out loud with two other women. And instead of sub-
tle digs and kind corrections, this is what we heard from a coworker:
“I’m going to have a party and invite all three of you. You’re all known
for your big bursts of laughter. And it’s so endearing!”

What a revelation! I was valued at Southwest just for being
myself. And the thirteen years that followed flew by in a blink. 

When you find the things you really like to do in an environment
where you’re really comfortable, your career loses the work aspect
and becomes a natural part of your life. We spend so much time
focusing on building our marketable skills and making ourselves
irresistible to companies we think we want to work for that we leave
an essential part of ourselves behind—our passion and our heart. It’s
terribly sad that so many people decide on a career that they expect
will be “hot” throughout their working lives or try to change them-
selves to fit into the wrong environment because they think a partic-
ular company is an important “ticket to punch,” and never find their
passion or find a workplace environment in which they can really
blossom.

If we, as HR professionals, can’t link career and passion for our-
selves, how can we expect to be able to do it for the employees of our
organizations? One of the parts of HR that I get the most joy out of is
helping people find the absolutely right environment in which to do
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the things they enjoy doing. When they find that, they’re going to be
successful, and they’re going to make enough money no matter what.

Fortunately, we in HR are lucky. Every company in every industry
needs the HR function. So when it comes to seeking out an environ-
ment we can invest our passion in, the world is wide open to us. Do
you like retail? Seek out retail. Do you like nonprofit organizations?
Go there. Do you like project work and the ability to develop creative
solutions to specific situations? Consider consulting. Would you
rather wear sandals to work than oxfords? Maybe a relaxed resort
environment is more your speed.

Cause, culture, coworker relationships, contributions to the world
. . . all those elements make up your career path in a profound way. So
don’t just look at the job description. Factor all those details into your
decision to accept a job offer, even if the details seem as trivial to your
inner adult as expected behaviors or dress codes.

Emerson wrote: “Mistrust all enterprises that require new clothes.”
He wasn’t worrying so much about helping you save money. He was
thinking about saving you time—the time of your life. Every second
you spend trying to be something—or someone—you’re not already is
a second you’ll never have back again.
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Not Everyone Will Be 
President of Your Fan Club
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People who choose HR as a career are usually attracted by the first
word in HR: human. “Aha!” we think. “Here is our chance to take
what we know and care about (namely, people and helping them) and
do it in a business setting.” The stronger you feel that human connec-
tion between the HR function and business life, the more called you
may say you are to your profession.

The more called you may feel, the less you’re going to like this
news: You will make enemies. At the very least, some people won’t
like you. There will be some people who will resent you. And some of
them may never forget “what you did to them.” In fact, some of those
people may not hold anything against you personally. They’ll just
despise you generally. They might have had a run-in with HR fifteen
years ago—long before you ever came on the scene—and now you’re
guilty by association.

Unfortunately, some areas in HR are more prone to grudges and
grudge bearers than others. No matter what you do within the HR
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profession, you are the caretaker of people’s dreams and ambitions.
But if you are in certain functions, it may be part of your job descrip-
tion to say no more often than yes. If you’re in compensation and ben-
efits, for instance, you may have to say no to a supervisor who is fight-
ing to keep a valued employee who has just been offered a huge salary
increase by a competing company. If you’re in employment, for every
person you hire and make the happiest person in the world, you are
making many, many more people very unhappy by telling them they
didn’t get the job. If you have a fully developed internal promotion
process, all those people who didn’t get the new opportunity may be
thinking to themselves, “I didn’t get the job because this HR person
doesn’t like me.”

Or you may have a supervisor who is absolutely committed to ter-
minating an employee, but who, according to your progressive disci-
pline procedures, hasn’t given the employee sufficient notice to enable
him to correct the problem performance. So you have to disappoint
the supervisor. The employee may never know that you saved his
career at the last minute. But the supervisor may long remember how
you threw a monkey wrench into her plans to get rid of an undesir-
able worker. 

Or you may be in a key HR position at your town’s most impor-
tant employer. As far as the local community is concerned, you are at
least as powerful in many ways as your CEO. You have more power,
even, than the local guy who just won a multimillion-dollar lottery.
Instead of sitting on a big bag of cash, you’re sitting on a big bag of
secrets: job opportunities, growth or downsizing plans, and a number
of other details that directly influence people’s peace of mind and their
mortgage payments. That great job opening that you don’t tell your
best friend about, or that massive layoff plan that you don’t tell the
business page of your local newspaper about, can make you very
unpopular among your friends and neighbors.

All these scenarios are common in any HR career. But I think the
HR professionals who are most at risk for making enemies are not the
ones who displease and disappoint. The ones who make enemies are
the ones who underestimate the extent of their own influence and
power. But there are ways in which you can get your job done, con-
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tribute to the healthy growth of your company and community, and
maintain relationships that are built on trust and respect.

� Underpromise and overdeliver. Don’t set up false expectations.
When you say yes to everyone indiscriminately, you’re eventually
going to get the reputation of being incompetent and unreliable,
and—even worse—you’ll lose your credibility. Deliver more than you
promise to deliver, and you’ll build respect for the overall HR depart-
ment and market your own trustworthiness throughout the company.

� Go for the win/win solution. Avoid saying a flat no whenever
you can. If you can’t grant the request as it was presented to you, try
to identify the real need behind the expressed request and fill the need
instead. Go for the win/win. Perhaps a supervisor comes to you with
a request that you significantly increase her secretary’s salary. But that
increase is absolutely beyond the compensation and benefits plan for
support staff grades. Don’t just say a flat no. Find an alternative, cre-
ative solution. Can you transfer the secretary to a professional track,
so that she will be able to qualify for a higher salary range or a more
rapid rate of increase? Can you assign the secretary to a development
program that promises long-term growth and potential, as opposed to
the immediate reward of a salary increase? Can you move this person
to a supervisory or training position where he can guide and direct
other employees?

� Don’t get personal. When you discover that suddenly you’re
someone’s enemy, look back at the series of events that led up to this
strain in your relationship. You’ll probably discover that somewhere
along the way, you dropped your professional role and got personal.
When you deal with people’s livelihoods, it gets very personal for
them. You are the only professional who is experienced at keeping HR
issues businesslike. Non-HR people are amateurs at separating busi-
ness issues from their personal paycheck issues. Give them the bene-
fit of your experience and professionalism. Ultimately it will be your
cool head that serves both their interests and the company’s.

� Don’t take it personally. One of my colleagues at Southwest
taught me this one. I was sharing an experience that I considered to
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be a personal assault. She said that even though it felt personal, it was-
n’t. It was business.  I sometimes have to remind myself of that fact.
During the hiring boom of the late 1990s, we had to work harder and
harder to find employees who met our high standards and were will-
ing to work at relatively low hourly rates. No matter how much we
cranked up our efforts, the recruiting staff was producing less-than-
desirable results. Our senior team decided to be “helpful” by calling
for a complete review of our hiring processes to see if an outsider
could help us see what we were missing. You’d have to be superhu-
man not to take this personally—and the last time I checked, there
were no superhumans on my team. We were just doing a superhuman
job. So we were really offended by this implication from above that
somehow we weren’t doing everything we could do. But, as my col-
league reminded us, it was just business.

� Don’t take sides and don’t seek vengeance. We’re all human, and
there may be people inside your company who bring out your worst
impulses. Just as it’s important that you do not show favoritism, it’s
also important that you do not give in to a natural impulse to retaliate
against someone who has hurt you on the job. I’ve seen HR people go
after people with the attitude, “I’m going to get that person!” Believe
me, it never works out. Even if you win and that person quits (or is
terminated), word spreads, and you’ll never be totally trusted again.
When that happens, you might as well leave, too.

� Take a stand and do the right thing. Actually, this approach to
your work may make you enemies. If you’re taking a stand in favor of
a value or principle, some people are bound to take it very personally,
to believe that you’re taking a stand against them. That can’t be
helped. If you stand up for your values, if you stand up against truly
toxic and cruel managers, you will continue to be able to take the
most important stand of all—the stand that you take in front of the
mirror. True, you work with others. But you have to live with yourself. 

� Be your own best example. Model forgiveness and, to a reason-
able extent, forgetfulness. Build a workplace environment in which
people are expected to make mistakes, in which it’s safe to be human,
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and in which most errors are treated philosophically as learning expe-
riences that everyone will benefit from. Cut others slack, and they’ll
return the favor when you slip up. Which you will do.

Stay true to your values and use your profession to help grow a
company in which all the employees can thrive. You’ll still make ene-
mies now and then. But you can control who they are and how many
they are.
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Here it is in a nutshell: Find out what the people in your life want and
give it to them—the way they want it.

This may seem like such a basic piece of advice, and you may be
asking yourself, “Why is she taking the time, ink, and paper to
deliver such a kindergarten-level rule for getting along with people?”
It seems strange, I know, to go into this basic principle in a book for
adults, but I’ve seen too many careers crash and burn because people
didn’t mindfully build relationships (with people above them, below
them, and all around them) that worked. When people fail in a job,
it’s usually not because they don’t know something or because they
don’t do their job well. It’s because they fail to build good relation-
ships. And this failure knows no maturity, experience, or success
level. CEOs fail for this reason, and new graduates fail for this reason.
But what’s saddest for me is seeing HR people who don’t get it them-

Great Relationships Are 
More About What You 
Give Than What You Get
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selves. They should know better and should be coaching others in
this strength.

You can go to all the leadership and motivation courses in the
world, but if you don’t stop to find out what’s in the hearts of the peo-
ple you’re dealing with, you might as well ask for your tuition money
back. No other trick, no other technique, no other sure-fire method
of getting along with others will work until you have integrated that
one fundamental principle into every encounter and relationship that
you have.

What All Bosses Will Want From You, 
No Matter Who They Are
The biggest mistake many people make is assuming that the way to
get along with their boss is to do a good job. Yes, of course, you’re
expected to do a good job—well, a great job. But just as important, if
not more important, bosses want you to serve their agenda and the
agenda of the enterprise. And where you are concerned, item number
one on that agenda is to have a cooperative staffer who isn’t an opin-
ionated pain in the derriere, even if the boss is wrong. That’s where I
ran into trouble early in my career.

Fresh out of grad school (and after plenty of leadership courses),
I entered the work world fully expecting bosses to be perfect—above
all possible human flaws and infinitely wise. My first boss quickly
demonstrated how wrong I was, and I wasn’t shy about using every
instance of disagreement to try to convince him how wrong he was.
Looking back, I realize now that I learned a lot from him in our short
(and I mean short) relationship. He knew a lot about HR, and he gave
me the opportunity to learn as much as I could, or would, from him.
But our relationship was predictably brief, and I set out again on my
search for the perfect boss.

After several disappointments in a variety of companies, I found
the perfect boss at Southwest. But within my first year there, she left
the company. And she was replaced by a (gasp!) imperfect boss. Ann
Rhoades came in and immediately wanted to do things that I thought
were just plain wrong-headed for the company. And, of course, I
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thought my opinions were infallible. In my mission to do “a good
job,” I told her my opinions. Her ideas either weren’t right for the
company culture, or the company had already considered and dis-
missed them in the past. Within her first two days at the company, we
had three really big arguments. I put my head down on my desk and
sighed in despair, “I can’t believe this is happening again!”

And then I realized, “I can manage my relationship with my boss.”
Okay, I thought, if she comes in tomorrow and says, “The grass is
pink,” I’m going to agree with her. Of course, it never quite came to
that extreme, but I was prepared to go there if I had to. So I built a
new habit: Instead of saying no to her ideas right away, I would make
a serious effort to consider her suggestions and to prepare to put her
ideas into practice. And then I would return to her with some other
suggestions and say, “I tried your suggestion, but it didn’t play out as
well as we hoped. Here are some other approaches. Which one do you
think would work best for the company?”

She would choose one of the suggestions. It was what I would
have chosen anyway, but she made the choice. And she knew that she
had a supportive staffer whose mission was to be a team contributor,
not to win an argument. After I did this several times, she learned to
trust me and to realize that I could make good decisions as well. So
she quit arguing with me and started asking me for my input. The
early days of our relationship were tense, and I can only imagine how
it seemed to her to have a new direct report challenge everything she
suggested. But eventually she learned that I could be trusted to serve
her agenda and do the right thing for the company. And so she gave
me more latitude, we became friends, and we could then look back
on our doubtful beginnings and laugh about it.

Find out what your boss’s agenda is. Trust that he or she was
selected for that role because of talent that was obvious to the leaders
of the company. And if it’s not illegal or immoral or the wrong thing to
do in other ways, go along with that agenda. Your personal agenda is
not more important than your boss’s (no matter how chowder-headed
you think your boss is). Develop a great relationship, even a friend-
ship, with your boss, and you’ll be creating new opportunities for
yourself to grow and lead in the near future.

Great Relationships Are More About What You Give Than What You Get
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What All Coworkers Want, 
No Matter Who They Are
Coworkers want you to respect and understand the fact that they may
not be motivated by the same things that you are. Everyone has a
unique set of drives, ambitions, values, fears, and motivations. True,
your coworkers may want to do a great job, but the fuel that fires their
engines may very well be different from what fires yours. In fact, they
may not be as motivated as you are at any given point of their careers
or lives. But that doesn’t mean that they’re bad employees or that you
need to turn up the heat. To get what you want from your coworkers,
you must understand what they want. And if it’s not within your
power or part of your role to provide it to them, at the very least you
can respect their differences.

I ran into trouble early in my career in this area as well. I expected
all my coworkers to want the same things I did. I assumed that they
would be as passionate about what they did as I was. I thought that
they wanted to work hard, deliver results, get ahead, climb the ladder,
and achieve career success. And mostly it was true. 

But there was one coworker who simply didn’t like me. How
could that be? I was nice to her. I tried to share everything I had
learned on the job with her. (I even gave her tips on how to get along
with the boss!) I tried to save her from a few embarrassing moments.
I thought, “She should love me, right?” As I began to realize that she
wasn’t my biggest fan, I tried harder to win her over. This only made
things worse.

I finally gave up and asked my boss if he had any idea what was
wrong. He told me that I came on too strong, that I was coming off as
a “know it all” and had intimidated her. The very fact that I was so
good at my job, he said, made it difficult for her to work with me, and
therefore I shouldn’t let her know how competent I was. I was the one
who needed to change, he said, and I should back off.

My mistake was an innocent one: I assumed that she had the same
goals, the same standards, and the same work ethic that I did. In fact,
I assumed that she had the same work style that I did, and I assumed
that anything different was somehow a mistake. It didn’t cross my
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mind that she had an entirely different set of perspectives, values,
habits, and approaches to work—and that they were just as legitimate
as mine. The good news is that once I did back off, as my boss had
requested, I relaxed, and she relaxed, and our working relationship
improved significantly.

Not everyone has the same goals, hopes, dreams, work styles, and
objectives that you do. Some are working hard because they have to,
not because they’re especially passionate about their work. Some
won’t work as hard as you do. Some won’t look as if they’re working as
hard as you do. We’re all different, but that difference can get lost in
the uniform culture of a workplace environment with shared goals,
objectives, mission, values, and deliverables. The best coworkers are
those who have skills that are different from ours. We must learn to
appreciate opposite personalities. If you’re a big-picture-oriented
extrovert, it’s vital that you see the important contributions of the
introvert with a deeply analytical mind and perhaps plodding meth-
ods. The critical personality with a negative streak might be the first
to discover that multimillion-dollar flaw in the otherwise promising
business plan. The creative genius might take forever turning in the
budget, but once those funds are allocated, the innovations she creates
with the money may carry the company forward into a new era. A
team with diverse talents is a strong team, and a team of clones is
weak. 

It’s nice to have bosses and coworkers who like you and think
you’re a terrific person. But it’s essential to have bosses and coworkers
who trust you with their most cherished values and motivations.
When they know that their dreams and fears are safe with you (as
yours are with them), the work will take care of itself.

Great Relationships Are More About What You Give Than What You Get
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These days it’s all the rage in HR to talk about finally achieving that
“seat at the table.” I haven’t been to an HR conference or read a book
on the future of the profession in the past decade that didn’t include a
reference to the idea that a true HR leader must actively seek out a
more strategic role. It’s commonly accepted wisdom that if HR is pre-
sent at the table, then HR has truly arrived in the power circles of a
company. Or, more important, it means that an enlightened organiza-
tion has realized that the success of the business is dependent not only
on financial or operational performance, but also on the human ele-
ment of the business. 

While we’re all so fluent in talking about that seat at the table,
most of us really don’t have a solid idea of what the table is or what to
do once we get there. I know I didn’t. And without the benefit of a lit-
tle additional understanding, I stubbed my toe, got my feelings hurt,
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and had to invest some extra time and energy in achieving the respect
and stature that I thought automatically came with the territory.

When I first campaigned for and eventually was granted that seat
at the table, I thought I was “in.” I was surprised to find that the group
wasn’t at all accepting of me at first. Just because I was there didn’t
mean that I had earned the seat. 

I blew it at the very first meeting. As painful as the memory still is,
I would like to share my story, hoping that it may keep others from
stepping into the same trap. Before the first meeting of the year—my
first meeting—our chairman sent us a memo outlining our agenda.
We were going to spend the day brainstorming strategic issues. How
should we grow? Should we acquire? Should we consider new mar-
kets? Should we change our niche? Were different strategies needed?
What factors would impede our growth? What were our customer
service issues? Could we attract the talent we needed in order to
grow? Where would we find the leaders we needed? What might the
government do that would jeopardize our business in the future?
What other external factors might come up? 

Wow . . . I had hit the big time! I had gotten where I was because
I was a person who could bring about change, who had an opinion,
who wasn’t afraid to take risks, who challenged traditional thinking,
who had innovative ideas, who could anticipate the future. I falsely
assumed that this was why I was invited to the table. Yet, in fact, I felt
unprepared to answer many of the questions the chairman posed. I
hadn’t researched new market possibilities. I didn’t know whether a
change in strategy or operational procedures or new equipment made
financial sense. But I did feel that I could make an impact on the talent
and leadership issues. And so, I reasoned, that was where I would
contribute real substance, real value. So in the few days I had before
the meeting, I read books and articles about future trends in my
industry and HR. I made a list of provocative ideas that I could inter-
ject into the discussion. I was determined not to sit there with my
mouth shut. I was going to make an impact at my first meeting. I had
to add something that wouldn’t be there if HR weren’t at the table.

I arrived, ready to be a player. My first mistake was that I sat in the
wrong chair. I didn’t know that the CFO always sat at the left hand of
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the CEO. I thought the CEO would sit at the head of the table, not the
middle. I got the evil eye from several teammates before the meeting
even started. Every other meeting I had had with these folks, my
friends, had been lighthearted and fun; joking was allowed. But with
this same group in this different setting, the rules were different. I
cracked a joke, and no one laughed. Uh-oh. This meeting was seri-
ous. As the discussion began, I looked for my opportunity. Where
could I make a pertinent point? Finally, I found a chance to jump in.
I don’t remember what I said, but I do remember the utter silence, the
stares, the icy cold feeling. No talking allowed from the new kid! That’s
what it felt like. It was the longest day of my life. I knew I had blown
it, but I didn’t know why. 

After the meeting, I met with several people who had been at the
meeting and asked what the rules were. I was utterly mystified. I had
been at this company for eleven years. I knew these people. How
could I have gotten it so badly wrong so soon? This was the same
room, the same table, the same group who had welcomed me as a
guest presenter for years. But, ironically, now that I was one of them,
I was less one of them than I had been before. Finally, I came to under-
stand what my presence meant to them.

First of all, HR had never been at that level before, so my whole
function was on a sort of probation, not just me. Second, I wrongly
assumed that since I had been invited to be a member of this elite
strategic committee, I was also invited to participate immediately at
an equal level with those who had been there for ten years. I thought
that I had to make my mark right away, at the first meeting. I
thought I must speak, contribute, advise, and even drive the discus-
sion whenever I thought it was appropriate—even when the discus-
sion had nothing to do with HR. I assumed that everyone thought I
belonged at the table. But in fact, several folks didn’t feel that HR
had a place on the executive committee at all. I wasn’t welcome, and
I felt it.

To make matters worse, at the second meeting, I was slated to dis-
cuss an issue that I considered to be very important—the issue of
domestic partner benefits. Now this is a topic that many people have
difficulty discussing in their living rooms, let alone when it is thrown

Lessons Learned from the School of Hard Knocks

34



in their faces in an exclusive meeting by the most junior person in the
boardroom. And, while I could definitely see the ways in which such
a program would add value to the business, those who didn’t want to
discuss it at all were the last to be open to hearing about how domes-
tic partner benefits would advance overall corporate objectives. I was
shot down unceremoniously on my first attempt (but months later
succeeded in implementing a very successful program). 

That was the very unpromising beginning to my career at the
long-coveted table. I should have waited long enough to learn the
conventions of this group and to be accepted before digging in on
such a controversial issue. And I asked myself many times afterward
whether I would have been better off just coming to the table now and
then as an invited guest. At least in those circumstances, I had known
that I was officially on the program, and that they truly wanted to
know what I had to say.

In their book What Every Successful Woman Knows, authors Janice
Reals Ellig and William J. Morin point out that every company is a
composite of different cultures at different levels of the organization.
By the time you make it to the proverbial table, there is only one cul-
ture—the one defined by the chairman of the board. When you get to
this level, everything you do is visible, and the acceptance of behavior
that is different from the established norms is virtually nonexistent.
Newcomers to boards often fail to adapt to the senior management
culture. They get to the table by exhibiting skills as change agents and
by standing out. But in this new group, they must first fit in and gain
personal credibility, and then maybe they will have a chance of dri-
ving the agenda of the enterprise. 

Do You Really Want the Headache?
Over the years, I’ve heard many HR people say that they will take a
new HR job only if there is a place for HR on the executive committee
or if they report directly to the chairman or CEO. But I never hear
people say what they’re going to do once they achieve that promi-
nence. It’s like all those young women who focus so much on the
wedding that they don’t have a clue to what marriage is all about. And
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as with marriage, there are good aspects to the relationship, and there
are bad aspects. 

Let’s start with the good aspects.

� You’re there when all the important business and strategic deci-
sions are made, and even some that aren’t so strategic. Witness-
ing the discussion and the thought process that goes into each
decision gives you a greater understanding of the company’s
values and what is important to each leader. You know what
the HR issues will be as a result of strategic decisions. That
experience is often more valuable than just knowing the end
result: the decision itself. 

� You will have the chance to address the HR and people ramifi-
cations of a decision before the decision is solidified. You can
create a better, custom HR agenda that will support not only
the decision but also the underlying business and financial pri-
orities of the executive team. 

� Likewise, you can protect the spirit of your company’s HR phi-
losophy if the business decision somehow conflicts with it.

� You can demonstrate the true value of HR to the corporation.
You have the chance to develop wonderful working relation-
ships with powerful corporate leaders, find out what their HR
issues are, and then create excellent strategies to help them deal
with those issues.

� You can help create the company’s future by influencing its
development decisions early.

� You will have the opportunity to learn the entire business. A
seat at the table is like an MBA practicum. You’re there when all
the major issues from all the departments are discussed.

These are the negatives:

� You’ll be frustrated at a much higher level than you ever were
before. The stakes are higher, and people who may be your
antagonists will be more deeply invested in their points of view.
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� You will be spending more time on work matters. In general,
work at this level is far more time-consuming, and there will
be more committee assignments that go with this appointment.

� Your personal career and job security will be more exposed.
You will be bringing up issues that no one wants to talk about.
You will disturb the equilibrium now and then. And you may
wear out your welcome.

� Your own mistakes will be much more visible. You’ll be exposed
to criticism.

� The stakes will be high for you as well. You will be forced to
take a stand now and then. You may end up disagreeing with a
given course of action. Right or wrong, you must be ready to
take the heat—and a hit—now and then.

So how do you know whether you’re ready for this exposure and
responsibility? If you can answer yes to these questions, you are ready
to give it a try:

� Can I hide my hurt feelings? (Other advice books may tell you
you’re ready when your feelings no longer get hurt. Who are
they kidding?)

� Can I deal with conflict?

� Can I take on tough issues bravely without backing down?

� Am I able to make good business arguments in favor of or
against certain proposed actions? 

� Can I find good, diplomatic solutions to conflicts? Am I cre-
ative in finding ways in which more people can get what they
want?

� Have I stopped looking up to my executive team? Do I believe
that I have the right to be there without feeling that I’m an
impostor on borrowed time? Am I ready to adapt my style to
the culture of the new group? Am I patient enough to make the
effort to fit into the group and gain credibility?
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If you have answered no to some of those questions, don’t feel
bad. This doesn’t mean that you’ve failed or that you’ve fallen short of
some ideal measure. The important thing is to be where you can best
deliver to your customer. And very often you may have an advantage
if you make focused presentations to the executive team several times
a year as a specifically invited expert. Quit worrying about whether
you’re there every time, or whether you report to the most powerful
person. Set your sights on getting invited frequently and on being
heard. That’s where your power will lie.
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So you’ve finally been invited to join the executive committee! And
you’re ready for the challenge! Congratulations! So now what do you
do? As we saw in the last chapter, the last thing you want to do is to
start flapping your yap and alienating your new teammates with ill-
advised comments and suggestions. Please, oh please, don’t bring the
language of HR to the table. You need to adapt, earn trust, gain credi-
bility, and make a real difference for the business. Unless you have the
great good luck of joining a newly formed executive team as one of
the original members, you will be entering an already established
group—a group that has its own shared memories, routines, patterns,
and even an unwritten pecking order. It is very much like a newly
adopted child entering an already established family. And, as with an
already established family, there may be a few members who aren’t all
that wild about your presence there. There are so many subterranean
dynamics that go on in any group—let alone in a group of powerful,
ambitious superachievers, like an executive committee. It’s easy to

. . . And Have a Seat
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take the wrong steps if you take on too much too quickly. The smart
new arrival knows to hang back just a little, watch the dynamics, and
start recruiting allies one by one behind the scenes.

Find a trusted confidante, a mentor who knows the ropes and is
supportive and positive so that you have someone to run things by
before taking them to the table. Ask that person the important ques-
tions that will most likely support your successful acceptance into the
team: What are the most pressing issues that the team is dealing with
right now? How does the team expect me to contribute? What should
be my immediate agenda? Who is making an impact? Who seems to
engender the confidence and respect of the group? Learn from those
leaders.

Look for something that you can safely achieve right away. Try to
accomplish a couple of quick wins as soon as possible—wins that
benefit everyone, where no one is the loser. Find a process that you
can fix, and then fix it. Take on a small assignment or task, and bring
it to closure successfully. That halo effect will buy you a little extra
time at the beginning, so that you can then sit back and take the time
to learn the things you need to know and to establish deeper relation-
ships in order to further your longer-term goal of being accepted and
trusted as an effective, respected business partner at the table.

Know your place. Understand what you should talk about. Under-
stand when to keep quiet. Focus on business objectives rather than
HR programming. Create your own agenda of HR issues that are
related to important business trends and report on them regularly. If
you can address issues related to the talent that will be needed if the
organization is to gain a sustainable competitive advantage, and show
the results, you will get your share of the discussion and add value:
attraction and retention of high performers, filling hard-to-hire jobs,
the efficacy of your compensation program, building leadership bench
strength, and creating a workplace that energizes and retains the best
talent. But don’t interfere with topics that don’t affect—or are not
affected by—human resources. This is your time to sit and learn.

Learn how to best communicate to the group. You will quickly see
what method works best—a PowerPoint presentation, being able to
illustrate a concept on the white board, or telling a good story to illus-
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trate your point. I have seen many people blow it by providing too
much information. And some by not providing enough.

Develop and enjoy your internal role in the group. No matter what
your level in the company is, to the executive team you are always the
HR generalist. Even though you may have devoted your entire career
to getting out of the generalist role, this is an opportunity to relish.
You’ll be the most senior HR strategic partner for this group. Work
one-on-one with each member to help develop the leadership teams,
address people issues, and drive the agenda. This will foster the team’s
understanding of both the basics and the more advanced concepts of
HR as they pertain to the company and its future. This is a great
opportunity for you to keep honing your own HR expertise and to set
the example for your team members.

Likewise, as you get more comfortable in the group, it will be your
responsibility to make sure that the team is a high-performing one. 

Take the lead in creating team development and conflict resolution
opportunities for this group. Help to establish the rules of engagement.
Just as the company as a whole is looking to HR to make sure its
employees are equipped to meet their objectives on the job, it is your
job as the team HR leader to make sure that the other team members
have what they need in order to achieve their objectives.

What we do with our position at the table, when we have the
chance, can make a real difference in the success of our organization
and the lives of our people. That’s what really matters. You can be a
source of energy and help the top team achieve higher levels than
would otherwise have been possible. You can help the top team aban-
don old styles of thinking and break through to new levels of perfor-
mance and understanding. Being part of a high-performance team is
truly one of the most rewarding experiences any business or HR
leader can have. This kind of team can engage the workforce so that it
focuses on clear strategies and delivers results. And this kind of team
can create and drive a culture in which people bring their passion and
their best talents to work. It can achieve extraordinary performance
and growth. It can create a one-of-a-kind sustainable competitive
advantage that no one can duplicate. It can create stellar financial per-
formance. It can create business legend.
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When most people meet me, they very quickly assume they have my
number. And for the most part they’re right. I’ve never been one of
those inscrutable, dominating executives who win through intimida-
tion and through keeping information to myself. I’m pretty much out
there. There is usually a smile on my face. (Why not? I love my
work.) I’m genuinely glad to see most people I know through work,
and I thrive in environments in which I can greet people with a hug
rather than a handshake. I crave the human connection of business,
and HR has given me a great platform from which I can help people
build their lives while they build the company. In my experience,
there’s a lot of “feel good” potential about this calling of HR.

But people who think they’ve sized me up as a pushover or think
that I don’t understand the hard realities of business are in for a big
surprise. And probably not a very pleasant one, either, if those people
are on the losing end of going mano a mano with me in a business-
related face-off. Being a from-the-heart HR professional doesn’t mean
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being a doormat HR professional. You’re not doing anyone a favor by
giving in, compromising your principles, or compromising your com-
pany’s potential in the name of protecting feelings or enabling people
to stay in jobs that are clearly a poor fit for them.

The right thing to do isn’t always the nice thing to do. To be suc-
cessful in any area of business, and especially in HR, you have to make
a lot of tough decisions. We make choices every day that affect peo-
ple’s livelihoods and the well-being of their families. We never want to
fire people. We never want to close down entire plants or operating
divisions. But we partner with management in these efforts and often
implement these decisions. We want to promote people. We certainly
want to be good HR citizens in our communities. If we could some-
how manufacture or clone new talent instead of stealing it from our
colleagues in the company down the block, we would. To many
gifted, heart-felt HR professionals who clearly see the human aspect of
the business story, corporate competition—especially when we win at
someone else’s expense—feels so . . . well, so dog-eat-dog. 

Here’s another way to look at it. Corporate competition is a sport
of volunteers, not a trap for victims. Yes, there are rules to this sport.
And, yes, your objective is to win, but not at the expense of your self-
respect and personal code of morals and ethics. And, yes, every now
and then you’ll encounter cheaters: players who have their own ideas
of what the rules are; people who grab the trophy away from the right-
ful winners. But what sport doesn’t have those? As the HR leader, you
are absolutely mandated to be as aggressive a competitor as any other
player on the team. But you are also the coach: You’re responsible for
the training and development of the entire team, and for cultivating a
winning spirit. Everyone is prohibited from violating the rules of the
competition—the coach even more so.

Even in this era, where it’s an exciting and creative challenge to
try to arrive at win/win scenarios, in a truly competitive environment
there are many losers when someone wins. Of the thousands of peo-
ple who apply for a job (or of the many who competed with you for
your job, for that matter), only one person can actually get the job.
What about everyone else? They lost. When you’re trying to recruit a
true star in your field, you’re competing with other employers for that
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great talent. If you’re able to create a compelling package that prevails,
great. You win. If you can’t, sorry, you lose. 

We live and work in a competitive environment every day. And in
most everyday situations (especially the ones in which we don’t actu-
ally know our competitors personally), we can live with the game. It
gets really hard, though, when there’s a personal element thrown in.
Or when you just can’t reconcile yourself to the competitive realities
of the free-enterprise system.

Yes, it is about winning. But it’s not about winning at all costs.
Over the years I’ve met more than a few HR leaders who were origi-
nally attracted to the field because they really cared about people, but
then had to figure out how to cultivate enough clout and competi-
tiveness to gain the power they thought they needed in order to be
effective—and to be respected by the senior team. Suddenly they felt
they were at choice points, where they had to choose between what
was right and what was strategically expedient. For a variety of rea-
sons—ambition, laziness, or a misguided impression that in order to
be successful in the corporate setting, they had to behave like rep-
tiles—they began choosing the strategically expedient. And, as with
many other slippery slides of life, once you make that first expedient
choice, it gets easier and easier to make the next ones. The harder it is
for you to recognize that being a compassionate, humanistic HR
leader is good competition, the more at risk you are of choosing one
extreme over the other. And neither extreme serves either your career
or your company well.

If this is a problem for you, you’re not alone. It’s one of the main
reasons why HR isn’t given the respect it deserves throughout the cor-
porate world. Here are some basic principles to think about as you
consider your own capacity for playing to win.

� Competition is a good thing. It promotes improvement and
development of your industry’s products and services. It sharp-
ens skills and improves processes. It motivates. It’s the breeding
ground for change and progress.

� There’s room for only one Number One. Except for the Avis
rental car company (“We try harder”), I can’t think of any com-
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petitor that has gotten any mileage out of coming in second. In
order to grab that Number One spot, you’re going to have to
knock whoever already has that spot off the perch.

� Competition isn’t about hurting anyone, it’s about capitalizing
on your differentiation. Few people, unless they’re sadistic, rel-
ish causing pain. So if you think of the end result of competi-
tiveness as a painful thing, no wonder you aren’t motivated to
play the game. Capture the loyalty of your customers (both
external and internal) through differentiation: What do you
offer? How is it different from and/or better than the other
choices in the marketplace? How are your customers going to
connect emotionally with what your company stands for, as
opposed to their other choices?

� To be the true winner, you can’t play just for the sake of winning.
If you play to win at all costs, your organization will lose that
feeling of heart and soul and passion. Even in sports, the teams
that win the most know that winning requires more than speed,
power, and accuracy. In pregame pep talks, you don’t hear
coaches rave on about the number of pounds the players can
lift. They celebrate the team’s vision and mission, and the legacy
that the team is about to express and create. From-the-heart HR
must create a from-the-heart passion to win.

It’s Okay to Steal. And It’s Mandatory to Share 
One challenge connected with being in HR is the fact that you know
your competitors personally. You encounter them at SHRM chapter
meetings. You serve on committees with them. You give one another
career advice. You catch one another’s eye across big circular tables and
gesture for the cream pitcher during an interminable lecture on god-
knows-what-all. How can you snatch their best talent right out from
under them and be able to sleep at night? You can because you must.
And you might as well, because they’re doing the same thing to you. 

While I certainly wouldn’t conduct an all-out raid on an organiza-
tion, I have no problem asking new hires and other employees who
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else they know who matches my recruiting needs at the moment. That
means that as new hires give their two weeks’ notice at their current
employer, the word is getting around that there may be more oppor-
tunities at my company to apply for. So after one new hire, a couple of
others from the same company (maybe even the same department)
might follow quickly. Do I sleep well at night? You betcha!

Do I like it when other companies do the same to me? Hell, no!
But, free enterprise is free enterprise. Only once did I really take
offense when this tactic was used against my organization. One of my
HR counterparts in another company routinely targeted and siphoned
off my best talent. It began to get seriously annoying. So I wrote her a
letter asking her to knock it off. She didn’t.

She also had a to-the-death philosophy about competition. A few
years later, her company was folding. A lot of great talent was going to
be hitting the bricks, looking for new work. I contacted her again and
offered to hold a special job fair for her employees. Of course, I had a
lot to gain from the offer: I could cherry-pick the best of the best (I
knew better than anyone else, obviously, what kind of talent was
going to be available very soon). So her employees (and by extension,
one would think, she herself) would have gained from the opportuni-
ties my company would be able to offer them. She turned me down.
She was too competitive to give up the fight, even though the fight
was over.

Every company in the world is a study in effective competitive-
ness. Either it’s the leader or it’s figuring out ways to hone its prac-
tices, products, and processes in order to gain market position. In the
HR function, perhaps your most valuable competitive edge is that
you’re the only HR player who truly embraces the great game of com-
petitiveness. When you do that, you’re contributing profound value
to the company. By helping to improve your company’s standing,
you’re creating opportunities, openings, and stability in your commu-
nity and industry. Think of all the ways in which that personally ben-
efits the people who are connected with you.

That’s about as compassionate as you can get.
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By the time I finally entered my professional career years, I was
unusually well educated for the HR field and for a young woman in
the mid-1970s. And I knew it. I knew going in that the more educa-
tion I had, the lower my barriers to entry would be in a world that
was still uneasy about having women in business. So instead of
jumping into my working life right after my undergraduate years, I
invested more time to get an MBA from the University of North
Texas, with a special emphasis on HR (called personnel administra-
tion at the time) and industrial relations. That MBA, I knew, would
give me a competitive edge against all the nameless, faceless appli-
cants I would be competing with for jobs—at least in my early
years—and I would avoid the dreaded question that plagued most
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women trying to break into the job market in those days, “How fast
can you type?”

So it was relatively quick and easy for me to land a position as a
personnel administrator at National Sharedata. But the true value of
my “book learnin’” became very clear to me on my first day. I didn’t
know how to use the photocopier.

So I did what anyone would do: I found the first friendly (and
female) face and asked her to show me how to use it. And she did,
but not without making a disparaging—but to the point—observation
about my fancy education. I found out not too much later that she
had been one of my nameless and faceless competitors for this job.
Despite her inside track and real-life experience (not to mention
knowing all the players and how to use the office equipment), I had
prevailed because of my education. And yet I needed her help to do
my job.

That was my intensive introduction to HR in a nutshell: A formal
academic education may get you the job, but your people skills will be
what helps you do the job. And keep the job.

HR professionals routinely draw a lot of fire about our prepara-
tion to be experts in a complex field. Go to any major conference and
you will hear at least one academic or consultant criticize us for our
assumed lack of rigor and knowledge of the ways of business. The
scholars throw arcane polysyllabic vocabulary words at us as proof
positive that we’re utterly unprepared to lead the people function at
our companies. A few consultants have chosen to make a name for
themselves by haranguing us about our utter lack of imagination and
creative leadership abilities. Even our leaders inside the profession
have complained publicly and repeatedly about the shamefully low
barriers to entry into the profession. So there’s much criticism to
dodge from all sides. 

After more than twenty-five years in the HR world, this is what
I’ve observed: There are many very legitimate doors into the HR pro-
fession. It’s what you do with your time, energy, and passion for the
field in the years you’re in it that really counts. How you work your
way through the complex field, what kinds of relationships you build
as you go along, what kinds of results you deliver, how you help oth-
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ers, and how you influence the growing field—those are the things
that really matter. If you ask HR people who have made it to the top
role, they’ll tell you that they did it through the relationships they
built, the results they delivered, and the people they helped become
more successful along the way. They’ve completed innovative projects,
creating solutions to challenges that went far beyond the cookie-
cutter approaches that everyone else had been using. 

All the academic training in the world won’t make you more
inclined to approach HR in these ways if you don’t have that creative,
innovative personality to begin with. But, on the other hand, these
successful HR careerists know that no matter how stellar their day-to-
day work is, their true potential and promise depend on their passion
for continuous learning.

Methods of Continuous Learning
Continuous learning is available to all of us in a variety of ways and at
a variety of costs.

Independent Reading 
No matter what the level at which you enter the HR profession
(whether you’re fresh out of school or a senior executive assigned to
HR from a different management function), independent reading is a
core element of your ongoing learning. You already know this, because
you’re reading this book. Independent reading will also help you pri-
vately fill your knowledge gaps. No one else will have to know what
aspects of HR you feel weak in (or passionate about). And if you’re
entering the field without any basic foundation in the principles of HR
at all, this is a great way to familiarize yourself with the classic theories
upon which the entire profession is built. (See the recommended read-
ing list.) Where newly arrived HR people go wrong is that they take
action or make decisions intuitively because something “feels right” or
“makes sense,” but they don’t have any knowledge to support their
judgment. That knowledge is vital for double-checking the validity of
decisions, and then for providing legitimizing data that will help you
market your recommendations to other decision makers.
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Independent reading is also available online through sites such as
SHRM.org and HR.com. And you would benefit from reading HR
Magazine, HR Executive, Fortune, Fast Company, and a few other lead-
ing general business publications every month. Don’t forget to include
in your reading list the top, most comprehensive publication serving
your company’s industry. It’s just as important for you to understand
your business as it is to stay current with your profession.

Professional Meetings 
You can soak up a lot of knowledge by going to meetings that are
offered either free or at low cost. Many consulting firms and law firms
offer free seminars and monthly breakfasts as a way to develop their
clientele. They bring in guest speakers or staffers who are content
experts to deliver substantive knowledge to the people who are
invited. For them it’s a marketing method, so the content is bound to
be great. For you it’s an ongoing learning opportunity (not to men-
tion a great networking venue). 

Of course, SHRM membership (both local and national) is essen-
tial for staying current with HR and with your colleagues. SHRM has
intentionally kept its membership dues low, so that they are afford-
able for almost everyone who is committed to advancing in an HR
career—even those whose companies won’t pay for their membership.

Certification Programs 
Many people go for certifications for the wrong reasons. They collect
them like merit badges. They want the accomplishments to put on
their résumé, but they’re not necessarily seeking the knowledge itself.
Or they think that certification is the magic key that will unlock the
otherwise sealed door to professional legitimacy. I’ve met more than a
few certification snobs who will tell you that unless you’re certified in
HR, you can’t really consider yourself an HR person. To be honest, I
do feel that way about certain kinds of certifications. I would want to
know that my pilot or my heart surgeon has the necessary certifica-
tions. But let’s have just a little perspective here about the real value of
certification in HR. The reason to pursue certifications in HR is your
passion to pursue excellence in your field. But certification is not the
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only avenue to excellence, and it’s a mistake to think that you’re in
some way inferior if you don’t have PHR, SPHR, CCP, or CEBS by
your name. 

Likewise, when you’re interviewing candidates, it’s a real mistake
to overlook enthusiastic, talented people who are applying for a job in
your department simply because they’re not certified. On the other
hand, if I were considering an applicant who didn’t have the right aca-
demic degree, but did have the appropriate certification, I would
assume that the person had taken the initiative to learn about the field
on his or her own in order to get the knowledge necessary to do the
job. The fact that the candidate is certified demonstrates that he or
she is taking ongoing, independent initiative to grow professionally.
Candidates who have certifications have been spending their personal
time—and often their personal money—seeking out this credential.
That alone means a great deal.

Frankly, certification is also essential if you hope to take on a lead-
ership role within SHRM. Most associations, in fact, take their certifi-
cation process very seriously. And many won’t even consider you for
anything beyond entry-level volunteer jobs unless you have that cre-
dential. Thus, the career-building opportunities that participating in
volunteer leadership present to you make that extra effort well worth
your while.

Your Coworkers 
Assuming that your company is committed to excellence in recruiting
(it is, isn’t it?), you have a wealth of experts right down the hall from
you. The HR function has embedded in it almost every other function
of an enterprise: marketing, public relations, legal, supply-chain man-
agement, research and development, even manufacturing. All your in-
house experts can help you understand the sophisticated concepts
and theories that inform what they do. And then you can use that
insight to make the HR department all the stronger. I once had a men-
tor and boss with a marketing background, for instance, who taught
me a great deal about how to sell what HR was doing to the senior
leadership. I’m also indebted to another boss, who taught me about
customer service. Her passion for customer service, both internally
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and externally, has changed the way I think about HR as a customer
service organization for the rest of my career.

This group of experts also includes the people who work for you.
This logic is easiest to understand when you hire, say, an expert com-
pensation analyst to strengthen that area of your department. Just
think how much all the generalists, including you, will learn from that
person. All your coworkers can learn from one another. We all have
knowledge, creativity, and expertise to bring to the conversation. Just
as every organization should be a learning organization, make it also a
teaching organization.

As a profession, and in our openness to receive feedback and even
criticism of our abilities, we’ve been too tolerant of pushy, arrogant,
so-called experts telling us as a group that we don’t know enough to
be taken seriously. It’s good to be receptive to suggestions on how we
can grow our careers and our shared profession, and it’s important to
be conversant with the basic body of HR knowledge, as well as the
academic research that is available. But it’s also important that we be
proud of what we know, who we are, and how we’re growing.

Most of us who are really serious about cultivating a solid career
in HR know our stuff—at least, we know what we don’t know and we
know how to go about learning it. As a result, I’d love to see a collec-
tive rejection of the criticism that’s heaped on us during conferences
and other thought-leader gatherings. 

It’s not smart to call HR stupid.

No Fear: Credibility and Confidence

52



This is the part that always annoys management consultants—espe-
cially consultants who specialize in HR. At Southwest we confounded
the experts. We did just about everything “wrong,” but we still had
the best performance records (on-time, customer service, baggage
handling, financial) of any of the airlines. We were consistently on
Fortune’s Best Companies to Work For list, but somehow most of the
trends and the fashionable HR initiatives completely eluded us. Our
secret: Hire great people with great attitudes; give them a chance to
succeed, grow, and build their personal future within the company;
give them a unifying mission; and build a corporate culture based on
integrity and respect. Period.

Once you’ve done that, you can start breaking all the so-called
rules from the so-called experts. And you can confound their
attempts to trivialize your genuine, from-the-heart corporate philos-
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ophy by condensing it into handy-dandy management tips and 
techniques.

Because of its performance records, Southwest had become a
media and business darling. Both Harvard and Stanford did business
cases on the company. Dozens of professors and management con-
sultants from all over the country would come to see us, and they
would sit down and ask many questions. Over and over again they
would use the same tiresome buzzwords: TQM, reengineering, six
sigma, flex hours, family-friendly—all those textbook things that had
lost their meaning from overuse. No, no, no, we’d answer again and
again. We didn’t have those things that everyone said we were sup-
posed to have.

They would also try to draw up some models for success. Our
answer: We just hire good people. We provide a culture in which
they’re encouraged and motivated to continue to be good. We give
them good training for their jobs, and then more good training to help
them get promoted. We offer them steady career growth. And they
like working here. And so they stay with us.

And they’d stare at us, saying, “You have to be doing this, you have
to be following that model.” We’d just shrug our shoulders. But they’d
still end up writing the case studies, complete with graphs, diagrams,
and models. Somehow they managed to make something that is very
simple and authentic into something very complicated.

A few years ago I was asked to speak at the Institute of Manage-
ment Consultants (IMC) annual meeting on what Southwest looks for
when we use consultants. It was to be a relatively short and simple
speech. I wrote the speech to be brutally honest with the audience:
Southwest rarely uses consultants. Southwest uses consultants when
(1) it doesn’t have the necessary talent in house, (2) a project is so
short-term that it doesn’t make sense to hire permanent staff to fill the
need, or (3) the company wants someone to teach it something and
then go away once the staff has learned the desired skill, technique, or
process. When I work with consultants, I don’t want some high-
handed expert coming in and telling me what to do. I want a collabo-
rator, someone who can help us sort through our many, many ideas
and select and implement the most valuable ones.
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I don’t want to work with someone who compares us with the
other organizations in our industry and then recommends cookie-cut-
ter approaches to diagnosed problems that may or may not exist in
our company. I want someone who takes the time to understand what
has made us successful and will work with us to bring about new
breakthrough thinking. Someone who will help us find unique
answers to our business issues. 

I told the group that we wanted our consultants to be part of the
team. We look for the same good attitude, work ethic, and culture
match that we look for in our staff members. If consultants come in
with their own agenda, they won’t work with us for long. Similarly,
we’ve worked with some consultants who were so much a part of our
team that they came to our parties and even worked booths at our
fund-raising events.

I have had wonderful experiences with consultants over the years.
Some have helped me create unique HR initiatives tied to the business
agenda. The best example of that was a large HR consulting firm that
helped us formulate strategy for—and later implement—our internal
branding initiative. I have also had nightmare experiences with con-
sultants. We once hired an ergonomics consultant to evaluate the
safety of our workstations. He recommended a new chair for all of our
reservations agents. Luckily, before we bought thousands of expensive
chairs, we found out that his family owned the chair manufacturing
company. I also worked with a benefits consulting firm that recom-
mended a plan design that made sense, but the catch was that the only
administrative system that could keep track of the benefits was the
system that this firm offered to its clients.

Consulting firms charge very high fees. As a rule of thumb,
before I would consider using any consulting firm, I would need to
be convinced that the benefits of the consulting relationship would
outweigh the costs associated with the project. Will there be a cost
savings or greater productivity? What will be the value added from
the relationship?

As you can imagine, my comments were a shock to the IMC audi-
ence. The curmudgeons in the group said, “You can’t talk to us this
way! Don’t you know who your audience is? Some of the behavior
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you described is forbidden by our code of ethics. Our members would
never take advantage of client relationships.” But the editor of the
association newspaper asked to reprint it, and I hear it’s still being
used today by many consultants who want to understand what it
really takes to work with a world-class client.

Consultants are good. Consultants are valuable. Consultants can
bring in needed expertise just in time. But consultants aren’t employ-
ees. Nor do they possess godlike wisdom. Think of consultants as saf-
fron: The good ones are rare and very expensive. And a little goes a
long way. Use them sparingly, at the right place and the right time. If
you’re looking for new and creative ideas, you’ll be much better off
brainstorming among your own group and hiring a consultant to
facilitate.

Your best experts are the ones right down the hall.
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This chapter is going to annoy the lawyers. But some things just have
to be said, the most important of which is this: Never think for a
moment that your corporate attorneys have HR interests foremost in
their minds when they give opinions and advice. Your job is to take
care of HR. Their job is to try to keep the company out of court and its
leaders out of jail. And sometimes your job and their job will conflict.
If the stakes are high enough—or important enough—battling it out
in a courtroom wouldn’t necessarily be the worst thing in the world.

But it rarely comes to that. Usually it’s just small stuff. The “safe”
approach here. The “wise” approach there. Prudence rules. But HR
and your people may suffer the consequences if HR always takes the
safe approach and doesn’t take a risk and make a stand for what’s right
now and then. Doing the right thing for your employees is often more
important than protecting the company against some vague potential
for trouble.

In late 2001, when anthrax was frightening mailroom workers
around the country, I happened to hear a lawyer advising a group of
Bay Area HR executives. Their top concern of the evening was their
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legal exposure in the face of terrorism. And rightly so. One of the
executives said that he worked in a manufacturing facility that wasn’t
highly visible the way the media companies that had been hit with
anthrax were. Therefore, he felt it was highly unlikely that his com-
pany would be a target for terrorism. But that day his mailroom clerks
had asked if they could have latex gloves and masks to handle the
mail. The low point of the presentation was when this attorney flatly
and authoritatively said, “You don’t have to give mailroom employees
latex gloves just because they think they want them. There’s no law
that requires you to do this.”

He may have been legally correct (although I do believe that
employees have the legal right to feel safe and secure in their work-
place). But he was answering the wrong question. The HR audience
member had asked him whether or not to give out latex gloves to
employees. The spirit behind the question was: “What steps can we
take to take care of our employees legally and morally? And, if we give
them the gloves, are we setting ourselves up if, God forbid, something
really happened?” He wanted to protect his employer and his employ-
ees at the same time. The question the attorney was really answering
was, “How do we keep ourselves from getting sued?”

This piece of advice was meant to be reassuring to the gathering.
But the result may have been that all these people went back to work
the next day and said to their petrified mailroom staff, “Sorry, no can
do. Lawyer says no.”

How much does a box of latex gloves cost? Whatever the price is
in your neighborhood, it’s a bargain compared with the price you pay
when you lose the loyalty and respect of your employees, who want to
work for a company that values their well-being—especially while on
the job.

A few days later, working closely with our administrative manager,
I visited our mailroom. We supplied our people with protective gear
and a Plexiglas and rubber-gloved box for opening suspicious mail. We
added a small premium to their hourly rate as hazardous duty pay
because overnight their jobs had become different, more complex, and
more difficult. It was a small cost for Yahoo!, but it meant a great deal
to these employees. And it was the right thing to do.
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HR is bound on all sides by rules and laws. And, yes, you certainly
need to be regarded by the leadership as a trusted partner in keeping
the company on the right side of legalities. However, I would like to
add this: Break as many rules as you can. As long as your plans don’t
violate employment or labor laws, SEC or FDA rulings, or any other
legal restrictions, bend and break the rules wherever you feel that a
fundamental HR value or principle is at stake. If your HR principle is
to make sure that your employees can feel reasonably secure while
they’re handling miscellaneous envelopes, buy the box of latex gloves,
already!

Develop the habit of questioning authority of all kinds. And you
might as well start with your employment lawyers. Remember, their
job is to protect you from lawsuits, not to support you while you cre-
ate a dynamic, alive HR function. There will always be people who
will tell you that you can’t or shouldn’t do something. If you’re not
equipped with a prestigious law degree, you might think it’s prudent
to believe them. You might, for instance, believe the attorney who tells
you that it’s illegal to hire for anything other than skills. That’s not
true at all. It’s illegal to discriminate against people because of their
age (if they’re over forty), race, nationality, and so on. And somewhere
along the line, attorneys found that a useful rule of thumb is to
emphasize performance, experience, and skills. By training HR to look
only at those attributes, the legal department can protect recruiters
from violating truly meaningful civil rights laws. But there is no civil
rights law that gathers jerks and misfits into a protected class. Still,
we hire jerks and misfits because attorneys tell us we can look only for
performance, experience, and skills.

In human resources, we have far more creative leeway in the
way we run our operations than we’re in the habit of exploring.
There usually is a far better way of doing something than the estab-
lished rules would have us believe. It will probably come as no sur-
prise that I learned this lesson very well at Southwest. Herb Kelleher
made it his personal mission not to do anything by the book, and he
is a lawyer. And I saw firsthand—especially in the compensation
arena—how his maverick style opened up the potential for truly
spectacular results. 
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When I first beheld the Southwest compensation plan, I couldn’t
believe my eyes. I noticed that many non-airline-specific jobs were
paying 20 percent or even more below the market rate. I wondered,
“Why would these people want to work here?” According to the
“official rules” I had learned in an American Compensation Associa-
tion (now WorldatWork) certification course, if an employer is below
the 15 percent differential, it is in serious jeopardy of losing its talent.
That was the rule. But here I saw a value override the rule: the value
of the intangibles that made working at Southwest so attractive that
the company could defy the accepted way of doing things. Employ-
ees were saying through their commitment (even at lower pay), “I
love my job, I love my coworkers, I love what I’m doing. I’m willing
to make less because I see the future in this company.” Those
employees could have done 20 percent better somewhere else, but
guess what? They could also have been laid off after September 11, as
hundreds of thousands of their counterparts at other airlines were.
At Southwest, they weren’t.

A Lobster Is Not a Dog
Strict overemphasis on rules can also discourage employees from
thinking independently and making the best decisions for their cus-
tomers. Even at relatively freewheeling companies like Southwest,
employees may take certain rules and regulations to extremes. One of
Southwest’s most rigid rules, for instance, is that it does not carry live
animals (except for service animals, such as guide dogs and search-
and-rescue dogs). The airline’s business model depends on twenty-
minute turnarounds at the gate, and that poses too much of a danger to
animals, who require safe, careful, and therefore slow handling. The
airline is full of pet-loving employees, and no one wants to face the
prospect of a passenger’s pet being lost—or worse—in transit. This rule
is an easy one to enforce. And it’s so cut and dried that who would have
thought it was subject to original thinking? Until one day . . .

If you’ve ever flown out of any of the coastal New England cities,
you’re familiar with those shops selling live lobsters in cardboard car-
tons. Animal. Live. No live animals. Right? That’s what our gate agent
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concluded when someone wanted to check his lobster: No lobsters
allowed. The hapless passenger had to leave his dinner behind! 

We didn’t fire the gate agent for being so rigidly attached to the
rules. But the airline has been using this story ever since as an illus-
tration of how common sense can tell you to break the rules.

Can you teach people good judgment? Probably not. Once they’re
adults, they pretty much have their judgment skills in place. But what
you can do is cultivate a workplace culture in which it’s safe to use
independent judgment. Start with yourself and then extend the princi-
ple throughout the organization, especially to your customer service
representatives. They’re your link to your buying public.

And the next time you observe a lawyer rigidly sticking to a stu-
pid rule (as opposed to a law—let’s be clear about that), send him or
her a lobster dinner and a copy of this book with this chapter explic-
itly marked.
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This is a paradox, but it’s true. You’re in one of the most people-ori-
ented professions in corporate life. And the higher up you go in the
ranks, the more famous you are inside the organization. You are prob-
ably known by more employees than any other leader inside the com-
pany, with the possible exception of the CEO. A lot of people know
your name, and, if you practice HR from the heart, my bet is that you
know a lot of people by their names.

But it’s also true that yours is probably one of the more isolated
professions in your company. The higher up you go, the less people
know and understand what it is that you do, the secrets you keep, and
the decisions you have to make. You can’t always bounce your ideas
off someone else in the company, even if you speak in the most gen-
eral terms, because your colleagues might guess whom you’re talking
about. You can’t necessarily discuss your concerns with your spouse
or partner. He or she might not be able to grasp the whole picture.
(Or, if your spouse is like my husband, he or she will usually take
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your side, and occasionally you might actually be wrong.) You need a
community of peers who know exactly what you’re dealing with and
what the issues are, and who can maybe even offer some solutions
based on their experiences. Who you gonna call? Personally, I’m fond
of my Hole-in-the-Wall Gang.

Over the years I have had the privilege of being associated with
some of the most dynamic and exciting official groups in human
resources management: the Society for Human Resource Manage-
ment (and its predecessor, the American Society for Personnel
Administration) and its various levels of participation, especially the
national, Dallas, and student chapters; the American Compensation
Association (now WorldatWork); and the Dallas Business Group on
Health. I have regularly attended groups of very senior HR leaders in
both Dallas and Silicon Valley. But my favorite group was a personal
just-folks clutch of HR peers in Dallas that we called the Hole-in-the-
Wall Gang. 

We only had one governing rule, and it was a fun one: We could
meet and eat only at holes in the wall. (But we did have official
bylaws, which appear later in this chapter.) We met once a month in
some of Dallas’s most colorful dives and had some of the best food:
tamales, tacos, chicken-fried steak, fried oysters. These were HR folks
from all over Greater Dallas. But during these monthly meetings, we
were there just to laugh and laugh. It was a great stress reliever. But
more than that, we were cementing solid relationships of trust and
sharing. If one of us was facing an HR issue that we didn’t know what
to do about, we’d throw it out to the group and let the group gnaw on
the issue as we were gnawing on a barbecue bone.

In another, more formal senior group, an outsider might think
that we’d be in danger of sharing competitive information with one
another. After all, the top HR guy from American Airlines was right
there with me, the top HR person from Southwest Airlines. But I never
worried about sharing what I was doing with this group. I could have
handed over the entire blueprint of Southwest’s HR strategy to these
people, and even if they tried to adopt it, it wouldn’t be the same.
Every company was so different in culture (even American Airlines)
that we could freely share with one another and not worry about los-
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ing our competitive edge. We knew that we wouldn’t be able to suc-
cessfully steal information—even if we wanted to, which we didn’t—
because what worked for one company simply couldn’t be directly
applied to the next. But we could certainly help one another figure
out how to deal with our issues.

There are no rules for starting a Hole-in-the-Wall Gang. Simply
pick up the phone, call your counterparts, and get together for lunch.
Make sure the restaurant is a fun, no pretense joint, and you’ll quickly
get out of business mode and just enjoy being yourself with some of
the few people in town who can really understand. 

Hole-in-the-Wall Lunch Gang Official By-Laws

No knives or forks allowed. 
(at least with BBQ ribs)

No straws allowed. 
(sissies and city folks use straws)

Eating with hat or cap on is encouraged.

Use of toothpick acceptable. 
(sign of being economical in getting all the food ya paid for)

Only longneck drinks (soda and beer) permitted.

Belching is allowed. 
(sign of satisfaction with the food one has consumed)

Talking with food in your mouth is ok.

Limited amount of HR discussion allowed. 
(don’t want anyone to lose their taste for the good food)

Must attend regularly. 
(don’t let other things that might seem more important inter-
fere—friendship is more important)

*Developed and promulgated by Larry Burk, SPHR, CCP, Compensa-
tion Manager of the Boy Scouts of America, and Jim Wilkins, SPHR,
retired SHRM Area IV Manager.
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We have many things to worry about these days: working in high-rise
buildings, corporate corruption, the stock market, keeping our jobs,
getting through airport security quickly enough to make our flights,
the oddly friendly guy next door. Still, I’m amazed to say, the phobia
that’s top on our worry list remains the same: public speaking. It’s not
too hard to understand why: It takes enormous courage, arrogance, or
ego to think that what we have to say is so important that a roomful of
people should give up their lunch hour or dinner with their families to
hear the golden gems as they drop from our lips. And, quite frankly,
most of us weren’t raised to think of ourselves in that grandiose way.

Here’s an invitation to look at it in a different way. HR by its very
nature is a dynamic, living, ever-changing profession. Somewhere in
the HR world, we know something new today that we didn’t know
yesterday. That’s the way it is with a profession that specializes in peo-
ple. And if you’re an observant, engaged HR practitioner who is aware
of the changes and the things that have been learned in your own
company, you are as much an expert and a pioneer in some aspect of
your field as the highest-paid so-called thought leader. You’ve got
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something to share with the rest of us. It’s almost your professional,
civic duty to do exactly that. And the best way to deliver that infor-
mation (and often the fastest) is through public speaking.

It’s also great for both your career and your company. Public
speaking grows on itself: The more you speak, the more you learn as
you prepare for a presentation and the more you’re considered an
expert in that topic; the more you’re considered an expert, the more in
demand you will be; the more in demand you are, the more desirable
you will be to employers (including your own) and headhunters.
(And if you think you might someday be a consultant, you would be
really smart to get over any fears of public speaking now. Consultants
depend on speaking for both building business and generating
income.) Your company benefits in that the more you’re out there
telling good stories about how it does business, the better its reputa-
tion will be among all its constituencies: customers, competitors,
employees, future employees, shareholders, vendors, academics look-
ing for case studies of excellence, and so on.

Speaking comes easily to most of us—until we are standing up in
front of more people than we can count on our fingers. Everyone has
a different comfort level beyond which a relaxed conversation turns
into a full-blown presentation with full-blown jitters, with terribly
important things at stake. In my case, it took only one person to trans-
form me from a moderately confident student speaker into a ball of
nerves, giving me a legacy of anxiety that I took with me well into my
young professional life. You just never know when the heebie-jeebies
are going to get you!

I had a promising—if rather ordinary—start. Growing up in
southern Louisiana, I had plenty of opportunities to get up in front of
audiences. I was in the choir at church and sang some solos in my
high school choir. My voice quivered, my lips quivered, and you
couldn’t hear a sound come out of my mouth. But that choir director,
bless his heart, kept making me get up again and again. And I got used
to it. I was also in my school’s drama department, wrestling with my
nerves. But there I had a technique: I got into character as soon as I
could. I’m not Libby, I’m this character, and there’s no way she’d be
nervous up there just being herself. And it worked.
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So by the time I was in college taking an undergraduate speech class,
I had a good grounding in standing up in front of a group, opening my
mouth, and making something intelligible come out. But still, every time
I stood up in front of the class, I was absolutely horrible. I knew it, the
teacher knew it, and, I’m afraid, the entire class suspected it. Then one
day, which I will never ever forget, the class knew it for sure.

I was assigned to give a speech on the war in Lebanon, and I had
prepared that thing to a fare-thee-well. I had done my homework; I
had the statistics and the details; I even had visual aids. I was ready. So
I walked to the front of the room, set up my materials, turned around
to address the class, and spotted him! A friend of mine was sitting in
the back of the room wearing a T-shirt with a tuxedo printed on the
front. For some reason, right then and there I started laughing. And I
laughed. And laughed. And laughed. For what seemed like fifteen
straight minutes, I just laughed.

Well, that did it. It was firmly planted in my mind that any time I
stood up to speak, I would break down into gales of laughter. How
could I even risk it? As anyone who has struggled to keep a straight
face during a somber occasion knows, nothing will throw you into fits
of giggles as quickly as worrying that you’ll laugh at precisely the
worst possible moment.

But I was destined to live the speaking life. Right away with my
first job I was assigned to give new hires their orientation. So, like it or
not, I was speaking. Fortunately for me, my new job coincided with a
new marriage to David Sartain, who is a brilliant speaker—among his
many gifts. He steered me to Toastmasters. I even helped start a Toast-
masters chapter at my office. Always looking for the fun in challenges,
I started participating in official Toastmasters contests. And I discov-
ered the fun and joy of sharing what I know with other people in an
entertaining way. My work to address my fear became a crucial aspect
of my professional life, opening important doors for me both in my
career and as I rose through the volunteer ranks at SHRM. Most of all,
the ability to speak in public forums (as well as my blossoming enthu-
siasm for it) has allowed me to make a difference in the national con-
versation about what it means to be a progressive, productive, and
profitable employer. 
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With the help of my friends at Toastmasters, and later a Dale
Carnegie course, I was able to get over my fear of speaking and take
my HR messages to a lot of other places, from local Rotary Club
meetings in Dallas to SHRM chapter meetings to conference general
sessions, and even all the way to Congress, where I testified on
behalf of my profession before the Senate Committee on Families
and Children. My speaking life has taken me all over the country,
and I have even been invited to speak in such exotic locations as
Turkey and Mexico City. It has positioned me as an expert in my
field in the eyes of not only my audiences but also my employees
and my bosses, and it has given me the extraordinary opportunity to
represent private industry’s best intentions and perspectives in a
moment of American history. That’s not a bad trade-off for getting a
grip on the giggles, I’d say.

Less Is More . . . When You Give ’Em 
What They Need
A couple of years after the passage of the Family and Medical Leave
Act (FMLA), I was invited by SHRM to speak on a panel with two
women who had helped to write and pass the FMLA. Each of us had
been asked to prepare a ten-minute summary of our evaluation of the
act, how it was performing relative to what it had been intended to do,
and what the real-life implications of administering the act in the
workplace were. My carefully prepared presentation discussed how dif-
ficult it had been for Southwest to administer the law consistently for
25,000 people (at the time), the complexity of the law, the difficulty of
merging the requirements of the law with our already generous bene-
fits and leave programs, and how the one-size-fits-all approach didn’t
work for us. I was prepared to talk about how the government’s defin-
ition of a “serious health condition” allowed just about any infirmity as
a reason for a leave and how the intermittent leave provisions made it
difficult to plan for staffing. I was prepared to tell personal stories of
rising employee absences, unnecessary administrative burdens, and
increased operational problems. I had all this great stuff to share. But I
never got the chance. 
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Each of my co-panelists spoke for more than twenty minutes! It
was a fifty-minute session, and so there were only ten minutes left. By
this time, the auditorium was filled with three hundred angry HR pro-
fessionals who wanted to eat these two panelists alive. They didn’t get
to hear from their colleague and representative (me), and they were in
some real danger of missing their precious Q&A opportunity. I had to
think fast. What was the right approach? I jettisoned all my wonder-
ful material and cobbled together in my head a two-minute statement,
with the idea of sacrificing at least eight minutes to give them a
chance to ask their questions.

So here was my opening remark: “I don’t know about you folks,
but I must have been living on a different planet from these two ladies
for the last three years.” The crowd went wild. I got a standing ova-
tion. (And that took up at least a minute of my remaining two min-
utes.) Then I said, “If I had more time, I would tell you about what it’s
like to comply with the FMLA while running a 25,000-employee air-
line that already has generous health and leave plans. And then I
would tell you that I, like these other two women, am a mother. I
went into labor at work. I then had my daughter in day care. I have
personally faced in my own real life every issue they brought up as
hypotheticals. But since these ladies didn’t leave me any time to speak,
let me open it up to you for questions.” Back on their feet, the audi-
ence used up even more of their Q&A time applauding my brief com-
ments.

Less is better. I proved my point with few words. The headline of
the next issue of HR News gave my few comments more space than
the others’ presentations, and the more than 100,000 SHRM members
who weren’t at the conference received the information they needed—
minus the spin from the political wonks. 

What Will You Speak About?
In the twenty-five years that I’ve been attending business gatherings of
all sizes, I’ve come to the conclusion that there are two kinds of
speakers: those who are in it because of their passion for their topic
and those who are in it because of their passion for the speaker’s fee—
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and if you’ve ever paid for a speaker, you know that we’re talking big
bucks here. I’m certainly not implying that great speakers shouldn’t
be paid well. But most of us can tell which speakers are talking from
their hearts and which are talking from their profit motive. 

The first part of the giveaway is their subject matter and how inti-
mate they are with their topic. Open up any speakers’ directory and
you’ll see the same subjects listed so often that your eyes will cross:
motivation, successful selling, team building, change management,
leadership, and any number of animals used as the metaphor of the
moment—moose, elephants, fish, and mice, to name a few. Those
who are professional speakers first (as opposed to genuine experts)
had once asked themselves what they would speak about and had
picked the “hot” topics. And that’s why you see these topics listed
again and again.

You are already an expert on something. Even if you’re just start-
ing out in the field, you’re an expert on how to take your education
and parlay it into a promising early career. Are you a key player in a
company initiative that’s so original that it sets your company apart
from the rest of your community? Speak about that. Are you passion-
ate about your company’s diversity program? Speak about that. Do
you believe that HR should be listed as one of the Top 10 Hot Careers
of the Decade? Great! Do you think that HR as a profession should
just wise up and get real? What’s holding you back? (Audiences love
provocateurs, as long as they know that, in your heart, you’re on their
side and as long as you have an airtight case supporting your main
points.) There’s even plenty of room for more insight, inspiration, and
information on change management, leadership, and team building.
Just be sure that what you have to offer is content drawn from your
own insights and observations.

Jane Austen’s famous advice to writers holds true for speakers as
well: Start with what you know best. From that point you can branch
out. And the speaking side of your working life will take you in direc-
tions beyond your wildest dreams.
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It happens every time. I am in a room full of HR professionals. I am
sharing my vision, talking about culture or internal branding or
becoming an employer of choice, and suddenly a hand shoots up,
sometimes timidly. “What if my CEO doesn’t support my initiatives?”
“What if my CEO doesn’t understand or care about HR?” Presumably
the HR professionals in my audience had carefully considered their
CEOs’ interest in HR and its mission before agreeing to work for the
company. How could they have been snookered so badly that they’re
now asking me these questions in a public forum?

CEOs aren’t stupid. If they want you to agree to head up their HR
department, they know all the right things to do and say in order to
court you and win you over. You’ll hear a lot about core values, “most
important assets,” mission, desire to change the world, internal stake-
holders, and vision. In this day and age, I guarantee you, you will
never hear a CEO say, “Just do the bare minimum to keep them out of
my hair and me out of jail.”

But that doesn’t mean that some aren’t thinking just that. Most
CEOs don’t really understand the value HR can bring to their organiza-
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tion. They can’t help it. Believe it or not, HR isn’t the most important
thing they deal with on a daily basis. But, if you ask them, most of them
will tell you that they spend most of their time on “people issues.”

Did you hear that? The key to your success in this situation is to
remember that CEOs typically don’t get all that excited about HR
itself. That’s not their job; that’s your job. But they do worry about tal-
ent. Do they have the right mix? Is a new team member a bad fit?
What should be done about it? Two top executives don’t see eye to
eye. Or the entire team at the top isn’t in a high-performance mode. Is
the organization or its leaders capable of moving to the next level?
Can we implement the strategy? No, CEOs don’t get that excited
about HR. But they can get excited about what HR can do for them.
Very few CEOs wake up in the morning and say, “Hot dog! I’ve got a
great new compensation and benefits plan!” But they may get worked
up about what an incredible company of world-class talent they’re
running and how that talent is helping them exceed Wall Street’s
expectations quarter after quarter. Now, that’s exciting stuff! And, con-
versely, if the organization is losing its best people, you can be sure
that HR will be charged with fixing the problem, pronto.

As we’ve already discussed, if you are considering moving to a
new company, you have the chance to do your homework and to
determine whether or not all is as it seems. If it’s not, you’ll be able to
dodge the bullet and turn down the job offer. But every once in a
while topnotch, savvy HR candidates get nailed by sweet-talking exec-
utives in the recruiting mode. And before long, they find that they are
caught inside a company that is absolutely resistant to any of their
ideas, initiatives, and values. And that’s because the CEO is resistant.
Perhaps they misread the perceived sincerity of the CEO’s words dur-
ing the interview phase. Or perhaps changing business conditions and
economic pressures have changed the CEO’s priorities. Or perhaps
their excellent CEO left and was replaced by a not-so-excellent CEO.
Or perhaps they went in with their eyes wide open, thinking that they
had what it takes to change the organization for the better, and now
they find out that they are out-muscled. They are working for a CEO
who doesn’t respect HR. If that happens to you, at least there’s some
comfort in knowing that you’re not alone in having this problem.
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Sure, you can resign. But you can always resign. There’s plenty of
time for that. So before you do, why not try a little exercise? The
results may not save the company from the CEO, and they may not
save your position there. But the experience may strengthen your
business acumen. And who knows? If you do end up leaving, maybe
you will have prepared the ground so that your replacement will have
a better experience.

Here’s the exercise: Find out what keeps your company’s leaders
up at night worrying. What are their key burning issues? Ask them
directly. Ask the executive assistant. Ask the leadership team. Read the
CEO’s speeches and open letters from the last twelve months. Read
the business plan. Read the latest annual report. Find out what is
important to the CEO and understand the industry. Listen carefully
to the CEO’s vocabulary, noting the most frequently used key words. 

Okay, suppose you still don’t have a clue as to what is important.
Make a few assumptions. Every CEO of a public company should be
interested in return on investment. If your company isn’t publicly
traded, who are its stakeholders? (You can convince the CEO that the
employees are stakeholders later.) Customers and investors are
important, as well as brand leadership and building market share.
What demographic trends will affect your company’s future success?
Is your company global? Does it need to be? What is going on in
your industry? How is your company positioned against the compe-
tition? Is it seeking to acquire other businesses, or might it be
acquired? Is government regulation or deregulation looming in the
future? What technological advances will affect your organization’s
future? Can these put the company out of business or help it to cre-
ate value? 

And then ask yourself and your HR leadership team: How can the
people side of the business help the company address those issues?
What is your organizational strategy? What capabilities do you need
as an organization to execute the strategy? Focus on what the CEO
needs, not on what you can deliver or solve. Can you supply what is
needed? What can you do that is creative and innovative, and not just
another HR tool out of the proverbial tool kit or a flavor-of-the-month
management fad?
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When your turn comes to discuss the value of HR, speak in terms
of those issues, not just the HR efforts you put into place to deal with
them. Stop using the language of HR. What CEO can get excited
about employee records, the handbook, the policies, the discipline
and termination process, the interviewing process, the new hire ori-
entation, the performance evaluation form, or the latest merit increase
program? Instead, formulate an HR agenda that delivers results that
are aligned with the CEO’s agenda. Address the most important goals
of the company. Talk about the people as individuals. Use real data
(numbers and measurements), but don’t forget to mention the intan-
gible aspects of what you deliver. Leaders who are tone-deaf to all the
marvels that are HR won’t be tone-deaf to your HR contributions when
you can speak in terms of their desired outcomes. Then they’ll hear
you loud and clear! This is your chance to rebrand the HR department
as a valuable resource to your company. 

At Southwest, for instance, we found that becoming “the People
Department” was a crucial first step. It was downright ironic: Here
was a company that truly believed that people created its sustainable
competitive advantage, that intangibles were as important as tangibles
in creating return on investment, that having the best talent was a
competitive strategy. But HR as a function was not seen as the owner
or even the driver of these results, and the organization didn’t value
HR as either a function or a profession. Over the years, several incred-
ibly sharp, well-intentioned HR leaders had tried their best to demon-
strate the value that HR provides. Each new leader added to the HR
agenda, to the business success, to the employee experience, to the
culture, to the DNA that made Southwest legendary. Sadly, HR was
still not fully appreciated for its value-added. 

Anything that felt like a typical “HR program” just didn’t work in
that culture. It was too bureaucratic. So our challenge was to go about
the business of HR in a new way. There were many meetings in which
we on the HR team sat in the room and asked ourselves, “So how do
we make this look like a way of life at Southwest instead of an HR
program?” In other words, how do we hide the peas under the
mashed potatoes? Everything we did had to be simple. It had to be
focused on people. It had to be unique. And it had to be a way of life
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rather than an HR initiative. We had to involve other departments.
Our best-practice employment process worked because it was a part-
nership with line management. Our University for People was suc-
cessful because we worked closely with our operational areas to iden-
tify what they needed in front-line leaders. And then we designed and
delivered what they needed, not what we wanted to offer. Our highly
valued benefits program worked because we made it fun, we kept it
fresh, and we communicated the outcomes of the program constantly.
What we did enhanced our culture, but we didn’t try to redefine it. 

Even if you can make the HR program palatable to your company,
you most likely can’t get everything done at once. So start by building
a fan base. Pick wins and fill some needs. Find something that every-
one is complaining about and make improvements. Do something
that saves money. When I joined Southwest, I quickly determined that
the organization wasn’t ready for some of the creative compensation
plans I had implemented at previous companies. Rather than being
frustrated, my team and I designed and implemented creative benefit
programs that provided significant cost savings to the company while
offering a more valuable benefit to our people. Once I had demon-
strated my capability in this area, I had the opportunity to present
some more creative ideas about compensation.

It is very difficult to get support and buy-in from the senior exec-
utives if the basic HR services aren’t executed flawlessly. We invite dis-
respect when we overpromise and underdeliver. The best way to get
respect is to deliver what you promise. Just try to sell an innovative
employee incentive plan when last year’s bonus checks weren’t sent
out on time. Try to implement a leadership development program
when the last one was boring or ineffective. Before embarking on your
grand strategy, audit your processes and be sure your internal cus-
tomers are happy with your current services. Set realistic expectations
and develop ways to measure your accomplishments. That will show
the entire organization that HR does provide tangible results.

If you can’t get support from everyone, find one willing partner
for a new initiative. Let’s say the head of customer service is ready to
implement new processes to develop leadership bench strength in her
organization. Now you have an opportunity to show what you can do.
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Together you identify the long-term need for leadership talent and the
future competencies needed. You design a comprehensive process that
combines the best of performance management, leadership develop-
ment, and career management to groom existing star employees for
future leadership roles. Now suddenly other departments will be ask-
ing why you haven’t offered that program to their group. Over time,
you will have made a real difference.

There is another way in which CEOs demonstrate that they don’t
respect HR that is just the opposite of what you might suppose: They
expect too much from HR. Sometimes they expect us to be miracle
workers. Is there a perceived retention problem? The CEO instructs
you to design a new compensation plan. The problem is that in fact it’s
a leadership problem, not a compensation problem. The leaders aren’t
effective? “Then put in a new training program,” the CEO says. But
that won’t work without great senior leaders and the right support
from the very top. 

In our enthusiasm to promote the HR function, we run the risk of
overmarketing ourselves. Be a leader. Drive the HR agenda, but learn
when to say no. Teach your CEO what is realistic to expect from HR.
And when your leaders finally understand exactly what HR does for
business, they will appreciate your contribution to the company’s
long-term objectives. And then you’ll get the lasting respect that HR
deserves and that it needs if it is to be even more effective in its part-
nership with the company’s strategic team.
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When you build your HR career and your HR department from the
heart, you will enjoy many emotionally rewarding results. Every day
you’ll see the direct results of your vision, creativity, and patience. You
will have the immense satisfaction of working in a smart, productive,
and emotionally healthy organization that directly reflects the values
that you have put into action over time. The company culture will
reflect that one-big-happy-family ideal—or at least it will come very
close to it. You may actually have achieved some fame locally, nation-
ally, or even globally for your accomplishments. After investing many
years in creating this fabulous, self-perpetuating community, you can
finally sit back and enjoy the results.

Don’t do it. At least, don’t do it for very long. Today’s success cur-
rency isn’t about what you’ve achieved in the past, it’s about your
capacity to learn and grow in the immediate future. And if you think
you’ve done all you can in your current company, I hate to be the one
to tell you this: It’s probably time to move on. For when you build
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your HR career and your HR department from the heart, you will also
put yourself at risk for serious career-growth hazards. Those emo-
tional rewards can become emotional entanglements. You can become
so personally identified with one company that no one—not even
you—can picture you thriving anywhere else. You’ve stopped learn-
ing. You’re merely recycling the initiatives of previous years. Maybe
it’s time for you to move along.

Leaving Southwest was like getting a divorce—it was horribly
wrenching. I was so personally involved with many of the employees
there. It was such a joy to see the employees’ children who were born
when I first started there begin junior high. I was even starting to go
to the weddings of children who had been young when I started.
Southwest’s HR department was also making great progress. We had
made Fortune’s 100 Best Companies to Work For list for four years in
a row, and we were well on our way to the fifth year’s list. While
everyone else in the country was complaining about the war for tal-
ent and labor shortages, we were receiving over 10,000 résumés a
month. We were attracting spirited employees who expected to love
their work at Southwest. And we made good on that expectation. As
a result, Southwest was known as much for its people as for its out-
standing on-time and baggage-handling records. And I was traveling
around the country helping other HR practitioners understand what
it means to run their departments from the heart. I was building my
personal brand.

It was a great time to be at Southwest. So, it was time to leave. In
fact, I probably should have left a couple of years earlier.

Here’s the typical HR one-job lifespan: It takes you three years 
to get a job exactly where you want it. Year One is the time you need
to figure things out, build relationships, evaluate the staff, under-
stand the culture, figure out the power system, learn the business,
and identify whom to keep and whom to help move on. By the time
you reach Year Two, you’re ready to set the agenda and put all the
players in place to make the big changes that you’ve designed to
help the company grow. By Year Three, you’re enjoying your accom-
plishments, tweaking the results here and there, and designing new
initiatives.
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This is when you should ask yourself The Question: Have I done
everything? Or is there still more to do and to learn? Ideally, you can
find a company where you can cycle through Years Two and Three
again and again, growing as you help your company grow. That’s what
happened for me at Southwest. But if you’re not growing and learning
every year, and if there is no prospect for additional progress in the
future, it’s time to get the word out to the headhunters that you’re
receptive to their phone calls.

How do you know where you are in this job life cycle? Write a new
résumé every year. Every January, while other people are writing their
resolutions, I’m reviewing the past year. What were my significant
accomplishments in the past twelve months? What were your top sig-
nificant achievements last year? Make a regular practice of writing them
down as the year comes to a close. If you don’t have anything new to put
on your updated résumé, it’s probably time to leave. If you don’t have
any new projects on the horizon, it’s probably time to leave. If you are
there only because you love the people you work with and have been
named godparent of fifteen of their newborns, record their addresses,
phone numbers, and e-mail addresses and promise that you’ll write.

The Five Best Reasons for Staying Put

1. You are working on an innovative, strategic project that will
change the organization. And you want to finish it and see the
results. For me this was Southwest’s internal branding initia-
tive, which was completed in 2000. These kinds of opportuni-
ties are few and far between.

2. Personal reasons. Perhaps your child is a senior in high school,
and you don’t want to spoil his or her last year by changing
jobs or locations. Maybe one of your parents is ill, and you
need to focus on helping out during this time. Or maybe you
have a child with learning disabilities who is doing very well in
his or her current learning environment. If you are happy
enough in your work not to disrupt your personal life, then
sometimes your personal priorities prevail.
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3. You’re in line for a promotion to a great opportunity. You see the
very real possibility that your dream job within the company
may be within reach.

4. You are gaining new skills or expertise that you need before you
move on. Let’s say you are implementing a sales commission
plan, or redesigning benefits, or implementing succession plan-
ning, or creating a groundbreaking leadership development
program. Having this on your résumé will help you land the
next job.

5. You are developing a successor, and that person needs just a lit-
tle more seasoning. If you really want to see what you have cre-
ated endure into the future, be sure you have one or two
groomed successors who can follow in your footsteps. Some-
one who was trained by you will perpetuate what the team has
created and even make it better by adding her or his special
touches.

The Five Best Reasons for Leaving

1. You are not having fun anymore. You used to wake up raring to
go, full of energy. But now each week seems more like work
than it used to. Evaluate and understand why this is happen-
ing. If you find very real reasons that can’t be changed, then
polish up your résumé.

2. Things won’t change for the better. You have tried to change the
important elements of the organization that you feel must
change; you have taken responsibility for making things better.
If repeated efforts to solve the problem have failed, you face a
choice: Stay where conditions will continue to bother you, or
find a different environment.

3. Your organization has stopped learning and growing. If you are
not ahead of your competitors, they will quickly gain on you. If
your organization is not learning faster and growing faster, the
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downward spiral is about to begin. If you are the only one who
is trying to make improvements happen, and you can’t con-
vince others that change is needed, go where your ideas are
welcome.

4. There’s no way for you to move up. Is your successor ready to
step up, yet there is no next step for you? Maybe your next step
is to go elsewhere. If you stay, you probably will not be learning
or growing, and you are keeping someone else from the next
step.

5. You run out of silver bullets. You are so often the messenger
who brings the bad news, you are so often asking the really
tough questions, and you are so often disturbing the equilib-
rium that eventually you wear out your welcome. A good
friend of mine who runs a very successful outplacement busi-
ness once told me that he thought HR executives have only so
many silver bullets. You know you’ve run out of silver bullets
when your senior leadership team stops listening to your great
ideas and powerful solutions. They roll their eyes and humor
you, but you no longer have the ability to be the change agent
you must be. You’re feeling uneasy and ineffective. Take a look
at your feet. That’s where you’ll find that last bullet lodged.

Buh-bye.
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Have faith that something even better is waiting for you. I know, that’s
easier said than done, especially when the stakes are high, your mort-
gage payment is due, and your kids are college-bound. But I know
you’ll agree with me on these two points: Even though we spend our
careers hiring others, we HR professionals are just as nervous and lost
as the next person when it comes to job hunting. And, any time you
go looking for a job, you’re going to get discouraged more than you’re
going to be encouraged.

You may be a pro at résumé writing and at counseling others on
the fine points of job interviewing. But when it’s your career (not to
mention your food, shelter, and credit rating) that’s on the line,
you’re just as exposed and vulnerable as everyone else. You have to
be prepared for rejection and be ready to take it on the chin without
taking it personally—which, you and I both know, it is. When you
don’t get the job (or even the interview), the company is saying,
“We’ve had the chance to take a good look at you, and you know
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what? We don’t want you.” Ouch. What could be more personal
than that?

But just as you would reassure someone else: You don’t know the
whole picture at that company. You’re on the outside looking at a care-
fully constructed facade of perfection. But, just as you know different
about your company, the people at that company know different
about theirs. And even though you see what appears to be a perfect
match, what they see is someone who doesn’t fit the culture or the
objectives they’re trying to achieve through HR. Or worse: They don’t
know what they want at all. Or perhaps even worse: They know what
they should want, and they know that you’re just the person who
could make it happen for them. They say all the right things in the
interview. You say all the right things in the interview. It looks like the
perfect values match. You’re dead sure you will get the offer. You leave
on cloud nine. Then . . . nothing. As much as they may want it intel-
lectually, the change you represent is more than they can emotionally
handle, and they run screaming. It’s like the guy who says, “I’ll call
you,” at the end of a perfect date. Yeah, right.

Over the years I received plenty of inquiries from headhunters.
And I was just too happy at Southwest to even consider changing
jobs. So I would politely send them on their way, with a few names
and numbers of other job seekers that they might want to investigate.
But finally, late in 2000, after much discussion with my family, I
decided that the time had come to investigate new opportunities. And
I resolved that I would listen to the next search firm that called me.

When I first decided to start looking for a new job after thirteen
years at Southwest, I did everything that most job seekers should do.
I started making plans secretly. I began to let it be known among the
better headhunters that I would listen to possibilities, and I started
working with a coach to refine my interviewing skills and rewrite my
résumé. (That’s right. I was going to be interviewing at a higher level
than ever before—with the CEO—so I needed to upgrade my own
packaging. I needed help, and I knew it. So I got it.)

On January 3, 2001, after the big decision, I received a call from a
headhunter who sent me to Silicon Valley, where I met the CEO of an
exciting—and secure—Internet-based company. The interview went
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well. I was invited back for a second day to interview with what
seemed like the entire leadership team. At the end of the day, the CEO
told me, “I’m going to offer you the job. I’ll have a package for you on
Friday. And I’d like you, your husband, and your daughter to come
out and spend the weekend with my family.” 

So I flew back to Dallas with a big potential secret in my heart.
That Thursday I was scheduled for my monthly meeting with my
boss. I didn’t want to spend half a day with her on Thursday, only to
officially resign on Friday. That just didn’t seem honest. So I took the
risk and gave her the news. I told her I wasn’t certain I’d get the offer
but it looked as though I would.

So the cat was out of the bag. I was as good as gone. My boss
knew that I was prepared to say yes, but made no attempt to start a
discussion about a counter-offer. (In fact, she agreed it was time for
me to leave.) So we finished the meeting, and I looked forward to
hearing from the California company on Friday. I was certain I would.
9 A.M., no offer. 11 A.M., no offer. 2:30 P.M., no offer. 4 P.M., no offer.
4:30 P.M., no offer. 4:45 P.M., no offer. 5 P.M., no offer. No offer!

So there I was, officially leaving Southwest Airlines with no place
to go. Now I was committed. I was definitely leaving. Through the
entire process that followed, I defined for myself what kind of com-
pany I was most interested in. The more companies I looked at in the
interview process, the more I came to understand what my next best
step would be. And I discovered that two characteristics most
attracted me. My preferred candidate company would be in an early
stage, but way past start-up, heading for the exciting growth stage. But
it would also have to be clearly destined to “make it,” so that all it
needed was time. Alternatively, the company would have a new CEO
who was building a whole new leadership team and needed to change
the company’s culture and business direction.

And so I invested several months interviewing with many compa-
nies that were household names—and either rejecting or being
rejected by a string of them. At one company, I knew that there had
been a rapid turnover of a series of HR leaders. Once again the job
was open. There were synergies between that organization and South-
west. I met with the president and CEO, and he said all the right
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things. So I presented the chairman with a sort of ultimatum: “Don’t
hire me unless you’re prepared to do this, this, this, this, and this.”
My message to that company was, “If you don’t want HR to have a
seat at the table and have significant impact, if you don’t want to keep
working on the corporate culture, save us both valuable time.” The
company didn’t waste my time. Later I heard that the person who was
hired left after three months. The company didn’t support proposed
HR initiatives.

A major nonprofit organization, one that I supported and believed
in, on the other hand, told me flat out, “We don’t want you because
our culture is more serious than what you’re used to.” That’s probably
true. Anyway, it was also for the best. Toward the end of 2001, the
organization’s president and CEO resigned in a huge dispute with the
board, and I would have been in the middle of that.

I went to the East Coast to interview with a major retail chain. I
loved the CEO. He was doing a turnaround. A new leadership team
had been hired. The ambiance in the stores was going to be new, dif-
ferent, and appealing to the chain’s customers. I was disappointed
when the company selected another candidate.

The hardest choice involved one of the two airlines that reached
out to me. A major airline in my city offered me a wonderful job. It
wanted HR to drive many cultural changes and to engage its people. It
would have been a natural transition for me, and I thought very
highly of the airline’s leadership team. But I wanted a change. In fact,
the one place I didn’t want to work was the airline industry. If I had
accepted its offer, I would have joined it the Tuesday after Labor Day
2001. I would have been on the job precisely one week before all hell
broke loose. And I can only assume that with the devastating turn of
events, HR initiatives had to be put on the back burner.

A few months after my Silicon Valley disappointment, I hosted a
reception at the SHRM annual conference in San Francisco. A consul-
tant from Hewitt approached me and said, “I hear you’re leaving
Southwest.” I confirmed it and told him what I was looking for. His
eyes widened, and he said, “Oh my gosh! I know just the company!”
Yahoo!, he said, was losing the head of HR, who was taking a sabbat-
ical but most likely would not be returning, and the head of compen-
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sation and benefits had left at the same time. Yahoo! had both the cri-
teria that I was looking for—a young but established company with
great promise, strong brand,  and a changing leadership. And here all
this time I had been thinking that I’d have to settle for either/or.

When it’s right, it’s right. And it usually happens pretty quickly. I
had the job offer three weeks later. All it took was twenty-four years,
hundreds of hours of interviewing and résumé writing, and one cock-
tail party overlooking the twinkling hills of nighttime San Francisco.

The key to finding the next opportunity that will make you happy
is finding the position that is perfect for both you and the hiring com-
pany. The company must want you as badly as you want it. When you
find that situation, you’ve got the match of your dreams.

Until then, with every disappointment, take heart. Just try to keep
in mind that your best opportunity is making its way to you. Slowly,
maybe. But surely.
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I don’t think anyone still buys that old line, “People are our best
assets” (even though at its heart it’s absolutely true). And most com-
panies know better than to open with that bromide. If that’s the best
your potential employer can do and say to attract you, you might con-
sider moving on. Quickly.

Take heart. This is truly the Golden Age of HR, and, as you
search for your new job, you shouldn’t have any trouble finding com-
panies that completely understand how crucial people truly are to
the company’s long-term objectives. Still, there is a range of HR-
friendliness among even the most evolved companies. Depending
upon how much energy you are willing to devote to transforming a
relatively HR-indifferent corporate culture, these hallmarks of an HR-
friendly company will help you decide whether a particular company
is for you.

Is That New Job You’re 
Considering in an 
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Before You Even Go to the Company
Look at the company’s web site first. Does it have a section that cele-
brates people and their contributions? Does the annual report focus
just on the numbers and statistics, or are there pictures of the employ-
ees in the report? Does the CEO’s letter mention the achievements and
accomplishments of the company’s people? If you don’t see any clue
that the organization’s overall agenda includes recognizing and cele-
brating its talent, then it’s probably not much of a people organization.

While you’re online, check out the employee gripe groups. But
don’t take them completely seriously. They’re good for gauging gen-
eral trends and common issues, and for understanding what people
are thinking and saying about the company. But it’s also important to
understand that any company is going to have dissenters and naysay-
ers, especially when the company is undergoing a drastic change. And
it can be especially destructive when the comments get personal. I’ve
read some terrible things online about people I know who are trying
their best to do the right thing. There are two sides to every story, and
there will always be people committed to seeing how an issue hurts
them rather than understanding how it’s going to make the company
get better.

Look for signs that the company is determined to attract and hire
the best-in-class. Read local newspapers, business magazines, and the
Wall Street Journal to get the background on the CEO, the senior lead-
ership team, and the board of directors. These days you can find out
just about everything you need to know about an executive online.
You can find speeches, articles, résumés, salary, stock trades, and per-
sonal details. Find out where the company’s leaders have come from.
People bring with them what they’ve learned at their last employer.
Those habits, principles, and assumptions will eventually leach into
the system of their new organization. So you can find out a great deal
about where the company is going by determining where its leaders
have been. Find out what their growth and development expectations
are for the company. If you see that they are making a concerted effort
to hire the best, then you know that they have solid respect for the
way HR can help them fulfill their ambitions.
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Research the company’s accounting practices. Just as this is the
Golden Age for HR, it’s also a stressful time for accountants, CFOs,
and others who are entrusted with the financial management of the
company. You want to be sure that the company’s methods are unim-
peachable. How is the board of directors structured? Are there more
outsiders than insiders? Is the board diverse and balanced in terms of
directors’ backgrounds and expertise? Who serves on the audit and
compensation committees?

If you’re considering a start-up, you already know that you’re tak-
ing on an extra risk. But you don’t have to go into it entirely unaware.
Find out where the founders have been. Who are their investors? Is
there an advisory group or board overseeing their actions? Do they
have a track record of success in this particular industry? Are they
hands-on advisers as well? You will have a blank HR canvas on which
to make your own mark. Don’t go into this kind of opportunity for
the “sure-thing payoff.” But you will definitely be rewarded with the
experience and opportunity of building HR and the business from
scratch.

The most effective way of getting an understanding of the com-
pany in advance is to talk with people who already work there. Talk
with your friends. See if they know someone who knows someone.
That’s where I found most of the information about the companies I’ve
worked for. If you are well networked, you will probably know some-
one in HR at the company, maybe even the person you would be
replacing. This person knows the best and the worst and will probably
share the inside story. If you work in a big city where there is a popu-
lar after-hours night spot near the company, hang out there for a
while. Strike up conversations with the people there. Also talk to the
consultants, headhunters, vendors, lawyers, etc., who do business
with the potential employer.

The Day of the Interview
Who will you be interviewing with? You should expect to be speaking
with those who would be your key customers. If you’re interviewing
for the top job in HR, you should be interviewing with the top team:
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the chairman, the CEO, the CFO, the COO, or operational leaders.
You should be talking to all the key leaders in the company. If they
don’t think you’re important enough to spend time with, that reflects
their attitude toward the HR function.

If you’re interviewing for the HR manager for a product line or
business unit, you should be talking to the business leader of the line,
the financial manager, and the engineer. If you’re interviewing for a
recruiter position for the finance division, you should be speaking
with the CFO and the accounting and financial leadership people.
Insist on speaking with your key constituency—the people you will
be working with every day.

It’s a bad sign if you’re interviewing only with HR. If you don’t
speak with your key customers and with someone at a higher level
than your position, you won’t have a strong picture of what’s expected
of you.

As you enter the building, take a look at the reception area. What’s
in the lobby? What is the company showcasing? What is it proud of?
How does the atmosphere of the lobby reflect the company’s culture?
As I’ve made the rounds of job interviews, I’ve sat in lobbies that felt
so formal and uncomfortable that I immediately had serious doubts as
to whether I could be myself in such a stark and rigid culture. In con-
trast, the lobby at Yahoo!’s headquarters greets its visitors with a huge
purple cow, and the common areas are furnished with big jazzy purple
and yellow chairs. Now that was a place where I knew I could laugh
out loud in the hallways! There’s a store off to the side where you can
buy cool Yahoo! merchandise and a coffee bar toward the back where
you can pick up a free coffee or latte or play a round of foosball.
Besides the influence of the free-flowing caffeine, there’s an upbeat,
energized feel to the air, something that can come only from people
who are enjoying their work and who know that they’re equally
appreciated by the company.

Don’t draw quick conclusions from the appearance, though. I
once went to an interview at a large retail company. The offices had
not been updated for quite some time, and everything seemed drab
and dull. But the people who greeted me were so friendly and made
me feel so welcome that I knew right away that the physical appear-
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ance of the offices didn’t reflect the company’s culture. Not surpris-
ingly, I discovered during the interview that the company was fin-
ishing up construction on a brand new campus and would soon be
moving.

Where is the HR department physically located? An HR-friendly
company makes sure that HR is easily accessible to where the action is
in the workplace. HR has to be very easy for people to get to, or it dis-
appears. Every company I’ve ever worked for put the HR department
in the lobby. It was the very first office you saw once you entered the
premises. 

Several years ago I visited a company that was very proud of its
innovative, state-of-the-art employee service center. While the people
I was visiting were bragging about it, they made a special point of
telling me that the doors to the service center were locked. No
employees could get in there, the rationale being that, “Our employ-
ees should only call the service center. They shouldn’t come in per-
son.” My hosts then went on to tell me, “Now that we no longer have
to meet face to face with people, we take less time and are more effi-
cient.” I left that company with the question, “What does it say about
the HR department when it’s actually trying to keep people out of
HR?”

When we created our service center at Southwest, we did have a
call center, but we also had a big sign that was very welcoming. We
made sure that there were places for people to sit and meet privately
with People Department representatives. There are employees who
will fly to our service centers to meet with a person face to face. If this
is what they need to have in order to feel good about their transac-
tions with HR, it is Southwest’s job to make sure they get it.

During the Interview Itself
Are the people you interview with current on the pressing HR issues
in the company? Can the senior leadership describe what has been
accomplished so far in HR, what hasn’t been, and why? Are all the
people saying pretty much the same things? Or is there a big discrep-
ancy in opinions?
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I once interviewed with nine people in one day at a certain com-
pany, which shall remain nameless for an obvious reason. One of the
people said to me, “Don’t believe what the CEO tells you about the
people agenda. It’s a lot of talk and no action.” That didn’t necessarily
turn me off to the company, but it did give me a clue that the chal-
lenge would be greater than the senior leadership had painted it as
being.

Likewise, a hostile environment isn’t necessarily a bad thing. In
this particular case, I noted the inconsistency and considered several
interpretations. One was that the previous HR head hadn’t had the
CEO’s confidence, and so no progress could be made. Another possi-
ble meaning was that there weren’t enough people or resources to
make the changes. I kept my mind and my ears open.

If the company is telling you that it wants to change, find out
what’s driving the desire for change. The greatest change agent is pain.
If the company suffers enough pain, it may want to change its ways.
Does the senior leadership know the source of that pain? Is it high
turnover rates? Is it a lawsuit? Is it low productivity?

If the leaders know the source of their pain, they may have a clear
understanding of how HR can provide relief. That would make them
HR-friendly.

Also listen carefully to the nature of the questions that people ask.
If they’re asking you all about administrative issues and not giving you
the chance to discuss strategic aspects of HR, that should be a clue
that your prospects at this particular company may be limited. Almost
every company I’ve interviewed with says, “We want all these strategic
things, but we need to get our turnover down or the recruitment time
reduced.” Almost every company has some basic elements of HR that
it needs to address.

How do the people you interview with treat one another? Sure,
companies may say, “People are our best assets,” but how they treat
one another tells you whether that philosophy is embedded in the cul-
ture. During one interview with a company president, the chairman
barged into the meeting and interrupted our conversation without
excusing himself, or even introducing himself to me. He was com-
pletely rude both to the president and to me. My thought was, “What
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a jerk.” And I decided right then and there not to consider that oppor-
tunity any longer.

Ask for copies of company newsletters or other internal commu-
nications. This will tell you what the company is celebrating and how
it recognizes individual contributions. Is it all about the senior team,
or do you see evidence of people making significant contributions at
all levels? Does it value long-time service, or do newcomers seem to
be the most celebrated? Are diverse employees represented?

As careful as you are about interviewing job candidates, you must
be equally discerning when you are investigating the possibility of
changing jobs yourself. You know better than to buy the “people are
our best assets” line without seeing evidence that backs that up.
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I suppose it will surprise no one to hear that I was in for a major cul-
ture shock when I decided to leave Southwest Airlines after thirteen
years (and Dallas, where I had lived for twenty-nine years) and move
to Silicon Valley to work for Yahoo!. True, some things were the same.
Both companies are world-class industry leaders that are still heavily
influenced by their founders on a daily basis and are animated by
some of the most talented and dedicated employees you could hope to
find anywhere. And both are energized by a clear vision of their future
and how the company is going to change the world in its own way.
But their cultures are completely different. The employees in Silicon
Valley are unlike anything I’d ever seen before, in terms of their
aggressiveness and expectations. Even the clock seems to run faster
out here. If you don’t get it done yesterday, “on time” is already too
late. I had read about this strange place called Silicon Valley, and now
I sometimes feel like I’m standing in highway traffic, with events, pro-
jects, and people whizzing all around me. But at least I wasn’t sur-
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prised. And I came prepared to adjust to the culture change on a
much deeper level than the obvious externals. 

I knew enough from my previous years helping newly hired man-
agers integrate themselves into their new jobs that the early days of a
new job are crucial to your long-term success at the new company. No
matter where you work, more than ever before, you get only one
chance to make a good first impression. And I’ve seen many talented,
well-intentioned new hires completely blow it on their first day. No
one wants them to fail; after all, the company had invested huge
amounts of money in finding and recruiting them. But, with the
exception of a handful of really advanced organizations, no one is
really equipped to help a newly hired leader take command. How do
you conjure up a following among an already convened team (which
probably had been functioning quite well on its own up until now,
thank you very much) when you’re still learning where the restroom
is and whether you have to pay for your coffee? How do you walk into
a conference room with a big grin on your face, saying, “Hey, y’all, fol-
low me; I’m in charge now,” when your new staff is still wondering
what the heck really happened to your predecessor (and who might
be next)?

If you’ve been in a senior HR role for very long, you’ve witnessed
firsthand too many disappointments when people come on board. It’s
a tragic waste of time and money for everyone involved. As you look
forward to beginning a new job—even if it’s in the same industry or
geographic location—the memories of those past failures can serve as
cautionary tales to keep this same thing from happening to you.

There are steps you can take that will greatly improve your
chances of a successful landing in your new position, performing up
to your new company’s expectations and smoothing the way to hap-
pier relationships with your new coworkers. You’ll still be in for
plenty of surprises, but with these steps, culture shock won’t be one of
them.

1. Start your cultural assimilation before you even start the inter-
view process. Know what the key issues are and who the key players
are before you go in for your first interview. Ask everyone you can
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think of for input: recruiters, friends who work at the company, con-
sultants, and other vendors who serve the company. Ask them what
their impressions and observations are. Compare and contrast their
answers.

2. During the interview, make sure you understand what the
senior team’s expectations are from HR. If the team members disagree
with one another, or with the CEO, you may be headed for trouble.

3. Also during the interview, ask the hiring committee to describe
the culture, especially what is expected of you in the first three
months, the first six months, and the first year. Some companies
expect you to invest some time up front in developing relationships,
establishing trust, and learning how things are done. If you behave in
a more active, results-oriented way, you may be perceived as aggres-
sive and pushy. Other companies want to start seeing results from you
instantaneously. In this kind of culture, if you dillydally, taking the
time to make friends and learn the way things are done, you may be
perceived as lazy, unfocused, and unproductive.

It continues to surprise me that people coming into a company at
senior levels don’t always pick up on the nuances of corporate culture.
Their egos are so big that they think they were hired to do the job a
certain way (read: theirs), and that’s the way they’re going to do it.
They don’t stop to think: “How will this fit within the organization?”

4. Use the buddy system. Even if your position doesn’t have an
administrative assistant assigned to it on a permanent basis, the best
thing you can do is ask if there is an assistant who has been there a
long time (and therefore knows everyone and knows how to get
things done) whom you can borrow for a few months to help you get
settled. Such a person is your best source of information on whom
you need to know inside the company, what the informal power
structure is, and whether certain people like things to be done a cer-
tain way.

When I arrived at Yahoo!, there wasn’t an assistant available. So I
partnered with the HR manager who supported the HR department
itself, Shelley Shaw. She was my buddy from Day One, setting up my
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schedule for me, setting up appointments for me well before I had
even started. And explaining cultural nuances as I went along.

5. Let your family know that they’re on their own for a while.
Expect to have less of a private life for six months to a full year. If this
isn’t something your family can work around, think long and hard
about whether you want to take on the challenge of a new, demand-
ing job.

6. If your new company has multiple locations, get out and meet
everyone right away. Schedule your travel before the people at your
office get used to having you around and your workload piles up.
Your work with locations around the country (or the world) will go
much more smoothly if you’ve spent time with all your HR counter-
parts and other colleagues.

7. If the company culture will allow it, make the tough decisions
very early on and get them behind you. However, if you want to bring
in a whole new team, do it in small doses. Otherwise you’ll create an
atmosphere of fear and resentment. Decide what you need to do the
most (and the quickest). Pick one replacement who will make the
most positive difference to you, and then wait another six months
before adding the next replacement. The delay will be a small price to
pay for building trust within your organization.

8. Seek out some quick wins. Meet with your constituents and
ask them, “If I could fix one thing, so that after my first six months
here you would think I’m just the greatest, what would that thing be?”
When I started at Yahoo!, I asked that question, and one of the
women in my department joked, “Can you fix the disgusting smell in
the ladies room?” Apparently this had been an issue for more than a
month, and it was, well, gross. So I called the head of facilities and
described the problem, and got back a scientific discussion about
what caused it and what could be done to fix it. It was a small thing,
but it made a large statement to my team: I’m here to serve.

Whether you hit the ground running or invest the time you need
to make deep and meaningful relationships with your new cowork-
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ers, what will successfully integrate you into your new position will be
the same statement: “I’m here to serve.” 

New Leader Assimilation: Help Your 
New Hires Beat the Odds
Unfortunately, not every new leader you hire will have the advantage
of having read this chapter. But, now that you have this understanding
of the steps that all newly hired leaders can take to improve their
chances of success, you can make a difference in their successful land-
ing in your company.

A few years ago I heard about the full-day new leader assimilation
process at General Electric from someone who had worked there and
had helped to develop it. When I joined Yahoo!, I was glad to see that
a number of our HR managers were already using the process suc-
cessfully. These are the essential elements:

� When a new leader is hired, convene a meeting with that per-
son’s new team members during the first week. With the leader in the
room, give all the team members the chance to introduce themselves
and say a little bit about who they are and what they do. 

� Then, with the leader out of the room, have the team answer
these questions: What do we want the new leader to know about us?
What do we expect of this new person? What are the burning issues
in our department? What are our concerns about the new leader?
What does the new leader need to know about us as a team? What do
we do well? Where do we need improvement? What do we want to
know about the new leader? What are the major obstacles the new
leader will face? Put the answers on a flip chart—but make sure
they’re anonymous so that the leader won’t later be able to connect
the comments to any one specific team member.

� After a lunch break, reconvene the team with the leader, and
go over the items on the flip chart. Give the new hire a chance to ask
questions about the comments and explore the ways in which he or
she can take quick action on some of the issues.
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� The new leader can now formulate an agenda for the first few
months. This exercise can bring to the surface more issues in one day
than weeks of one-on-one meetings. Dirty laundry is aired. And in this
open, even light-hearted way, the team begins to gel. This discussion is
a great way for the entire team to discover with the leader what some of
the unspoken issues, misunderstandings, and disconnects are.
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I was once a panelist during a symposium on the future of HR in Sili-
con Valley. One of my co-panelists, the head of HR for a heavily
branded computer company, spoke passionately about the need for
HR leaders to consider themselves vital manufacturers and suppliers
of necessary inventory for their companies—that inventory, of course,
being people. I understand what he was trying to convey in his mes-
sage: that we should rise above the historical preconceptions of our
profession and consider HR strategy an indispensable part of the over-
all business plan. We shouldn’t, he said, be bogged down by the emo-
tionalism that goes along with being people people.

Of course, he’s right. But he kept using a term that I object to on
the deepest level: factory. “We’re a factory,” he said. And what we
manufacture is the inventory that is necessary to get the job done.
Talk to me about factories and I picture widgets—identically stamped
out pieces, without feelings or concerns of their own, created by an
equally feelingless process to meet a business need. End of story.

I don’t know about you, but I don’t know a soul who welcomes
being considered inventory, widgets, capability, or even a human
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resource, for that matter. I’m not even wild about the expression
human capital, although I like it better than human resources. My prob-
lem with capital is that it reduces the company’s humanity to a finan-
cial component, albeit an investment, that is easily described on a
ledger sheet.

Personally, I prefer the word talent, especially in today’s business
environment, when companies depend more than ever on the unique
contributions, passion, commitment, and heart of every single indi-
vidual within them. Each company’s overall presence in the world is
unique precisely because of the unique abilities of its people. This
brings to mind the Hollywood model of building up the people side of
doing business. If we were casting a movie or a play, we would look
for people with a distinct set of styles, expressions, and circumstances,
and even the ability to cast a spell over the audience—only in busi-
ness it would be a different kind of magic, creating something inspired
and wonderful that didn’t exist before.

Before he started every scene, actor Jack Lemmon would whisper
to himself, “Magic time!” That bit of whimsy didn’t take away from
his professionalism, it tapped into his talent. Isn’t that more inspiring
than, “Okay, crank up the factory!”

Just bear in mind that the machine is there to help you cultivate
talent, not to stamp out widgets. Even Hollywood has processes for
identifying an extraordinary talent and bringing it on board. Holly-
wood thrives because of its talent machine. So can you. Here’s how.

Make Hiring Great People a 
Top Business Objective 
Hiring great people should be one of the four or five things that your
company consistently does well—and is famous for. Great people
attract other great people because great people only want to work with
great people. This principle should be one of your most publicized
public relations messages. Make sure your annual report emphasizes
that getting, keeping, and growing the right people are essential ele-
ments of your business’s guiding principles. If this isn’t at the top of
the business agenda, department leaders will hire new employees
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according to their own varying standards. And you will lose the power
of the common standard.

Have a Single Process for Delivering the Right Kinds of
People That’s Consistent Throughout All Your Locations 
Use the same system for selecting the best candidates, put them
through the same interview procedures, and deliver the same basic
kinds of training. At Southwest we would recruit 4,000 to 6,000
employees a year in our locations all over the country. Whether the
candidates were in Portland, Oregon; Manchester, New Hampshire;
Fort Lauderdale, Florida; or Phoenix, Arizona, their experience with
us would be the same.

Hire the Person, Not the Résumé 
What most companies do is bring in a batch of candidates who have
been identified as generally qualified by some form of résumé assess-
ment process. Then the conversation continues to be résumé-focused,
concentrating on skills and accomplishments. Instead, the conversa-
tion should bring out the whole person, especially the way that per-
son works with others. The questions should be along the lines of
“How did you work with your team?” “Who was the person you men-
tored who had the best success?” 

Discriminate 
No, I don’t mean that you should discriminate against candidates on
the basis of race, sex, age, disability, or veteran status. But because of
the excellent laws that are in place to prevent you from discriminating
in these ways, you and your HR staff may have been trained to focus
solely on how well résumés match the job specifications.

There’s no law, however, that says that you can’t discriminate
on the basis of someone’s attitude or someone’s ability to fit into the
team. Your Number One nonnegotiable should be your cultural fit. If
you hire people who don’t fit, no matter how good those people are,
or even if one of them is the best technical guru on earth, if they’re not
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going to fit into your culture, they’re not going to be successful. Fit is
everything.

It’s certainly not about money. At Southwest we deliberately
saw to it that money wasn’t the key attraction of working at the air-
line. If you offered a job that paid the most money in the world, you
would have candidates who were looking only for money. We
wanted people who were looking for a stable career, who were
enthusiastic about working for a company with a unique culture,
who thought the airline business was exciting. As a result, South-
west has an extraordinary community of employees who love their
jobs. I’d look at the ramp agents hoisting luggage into the belly of
planes in 110-degree heat during a Las Vegas summer and ask
myself: How do these people do such hard work and love it so
much? They did. We made sure we hired athletic people who loved
the energetic, fun culture of Southwest, combined with the chance
to do great physical work outside.

Cut Down on Your Workload; Give Candidates
the Chance to Self-Select 
When you make your corporate culture famous through all your pub-
lic messaging vehicles, people will know whether they want to work
for your company before they even send you their résumé. The
stronger you make that message, the fewer the number of bad fits
you’ll have to weed out from the résumé stacks. At Southwest we
made sure our message was very strong. Our ads in magazines and on
billboards made our culture unmistakable. One ad featured CEO Herb
Kelleher in an Elvis suit. The caption read: “Work in a place where
Elvis has been spotted.” And at the bottom of the ad it read: “But if
you see him dressed as Ethel Merman, just ignore him. We’re trying to
cure him of that.” Anyone who reads that ad is going to have no doubt
that this is a zany kind of company. If readers find it silly and dumb,
I’d say the chances are very good that Southwest wouldn’t be the best
place for them to work.

When we first came out with our new uniforms of shorts and golf
shirts, we published a photograph of a flight attendant, shot from her
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feet to her waist. The ad read: “Work at a place where wearing pants is
optional.” Again, the underlying message was, “If you want a more
casual atmosphere, where you can have fun and be part of a team,
think about joining Southwest Airlines.” If you found that inappro-
priate for a workplace setting, then you probably wouldn’t apply to
Southwest to begin with.

At Yahoo! we’re going through the process of identifying what
makes a “Yahoo!” in the current environment. We’re looking for nice,
smart people who are confident and innovative. And they need to be
willing to speak their minds. We want people who don’t need to have
their jobs or even their future defined, who can take charge and make
things happen, even when they’re in uncharted territory. That’s a lot
to fit into our culture, and our main job is capturing those qualities
and expressing them to the world in exciting and attractive branding
messages.

Link your company’s mission to a cause that employees can
embrace. There’s nothing more motivating, focusing, and energizing
than knowing that you’re making a difference in the world. It has to
be about more than just doing the job. It has to be about making the
world a better place in some way. Mary Kay Cosmetics makes prod-
ucts that help women be beautiful, and it also helps women to be self-
sufficient by working on their own out of their homes. Mary Kay has
some of the highest-paid women in business today, and everyone
working in corporate headquarters can draw satisfaction from know-
ing that they are helping to make a real difference in the lives of
women and their families around the world.

At Recognition, a business-to-business enterprise that wasn’t
nearly as sexy, we made computer transport equipment that made
companies more efficient by processing high volumes of data and
paperwork. We were the first to provide optical character recognition
technology, which is obsolete today but was the very latest cool thing
in its heyday. Banks, post offices, and airlines all used the technology.
And while it might be hard at first to connect a cause to such a dry
piece of technology, reminding employees that Recognition technol-
ogy helps businesses be successful went hand in hand with reminding
them that successful businesses help people be successful.
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At Southwest we linked our HR programming work with our
Freedom brand. Southwest Airlines’ external brand was “A Symbol of
Freedom,” and our internal brand was “At Southwest freedom begins
with me.” We knew that if Southwest didn’t exist, the whole country
would be paying exorbitant prices for airfares. And we could prove it.
Before Southwest was in business, only one out of every four Ameri-
cans flew. Once we entered the industry with our mission of providing
affordable airfares, three out of every four Americans flew. Every time
we entered a new market, something called the Southwest effect would
take place: Other airlines would discount at least some of their seats
to match our fares. How does this translate to Southwest employees?
They know that people from coast to coast have the freedom to go to
that wedding they might have missed otherwise, to see their child-
hood friends, to go to that jazz festival, to attend that graduation, even
to be there for that funeral—all those events and opportunities that
make life rich and rewarding are now within reach of everyday Amer-
icans who wouldn’t have otherwise been able to be there.

No matter what your company is or what your employees do, you
have a cause. And that cause can fuel their excitement and commit-
ment regardless of the ups and downs of the marketplace or the econ-
omy. Their enthusiasm is the real fuel for your talent machine. It will
keep your business in perpetual motion.
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If you’re attracted to the HR-from-the-heart principle that is the foun-
dation of this entire book, you might find this nuts-and-bolts idea
troublesome. True, there’s a lovely romance attached to the traditional
right-time–right-place love matches between an employer and the
perfect candidate. But if you look behind the curtain of even the most
epic love matches in history, you’ll find at least one player who is
using his or her head.

Use your head. This isn’t romance, anyway. This is serious busi-
ness, with millions of dollars and hundreds or thousands of lives at
stake. The talent management process requires extreme discipline
and commitment on the part of both HR and the entire enterprise.
At Southwest, I often described our hiring philosophy as a religion,
meaning that it was so central to our being that there could be no
compromise. It was one of our best practices, it was one of our over-
all corporate objectives, and it had the full support of leaders at all
levels. Install these nuts and bolts into your talent machine, and
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you’ll be able to recruit great talent that you’ll love into great jobs
that they’ll love. 

Employee Referrals 
No matter what the organization may be, employee referrals are the
most valuable source of talent. At Yahoo! half of our employees come
to us through a personal introduction by someone who already works
here. This makes all the sense in the world. Friends seek each other
out for that nebulous quality that we are all looking for: fit. As in that
famous Amway recruiting chart, for every single circle that represents
an employee, there are at least five additional circles of likely candi-
dates attached to that circle. And for each of those five, there are five
more, and so on and so on.

Turn every employee in your organization into a recruiter. If your
employees love their work and the company, they’re going to be
recruiting for you anyway. But there are ways you can pump up the
process now and then. For instance, you can pay for it. At Southwest
we had an ongoing program called “BYOB” (Bring Your Own Buddy)
where we’d offer a free ticket on Southwest for each new hire that
came from an employee referral. For hard-to-hire positions, we would
offer a cash award. But these programs would get stale, so we had to
kick things up a notch by occasionally offering well-publicized con-
tests in which we had a drawing from the names of employees who
had successfully referred a candidate. The lucky winner of the draw-
ing would receive a fabulous prize, such as a computer system or a
big screen TV. 

These programs don’t have to cost a lot of money. At the height of
the economic boom, we printed little business cards that looked like
miniature versions of the plastic boarding coupons that Southwest is
famous—or infamous—for. (Southwest discontinued using these
cards after September 11 for security and efficiency reasons.) Each
card carried the message that Southwest was looking for more
employees, along with information on how to apply online or where
to send a résumé. We mailed five cards to each employee, with a
request to help us find great people. We asked them to hand out the
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cards to people who gave them excellent customer service: the cashier
at the supermarket, the ticket taker at the movies, the waiter, anyone
the employees felt especially good about. The employees kept asking
us for more and more of those cards. And soon it became a way of life.
No one made a penny from this program, or won a fabulous prize.
They did it because it felt good to be so active in building the com-
pany with terrific customer service people.

Public Relations 
The Southwest PR team taught me well how incredibly valuable the
word on the street is for finding and recruiting great people. If you
can have well-placed articles and television or radio coverage about
who you are as an employer and where you’re hiring, more people will
respond to those stories than will respond to ads that you pay for.

Before the Y2K systems overhaul, we had a huge need for IT pro-
fessionals. So we decided we’d try to recruit from our customers by
running an ad in our frequent flyer newsletter. The deal was, send us
a résumé of someone you know with certain IT skills and you’ll be
entered in a contest for a free computer. We received about 2,000
résumés as a result (and one complaint from an IT executive who said
that we were trying to steal her employees and therefore she would
never fly Southwest again—so you have to be careful about these
things). The number of résumés was mildly disappointing, but the
ripple effect was beyond our wildest dreams.

It didn’t occur to us that some of our frequent flyers were
reporters. One of those reporters was a business journalist who read
the ad and thought it was a great story. The next thing we knew, there
were articles about the ad in the Arizona Republic, the Los Angeles
Times; and the Dallas Morning News—which happened to serve the
location where we had IT openings. Then a local television network
affiliate saw the newspaper articles and came out to film our com-
puter room, interview me and the IT employees, and show what kind
of technology we were working on. We got far more résumés in
response to the news coverage of our campaign than we got from the
campaign itself.
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Use the Power of the Internet 
Your web site is your most powerful way to let prospective employees
know what you are looking for. Here you can post your message, indi-
cate what types of people you are looking for, give your candidates a
way to apply online, and begin an interactive relationship with candi-
dates. Use your advertising dollars to promote your web site rather
than specific job openings. Once you have an established employment
brand, people will flock to you. Online recruiting has changed the
way we search for job seekers. Rather than placing an ad in one pub-
lication that is stale the next day, we can now run online job ads that
reach across the globe. New technology is created daily that uses arti-
ficial intelligence to help match job requirements with skills. Tech-
nology advances now make it possible to find the elusive passive job
seeker and prequalify candidates. 

Know Who You’re Going to Want Long 
Before You Actually Want Them 
Most companies launch their recruiting process from a standing start,
which means that they’re too late before they’ve even begun. Your
ideal goal is to have the candidate ready the day the job opens. The
longer a job is open, the higher the probability that you will make a
hiring mistake. When hiring managers are desperate to fill a position,
it is just human nature that hiring standards will be compromised.
Using the dreaded factory metaphor, plant managers know at the
beginning of every year or season what the necessary inventory of
parts, supplies, and materials must be to get the job done over time.
Likewise, your plant should have a talent plan. What is the level of
talent that you’ll be requiring at what points throughout the upcom-
ing months? How many people will you be needing? What are the
knowns? What are the unknowns?

This approach requires a formula that will evolve and be refined
over time. However, there are fundamental variables that you can use
right away. Start with the predictable patterns of growth that can be
seen historically in your company. If you work at a chain of stores, for
example, you know that growth happens when you open a new loca-
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tion. Look back at your records to see how many people you typically
hire to accommodate that kind of expansion. Don’t limit your formula
to the extra number of sales associates; remember to factor in the
additional people hours at headquarters. At Southwest our growth
was most often represented by the purchase of a new plane. When we
ordered a new plane, we knew we’d need a certain number of pilots,
flight attendants, and ground crew. Our main problem was that we
couldn’t always be sure where we’d need them—especially the ground
crew. Seattle? Las Vegas? Providence? Baltimore? That part might take
some last-minute finessing, but we had made our lives that much eas-
ier because we had planned ahead as much as we could.

Hire Mainly at the Entry Level and Promote
From Within 
This philosophy has several advantages: It perpetuates your culture, it
encourages your people to be constantly learning and growing, it culti-
vates loyalty, and it keeps the knowledge inside. It is also a great way to
build the company from the ground up in that for each job above the
entry-level positions, there should be sharp, custom-trained, and cus-
tom-developed entry-level people who are ready to move up into it. If
you do this, you should never suffer a severe talent shortage. And you
may not even have to engage in the talent war that is raging outside
your walls. (At least not as much—no matter how excellent the work-
place culture may be, turnover will always be with us to some extent.
The ideal is to keep that extent minimal and as healthy as possible.)

Make the most of this process by installing an internal hiring
process that is just as rigorous as your external system. Post all jobs
above the entry level internally so that your employees have the first
chance to fill them. Create career development initiatives that prepare
people to take charge of their own careers and give them the tools and
skills that they need in order to qualify for the next likely opportunities.
Be sure to create a culture in which going after new opportunities does-
n’t put employees’ current jobs at risk. In many companies, if a boss gets
wind of the fact that an employee is taking action to move on and up,
that boss may make life very difficult for that employee. A supervisor
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may give an employee a lousy recommendation, either as retribution for
perceived disloyalty or to keep the employee from advancing out of that
department. Even in the best of companies, a certain amount of posses-
siveness can occur. So try to help supervisors understand that the great-
est compliment to them is that they have groomed someone to be ready
for advancement. Reward them accordingly.

Likewise, make sure it’s safe for employees to try for a promotion
and then not get it. In typical situations, employees may be reluctant
to consider internal job changes, because they know that if they fail to
receive the offer, they will have to keep working for a boss who knows
that they attempted to leave. Under the best of circumstances, the
potential feeling of failure and embarrassment can discourage talented
employees from taking the risk. Under the worst of circumstances, a
vengeful boss can make their lives miserable as they try to settle back
into their current job. For every new job opportunity, you’re going to
have many disappointed hopefuls returning to their original job and
only one successful candidate who gets to make the move. Make
absolutely certain that all bosses welcome their employees back.

Also make sure that bosses don’t cut loose troublesome employees
just because they don’t want to be bothered with them anymore. The
internal hiring process can be misused as a recycling program for poor
performers and misfits. If you don’t want that kind of waste, you must
have a discipline in place that says, “We don’t pass a problem
employee on to another manager.” If an employee has issues, the
manager should work those out before approving the move. Make
your managers commit to that principle, perhaps by signing a con-
tract that says, “I am recommending this person for this job. And if
the person is not selected, I will be happy to take her or him back.”

Aggressively Seek Out the Stars 
There is a whole new class of employee out there who defies any kind
of prefabricated job description and whose résumé your recruitment
software would spit out, as it doesn’t match any of the keywords
you’ve programmed into the software. Yet, to quote Rodgers and Ham-
merstein, “once you have found them, never let them go.” These indi-
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viduals have always been with us, but they achieved critical mass dur-
ing the last boom economy, when they were generally assembled
under the category Free Agent Nation. They may have dropped out of
the conventional employment track—especially those who were
among the first to recognize that the employment contract was dead
and that there was a big market for project-based work for a variety of
companies and clients. Or they may have stayed inside the employ-
ment world but have dedicated themselves to a purpose, a profession,
or an industry. Those are the ones who have been writing books, who
have been speaking at conferences, who have been consulting inde-
pendently. They may also be the ones who, for the right opportunity,
would welcome the chance to work at your company. Make sure
there’s room in your talent plan to slow down, attract, and grab these
thought leaders when they come into your line of vision.

Where do you find these visionary mavericks? They may be regu-
lars at your trade association meetings. Or they may be speakers, or
authors, or often quoted in articles. Find a way to bring them in for a
get-acquainted conversation. It’s very possible—maybe even likely—
that they will welcome the opportunity to contribute their talent to
the cause that your company stands for. If, after careful consideration,
you decide you want one of these people, but there’s no officially open
position available for the person to step into, create one. That newly
created title could be the hot spot for innovation and leadership that
will put your company on the map. (In addition, if you’re known for
hiring stars, more stars will gravitate to your company.)

But move carefully with this group. Just because someone is a star
doesn’t mean that that person will shine brightly inside your particular
corporate culture. Even though the person is great and you’re great,
you may not end up being all that great together—especially if your
culture isn’t so wild about the maverick approach to life and work.

Don’t Forget the Stars You 
Already Have in Your Ranks 
Throughout your organization, you have people who are essential to
the future of your business. These people would be difficult if not
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impossible to replace. They are developing new products, they are
keeping your most important customers happy, they have deep institu-
tional knowledge, and they are rising to positions of leadership. Place
a special emphasis on nurturing these stars. It should be deliberate and
should include high-touch executive attention, career development
opportunities, more frequent compensation reviews, more stock
options, or whatever else is important to keep these folks engaged.

Remember the Important Link Between 
Hiring Talent and Growing Talent 
Staffing and organizational development should be attached at the
hip. Their roles, when they are combined as a function, are talent
acquisition and talent development. The process of talent manage-
ment is much more than just matching people with job requisitions.
The greatest organizations invest in career development, leadership
development, and internal career pathing. Not only is their external
online job site rich with branded information for external job seekers,
but their internal placement site is richer and better and includes
online learning and developmental opportunities. Recruiters don’t just
interview external candidates who are seeking to join the company,
they also interview qualified internal candidates who have been work-
ing toward the next step in their career. And they help people move
through traditional and nontraditional roles and responsibilities.
Recruiters are responsible for selecting new leaders in partnership
with department heads. They are available as career coaches, while
learning facilitators design and deliver opportunities for internal can-
didates to prepare for their next steps and to meet the organization’s
needs. Recruiters working with learning facilitators help leaders to
mentor their team members and develop the competencies that will
be needed in the future.

To create a talent machine where there previously was none will
require a significant culture shift that will take some time, some patience,
and some tolerance for missteps here and there. It’s worth the invest-
ment. What you will get in return is a smoothly functioning process of
talent acquisition and development with just-in-time delivery.
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It’s a common mistake to look to HR as the source from which all cor-
porate culture flows. I suppose it’s understandable. Culture is, after
all, people. And people are HR’s domain, right? Many CEOs don’t
want to be bothered with such a pesky, hard-to-measure element as
culture, so they delegate it to HR, saying, “You take care of it.” It isn’t
at the top of the business agenda, and everyone thinks it’s HR’s prob-
lem. But it’s actually everyone’s problem and responsibility. 

Culture does have its roots in people, it’s true. But those people
are the founders of the organization. Whether they realized it or not,
the company’s culture began in those very first hours when a dream
of something new and wonderful started taking shape on a cocktail
napkin or in a computer file. It’s a rare entrepreneur who is thinking
about HR at that stage! And few entrepreneurs begin their dream
companies by describing from the start what the culture of those
companies will be. But still, in those early days, they were creating
just that—their new company’s culture. When Southwest’s most
notorious CEO, Herb Kelleher, was putting his first flight attendants
in hot pants, was he thinking about culture? I doubt it. When Bill
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Hewlett and David Packard were tinkering in their garage, was cul-
ture on their minds? Nope, the next great idea was. But they were
creating culture anyway. When Jerry Yang and David Filo were pro-
crastinating on their Ph.D. dissertations and developing a Web direc-
tory from their Stanford University trailer, were they thinking about
the culture of the as-yet-unestablished Yahoo!—a company that
would very quickly employ thousands of people around the world?
No. I suspect they were actually thinking, “We really ought to stop
this and get back to our studies.” Corporate culture is never “top of
mind” when creative genius is busy making something that didn’t
exist an hour ago.

The founders of companies begin with their own personal set of
values, beliefs, and behaviors that shape their initial work environ-
ment. More likely than not, the first group of employees shares those
values, and a culture begins to evolve, rather than being deliberately
created. Certain values, behaviors, work ethics, and communication
channels become central to the way things get done. The business
survives and grows because the group of original employees develops
an indomitable drive to succeed. Visionary leaders emerge to lead in
true entrepreneurial style, reflecting the core cultural attributes. Since
few start-ups have the foresight to invest in HR, these leaders handle
the people issues—or these responsibilities are ignored altogether. But
still, many start-ups are celebrated for their exciting culture. Some-
how this culture happens without the presence of HR.

HR usually arrives on the scene as the enterprise achieves a suc-
cessful formula for delivering results and grows to such an extent that
it enters a new phase. Now there is a need to compete for talent, focus
on the working environment, grow and develop new skills, formalize
reward systems, and comply with applicable regulations. These key
activities allow HR to lead and drive the development of a company’s
culture, but not to create that culture. At this stage, the best compa-
nies recognize the importance of a strong positive culture as a sus-
tainable competitive advantage, and every employee becomes a
“keeper of the culture.”

Much has been written on how organizations transform or change
their cultures. As those who have embarked on cultural reengineering
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efforts know, an established culture is persistent. Once a culture exists,
it is difficult to change. Changing it involves changing behaviors and
unspoken assumptions within the entire workforce. To effect true cul-
tural transformation, the structure and every system and process must
reinforce the aspirational culture. All leaders must embrace new atti-
tudes and conduct their activities in new and different ways—even if
they feel that they are threatened personally with loss of power or loss
of their jobs. HR leaders cannot go it alone in these endeavors. Chang-
ing the culture requires the efforts of everyone in the enterprise. Rather
than arriving at this point, it is better work to shape the culture
through a natural evolution from the very beginning.

The best and most admired mature organizations keep culture at
the top of the business agenda. These organizations recognize the
importance of an evolving culture. In fact, a hallmark of companies
that survive and thrive is a culture that is flexible and adaptable.

As the HR leader, your role is to ascertain what the culture is and
how it adds to or detracts from the company’s objectives. Does the
culture attract, retain, and engage top talent? What are the good parts
of your company’s culture? An upbeat environment that’s based on
team spirit? A strong emphasis on open communication? An innova-
tive culture that’s built on risk and creativity? Or a culture that finds
comfort and efficiency by relying on tradition and uniformity?

Conversely, what are some of the established cultural traits that
no longer work for the company? Has your company matured into an
established business with a heritage of known products but still
encourages behaviors that were appropriate for its innovation stage?
Have your customers matured and moved away from a maverick
sense of counterculture, while your employees stay rooted in youthful
exuberance? Or has the company fallen behind the times? Have the
leaders deluded themselves into thinking that the organization con-
tinues to make its original values a way of life, while the employees
feel disconnected from those values? How can you update the com-
pany’s internal culture to stay current with your market, without los-
ing your valued employees? Remember that it is much easier to
change certain elements of a culture than to do a complete overhaul.
Quick wins and small successes make additional efforts possible. 
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Finally, what aspects of your culture are actually cultural impera-
tives? What are the nonnegotiables inside your company that would
immediately spit out people who somehow don’t fit? At Southwest,
for example, our culture was famously innovative and fun. That spirit
wouldn’t last a day in a banking culture. And likewise, if people I
knew during my years serving the financial services facilities manage-
ment industry tried to impose their strong top-down power structure
on a Southwest team, they’d discover very quickly that they’d better
loosen up . . . or pack up.

It’s everyone’s job to perpetuate the company culture. HR’s unique
way is through the recruitment, learning and development, and com-
pensation programs that can drive, reinforce, and reward certain
behaviors.

How HR Can Drive Culture
If your CEO says, “Fix our culture,” don’t take on the assignment all
by yourself. Think about what you should do, what you can do, and,
just as important, what you should pass on to other departments.

What HR Should Do

� Understand your current culture. As we discussed, you need to
know what behaviors work inside the company, which ones don’t
work, and what will best position the company to meet its future
objectives. One way to achieve this is to conduct a cultural assessment
or audit of your organization through employee surveys, focus
groups, or interviews. Next, review your organization’s history, lead-
ership styles, and HR programs and look at practices in the industry
to determine what currently drives and reinforces the culture. Finally,
what is your customer experience? What cultural elements are obvi-
ous to customers? Is your culture aligned with your business strat-
egy? Where are the disconnects? What needs to change?

� Develop a business case for cultural change. Why is the change
needed? How will the desired changes in culture support the business
strategy?
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� Work with the senior leadership team to define the aspirational
culture. Core values, desired behaviors, and shared vision are essential
if a culture change effort is to succeed. Every leader must embrace the
need to change, or it won’t happen. Senior leaders must make new
behaviors their way of life in order to reinforce desired change.

� Develop an agenda or action plan for enhancing the culture or
bringing about change. Start with the highest priorities and work on the
toughest issues. If your culture is to become a way of life and be self-
sustaining, every process must reinforce the core values and the culture.

� Communicate what needs to change and why. Solicit input from
people. Once the needed changes and processes for change are
defined, tell people what is expected of them. Also make sure that
everyone understands both the rewards for changing and the negative
consequences of not changing. 

� Hire for fit. Identify the characteristics of people who exhibit
those behaviors that you’ve identified as desirable. The people who fit
and thrive in your culture will perpetuate that culture in everything
they do. If you have to choose between a candidate who has better
skills or knowledge but doesn’t fit and a candidate who is slightly less
qualified but fits culturally, choose the slightly less qualified person
and provide the necessary training or on-the-job experience. For
those who don’t or won’t fit into the culture, point them in the direc-
tion of finding other opportunities.

� Invest in new hire orientation training. Be sure that every new
employee knows what it will take to fit in and understands the cul-
tural imperatives. Talk about the ways of working that lead to success
and the ones that are the showstoppers.

� Create leadership talking points. Be sure that every meeting,
every training course, every communication piece includes cultural
messages and reinforces the company’s values, mission, traditions, and
practices. 

� Build an internal brand that supports the external brand.
Make a promise to deliver a consistent employee experience. Be sure
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that your employees know about the differentiating climate and the
programs and services that will enhance their work lives and
careers.

� Install compensation programs that reward preferred behaviors.
Your compensation and incentive programs should support the cul-
ture that you are working to reinforce. If your culture supports pro-
motion from within, make sure your managers are measured and
rewarded according to the developmental support they provide to
their direct reports.

� Cultivate leaders who promote your culture. What kind of lead-
ership strengths and skills will perpetuate your culture down through
the ranks? Who exhibits those assets early? Find them. Develop them.
Invest in leadership development programs that reinforce cultural
messages. Keep the good people, and get rid of those who are unable
to pass the culture on.

What HR Can Do

� Keep telling the stories. Every corporate history has a few leg-
ends. The long nights during the start-up phase. The “flat dinners,” or
pizzas keeping the entrepreneurs fueled into the early morning hours.
That first dollar that’s framed and hung over the cash register. Encour-
age people to tell those stories. Create “heroes” as central figures in
the legends. Celebrate success, and, yes, celebrate failures. Demon-
strate that people can survive and learn from their mistakes. Celebra-
tions and events can reinforce the culture message.

� Make it fun. Create contests and activities that enhance the cul-
ture. Decorate the office in inspiring ways. Dress up on Halloween.
Give out valentines.

� Use your HR tools. I learned early on at Southwest that com-
municating the benefits plan could be also be a primary source of key
cultural messages. Every training class should reinforce the basic
behaviors and values that reinforce the culture. Performance review
forms should measure cultural fit as well as job performance.
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� Form a culture committee. Engage the help and support of a
group of passionate, committed cross-functional team members to
identify cultural disconnects and recommend remedies.

� Transform the organizational structure to enable change. Find
new ways to accomplish work tasks. Use teams for one-time projects.
Broaden roles and responsibilities.

What HR Should Let Other Departments Do
No one should be locked out of the culture campaign. Just as the cul-
ture itself should permeate the entire organization, the entire organiza-
tion should have a hand in perpetuating it. Corporate communications,
advertising, and marketing should capture the culture message and
spread it both internally and externally. New product development
should manifest the cultural values in the way it responds to the mar-
ketplace demand with quality and service. The legal department should
demonstrate the company culture by advising your corporate leaders
on behaviors that are not only legal but also the right thing to do.

You’re not solely responsible. You can do a lot to drive the culture
and make it better. But no one department can force corporate culture
on the rest of the company. You must achieve buy-in from everyone,
from the CEO all the way down.
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Try this simple experiment one night when you’re home and there’s
nothing good on television, but you’re really too tired to do anything
more strenuous than stare at the tube. Don’t watch the programs;
watch the commercials instead. Notice how the major products are
presented, especially in those mysterious pharmaceutical commer-
cials. You’re not quite sure what the drugs being advertised actually
do. But you have no doubt that once you take them, your life will be
full of sunny skies, green pastures full of blooming things, loads of
friends, and long, romantic walks on beaches far, far away from the
nearest bathroom.

These commercials aren’t selling the pills. They’re selling the
results of the pills. They’re selling the pill’s promise—how much more
you will get out of life (and all the emotional value that you associate
with that message) if you take their pills. Commercials don’t sell you
the product; they sell you the meaning, the lifestyle, the transforma-
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tion, the potential, the joy, the fulfillment that the product promises.
This is the message that engages you, that enchants you, and that
compels you to give the product a chance. 

And this is the method that you can use to engage and enchant
your employees. It is the meaning and the promise that lie behind
their daily efforts that give their jobs a deeper resonance and compel
commitment. And, borrowing a page from the advertising experts,
you offer them this meaning and promise through branding.

In recent years, when recruiters were ferociously competing with
one another for the available (and even unavailable) top talent, inter-
nal or employment branding was a powerful way for companies to dif-
ferentiate themselves and their employment promise from their com-
petitors. But even in down cycles, branding continues to hold its value
as an important HR tool. It unifies employees under a shared sense of
mission and values; it constantly broadcasts the message of meaning,
and that message continues to attract other like-minded candidates
who identify with the values that your company both stands for and
offers. The communication of an employer brand using a consistent
voice, look, feel, and tone—throughout the entire employment rela-
tionship—is the most powerful tool I have discovered. Branding is, in
a very real sense, the oil in your talent machine. It helps keep all the
many parts moving smoothly.

Southwest discovered the immense power of this kind of internal
branding almost accidentally. When Herb stepped in as CEO of
Southwest, one of the first things he decided to do was hire a new ad
agency to put a fresh spin on our external marketing message. True to
form, he hired a young, zany Texas-based start-up, GSD&M, and as a
team the agency and Southwest’s leadership asked themselves, “What
do we have that differentiates us from our competitors?”

What Southwest had was “that certain Southwest spirit.” Let’s face
it, all airlines have airplanes and fly from one city to another. South-
west was unique because of the spirit of our people. Our people at
ticket counters, our reservations agents, our gate agents, our flight
attendants were energetic, compassionate, caring, and smiling. Cus-
tomers knew that our employees loved their jobs. And we decided to
use that differentiator externally as our competitive advantage. 
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Consequently, we knew that if our employees were our secret
weapon, we’d better make hiring one of our core competencies. If we
were advertising that Southwest had that certain Southwest spirit, we
needed to make sure that we had the systems in place to hire people
who already had that spirit. So the people function was a core com-
petitive competency from the early days.

Then Colleen Barrett, currently president and COO, smartly
observed that if we were advertising that message of spirit to the
customers, we should send the message internally as well. From that
time on, each time we advertised a new slogan or tag line to the pub-
lic, we had to make sure that everyone inside Southwest understood
what it meant—what our promise was. This was a basic and obvious
principle, but few companies link their external messaging with
their internal messaging. And so the employees don’t deliver the
promise, the brand isn’t built, and the company doesn’t become
strong. Colleen was determined to see that that didn’t happen at
Southwest.

Over the years, our marketing strategy became so effective that
Southwest became a major national airline instead of a small regional
carrier. So we needed a unifying national message. And we chose
“Symbol of Freedom.” As noted in Chapter 20, Southwest was making
flying affordable for Americans. Before Southwest, only one out of
every four Americans flew because flying was so expensive. Business-
people (mostly men) traveled, but even business travel by air wasn’t
that prevalent in the early days of Southwest because it was too
expensive for ordinary people. Because of Southwest’s mission to
deliver to Americans this freedom to fly, people could just get on air-
planes and go at a very low cost.

Now we needed to have our employees catch the passion and
power behind this vision of opening up travel to everyday Americans.
So our marketing department came up with fantastic collateral mate-
rials, including an inspiring video and a Southwest Declaration of
Independence, which we sent to everyone’s home. We talked about
freedom in everything we did. Our culture committee sponsored a
creative “freedom tour” and sent an old-fashioned steamer trunk from
city to city, with each city adding its own “symbol of freedom.” Our
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internal communications department included the freedom message
in every employee publication. Still, despite all our efforts, what the
freedom spirit meant for individual employees didn’t catch on as
strongly as we had hoped. We knew we needed to better enroll our
employees in this new vision.

With the help of Hewitt Associates, we embarked on one of the
country’s first internal branding projects, designed to marry the exter-
nal message with an internal brand identity that really stuck. Our
message was: “When you come to Southwest as an employee, you will
have a feeling working here that you won’t get anywhere else.” Our
challenge was to figure out a way of making this message real, not just
another one-dimensional piece of propaganda.

Our first step was to convene a cross-function group of Southwest
people from advertising, public relations, marketing, operations, and
HR. We spent days in a room with flip charts, cataloging pages upon
pages of answers to the simple question, “When you work at South-
west, what do you get that you wouldn’t have if you worked somewhere
else?” After compiling all the answers to that question, we grouped
them into categories, which we presented to focus groups of employees
for their reactions. When we finished, we had eight basic freedoms:

� To pursue good health

� To create financial security

� To learn and grow

� To make a positive difference

� To travel

� To work hard and have fun

� To create and innovate

� To stay connected

Like those emotionally engaging commercials we all see on televi-
sion, we then translated these freedoms into outcomes, always linking
those outcomes to the freedoms in all our messages. Working in part-
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nership with everyone we could (our ad agencies, benefits consultants,
employment partners, etc.), we created great employee-related prod-
ucts and services and tied them together under the Freedom theme.

For example, until we came up with this new internal branding
approach, the whole retirement process was decentralized and confus-
ing. A flight attendant I knew from the culture committee said that she
had had to fly to headquarters four separate times to go through the var-
ious steps and paperwork necessary to retire. Furthermore, she told me,
some people just want to privately explore the possibilities of retiring
and to understand what it ultimately means, without actually having to
publicly announce the fact that they’re curious. A little privacy wouldn’t
be such a bad thing, she said. So we organized and simplified the entire
retirement process. And we posted all the relevant information online so
that employees could quietly do the research without letting the com-
pany know about it. We marketed our retirement program with an ad
showing a Southwest seat with rocking chair runners under it. The slo-
gan was, of course: You’ve earned the freedom to retire.

We also produced Freedom Expos, which were huge internal
expositions, sort of like the exhibit hall at an HR conference. Every
department was involved, with booths and demonstrations—all orga-
nized under the general theme of freedom. Attendees received a Com-
prehensive Freedom Planner, a canvas bag, and a T-shirt with the free-
dom icons. My favorite booth was the mechanics’ booth, categorized
under Freedom to Learn and Grow. These guys usually work at night,
and they hardly ever get the chance to meet anyone else in the com-
pany. Here was their chance to show what they do, demonstrating dif-
ferent parts of an airplane and letting people pick up and examine
$35,000 pieces of metal! It was like a gigantic county fair. But instead
of blue-ribbon livestock, we were celebrating all the ingredients of the
Southwest Spirit and the freedom that employees provided externally
and received internally.

An advantage of branding is that it gives everyone the chance to take
their own initiatives, as long as those initiatives respond to the overall
theme. One day I was flying somewhere, and I was handed a cocktail
napkin along with my drink. Normally these napkins are printed with a
route map on one side and a marketing message on the other. This par-
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ticular napkin had “Log on for Low Fares” on one side, and when I
turned it over, I discovered a smiling face made from peanuts that said,
“Freedom to be yourself is the freedom to be your best. Check out our
great career opportunities at www.southwest.com.” I was so surprised to
see this! Probably some people in my department, in partnership with
marketing or public relations, took it upon themselves to have these
printed up. It made a strong connection between the internal and exter-
nal brands. No one asked my permission to do this—which was just fine
with me! They had the freedom to create and innovate!

Packaging the Brand Promise in Your Company

� Understand what your external brand promise to your cus-
tomers is and determine whether this is the message that your mar-
keting, advertising, and public relations departments intend to con-
tinue using. If it is, fine. You can build your internal message on a
foundation that has already been built to reach out to the public. If
these departments are embarking on a messaging overhaul, use this
opportunity to create a brand message that can be translated mean-
ingfully both externally and internally.

� Use the expertise and the techniques of your marketing, com-
munications, advertising, and public relations people to comprehend
how employees currently perceive the company, what they want, and
how you can help them experience the company in a more positive
way. Focus groups are one example of a classic marketing tool that
will give you extraordinary insight.

� Engage your employees in every stage of the process. To make
sure that your messages sustain their meaning and credibility over
time, keep your employees involved. Answer these three questions for
employees: 

What does the company stand for? 

How will the company deliver on its stand, consistently?

How can I, as an employee, help my company succeed right now?
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� Choose powerful key phrases and link all your messages to
them. Southwest has gotten a lot of mileage out of “freedom.”

� Keep it real. Develop a narrative proclamation of how your
organization will carry out the promise and uphold the values in the
employment relationship. Don’t overpromise and underdeliver. Your
brand promise should be powerful and emotionally evocative. But it
also must be tightly connected (and connectable) to your employees’
daily experience with the company. 

� The promise statement can be used on a day-to-day basis to
inform and guide decisions that affect the employment relationship.
All communication materials—from recruiting advertisements, to
compensation and benefits, to retirement—follow the brand commu-
nication guidelines.

� Just as you market the external brand externally, market the
internal brand externally as well. Let the outside community, cus-
tomers, and potential candidates know what it’s like to work at your
company. They’ll be happier to buy from you when they know that
your employees love their work. And you’ll attract an enthusiastic
mass of candidates who understand what you’re trying to achieve and
want to help you achieve it.
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In 1989, with a new HR leader at Southwest, it was time to re-brand
the HR function within Southwest Airlines. Human resources didn’t
work for us because that term implied that our employees were
something that could be easily used up and then thrown away or
replaced—a message that didn’t fit with our mission and commit-
ment to employees. One member of the group suggested employee
department. But calling our people employees did not accurately
reflect the value we placed upon them. One even suggested folks.
Finally, the group settled on people department. I reluctantly had my
business cards reprinted, and I cringed as I caught my colleagues
rolling their eyes when they thought I couldn’t see them. It took me
a while to really appreciate the meaning behind the word people in
our department heading, as opposed to human resources. At first I
thought it was hokey. (I even worried about what my SHRM friends
would say. At that point, they were just making the shift from per-
sonnel to human resources.) But I understood intellectually the spirit
behind the change. 

The Power of People to Make
Your HR Branding Work
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It wasn’t until almost ten years later that I finally, most fully,
understood the value and power of the word people. It was the day I
said good-bye to Cindy Serniak for the last time. A long-time flight
attendant, she had left Southwest after she married a pilot. But she
was never far from our thoughts, and we weren’t far from hers either.
Later, after her divorce, she was involved in a terrible car accident and,
as a quadriplegic, was confined to a motorized wheelchair. But that
chair didn’t confine Cindy. She returned to school, got a degree in
counseling, and returned to work at Southwest, where we were all
overjoyed to see her again. Starting out as a receptionist, she quickly
moved up through the ranks and moved into the People Department. 

One holiday we had special People Department denim shirts
(along with a People Department logo designed just for us) made up
as a gift to all the department employees. Everyone was thrilled
because by then, the “people” moniker had taken hold. And because
Cindy’s condition made it inconvenient for her to wear shirts and
slacks, she had her shirt tailored, adding a skirt and making it into a
dress. And that’s what she wore as she worked hard and moved up
through the ranks to become a recruiter specializing in recruiting
pilots and flight attendants.

Sadly, she suddenly died from complications of her condition. We
were all shaken, and as with all funerals of Southwest people and their
families, a delegation of Southwest employees attended. I, of course,
was among them. I approached her open casket to say farewell and
was thunderstruck to see what she was wearing. Of all the beautiful
clothes in her closet, her family had chosen the garment that meant
the most to her in her adult life: her People Department denim shirt.
From that moment on, the word people carried a whole new weight of
meaning and value to me. No matter what we call our departments,
we are running organizations of people—not resources, not capital,
not widgets. And we are a small part of every single person’s large
adventure of living, making a difference, finding a place in the world,
and being able to look back when it is all over and think, “I spent my
time well.”

The word people still carries extra meaning for me when I com-
pare it with other HR department–related titles. But it still confuses
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others. For a while I would get a call at least once a week from some-
one who wanted to know, “What is the difference between a people
department and an HR department’? An HR director called one day
and said, “My boss heard Herb speak at a luncheon in Seattle. He
came back to the office and told me to change the name of my depart-
ment. What do I do differently now?”

What is the practical difference between human resources and
people? When we change the name of our department to people, does
it really change the culture, the expectations, the customer service
philosophy of the company toward its employees? I wasn’t entirely
sure, although I could certainly see how the change reflected (and
then promoted) Southwest’s own people philosophy. So, I decided to
conduct a little survey of my HR colleagues in large corporations
around the United States. While my academic friends would frown
upon the statistical validity of my survey (or lack thereof), I wanted to
find out which organizations were adopting a people department label,
and what that change represented for their business philosophy. I
asked the staff at the SHRM information center to produce for me a
list of all members that had the word people in the title. After elimi-
nating companies such as PeopleSoft and duplicates, I found 100 peo-
ple people. I sent each a survey, and I got 20 responses.

Companies Represented

AT&T Wireless

Boeing

Cellular One

Compaq

Colgate Palmolive

The Dial Corporation

Herman Miller

KFC, USA., Inc.

Land O’Lakes, Inc.
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Mapco

Nextlink

Racal Datacom, Inc.

Reno Air

Saturn Corporation

Sears, Roebuck & Co.

ServiceMaster

S.C. Johnson

Truegreen-Chemlawn

United Airlines

University of Alabama

Wal-Mart

Their main reasons for making the change were:

� A renewed interest in the needs, wishes, and overall satisfac-
tion of their employees

� A shift in the whole paradigm or philosophy of the organiza-
tion toward a more people-sensitive environment

� Mergers that created a “new culture”

What did they say that people signifies for the company?

� It serves as a constant reminder that the HR department is
working to serve the people.

� It broadens the scope of the department, encompassing all
functions having to do with people.

� It humanizes the profession.

� It defines employees as consultants, not task-doers.

� It brings a fresh approach, which attracts attention.
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What are these companies doing differently as a result of the
introduction of the people concept?

� Employees are now more involved in the decision-making
process.

� The companies are more dedicated to their customers, both
internal and external.

� They have experienced a deeper commitment to the philoso-
phy of the people department.

� They have developed and implemented new hiring practices.

� They have more ongoing training and development programs.

� There is an increase in teamwork and job sharing.

� There are more proactive and improved business processes.

Every now and then our profession cycles through new labels to
update (or upgrade) our identity and to remind us of our ultimate
mission. When we made the shift from personnel administration to
human resources, we were largely motivated by a desire to connect our
activities more closely to the larger strategic corporate role and to dis-
connect ourselves from the lower-level administrative limitations we’d
been associated with over the years. 

Personally, I hope people catches on. It’s not about us in the pro-
fession. It’s about our customers. That is, after all, why we’re here.
Right?

The Power of People to Make Your HR Branding Work

135



HR is one of the most customer service–driven of all the departments
in a company. There’s just one small problem: As a profession, we can’t
agree on who the customer is.

“Who is really HR’s customer?” That question has taken on an
almost mystical quality, like that associated with brain teasers and Zen
philosophies. “What is the sound of one hand clapping?” “Which
came first: the chicken or the egg?” “Who is really HR’s customer?” 

For decades now that last question has been trotted out as an ice-
breaker, as an annual dinner keynote theme, as a topic for break-out
session discussion, and as the subject of many magazine articles.

Generally the answers break down in this way: 

� The CEO (usually corporate leaders are fond of this answer)

� The shareholders

� The customers

� The employees 

Who Is Really HR’s Customer?
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Heaven help you if you give the last of these answers in a group of
senior HR executives. You’ll be immediately pegged as idealistic, inex-
perienced, naive, or not leadership material. But in many ways, you
are the one who’s right. Most HR professionals I know never forget
our important role as advocate for the employees, and we work cease-
lessly to bring together the interests of the employees, the enterprise,
and the stakeholders. However, in very senior groups, few will admit
this perspective. And there you’ll be, alone in a crowd, picking up on
a chilly vibe and asking yourself, “What did I say? What did I say?”

There’s a very good reason why this question has created so much
discussion and argument over the years. It’s based on a faulty, destruc-
tive, and unspoken assumption. And that is this:

“When the times are good, it’s all very nice to be celebrated as an
employee-friendly company. But one day we’re destined to have to
make a hard choice. And when that time comes, who’s going to be the
‘them,’ and who’s going to be the ‘us’?” 

When I’m asked to join in this talk, my answer is always, “The cus-
tomers of the entire enterprise.” When you regard everyone as a cus-
tomer of the company (and therefore of your department), the answer
becomes more a service-related philosophy that embraces everyone
equally than a policy that puts the emphasis on one group over
another. By everyone I mean the CEO, the shareholders, the board
members, the point-of-purchase customers, the employees, and even
vendors, consultants, and other outside groups that we partner with.
And when you take this philosophy, you can’t help but align HR’s goals
and deliverables with the company’s goals and deliverables. And you’ll
naturally be operating in sync with the company as a whole.

At Southwest we operated on the main principle that our employ-
ees were Customer Number One. The external customers (the pas-
sengers) were Customer Number Two. This made exquisite sense; we
were modeling the behaviors and allowing our employees to experi-
ence for themselves what our product was. Since our main product
was customer service, we wanted to make sure that our employees
were very familiar with our product.

Our success was completely dependent on our employees. And so
we designed the entire company around treating the employees well
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and doing the right thing for them. Employees who know how it feels
to receive excellent service know what it means to give it. And that’s
how Southwest Airlines developed its excellent customer service
record.

Employees Are Investors, Too
For companies with employee stock ownership programs, this princi-
ple would appear to be self-evident. But I’m talking about something
deeper here. With or without stock, employees are investing their
lives with the company. There must always be a sense of psychic own-
ership among employees; they must know that what they’re doing is
more than just doing the job, that they’re growing both their own per-
sonal future and the company’s. With or without stock, when employ-
ees feel this level of connection to the company’s long-term results,
their own values and interests are going to be aligned with those of
the shareholders (at least, with those of the shareholders who are in it
for the long haul). They will be seeking the same kinds of return on
investment. This is the mentality that you want to achieve throughout
the company culture.

Not only are your employees invested psychically, but they can
also drive the intangible aspects of your company’s market valuation.
This principle plays out in the form of real market value for the com-
pany. Over the last decade, investment analysts have been noticing
that earnings aren’t the only factor in determining shareholder value.
Many companies with large market caps have them because of intan-
gible elements, such as brand, reputation, employee relations, confi-
dence, and trust. These intangibles come from excellent integrity, rep-
utation, and customer service.

And these intangibles lead to great return on investment. Accord-
ing to the Great Place to Work Institute and its web site (www.great-
placetowork.com), $1,000 invested in companies that appear on its
100 Best Companies to Work For list returned an average of $8,188
over the ten-year span between 1992 and 2002, as compared with a
$3,976 average return from companies on the Russell 2000 Index.
According to the institute, “Using various profitability indicators, . . .
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publicly traded 100 Best Companies consistently outperform major
stock indices over the ten year periods preceding the publication of
the 100 Best lists!” (http://greatplacetowork.com/gptw/business_ben-
efits.html)

Your Vendors/Business Partners 
Are Customers, Too
When you have a strong customer service–driven culture, the smallest
thing that doesn’t quite match or fit can be a handicap in terms of the
company’s potential to achieve success. This principle goes for your
outside vendors as well as your internal customers (the employees).
The more companies use external business partners, vendors, suppli-
ers, and consultants—and the stronger the companies’ own internal
cultures are—the more important it is going to be that your external
partners operate with the same spirit of strong customer service. This
idea may be easy to understand and believe when you’re relaxed and
reading this book. It’s an entirely different matter when you’re in the
middle of your workday, you’ve got demands on all sides of you, and
your day is interrupted by an eager salesperson with some “great
ideas” on how you can spend your money.

Treating outside vendors kindly and politely is an excellent way to
reinforce among your own employees the idea that when it comes to
from-the-heart customer service, you mean business. They’re watch-
ing what you say to and about sales callers, and they will take to heart
the standards you establish. And, let’s face it, even the most irritatingly
aggressive salesperson may one day be a customer of your company.
Or he or she might be a pal of the next hot recruit you try to woo.

When I was at Southwest, we actually had the suppliers them-
selves change the way they did business because of their experience
working with us. We once became very frustrated by the poor cus-
tomer service philosophy demonstrated by the service providers who
were taking care of our employees. So we developed a “new hire” ori-
entation program designed especially for our partners. Many of the
same elements that all new hires are exposed to were featured in this
program, especially the message that we consider our employees to be
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the Number One customer. By establishing these expectations up
front, we were able to help one set of customers (the outside vendor)
succeed in servicing another set of customers (our employees). And
the employers of these service providers benefited as well. When word
got out that Southwest was one of their accounts, they were able to
attract great people—who, of course, wanted to work on the South-
west projects. So the vendors got great people, and then they assigned
them to us. This was a win/win situation for many different people:
Our employees got what they needed the way they needed it; South-
west was able to serve its customers; and vendors were able to grow
successful businesses with great people.

I’d love to see this question of “Who is HR’s customer?” finally
put to bed once and for all. To be successful, every company must be
a customer service company first. And to be a true customer service
company, the enterprise must regard everyone who does business
with the company—within or outside it—as a customer. The philoso-
phy removes the divisive “us versus them” perspective.

To paraphrase Pogo: We’ve seen the customer, and it is us.
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Over the years, many consultants, academics, and reporters have
tried to crack the code of Southwest’s excellence. They’ve wanted to
know its secret, the glowing, golden something lurking deep within
its heart that makes it such an incredibly successful example of good
business. I’ll save you some time and tell you the answer right now.
It’s the passion, commitment, and extraordinary understanding of
the power of customer service that makes up the DNA of the orga-
nization. The origin of this code of life is Colleen Barrett, now pres-
ident and COO. Her take on customer service isn’t an ordinary, run-
of-the-mill customer service philosophy in which employees are
encouraged to smile and say, “Have a nice day.” Instead, her
approach is what evolutional biologist Thomas Huxley would call
“trained and organized common sense.” In fact, she has been known
to say many times:

How to Make Your 
Company a Great Customer
Service Company
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“Southwest is not an airline that happens to be excellent in
customer service. We’re a customer service company that hap-
pens to be an airline.”

Customer service is infused throughout all the functions of the
company because the company created the position of executive vice
president of customers more than a decade ago, when the organiza-
tion began to grow exponentially. The position is among the most
powerful and important in the company. As the position was origi-
nally devised, any business function that touched a person either
inside or outside the organization was under that person’s jurisdiction.
This means people, customer relations, marketing, government
affairs, corporate communications, and the frequent flyer program,
among other areas. 

When you consider yourself a customer service company first and
foremost (to the point where the actual planes themselves become an
“oh, by the way”), customer service is at the top of the business
agenda. At Southwest, it concerns absolutely everyone. It’s baked into
all the processes and systems, starting with product development and
continuing well beyond delivery.

This emphasis poses a special challenge for HR, as well as offering
HR a special opportunity. If you expect employees to treat the com-
pany’s external customers like gold, the first place to model that
behavior is within the company itself. Therefore, the employees must
know firsthand what it means to be treated with the utmost respect
and consideration. That’s a pretty picture, and most HR professionals
would automatically say, “Sure! I get that!” But unless you’re utterly
and thoroughly committed to customer service as a way of life, it’s a
very heavy burden to be hoisting on a daily basis. When you are
utterly and thoroughly committed to customer service as a way of life,
your business takes off.

While the ideals of customer service may begin at “the table,”
their practical application begins with the employees. And so it’s with
the employees—all the employees, no matter where they are in the
company—that the company demonstrates its customer service phi-
losophy. And that makes the HR department the most influential cus-
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tomer service department in the company. The HR department is
where the brand promise comes alive.

Make Sure You Hire the 
Right People to Begin With 
As we’ve discussed already, hiring must be the entire company’s core
competency, and hiring decisions should be the purview of HR. (For a
time, we even had passengers help us interview flight attendants.)
Every single person—regardless of function—must have a strong phi-
losophy of customer service. This is where most companies lose the
customer service battle—they assume that only those employees who
actually deal with customers should have that frame of reference and
talent. In fact, every single person in the organization touches the cus-
tomer in one way or another. No one works in a vacuum. Therefore,
at Southwest, we asked every candidate for every job specific ques-
tions that were designed to reveal the candidate’s people and service
attitudes. If people didn’t show an understanding of their connection
in the customer service supply chain, they wouldn’t get hired, no mat-
ter how good they were in their profession or area of expertise.

Season Every Training Class with a 
Customer Service Message 
At the beginning of every year, we would develop a special customer
service message for that year, and we would include it in every class,
from technical job training to leadership development classes.

Start Your High-Potential Employees in 
Customer Relations or Other Positions That
Require Them to Deal With Customers 
When they begin their career in your company with such a position,
they carry an understanding of customer needs and a sensitivity to
those needs throughout their entire career. They never lose sight of
the real bottom line: making the customer happy. One program that
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worked very well for us was to assign new employees with strong
writing skills to our customer relations representative group for the
first couple of years. Their job was to answer customers’ letters. They
didn’t have form letters to resort to. They were required to thoroughly
investigate the customers’ complaints and concerns and find out what
went wrong. By the time they were finished with this assignment, they
knew every single department, how it operated, who the people in
each department were, and what issues they faced on a daily basis.
From that beginning, they could go almost anywhere in the company
to continue their careers. They were a good source of recruiters for
the People Department. They, of all people, knew best what would
make good customer service people.

Encourage Back Office Staff and 
Management to Work Face to Face with 
Customers Occasionally 
There will be employees who don’t face the public as part of their
daily jobs. Make sure they spend time on the front lines. At South-
west, everyone in management is required to spend one day per quar-
ter doing work that brings them into contact with the customers.
Some work behind the ticket counter; some load and unload bags;
others work in the reservations center. I would spend my days work-
ing in the crew scheduling areas, behind the ticket counters, and in
customer service areas to see how our internal customer service sys-
tem was working and to spend time in the field with our people. 

Those were the days when I learned the most about the job we
were doing in HR. One time, while I was working behind the ticket
counter in Providence, I was told that candidates were submitting
their résumés and not getting a response confirming that we had
received them. That couldn’t be possible! Our response system was
sacrosanct; everyone who wrote to Southwest about anything got
some kind of response. So I checked with my department, and the
people there swore that they had generated the postcards. There was a
disconnect here somewhere. But where? We traced those postcards all
the way to the mailroom, where we discovered that the mailroom staff
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was throwing them away! Apparently the postcards wouldn’t go
through the postage machines, so someone decided that they weren’t
important enough to worry about and just pitched them. 

Have Knowledgeable Customers 
Educate your customers as to what exactly your product is and what
they can expect from you. This is especially important when your
business model includes a twist in front-line operating procedures
that could be a culture shock to your customers. In an industry in
which the airlines typically differentiate themselves by their style and
level of service, the casual and fun atmosphere of the Southwest way
could be perceived as, well, too casual and fun. This happened to
Southwest when we started service in California. We were struggling
with two challenges: Competing against the higher-paying employers
on the West Coast made hiring great people there tough, and we did-
n’t enter California gradually. We blossomed into multiple locations,
requiring way too many employees way too fast. 

On top of that, the California customers just didn’t get us at first.
Open seating? No meals? To a flying public that was used to valet
parking and car detailing in its airport parking lots, this level of ser-
vice spelled only one thing: cattle car. We had to make the extra effort
to market the message: We’re not bad. We’re just different. Our people
are nice. Your trip will be cost-efficient and fun.

Make Customer Service Heroes out of 
Your Employees 
I recall a time when a grown son dropped his elderly, wheelchair-
bound mother off at the gate with no money, except for just a little
change in her purse (can you imagine?). As Murphy’s Law would have
it, bad weather rolled in. All planes were canceled, completely strand-
ing Mom at the airport. A gate agent found out about Mom’s plight
and personally took her to a hotel and checked her in at the agent’s
own expense (trusting, of course, that Southwest would reimburse
her). The next morning, she checked on the passenger and made sure
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she made her flight. Here was a situation that was rife with potential
trouble, risk, and expense for the gate agent. And it wasn’t as if she
was dealing with a frequent flyer who would be flying again and again
and again. Still, because of the support, encouragement, and freedom
Southwest gives its employees to do the right thing—regardless of
cost or perceived return on investment—our agent was able to take
meaningful action based on what her heart told her was right and not
what a policy manual told her was a must or, worse, a must not. 

Our passenger wrote us a wonderful letter, which we included in
our Packet of Good Letters, a monthly compilation of passenger
praise that we would distribute throughout the company. This
monthly treat was one of the highlights of my time at Southwest.

Customer retention should be a key value for every company.
Therefore, we all need employees who can take the extra step, take
the extra risk, and make the necessary sacrifices to serve the cus-
tomers’ needs—no matter how far off the “script” they must wander
to do that. Celebrate those moments as publicly as you can. That’s the
best way you can retain Customer Number One: the employee.
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If you look at any given company, from one-third to one-half of 
the costs of doing business of that company are expended on people
issues. For many businesses, that’s their largest single investment.
Thankfully, many enlightened organizations are beginning to realize
that people are an investment rather than a cost of doing business.
Phrases such as “human capital,” “people value management,” “knowl-
edge workers,” and “intellectual capital” are cropping up in our busi-
ness vernacular. However, I am not sure that we have reached the point
where investments in HR as a function are viewed as producing 
the appropriate ROI on the dollars invested in people. We have to 
dedicate more of our own energies in helping others to understand
more thoroughly that investing in people really does provide a very
valuable return.

Historically, the people assets have been looked upon as busi-
ness expenses, and the costs associated with running the HR depart-
ment and HR initiatives have been seen as necessary evils, not as

Eight Ways to Sell the 
Value of Your Department

Building a From-the-Heart 

HR Function—And a World-Class

Organization, While You’re at it

C H A P T E R  2 7

147



value drivers. This is because many HR leaders were not able to
demonstrate the value that HR delivered to the organization on a
regular basis, and we assumed that we really couldn’t justify all of
our costs. Sure, we hire, develop, and support people, and we keep
the business in compliance with employment laws and regulations.
If we weren’t here, maybe the people wouldn’t get hired (or at least
the right people wouldn’t get hired); they wouldn’t get paid; they
wouldn’t be able to keep their skills up to date; they wouldn’t be
motivated; turnover would be a problem; and so on. And the com-
pany’s general counsel might be paying huge sums in settlement
costs as well-meaning managers were hauled into court on harass-
ment and discrimination charges. Looking at it another way, what
would it cost to outsource the hiring, the compensation planning,
the employee development, and the compliance, and what effect
would having these things done by outsiders have on the corporate
culture? We can make the argument that while what we do may not
directly generate new revenue for the company, we provide the com-
pany with millions of dollars in productivity gains, and we save the
company millions in legal fees. After a while that adds up to some
real money. A million saved is sometimes better than a million
earned. But that argument isn’t enough.

So why is it that we are always the first ones to have our
resources reduced the minute there are corporate cutbacks? The
answer is: People may be seen as an investment, but when the
going gets tough, that thinking about them as an investment reverts
to thinking about them as expense. Certain levels of talent may be
expendable, and certain investments may be “nice to do” instead of
“must haves.” And what about HR itself? We don’t aggressively
market our accomplishments and our value to the company. We
allow our activities to be discussed in terms of costs, without mea-
suring and talking about the benefits we provide and the long-term
impact of those benefits. As we’ve already discussed, take your lead
from the advertising department and the commercials you see on
television. Learn to speak in a language that goes straight to the
hearts of the key decision makers—and that language includes hard
numbers.
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Quantify the Value of Your Department 
Every Chance You Get 
How many of the things you do can you translate into numbers?
Cost per hire is a good start. Even more compelling is turnover costs.
Demonstrate in numerical terms that every time your company loses
a valued employee, the ripple effect on costs extends far beyond the
cost of advertising the opening, a few hours of recruiters’ time, and a
couple of days of lower productivity. Estimates of the costs of hiring
a replacement for a key employee range from 30 percent to 200 per-
cent of annual salary. Show numerically what happens when employ-
ees are allowed to get frustrated and choose to leave the business.
One source of power is the ability to speak specifically in terms of
money saved and money earned. Learn how to do that, and do it as
often as you can.

Find the Key People-Measurement Gauges 
That Will Measure Your Contribution to the
Overall Corporate Business Plan 
You can focus on productivity measures by looking at data points
such as revenue per employee, costs per employee, days lost through
absences or injuries, increased performance levels or results, or
turnover. You can implement an active cost management program by
looking at HR department costs per employee, employee benefit
costs, hiring costs, turnover costs, overtime costs, temporary labor
costs, and so on. You can measure the effectiveness of HR programs
by measuring whether or not your bonus plans are yielding the
desired results, by evaluating whether your base pay plans are attract-
ing and retaining the right candidates, or by following up with
trainees to see if training yielded higher performance levels. What
value does your culture contribute? How effective is the service
delivered to employees and managers? The ultimate measurement
would be the measurement of what HR contributes overall to busi-
ness results. Can you show how your HR agenda has affected the bot-
tom line? How do you compare with your competitors or the best
companies in other industries?
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Make the Business Case for Each of 
HR’s Business Objectives 
You must be able to provide senior leadership with good information
about the workforce: what is working and what isn’t working, where
there are opportunities to increase productivity or achieve cost savings,
or what investment is needed to drive the business agenda. HR must
have meaningful metrics to measure the value it delivers. If HR is seen
as overhead or administrative costs, we cannot obtain the resources we
need if we are to improve the processes in ways that will deliver talent
and technologies and add to the overall employment experience. Com-
pare what it costs to perform administrative functions internally as
opposed to outsourcing, and don’t forget to include costs or the impact
on culture if employees cannot get service internally.

Don’t Forget Customer Feedback 
When it comes to staffing, compensation and benefits, employee
development, or employee service centers, what is the level of cus-
tomer satisfaction? What value was delivered? What effects did the
customers see? Your internal customer is an important customer, but
what you do every day affects your external customers’ experience
with your company and your product. Can you measure that?

Pick the Right Metrics for 
Your Organizational Culture 
Don’t get too sophisticated and complicated if your organization isn’t dri-
ven by metrics. How do your peers in marketing or finance measure their
effectiveness? See if you can find parallels for HR that are meaningful to
your organization. What does your finance department use to measure
overall company performance? Can you copy that model somehow?

Use Language That Excites Your Colleagues 
No one gets excited when you say, “I need x amount of dollars for
employment advertising to generate applicants.” To senior leadership,
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an applicant is a faceless, jobless wannabe, just another online résumé
submitted using your résumé generation app. But if you say instead,
“We need to fill the pipeline with talent that’s ready to meet your
needs, and I’ve projected that we should have x number of people in
that pipeline to ensure that we’ll have the best selection when we need
it,” that helps your audience envision their plans actually coming to
pass, with the help of the best employees for the job. Make a business
case for your need. And that business case must always address your
company’s ambitions.

It all comes down to what’s important to the organization. I’ve
seen more and more organizations say that attracting and retaining
high-quality employees is one of the most important keys to building
a healthy future. So start from that premise. If that’s a key, it should
be one of your core competencies. If it’s one of your core competen-
cies for the long term, what do the company and its HR department
need to understand about the power of hiring the right people from
the start?

What kinds of people will perpetuate the culture your company
desires? You can hire one person low in the company who eventually
rises to become CEO. Or you can hire one person in a seemingly
inconsequential position who eventually brings the organization to its
knees. Find the words to describe the success variables and use them
frequently and intensely to promote the fact that your HR mission is
integrally aligned with your company’s mission-critical objectives.

Meet regularly with your constituencies and ask them, “What are
the most important ways I can help you right now?” Are they getting
the right kinds of hires? Are compensation and benefits working in
their area? Listen carefully. Make adjustments when you can. And
then tell people that you’ve made those adjustments.

Brand and Ballyhoo HR 
Get very friendly with your corporate communications department.
The people there are doing all sorts of projects that directly affect your
employees anyway, so they might as well do it with your input. (You’d
be amazed at how many employment branding initiatives get their
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start in corporate communications, bypassing HR altogether. In fact,
some corporate communications departments don’t even think of
including HR in such a program. It doesn’t even occur to them.)

Start internal communications initiatives that celebrate what HR
is accomplishing. They have to be sincere, genuine, and issued with
the right frequency—not too much, not too little. Only you and your
department will know what that balance is. Try to tie your message to
the external messaging to customers. Internal branding ties what you
deliver to your customer with what you deliver to your employees. As
discussed in Chapter 20, at Southwest our external brand was Free-
dom. And our internal brand was “Freedom begins with me.” 

At Yahoo! we’re developing a new external corporate brand that
will be based on the idea that “Yahoo! helps you get more out of the
Internet.” Our internal brand will send the message that we will help
you get more out of your work life. But the message is going to be
much more subtle than that at Southwest because people at Yahoo!
are very skeptical of HR programs. So we’ll keep our messaging low-
key and appropriate to the culture.

Encourage Word of Mouth 
Use focus groups when they’re appropriate. Get people to talk to you
about what’s working and what’s not working. At Southwest, if we
really wanted to know what was going on in the real world, we asked
the pilots. They saw what was happening every day across our sys-
tem. Who are the “pilots” in your organization? You can use what you
read on Internet message and chat boards to your advantage. I have
seen the rumors and opinions expressed on message boards upset
more than a few corporate officers, but I look at these messages as
data. This is the same stuff that we used to hear in the break rooms
and at the water cooler. The Internet message board is replacing the
restroom graffiti, the bulletin board postings, and anonymous memos.
I have been known to occasionally add my own comments to message
boards to correct a rumor or answer a question with accurate infor-
mation. You’d be amazed at how surprised employees were to see my
response to their message. Exit interviews are a good source of what is
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working and what is not working, but, sadly, you are hearing it from
those who are already voting with their feet. 

Don’t get defensive when you hear negative comments and obser-
vations. If the data hold value for you, summarize and communicate
your findings, take the information, and use it to fix what’s wrong.
And then tell people that you’ve taken the necessary steps. And, of
course, measure the impact of the fix.

Model the behavior you want to see take root in your company.
Say good things about your colleagues and coworkers. And when
someone says a kind or positive thing about you, thank that person
and tell him or her how much you appreciate it.

Don’t forget that the intangibles or spiritual aspects are more
important than the tangibles. The level of trust in the organization,
levels of employee engagement, and an employee-centered culture can
be indicators of superior shareholder value. When you report on these
elements, echo the words of the employees, tell stories, and show
meaning . . . not just the numbers. (But remember to show the num-
bers, too.)
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Back in the 1980s, Robert Levering and Milton Moskowitz embarked
on a marvelous project for all the right reasons. They set out to find
the best employers in the United States, and they published their find-
ings in a spectacularly popular book, The 100 Best Companies to Work
For in America. That was a great idea, and it spawned a trend: Maga-
zines began producing similar lists. Fortune magazine absorbed the
team’s original research and, with the early help of Hewitt Associates,
has been publishing an annual list of 100 Best Employers since the
late 1990s. 

I’m very proud to say that Southwest made the top ten list four
years running, and was even Number One in 1998, the first year the
list was published. But appearance on such a list is a mixed blessing.
Which leads me to a story about a young man in a lawn chair.

One morning I arrived at work early, which was unusual for me.
My phone started ringing about 8:00 A.M. “Hey, Libby! Did you see
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the guy in the parking lot?” I went out to the parking lot and, sure
enough, there was a young man out there dressed in a suit and tie
(remember, this was summer in Dallas), comfortably set up in a lawn
chair and holding a sign that read, “Will work for peanuts!” 

After inviting him into the cool building, we naturally sent a
recruiter to interview him on the spot. He said he had heard about us
in college. In fact, one of our recruiters had spoken to his class. He
had read everything about us that he could find and had even written
papers about Southwest. And now that he had graduated from busi-
ness school, he knew from everything he had read that he wanted to
work for us. He had sent in résumés and filled out applications, but
that had gotten him nowhere. So he had jumped into his car and dri-
ven all the way from Utah with this extraordinary strategy in mind. It
worked. It got our attention. And we offered him a job. But he turned
it down, saying that the salary didn’t meet his expectations. We had
offered him an entry-level position, rather than the management-level
opportunity he had his heart set on.

One of my colleagues said afterward, “He won’t really work for
peanuts. He’ll work for chocolate-covered macadamia nuts.”

So what does the Best Employers list have to do with ambitious
young men in parking lots? This young man probably wouldn’t have
thought twice about us as a potential employer if it hadn’t been for
the renown that being on that list had brought Southwest. Being
famous for being a great place to work is a wonderful thing. But being
on that list (and others like it) has both upsides and downsides. And
one of the downsides is that it sets up expectations in the outside
world that are impossible to meet. A Best Employer is not paradise. It’s
not Nirvana. It’s not even a trip to Disney World (unless you happen
to work for Disney). It’s going to work day in and day out, dealing
with the same kinds of people, trying to get the job done and trying to
turn a profit while you’re at it. Some of us just have a better time
doing all that than others do.

The way we got on Levering and Moskowitz’s radar in the earliest
days was perhaps the best, most satisfying part of being on these lists.
We didn’t go after the recognition. The recognition came to us—and
in the best possible way: through our reputation of doing well what

The Truth Behind Those Best Employers Lists

155



was important to us. We didn’t even know Levering and Moskowitz
existed while they were quietly asking CEOs and HR leaders around
the country: “What companies do you think are great places to
work?” I’m very happy to be able to say that Southwest came up again
and again.

So they came out to see us. Working off a checklist they had
already prepared, they asked us about all the different factors that they
had identified as being hallmarks of top employer cultures. “Do you
have this benefit?” No. “Do you have that program?” No. Family ben-
efits? No. Total Quality Management? No. Flexible work schedules?
No. No, no, no. We didn’t subscribe to any of these programs. We did-
n’t think much more about it, because we hadn’t gone in search of that
kind of recognition from the outside world in the first place. Were we
ever surprised when we made the top ten! Southwest got top billing
for pay and benefits, job opportunities, job security, pride in work and
company, openness and fairness, and camaraderie and friendliness. 

According to the book, the biggest plus to working at Southwest
is: “It’s a blast to work here.” And the biggest minus is: “You may work
your tail off.” 

Later we found out how we had made it. The authors had sur-
veyed 200 randomly chosen employees. Based on their responses, we
ranked Number One in employee satisfaction, even though we didn’t
have any of those clever, cutting-edge plans.

Even though we didn’t have any of the bells and whistles, we still
eventually became The Best Company to Work For, and of course we
were thrilled! We had a big celebration with our employees, and we
used the news in some of our employment ads. And then we went
back to work. But we noticed that some of the other companies on
the list made a really big deal out of it, mentioning their status more
and more. And that put us off the whole idea. It began to feel like a
beauty contest. And even though we continued to participate each
year for a while, we felt more and more that companies were compet-
ing to be on the list, rather than to actually be best employers.

Over the years we continued filling out the survey, pulling the
employee data, and investing 100 or so hours in assembling what we
thought the list managers needed in order to make their annual judg-
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ment. Then someone clued us in: A lot of other companies were hir-
ing big PR firms to get them on the list. Our confidant said, “You’re
still filling out the forms by hand. You’re not bringing us any slick pre-
sentations, special packaging, or videotapes.” That wasn’t what we
were all about. And so eventually Southwest decided to discontinue
participating in the program. Which was fine.

To be fair, there are still some wonderful benefits associated with
being on these lists. You and your employees experience a true sense
of pride when you know you’re working for a company that has been
recognized in this way. Your friends say, “Aren’t you lucky to be work-
ing for a best employer!” Even your customers are proud to be associ-
ated with a company that treats its employees well. (When I’m a pas-
senger on a plane, I like knowing that the people who are responsible
for my comfort and safety like their jobs.) And you begin to add to
the body of knowledge surrounding excellence in HR. Consultants
and professors want to start researching your company. You become
the subject of studies and white papers and articles. You become leg-
endary. And you attract dedicated, ambitious new candidates to your
company—which is really great if you have a strong philosophy of
hiring at entry levels and promoting from within (which is the one
minor, but important, detail that our work-for-peanuts guy hadn’t
quite absorbed before he input his driving directions from Utah to
Texas into Yahoo! Maps).

That’s one of the downsides of these lists. The Southwest way may
not be so great if you’re an ambitious new grad who’s hoping to start
making your dreams come true right away and having a fast upward
climb. Those lists promote unrealistic expectations among the com-
munity of potential employees and current employees, who come to
expect more than your company can provide.

Once you get on one list, other publishers of lists want you to par-
ticipate in theirs. It’s wonderful to be known as a best employer for
working mothers, for women, for minorities, for seniors, for every
other group that is looking for a welcoming place to make its dreams
come true through making the company successful. But where do you
stop? What magazine do you want to say no to? Whose feelings do
you choose to hurt when you finally put your foot down?
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Be a best employer. But be one for the right reasons, not as a public
relations tool. It is much more important to create an energizing and
dynamic workplace, to have a culture that drives desired results, than it
is to be on a list. Be careful if you decide to jump on the Best Employer
bandwagon. You may be more successful than you want to be.
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You don’t have to be on a Best Employers List to be a best employer. If
beauty pageants aren’t important to you, but substantive and mean-
ingful HR contributions are, you can have all the advantages of the
Best Employers campaigns without actually going through the trouble
and expense of participating in them.

It can be cheap, easy, and fun. And you get the most lasting,
real value for your efforts: You are known in your community and
industry as one of the best companies that magnetize top performers.
And you don’t ever have to worry about the embarrassment that
comes from losing your place on the more publicized list. You are
your own list, and you can keep your place on that one as long as
being a best employer is important to you.

The bad news is that you don’t get to hang a banner outside your
windows. But, hey, that’s just window dressing anyway. Like every-
thing else in this world that matters, it’s what you have going on inside
that counts. So what’s going on inside your company?

Congratulations! 
You May Have Already Won!
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While we were working on Southwest Airlines’ submission to the
Fortune list, we were also coincidentally working on other projects
with Hewitt Associates, which did all the tabulating and analyzing of
the results in the first few years the list was published. They were nice
enough to share with us what they found to be common characteris-
tics among those who made the top twenty-five on the list. They gave
me permission to share with you the overall characteristics of offi-
cially recognized best employers—both general company characteris-
tics and characteristics of their HR programs and policies. Here’s what
they found:

The best companies . . .

� Are always the ones that demonstrate through word and deed
that each individual employee is highly and equally valued.*

� Have a high degree of employee involvement.

� Have a culture that values the individualism of others, respect-
ing the need for people to be themselves.*

� Have very little hierarchy, distinctions, elitism, and bureaucracy.

� Have practices and programs that reflect equal, consistent, and
employee-oriented policies throughout all locations and groups.*

� Provide their employees with significant opportunities to
develop, grow, and learn, both professionally and personally.

� Recognize that quality-of-life issues for their employees are
important components of the business agenda.

The best HR culture . . .

� Emphasizes ethical business practices, corporate caring, open
work environments, strong leaders, an atmosphere of trust, and
meaningful work.
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� Recognizes that hiring must be a best practice and a shared
responsibility among HR, line managers, and peers.

� Hires for attitude and motivation over skills and résumé.

� Focuses on culture in new hire orientation programs, equip-
ping new employees with the necessary understanding and
insight to fit into their new culture

� Emphasizes a lot of employee communication, formal and
informal, in a variety of media. And repeated, again and again.
Even the business plans are shared with the employees, to the
extent possible under SEC regulations.

� Makes sure the communication pipeline flows both ways, with
employee opinion surveys, focus groups, and reassurance to
employees that their letters and emails are read and taken very
seriously.

� Has a dependable complaint resolution process in place.

� Promotes a team-based culture.

� Allows decisions to be made at the lowest possible levels and
involves all levels in the process of implementing change.

� Makes sure that social events and celebrations are a way of life.

� Contains formal and informal recognition programs.

� Recognizes and announces individual achievements in employee
communications tools.

� Places a high value on formal performance reviews, often
including 360-degree feedback.

� Bases pay on the person and the accomplishments, not the job.

� Features innovative benefit plans and perks.

� Focuses on creating a friendly place to work, where employees
feel welcome and are given the tools and resources they need to
do their job, and where they know that their personal success
and the company’s success are inextricably linked.
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Innovative benefit plans and perks include:

� On-site child care

� Backup child care

� Flexible work schedules

� Health insurance for any member of the household

� New fathers paid benefits

� Medical twenty-four-hour hotline

� Free or discounted child care

� Paid family care time off

� No-cost benefits for employees and dependents 

� Outdoor walking trail

� Health club facility

� Newlywed paid leave

� Massages

� Sabbatical for life-threatening illness

� Convenient parking for pregnant women

� Take-home meals

And job-related perks include:

� Computer purchase program

� Trip for veterans with twenty years’ service

� Gain-sharing payments for service improvements

� On-the-spot cash rewards 

� Stock options for everybody

� Retention awards in stock
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� Stock purchase plan

� Bonus plans

� Clothing allowance

� Company vacation facilities

� Free lunch

� Charity/community involvement

Southwest Airlines, which placed first, second, and fourth (twice)
in the list during my tenure there, had very few of these benefits and
perks. We made the list by valuing our people and their contributions
and by creating a very satisfying culture and opportunities. So before
you invest in that Olympic-sized pool or a cabin in the woods, check
out your leadership team, your culture, and how people feel about
their work and the organization.  
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Back in the early 1990s, I was generally suspected by business experts
and compensation gurus of sitting on a big secret, one the size of the
Rosetta stone, the fountain of youth, and the lost Aztec gold mines all
rolled into one. Even worse, I wasn’t sharing it with the rest of the
class. Here’s why I was attracting all this attention from the media,
from academics, and from fellow compensation specialists: At one of
those cyclical times when the airline industry was falling apart, South-
west was happily flying in the black. At a time when it had become
fashionable for the flying public to bemoan the good old days of air
travel, when it was still special and people got dressed up for their
flights (and when, by the way, hardly anyone could afford it), that lit-
tle unpretentious airline from Texas was setting customer service, on-
time performance, and baggage handling records. And, to top it all off,
we were doing all this at a profit—when the other airlines were hem-
orrhaging cash.

Well, clearly something was going on over there at Love Field.
And clearly, since all of Southwest’s outstanding performance was peo-
ple-driven, there must be some mighty mojo happening in the People
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Department. So it only stood to reason that Libby must be hanging on
to a miracle compensation formula that was extracting insanely great
results from people who were, as it was generally understood, under-
paid in comparison to employees at the other airlines. What could be
my secret? And why wouldn’t I give it up?

Finally the American Compensation Association (ACA), now
WorldatWork, prevailed upon me to write an article for its scholarly
journal about how Southwest’s marvelous compensation program 
fosters such world-class customer service. No matter how hard I
protested, saying, “You aren’t going to like what I have to say,” the edi-
tor was sure that once the article was written, all would be revealed.
The article I wrote was entitled “Culture Drives Southwest’s Perfor-
mance, Not Compensation.” For those who subscribe to standards of
compensation theory and practice, the article was close to blasphemy.
But, while the ACA eventually determined that the article wasn’t quite
right for the journal, it did find its way into the association’s member
newspaper.

Here is the basic principle: If you look at compensation only as a
plan, you’re missing more than half the story. Your total compensation
program must be informed not by a plan but by a philosophy. And
Southwest knew how to leverage its philosophy to make it a stand-out
performer in an industry bound by utterly restrictive and completely
uninspiring pay rules, as negotiated in nine separate collective bar-
gaining agreements that determined how 85 percent of our employees
(the industrious and the lazy alike) would be paid. Whether you were
beginning work as a new high school grad or you had been in the field
for thirty years, only one thing determined your salary: time on the job.
You couldn’t outshine or outperform your way to bigger paychecks.
Your colleagues at other airlines—those who hadn’t yet been laid off, at
least—might be living higher off the proverbial hog with slightly
higher take-home pay. What could possibly motivate these people to
do so well that they kept Southwest not just flying but soaring?

The motivating differentiator was simply this: Herb Kelleher’s
compensation philosophy. Material rewards are important—but only
up to a point. They quickly become hollow unless they are accompa-
nied by psychic satisfaction. And that psychic satisfaction entails pride
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in one’s work (along with the culture of mutual respect), fulfillment,
and fun. When you have those elements in place, you can motivate
people to do almost anything you could possibly want them to do.

This philosophy significantly simplifies any compensation and
benefits plan. It makes your own job more rewarding. But it is also
hugely demanding. You can never fall back on the seemingly simple
solution of throwing money at the problem. And, although you rec-
ognize that compensation is a major cost of doing business, you must
also view it as not just a tool, but an investment that will pay off if
properly managed. You have to be fully engaged, authentic, and cre-
ative every single moment. This philosophy will also be the secret of
your success, and it will drive your competitors crazy as they try to
crack the code. Unfortunately (for them), they’re more likely to try to
crack the code by . . . that’s right, throwing more money at their com-
pensation challenges.

Most organizations think that paying what they have to pay in order
to get the skills and talents they need will solve their problems. True,
they may get the skills and talents they need, but they will not neces-
sarily be able to keep these employees, or even fully engage them while
they are on the payroll. By dangling money as the sole carrot, employers
attract the kinds of employees who are most motivated by money. And
that appeal wears off very quickly. So every time you meet a requested
or expected price, that amount will never be enough for long.

In fact, the traditional compensation plan is merely an extrinsic
reward that can’t truly affect the way someone feels about his or her
job (although it can produce a negative feeling if the employee feels
significantly underpaid). The best compensation plan in the world
can’t make people love a job that isn’t a good fit for them or one that
they hate doing. It can’t make them overlook a terrible boss, terrible
leadership, or an industry that they despise. It can’t make them happy
(at least, not for long), no matter how hard you try. You have to be
able to offer employees a reward for their efforts that is longer-lasting
and more intrinsically meaningful.

There are other elements of the compensation philosophy that will
support the plan and drive truly high performance over the long term,
regardless of the economy. These elements include intrinsic and intan-
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gible variables, such as a respectful and mission-driven culture, great
leadership, and a corporate cause that employees can relate to on a
deeply personal level. Your compensation philosophy (and the related
plan) should foster a sense of ownership among all the employees
throughout the company, at all its locations.

I once heard a wonderful story about a Southwest gate operations
agent who was facing a crammed terminal full of passengers stuck in
a heavy Texas summer storm, with grounded planes backed up await-
ing their turn at six gates. The place was a madhouse. She stood on a
chair so that everyone could see her and announced, “Ladies and gen-
tlemen, I need everyone’s attention! I have an airline to run and these
are my flights! And I’m going to get you out of here!”

This person knew in her heart that Southwest belongs to her. Yes,
part of that commitment comes from having stock in the company.
But mostly it comes from the way senior leadership communicates to
all Southwest employees every day that sense of empowerment and
responsibility to make the difference.

The basic tool for this kind of communication is, indeed, com-
pensation. But no amount of cash in this person’s paycheck would
have compelled her to jump on a chair and take charge. The real cur-
rency that binds people to their companies is from-the-heart respect
and communications that give them what they need to do their jobs,
to do them well, and then to be sincerely recognized, rewarded, and
sometimes just plain thanked for their hard work.

That is the secret foundation of any from-the-heart compensation
philosophy.

Show Them the Money!

167



“So tell me about yourself.” That’s an interview moment that leaves
many candidates stammering and struggling for something great to
say. But smart interviewees recognize that request as an opportunity to
set themselves off from the crowd of highly credentialed and qualified
candidates. Everything else being equal, the way they describe them-
selves can add competitive differentiating details that make them the
winner. It’s a creative opportunity for them to make a stand and to
state what their values are, what they believe in, how they envision
the future, and what steps they’re taking to make that future happen.

Your company’s benefits plan does the same thing—it’s a compet-
itive differentiating factor that goes far beyond its traditional role of
providing the “fringe” considerations that were once special but that
we now take for granted as entitlements; paid sick and vacation leave
and health-care benefits are common examples. Your benefits plan is a
creative and dynamic opportunity to demonstrate in real and mean-
ingful ways exactly what your company’s values and beliefs are, what
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its vision for the future is, and what steps you’re taking to make that
future happen. More than ever before, your benefits program—what it
contains and how it’s administered—is your chance to set your com-
pany apart from the pack. Is the benefits program saying the right
things about your company?

Take Off Your Hat and Stay a While
Companies with barely adequate benefits programs aren’t establishing
a relationship of mutual partnering in which the company and the
individual employees help each other realize their long-term objec-
tives. Those companies that really want employees to be engaged for a
couple of years at best have benefits plans that send out the message:
“Just please stay healthy while you’re on our time, will you?” Only
basic health-care coverage is offered, and high copayments, high
deductibles, or other low-cost participation structures help the com-
panies keep their costs down and the employees functioning in the
short term. Plans that don’t emphasize or reward preventive health
care signal to the employees that their long-term interests are of no
special concern to the company. And that’s fine, especially for a com-
pany in a start-up mode where most people don’t expect long-term
security, as long as everyone is clear on this point. Just remember that
most employees take their long-term health prospects (and the health
of their families) rather personally, and eventually this could be the
deciding factor in their departure.

Companies that want to encourage long-term relationships with
their employees do everything they can to help them build futures that
count. This means not only comprehensive and easily affordable health
care, but opportunities to build financial security, opportunities to pro-
vide for retirement income, and benefits that support diverse families
and lifestyles. These benefits say that we want to try to provide for the
needs of all kinds of employees. To get the most bang for your benefits
buck, benefits must be well communicated and understood and must
be tied to the culture of the organization. At the best companies,
employees are offered the choice of covering their families and part-
ners; health, wellness, and recreation are emphasized; work/life bene-
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fits are there for families; flexible work arrangements are sponsored;
and there is paid time off when needed. While approaches to financial
security vary, these companies offer retirement income, savings, life
insurance, long-term disability insurance, financial education and
counseling, and stock plans. This is more than traditional benefits
packages offer, but in addition employees are offered meaningful help
in cultivating their personal prospects through additional educational
opportunities and career advancement. Offering tuition reimburse-
ment, company-sponsored training and development, e-learning
opportunities, seminars, certification courses, discreet adult literacy
courses, and English as a Second Language courses and partnering
with local community colleges to provide ongoing skills training show
people that you are committed to their future career growth, even
though there is a risk that additional education will also prepare people
for jobs at other companies. 

Wow!!
For the most part, companies must provide a certain level of benefits
in order to compete in the job market. To provide signature benefits,
those that really “wow” your employees and prospects, takes commit-
ment, effort, and expense.

At Southwest, the Wow element was profit sharing. Southwest
sponsors the oldest and most generous profit-sharing plan in the air-
line industry. The plan is designed to accumulate retirement savings
for employees while enabling them to share in the profits of the com-
pany. The company contributes to the plan up to 15 percent of the
operating profit for the year, as determined by the board of directors,
in cash or common stock or a combination of both. Profit sharing is a
way of life at Southwest Airlines. The plan, which became effective
January 1, 1973, drives much of the spirit of keeping costs low at
Southwest Airlines. Everyone shares on the basis of his or her earn-
ings and the company’s profits. Those who work more hours or fly
extra trips receive a larger piece of the profit-sharing pie. Employees
who participate in the plan take genuine pride in knowing that their
efforts toward the profitable operation of the company may result in a
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sizable financial accumulation for them and increase their future
financial security. 

While employees may direct their investments in the plan into
multiple investment accounts, many place at least some of their
profit-sharing money in company stock. When the stock performs
well, everyone does well. Long-term employees have retired as mil-
lionaires. Senior employees can be overheard explaining to new hires
on a daily basis how waste, carelessness, and lack of hard work affect
their profit sharing. Profit sharing has created peer pressure to hold
costs down and to work together as a team. Commitment to the com-
pany is strong, and devotion to one another and to the customer is
important. Southwest’s benefits are designed for the long-term career-
minded employee and support the culture.

At Yahoo! there are many Wows, such as free health care for
employees and their families, health facilities or health club member-
ships, and free coffee bars. At our Silicon Valley headquarters, Yahoos
can have their car washed, shop for birthday gifts, send flowers, drop
off dry cleaning and laundry, have their film developed, and eat three
low-cost meals a day. Many of these amenities and benefits were
designed for “now” and are short-term rather than for the future. So,
now that we are a dot-com survivor, our future benefits philosophy
and offerings will be directed more toward longer-term career growth
and retention. Your Wow factor is dependent on your culture and
your budget, and on the way you want to differentiate your company
from all the others that are competing for your talent.
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The irony is so exquisite that it’s almost Zen-like. In fact, Little
Grasshopper, you must be truly ready for this secret, because if it is
misused, it can destroy what you’re trying to create, rather than build
it up.

The most powerful tool you have for creating an enlivened, dedi-
cated, mission-driven organization of impassioned people is a tool you
can’t use. You can only hold it, show it to others, gently encourage
others to use it, and demonstrate it every chance you get. It’s a tool
whose power grows only when other people willingly use it after being
inspired by your example. That is where your power lies. The tool?
It’s the breath of life in Herb Kelleher’s formula for psychic satisfac-
tion. It’s OTJJ—On The Job Joy. Its components are recognition,
rewards, and fun. And when they’re applied together, they can be
more powerful as a motivator than even compensation.
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The problem for you is that you can only set the stage for it. You can’t
force it. But once you choose to use it, you can turn a dreary workplace
into a self-perpetuating passion machine. Are you up to that challenge?

Taken as a group, recognition, rewards, and fun are best treated as
a philosophy rather than a program. Supporting and celebrating the
passion and spirit of your employees must be a natural, spontaneous,
and authentic part of your corporate way of life. Otherwise you will
lose the foundation of trust and communication that you’ve already
built. Your philosophy must be appropriate to the culture of your own
environment. Don’t try to be another Southwest Airlines. If your cor-
porate culture is closer to that of a monastery than to that of Grace-
land, you can still use the principles of recognition, rewards, and fun.
Just be honest. Just be from the heart.

Recognition
Simply put, the habit of recognition is the habit of letting employees
know that the company sincerely values what they do. The biweekly
paycheck and the accompanying benefits program go a long way in
keeping people on the job, of course, but a culture that promotes sincere
recognition is key to keeping those people really engaged in what they’re
doing. And, when it’s correctly applied, recognition can be the least
expensive of all your engagement initiatives. The cost is just the time it
takes to sincerely pat someone on the back and say, “Thank you.”

Recognition programs can be as elaborate as you want them to be.
But unless they have a core of sincere appreciation, they will come
across as contrived, hollow, and even manipulative—thus turning your
good intentions against you. Recognition must also be delivered in the
form that is most meaningful to the individual employees. Some peo-
ple deeply appreciate a quiet, discreet, one-on-one moment. Others rel-
ish a public display of gratitude and celebration. Still others are actu-
ally embarrassed if you make a big deal of their accomplishments.

At Southwest we had business-card-size cards with little senti-
ments printed on them, such as “You did a fantastic job!” or “You are
awesome!” They were little, trivial expressions of appreciation—sort
of like those hard-candy Valentine hearts that come out every year.
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People would hand them out to coworkers at appropriate moments.
When the idea of distributing them came up in a culture committee
meeting, I secretly thought, “That’s so stupid.” But because the others
liked the idea, I didn’t object. Much to my amazement, the cards
became an important part of our culture of recognition, and they were
a big deal to people who received them from their coworkers. Before
long, people had them tacked up all over their cubicles. I even got a
few myself. And I would sincerely think, “How nice,” stick them in
my desk drawer, and quickly forget about them. 

What meant the world to me as an employee at Southwest? I have
a very small collection of handwritten notes thanking me for doing a
good job on this project or that one. I don’t remember the dollar
amount of bonuses or percentage increase of raises I may have gotten
at the time I received those notes. But I’ll never forget the notes,
because I cherish them. I will never throw them away.

Rewards
Sometimes your appreciation needs to take a more tangible (and per-
haps more valuable) form than a simple thank you. We’re used to
regarding raises—especially merit increases—as rewards for perfor-
mance. But if we depended exclusively on that tool, either our rewards
program would get really, really expensive really, really quickly or the
opportunities to give tangibly valuable thanks would be very, very lim-
ited. Even when money is being spent, imagination combined with sin-
cerity can take you a long way. 

On-the-spot recognition programs are an obvious favorite. Noth-
ing beats looking up from your computer to see your boss standing
there with a check in her hand. Does it matter how much the check is
for? Well, the more the merrier, obviously. But whether the check is
for $2,000 or $20, the gratitude impact is the same. 

A gift also makes a wonderful recognition tool, as long as it’s
appropriate to both the company giving it and the person receiving it.
But this requires a little thought—and that can be bad news if you’re
looking for easy answers. The gift has to be appropriate not only to
the person but also to the organization providing the gift. A friend of
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mine who worked at a health-care software company went to a week-
long new hire orientation training program. And, as at most of these
adult-learning events, little trinkets were given out to reward correct
answers, participation, and so on. By the time he was done with the
week, he had quite a collection of miniature Walt Disney characters.
What, I asked him, did Mickey Mouse have to do with health-care
software? His answer: “Beats me.”

Then it dawned on me: The person running this program had
probably attended a Disney Institute leadership training program, and
the Disney trainer had used Disney tchotchkes to keep the class lively.
It seemed like a good idea in Orlando. It should be able to play in Dal-
las. There was only one problem: The company was a software maker
for hospitals, not Disney!

When you give out any kind of tangible reward, make sure it rein-
forces the culture and values of your company, not of someone else’s.
All sorts of items can carry your company’s logo: coffee mugs, flip-
flops, koozies, coasters, cameras, T-shirts, gym bags. If you’re running
a health-care software company training program, fling out packets of
cough drops, perhaps specially packaged in a logo’d wrapping. Give
away thermometers or the dreaded height/weight chart. Use your
imagination. Make it fun! Make it appropriate!

Also make it appropriate to the recipient. If a more thoughtful
reward is called for, think about what the person would like. Some
people like plaques. Others would appreciate the chance to have
lunch with you one-on-one. If your employee plays golf, give her a
half-day off to play a round at a special course near you. Or, if your
budget is more limited (or you’re not that grateful), a box of top-qual-
ity golf balls speaks volumes. The thought you invest in creating the
perfect reward is just as valuable as the reward itself. It tells your
employees that you know them as individuals and that you celebrate
their uniqueness. It really is the thought that counts.

Fun
Fun and rewards are closely related in that they infuse your corporate
culture with the joy of working at your company. But they’re different

Recognition, Rewards, Fun: The Triple Crown of Employee Engagement

175



in one important way: Rewards celebrate individual achievement, and
fun is a communal “happening.” Fun is for, by, and about everyone in
the company. Again, it must be spontaneous, genuine, from the heart,
and real. It must also be as all-inclusive as possible, leaving no one
out and inviting all your employees to be themselves.

But that doesn’t mean it can’t be planned. As I write this, I’m still
recovering from my first Yahoo! summer picnic, in which I partici-
pated in the dunking booth (guess which end of the transaction I was
on). At Southwest, of course, we had many employee parties and pic-
nics. But we weren’t rigidly committed to the traditional barbecue and
badminton scenario. One summer it was so hot that we couldn’t stand
the idea of going outside for anything other than running for our air-
conditioned cars. One of the employees in the People Department got
the brainy idea of having an indoor picnic. We brought the blankets,
the barbecue, and the watermelon (of course, this was the HR depart-
ment!), and we all sat on the floor of our cool offices. Among the
umpteen chili cook-offs, barbecues, and summer picnics we had at
Southwest while I was there, that was the picnic I will never forget.

Halloween was the holiday that presented the most opportunities
for fun at Southwest. Since the People Department was genetically hor-
rible at decorations, we made it our business to make a spectacle of
ourselves, producing a show every year with progressively worse songs.
The first year started off modestly with a rewritten version of the Gilli-
gan’s Island theme song. But then we had a choir of singing nuns (that
was the year Sister Act was in the theaters) with a fake preacher deliv-
ering the Southwest “religion.” Our song that year was “I Will Follow
Herb.” That was the year, I’m proud to say, we won the first ever
“Highly Effective and Most Obvious Suck-Up to Herb Award.” Follow-
ing up that year were performances of the Southwest Side Story, Rock
’n’ Roll Hall of Fame, Herbie Awards, and Herb’s Finger (after Goldfin-
ger). We easily won the annual award six years running.

If your company doesn’t already have a culture of fun, you may
feel as if you’re starting out flat-footed. How do you infuse whimsy
when your company is staffed by a collection of sobersides? As gently
as possible. It’s easy to get a culture of fun started, but it has to be
introduced gradually. Start by celebrating the completion of a huge
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project or a win. Celebrate those big accomplishments, and take the
time to do it when they happen. Don’t wait until your calendar opens
up before you allow yourself to take the time away from the grind-
stone. It never will. And after enough time passes, the achievement
will feel like old news and you won’t get around to it.

Grab the moment. Grab your coworkers. Grab the phone and
order a pizza. Start small, demonstrate it, don’t force it, and the rest
will come naturally.

After all, who can resist joy? 

The Little Things Make the Biggest Difference
Organizations spend time and money on many programs but fail to
notice that it’s often the little things that make the biggest difference.
Showing that you care on a daily basis is the best leadership and moti-
vational tool available, and it’s also the cheapest. It’s personal, and it
involves one-on-one, face-to-face relationships. So it does take some
effort and imagination. But the return is immeasurable.

� Send cards marking personal events and concerns, such as
birthdays, sympathy, etc.

� Write a handwritten note commending the person.

� Be there and be visible. Wander around, get to know people,
eat in the cafeteria, attend company events, sit in the break
room, say hello in the hallway, put your desk by the coffee
room.

� Get to know the whole person, not just what he or she repre-
sents to the company. Learn about the person’s family, friends,
hopes, and dreams.

� Say thank you.

� Be polite.

� Encourage people to achieve their career aspirations, even if
they leave your organization to do it.
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� Deliver tough messages when necessary. But do it kindly.

� Listen to ideas and respond with a yes or a no and a why.

� Give people a pat on the back.

� Believe that ordinary people can achieve extraordinary results.

� Send flowers not just to employees but to their family members
when appropriate.

� Attend funerals and weddings. Funerals are the most impor-
tant.

� Laugh a lot, especially at yourself.

� Create heroes every day.

� Loosen up.

� Rely on e-mail and voice mail less and talk to people face to
face more.

� Be a mentor.

� Tell the truth.

� Take risks.

� Tell stories.

� Hold meetings in fun places.

The Best Reward I Ever Received
Of all the rewarding experiences I had during my time at Southwest,
this one stands out as the best. A few years ago, we had a near disas-
ter at the company. A pilot who was attempting to land at the airport
in Burbank, California, discovered that part of his landing gear would
not come down. After several attempts to fix the problem, it was
decided that he would make an emergency landing at Ontario Inter-
national Airport (the one in southern California, not Canada), since it
was less congested and had better runways. The company began the
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process of emergency planning that we had practiced many times. It
was about 5:00 in the afternoon, and I was being interviewed by a
reporter for Fast Company magazine, so I was clueless as to what had
been going on. When the reporter left my office, my assistant was act-
ing really strange. I told her I was going to take the reporter on a tour
of the building. Her response was, “No, you have an emergency meet-
ing and he has to leave.” 

Our executive team and top operations group gathered in our dis-
patch area, where they could talk with the pilots and discuss the land-
ing procedure. After what seemed to be an excruciatingly long period
of discussion and preparations, our pilots landed the plane smoothly
on two gears. Except for maybe a sprained ankle or two from evacu-
ating the plane via the emergency slide, no one was injured. 

My favorite part of the story happened a couple of weeks later.
Roger Way, the captain of that flight, showed up at company head-
quarters asking if he could talk to someone in customer relations. He
had a lot of thank-you notes to write to everyone from air traffic con-
trollers to emergency personnel. He joked that he could fly airplanes,
but thank-you notes were a little difficult for him. Luckily, one of our
sharp public relations folks met him in the hallway and escorted him
to customer relations, where he got help with his letters. 

Coincidentally, the public relations person also knew that our
executive planning committee was in an all-day meeting in the board-
room. He walked right in, interrupting the meeting of the top com-
pany executives, and told them that Captain Way was in the building.
Instead of reprimanding him for interrupting such an important meet-
ing, they quickly devised a last-minute recognition celebration. They
got on the phone and e-mail and told all employees to come out to the
lobby. When Captain Way emerged from customer relations, he saw
hundreds of people waiting, applauding, and singing his praises. Herb
made an impromptu speech talking about the extraordinary efforts
that the pilot and his first officer had made to save the day, if not the
lives of the more than 120 passengers and crew members on board.

What Captain Way then said sent chills down my spine, and I’ll
never forget it: “I am really not a hero today. I don’t know why I am
getting the credit for saving lives. Let me tell you who really saved the
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lives of those passengers and crew. It was the People Department,
which sets very high standards for hiring, and that’s why we have the
best pilots in the industry (and the best safety record). It is the flight
training department who puts us through training twice a year. They
throw every potential emergency at us. There is not a pilot at South-
west who couldn’t have done exactly what I did. It was the mainte-
nance people and the flight operations support staff who were on the
radio answering my questions, telling me everything they knew about
the landing gear and how to land under those conditions. And it was
the executives who were there supporting me. I had the CEO, COO,
executive vice president for customer service, vice president for oper-
ations, vice president for flight operations, and more talking to me,
and believing I could do the job. “ 

That was my best day at Southwest because it validated everything
we did in the People Department and everything our leadership team
did every day. It said to me loud and clear, “What you do really does
make a difference.”
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A few months ago, one of my best employees, a woman in her mid-
twenties, came to me and told me that she was going to resign. I
couldn’t have been more surprised. I thought she was happy with her
work. Oh, she was! Was she satisfied with her compensation? Sure.
Her benefits? Yes, yes, no problem. Her boss? Great boss! Her oppor-
tunities to grow? Absolutely, great future prospects. 

So what could possibly be the problem? No problem at all. It was
just that her best friend was getting married, and she wanted to be free
to take part in the wedding festivities. Well, if that was the issue, I
assured her, we could work something out—maybe an advance on her
vacation time so that she could make the wedding, plus a party or
two. No, you don’t understand, she said. “I want to go to all the par-
ties. And, there are a few more weddings. And I want to travel. And I
want to just take the summer off and have some fun.” I suspected that
her plan was to cash in her stock options, spend down the proceeds,
and then move in with her parents to figure out her next step.

Well, that was a new one on me. I had arrived in Silicon Valley
after the legendary dot-com bubble had popped, and my overall feel-
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ing was that employees here were generally wise to the fact that (at
least for the time being) the cutthroat competition for their time and
talents had come to an end. In a matter of a few short months, the Sil-
icon Valley area had gone from having the best employment rate in
the nation to having the country’s worst unemployment. Could it be
that she was the last person in the Valley who hadn’t heard the news?
Or could it be something else? A sense of fatalism, perhaps? A new
shift in expectations both for her current work and for building a
future profession? Perhaps all of the above. One thing was for sure:
The relative certainty of a regular paycheck in uncertain times wasn’t
enough to keep her.

No matter where we live, we’ve all seen this philosophy, either on
a T-shirt or on a bumper sticker somewhere: “Life’s uncertain; eat
dessert first.” In earlier times, when we as a nation were not required
to be as thoughtful as we are now, that expression was a mildly annoy-
ing mix of American self-indulgence and typical sardonic American
humor. But it’s possible that we’re entering a new era in which Amer-
ican employees are taking the position that the “now” is all that we
can really know for sure. And even the “now” can change drastically
in an instant. It did on September 11, and it hasn’t stopped changing.
From terrorism to anthrax to the economy to corporate corruption to
the high-powered shooting of innocent people as they pump gas into
their cars, the major news headlines have been about things that have
directly affected the workplace. Consequently, people are taking a
fresh look at their own personal ROI when it comes to the dedication
they give to their work and careers. Whether what might happen is an
out-of-the-blue plane crash or an out-of-the-blue layoff announce-
ment, employees who have a clue may be deciding that they should
take care of their immediate quality-of-life needs now and let the
future take care of itself. What this means to employers is more
aggressive and diverse sets of demands that seem to be entirely unre-
lated to the ups and downs of the job market and the economy.

It’s too simplistic to say that we’re in extraordinarily uncertain
times. Every generation has dealt with hair-trigger life/death, hire/fire
insecurities. Layoffs are not a new phenomenon. And the so-called
employment contract of the 1950s and the 1960s was never as airtight
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as in retrospect we’d like to think it was. What’s different today is that
more employees than ever before are exposed to the vagaries of cor-
porate management. Consequently, more employees are wise to the
fact that they are truly captains of their own career ship—there’s truly
no depending on anyone other than themselves and their own wits
for their long-term prospects. Consequently, as HR professionals, we
have to work harder to discover and offer meaningful ways of engag-
ing our best and brightest and keeping them engaged. And part of the
challenge entails truly understanding the diverse set of expectations
held by employees with different cultures in any company of any size.

Employees in their mid-forties to mid-sixties (or even older)
entered the workplace at a time when it was common to hear, “Just be
glad you have a job.” This group was the last to even think in terms of
cradle-to-grave employment with a single company and the first to
realize that maybe it might not be so after all. Speaking in the most
general terms, people in this group typically take a long-term per-
spective on their careers with their companies, on the premise that the
intangible investment of time and dedication is likely to result in
rewards and more desirable opportunities later. The pre-baby boomers
remember the lasting psychological effects that the Depression and
war rationing had on their parents and older siblings. The baby
boomers went through the 1960s, the Vietnam war, the anti-establish-
ment messages, and the disillusionment brought on by Watergate.
And the late baby boomers struggled to start their careers in the terri-
ble economic times that hit during every single presidential adminis-
tration from the Carter administration forward. And while people in
this group are no strangers to layoffs and shocking news headlines,
their work ethic was largely formed by their parents and by an expec-
tation of the long-term durability of the economy. By and large, a sin-
gle headline was never as likely to throw them out of work as it is
now. However, the headlines of today are more likely to threaten their
retirement accounts, keeping them on the job longer than they had
planned. If you have this group represented in your company, you
have a cadre of employees who are probably thinking, “I could have
cashed out and retired a couple of years ago. Now it looks like I’ll be
working another fifteen years just to get back to where I was before.”
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This group is going to have an entirely different set of expecta-
tions from its younger Generation X and Generation Y counterparts.
These younger groups entered the workplace with no delusions of so-
called employment security. Just as they had watched an unprece-
dented number of their parents and their friends’ parents get divorced,
they had also watched an unprecedented number of their parents and
their friends’ parents lose their jobs for one reason or another. They
were encouraged to develop the entrepreneurial understanding that
as long as they were able to add value to their organization, they could
reasonably expect to be employed—as long as the organization that
employed them was able to add value to its marketplace. We encour-
aged this group to be sharp, savvy, and smart, and to build their own
skill sets based on market need. We also encouraged them—especially
in the so-called New Economy—to understand that there are no
promises and no guarantees. But they were also lavishly rewarded
with economic prospects that had never before been available to such
a large group. Given the availability of huge salaries and stock
options, there were plenty of seemingly good risks to take. Conse-
quently, even with its down employment market, Silicon Valley still
has many baby millionaires driving cars that cost many times the
equivalent of my father’s salary.

As a result of all these generations and backgrounds working
shoulder to shoulder with one another in today’s workplace, we’re
dealing with a bouillabaisse of many, many different sets of expecta-
tions, values, and definitions of what a respectable work ethic is. And
it’s up to HR leadership to work it out so that the company continues
to attract and hang onto the best possible talent.

� Understand the culture of expectations in the context of your
industry or geographic area. It takes a long time to build a major air-
line brand in Dallas, Texas. Consequently, the risk/investment/
reward horizon at Southwest has always been in the relatively distant
future. And so Southwest employees work in a culture that encour-
ages dedication now for accrued return on their investment in the
long term. In Silicon Valley, a start-up company such as Yahoo! can
appear on the scene and blossom almost overnight into a huge com-
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pany with offices all over the world. Everything is fast; expectations
on both sides—management and employees—are high. In Silicon
Valley there was an almost decade-long tradition of aggressive
recruitment of the best and the brightest, and employees have grown
accustomed to being rewarded for every atom of value added that
they bring to the workplace.

� Adjust your own expectations accordingly. The employment
contract is dead. There is more of a short-term commitment now, and
we’ve developed a “what’s in it for me” culture that I still find shock-
ing when I run up against it. It’s a short-term, project-oriented, “Free
Agent Nation” culture that emphasizes the sure-thing trade over the
long-term investment. Is this a bad development? Or is it a good
development? Probably neither, but it is definitely a natural by-prod-
uct of the “no guarantees, job-for-now” employment relationship that
we’ve developed over the last fifteen years. Not only do we have to
adjust our offerings to match our employees’ diverse and utterly trans-
formed set of expectations, but we also have to adjust our own per-
sonal reactions to those demands. This one is still a challenge for me
personally. As I was developing my own work ethic, I saw every
opportunity to volunteer for special projects and every assignment I
was given as an intangible—but very valuable benefit; a chance to
learn new things, meet new people, and have career-building experi-
ences that could benefit me in the long run. In addition, these pro-
jects were good for the company, and I wanted to be part of growing
the business.

But in Silicon Valley, the culture is highly competitive, and employ-
ees have learned over the years to be equally aggressive in their negoti-
ating positions. In an environment in which even time is a precious,
marketable commodity, these people have come to regard every
moment that they spend focused on their work as value added to their
company, and they want to be compensated accordingly. 

� Help your employees manage their own expectations. Even Sili-
con Valley employees are experiencing a shift in their hopes for their
careers and their future. But there may be times when only their own
market research will convince employees that their expectations may
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not be consistent with reality. It’s rare, but it still happens that I am
approached by one of our more talented employees who thinks he
should be making half a million dollars, be getting more stock
options, and have a fancier title. Well, that might have been possible
in the late 1990s, but it certainly isn’t now. So my invitation to these
people is simply this: Explore the job market. Try to get an offer like
the package you want from us, but be sure to factor in the culture, the
long-term growth opportunities, and the fun factor. If you find that
there’s a big market and demand for your abilities, let me know. I sin-
cerely do want to know. And if you find that our package isn’t so bad
after all, I’d like to know that too. If employees are motivated enough
to ask you for such significant increases or other cushy considera-
tions, let them be the ones to do the market research. Once they do
their own reality checks, chances are that they will withdraw their
demands.

I wish my young employee who quit to go to her friend’s wedding
had conducted her own reality check before making such a big career
decision. I valued her contribution, and it’s quite possible that she’ll
miss those stock options when the time comes to put together a down
payment on her dream house. But no one knows anything for sure.
No one ever has. That wedding may not be such a bad trade-off after
all. In a time when great memories and the love of our friends and
family are the only things we can reasonably hope to have any control
over, we as employers have to be able to meet those expectations
without losing our best talent and our best hopes for the future in the
process.
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Skeptics aren’t necessarily a bad thing to have around. In fact, as
with the bacteria in yogurt, yeast, and your intestines, it’s possible to
have good skeptics in your corporate culture. They digest ideas, they
promote growth, and they can help to cultivate an environment that
doesn’t support the really destructive element—the cynic. Skeptics,
you see, withhold judgment until all the evidence is in. Cynics are
actively hostile toward every new idea that comes along. Make
friends with skeptics, get accustomed to an environment that
encourages open debate, and you’ll be giving yourself a chance to
prove again and again that management really does mean what it
says. Give the skeptics a reason to turn negative on you, and 
you’ll have one heck of a cynical cadre on your staff. When skeptics
finally come down on one side or the other—and you can be certain
that they will make up their minds—make sure they come down on
your side.

Wait a minute, you are thinking. “How could my company possi-
bly have skeptics?” In your community and your industry, you’re con-
sidered the best place to work. You’re one of the nation’s most admired
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companies. You’re family-friendly. You have rock-bottom turnover.
And you’ve been in all the magazines—you know, the ones with the
lists. How could you possibly have skeptics? Because you are the
employer of adults. And adults have been around the block several
times. And they read the newspapers. And they talk to their neigh-
bors. And, when they were children sitting at the dinner table, they
listened to their parents complain about their bosses. Because children
of the 1980s and early 1990s saw their parents betrayed by their
bosses and by their companies. Gone forever are the days when ques-
tioning one’s boss at all was frequently seen as insubordination (espe-
cially in the military) and very often an actionable offense.

Even at Southwest we had our share of skeptics—even in our
open-hearted, be-yourself-work-hard-and-thrive culture. Although as
a company we might never have done anything to betray their faith in
our word, we certainly had skeptics. New hires would come in not
entirely believing everything they heard because they had been lied to
before. I found that it would take them as much as three to four years
of working at Southwest before they finally accepted the idea that the
company stands by what it says.

The devastating economic hit that the airlines suffered after Sep-
tember 11, 2001, finally gave Southwest a chance to prove that it
means what it says, in a very big way. Among the many different ways
in which Southwest is notorious, it’s notorious for two specific rea-
sons. First, it doesn’t lead the way in terms of setting pay scales,
although the pay is within the market range, and when you add the
stock options, profit sharing, and other benefits, the package is com-
petitive. And it is especially competitive when the company does well.
When the company does well, so do the employees. And second,
Southwest has never laid off a single person because of economic
hardship. During previous economic boom times, some of the other
airlines would negotiate huge contracts with their labor unions, con-
tracts that would inevitably result in losses during economic down-
times. And people at those airlines would get more cash than South-
west employees would. So pilots, mechanics, and ramp agents would
start thinking, “I should be making as much as the employees doing
the same work at other airlines.” 
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We would have to respond by saying that we are in business to
make a profit. Herb Kelleher frequently quoted Samuel Gompers, one
of the fathers of the labor union movement, as saying that the greatest
disservice that a company can do to employees is not to make a profit.
At Southwest, making a profit was essential. Other airlines seemed to
accept the idea that there would be periods during which they would
lose money and have to lay people off. Southwest does not overhire
and then lay people off during downturns. If you go through several
turns of the economic cycle in the airline industry, the facts are plain.
But the September 11 events proved once and for all that Southwest
truly does walk its talk. The other airlines laid off hundreds of thou-
sands of people after that devastating tragedy that continues to have
ripple effects. Southwest didn’t lay off one.

Southwest’s actions were consistent to its word and past practices.
And it was consistent over time, even when things got harder and
harder. In their wisdom, Herb Kelleher, Jim Parker (the new CEO),
and the team had known that the boom times couldn’t last forever. Of
course, no one could have foreseen how horribly they’d come to an
end. Still, Southwest had the necessary foundation, built up over time
by its consistent loyalty to its principles, a strong balance sheet, and
good relationships with suppliers, to withstand the shock. And South-
west employees, new and long-time, got to see firsthand that their
employer means what it says—even under the worst possible circum-
stances.

I pray that the world never again has a September 11 in which to
demonstrate the authenticity of our policies toward our employees in
such an extraordinary way. But that opportunity also comes day in
and day out, under the most normal circumstances. This is when we
can keep the skeptics engaged—even the most savage of skeptics, the
ones about to go over to the dark side of cynicism. 

This is how you keep skepticism healthy and on your side:

1. Live the values you promote. Mahatma Gandhi said, “Be the
change you want to make.” I would humbly like to add: Demonstrate
your principles in the smallest of choices. You’re being watched.
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Closely. You make plenty of mistakes. Just be sure that none of your
actions are inconsistent with your published principles, beliefs, and
code of ethics.

2. Be consistent over time. Although one slip-up can destroy many
years of carefully accumulated confidence, trust rarely develops in an
instant or through an incident. Like the process of building a coral
reef, huge results do happen, but they happen almost imperceptibly
and over time. Have patience.

3. When you make a mistake, instantly return to your published
values and openly apologize from that platform. Forget modifying
phrases such as “it wouldn’t have happened if,” or “circumstances
beyond our control,” or “we had no idea what the other department
was doing,” or, the all-time favorite, “I don’t recall.” Own the mistake
simply and comprehensively. And then spell out exactly how you
intend to return to the correct course.

4. Market the fact that you’re staying the course. Okay, so maybe
your employees aren’t earning the same pay as their peers in other sim-
ilar companies. But they have one heck of a pay-for-performance plan.
Or they’re building incredible nest eggs for retirement. Or they own 
a larger piece of the company. Make sure your employees stay aware 
of that fact. Use internal publications, intranet communications,
employee meetings, whatever is available to you to celebrate the fact
that this is the best company your employees can choose to work for.
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Just as much as it’s known for the vast fortunes that have been made—
and lost—there over the years, Silicon Valley is also known for its free-
wheeling, fun-loving workplace style. And that makes a lot of sense.
Innovation requires a sense of play; the same engineer who is design-
ing a wireless telecommunications infrastructure for his employer may
also be tinkering with an automated dog that fetches his newspaper
and cruises the cubicles barking at startled coworkers. And, in the
throes of the so-called war for talent, employers had to do anything
and everything to captivate that inner child so that the outer genius
could deliver the Next New Thing. That’s why we had foosball tables,
Sony Playstations, scooters, balls, and other toys on the job. For a
while there, Silicon Valley was a veritable romper room.
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So you can imagine my surprise when, during my first weeks at
Yahoo!, I was greeted with, “Hi! Glad you’re here! Would you please
write a policy on this? Would you please write a policy on that?”
Imagine their surprise when I said “No” and “No.” I had barely set up
my voice mail when I was flooded with requests for policies. Three of
the better requests that I particularly remember were: no dogs
allowed, no riding scooters in the hallways, and no bare feet in the
cafeteria. All those requests seem reasonable. Why not make policies
on these matters? Precisely because they are so reasonable. Any adult
can see that scooters, bare feet, and dogs are usually inappropriate in
the workplace. Why make a rule about it?

I developed a certain aversion to policies at Southwest, where
you’d think that FAA regulations alone would have or could have put
a stop to such hijinks as water-gun fights or beer and wine parties to
celebrate milestones. When I first got to Southwest, there was a 350-
page policy manual. We even had a policy that said that no one was
allowed to order flowers. There were even policies about writing poli-
cies. These policies all had to be written a certain way, with a certain
format, and officially approved. We all lived and breathed by that pol-
icy manual.

Until one day when Herb and my boss, Ann Rhoades, decided
that the HR policies needed be to redone. Now that was a formidable
idea. Where could we begin? With the flowers? But then Ann said one
simple thing: “Why don’t we just burn the policy manual?”

Well, we didn’t actually put a match to the book, but we might as
well have. We ruthlessly reduced it to about 35 pages of the most
essential policies, those that were required by law or were key to our
culture. So here was our new umbrella policy: If you can’t find it in
this new book, you’re on your own. Make the decision yourself.

Managers were quite frightened by this development. But it was
absolutely in keeping with our internal brand of freedom. We wanted
a culture that gave employees a lot of leeway for having fun, making
mistakes, and learning from those mistakes.

I think HR professionals as a breed are far too obsessed with rules.
I once gave a speech to a SHRM chapter about the fun and merriment
at Southwest. And I told the story of how one of my people depart-
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ment teammates had recently sent out an e-mail to everyone at the
department saying that there would be a water-gun fight in the park-
ing lot the next day (without my permission, I’m proud to add). I told
the SHRM group how much fun everyone had had and how people
were talking about it for months afterward. A few weeks later I
received a message from a member of the audience saying this: “I
would like to have a water-gun fight at my workplace. What are the
rules?”

At a different event, I talked about the Southwest slogan that says,
“We smile because we want to, not because we have to.” Wouldn’t you
know it. SHRM’s wonderful information center contacted me after-
ward passing on an inquiry about our smile policy! My answer: “We
have these people who walk around with clipboards, and put a check
mark by employees’ names every time they’re spotted smiling. For
each time they’re caught smiling they get an extra 25 cents in their
paycheck.” The person on the other end of the line was dutifully tak-
ing notes until I had to stop her: Just kidding!

At Yahoo!, the benefits manager was contacted by her counterpart
at a nearby semiconductor manufacturer. The company had heard
that we had foosball tables and wanted to know how we monitored
their use. She jokingly explained that they are kept behind locked
doors, and they’re accessed by a card swipe. We can tell how much
time the employee is at the tables and deduct that time from their pay-
check. Again (in case you’re tempted to quote this passage out of con-
text), she was just kidding!

A few years ago, I was contacted by a consulting firm that was
conducting a study on behalf of a very large company in the package
delivery business. The company wanted to know if it could have a
copy of our dress code policy for office workers at Southwest. I
responded that we didn’t have a dress code policy. Stunned, the person
on the other line asked, “Is this really the head of HR?” When I
replied in the affirmative, she asked, “Well, what do you do if some-
one comes to work dressed inappropriately?” I answered with my
own question: “What would be inappropriate?” She responded,
“Shorts and a T-shirt.” I said, “That’s what I am wearing right now!”
We didn’t need a policy, and if someone did push the envelope, we
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asked the person’s manager to please discuss the problem with the
person one on one. That usually fixed the problem.

At Southwest we trusted our people. We expected them to think
independently, produce creative ideas, and pull together as a team. We
realized that writing a rule for every significant situation had the
potential to undermine the culture for which we had worked so hard.
Our leaders were trained and encouraged to use their own good judg-
ment and common sense as situations dictated. 

Breaking the rules was often rewarded at Southwest in situations
where people might have been reprimanded for it at other organiza-
tions. Rules and policies are sometimes necessary, but what’s impor-
tant is to do the right thing when tough situations arise. Employees
who have a sense of ownership in the company will usually make the
right decision for the company.

Shortly after being contacted by the consultant, I was contacted
by the Director of Policy Development and Implementation (his title
was really long, but this was the gist of it) for a large aircraft manu-
facturer located in the Pacific Northwest. He was charged with devel-
oping a new streamlined process for policy development at his orga-
nization, following a large merger. He asked, “What is your process
for developing policy, vetting the policy, policy approval, and imple-
mentation?” I explained that our process was highly technical. I kept
a file in my desk in which I put little notes, e-mails, memos, etc., of
items that might need to become policy. These were suggested by
other leaders, our legal department, or our experience in HR. About
once a year, I revised the manual, adding new policies but always try-
ing to subtract as much as I added. I discussed these ideas with my
teammates in HR, and then with my boss, our COO, and the firm’s
general counsel. If they agreed, the new guidelines were official. The
whole process took a couple of weeks, and we certainly didn’t need a
director and staff to make this happen.

If policies are so counterproductive, how can we keep some sem-
blance of civilization on the job? What happens if someone is afraid of
that real live drooly golden Lab who sits faithfully at the feet of its
owner? What happens if a scooter runs amok and takes a chunk out of
the drywall? Answer: Equip and empower your managers to deal with it.
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If you see something going on that’s dangerous, ask people to
stop. If it’s not dangerous, you should probably allow it.

When I talk about this with my HR buddies, I am often asked
what we did when someone crossed the line of acceptability. I’m
always reminded of a flight attendant who was trying to make her
fellow crew members laugh aboard a flight that was only partially
full. First she made faces, but that wasn’t effective. Eventually, she
mooned her coworkers from the back of the plane. She didn’t think
any customers would see her. But, unfortunately, one very conserv-
ative person turned around just as she was “dropping trou” and wit-
nessed the momentary lapse of good judgment—among other
things. The passenger wrote the company and complained. Herb
wrote back and apologized, saying that “she had caught us with our
pants down.” And our vice president of flight attendants called 
this very embarrassed employee in for a discussion. She promised
never to do it again, and, to the best of my knowledge, she remains
one of the best flight attendants in the business to this day. Now,
what kind of policy could possibly have anticipated and prevented
that one?

“ITEM: Attention all employees: The removing of one’s pants
while on duty is grounds for immediate termination!” 

I don’t think so. In fact, I’d have to wonder about anyone who
could anticipate this particular contingency.

Remember, everyone at work is an adult, even though some of
them may not act that way at times. But that’s when the fun usually
begins. 

Keep Policies Simple
� Use common sense and simple language.

� Minimize rules, meetings, forms, and levels of approval.

� Keep communications open and straightforward.

� Use the Golden Rule as your guide.

� Learn by doing.
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� Forgive and forget.

� Don’t change the rules in the middle of the game.

� It doesn’t have to be perfect, just good enough.

� Delegate and empower managers to manage their employees.

� Define how decisions are made.

� Be sure people know their span of control and their bound-
aries, and can operate within them.

� Trust people to do their jobs and think for themselves.
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Sometimes the best intentions have accidental consequences. In our
efforts to do the right thing, we create a monster that is awkward,
ugly, and big. I have a serious objection to the diversity programs
that we commonly see in the workplace. They actually promote 
discrimination. By placing the emphasis on people’s differences
(with some companies actually establishing a quota system), we end
up resorting to a form of tokenism. We know we’re doing it, but
we’re afraid to stop. We form diversity councils. We look at the
numbers. We sponsor special functions celebrating affinity groups
where we showcase our African-American participation, our His-
panic groups, our gay-lesbian groups, our women-in-nontraditional-
roles groups. Group by group they stand up, are recognized, smile
for the camera, and sit down again. But these groups also sit at sep-
arate tables in the company lunchroom. And there is no true blend-
ing and understanding among all the wonderful talent we have in
the company.
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We know we want a better way. There are no easy answers, but
maybe we can change our approach to the challenge of making sure
that our companies welcome all kinds of talent from all different
sources. A diverse-from-the-heart company creates a culture that
appeals to all the different communities. In this kind of company, the
fact that someone is different from someone else doesn’t affect that
person’s ability to move forward in the company and find success in
his or her career. At a diverse-from-the-heart company, differences
either are transparent or are used as bridges to create a more vibrant
tapestry of talents, experiences, abilities, expertise, and frames of ref-
erence. They are not categories to be acknowledged at special dinners.
A diverse-from-the-heart organization recognizes that an inclusive
culture is attractive not only to employees, but also to customers. 

But how do you make that happen without making a thing about
it? How do you create true diversity without resorting to diversity pro-
grams? This shouldn’t be an unnatural forced fit or tokenism or an
HR-driven (or HR-imposed) program that no one really wants. True
diversity should be everyone’s responsibility. I have to admit that I
have struggled with these issues throughout my career. Finally some-
one in the marketing department turned on the light bulb for me with
one simple concept. He said, “It is not black or white, it is green.” He
pointed out that in order to increase our profits and market share, we
had to market and advertise our services to diverse groups, based on
pure demographics. That was the beginning of a significant internal
change. Once we made a commitment to attracting and serving cus-
tomers from diverse sources, the HR part of the equation became
clearer. The CEO got it; senior management got it; everyone got it. It
wasn’t just the right thing to do, it was the best business decision we
could make.

As the HR person, you may be the one responsible for compli-
ance, being sure you’re measuring everything that needs to be mea-
sured, reporting what needs to be reported, and recruiting among the
communities you need to recruit among in order to reach out and cre-
ate the mix you want. But sensitivity to inclusiveness should be sys-
temic throughout the entire company. It should be a way of life, not
another “annoying program imposed by HR.”
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Actually, it doesn’t have to be imposed at all. Perhaps a better way
of putting it is evolved with deliberate purpose. The two companies I’ve
worked with most recently, Southwest and Yahoo!, are incredibly
diverse. And they got there without any real effort and without top-
down initiatives that were forced on the organization. Of course we
had the usual policies to comply with the law, and we discussed the
issues in leadership training. What worked best was to focus on hiring
the best candidates, and those candidates happened to come from a
wide variety of populations. And, along the way, we promoted a cul-
ture that says that we will treat one another with compassion and with
respect. In both cultures, the companies encourage people to be them-
selves. And so people have to learn how to work with many, many
people who aren’t exactly like them.

But let’s also face a fact of cultural life: As evolved as we truly
believe ourselves to be, it is human nature for us to gravitate toward
people who, on the surface at least, appear to be just like ourselves.
Which is one explanation for why Sunday is the most segregated day
of the week. Which also explains why the corporate lunchroom looks
amazingly like a junior high school cafeteria. So we still have to work
hard at creating a mix through our recruiting, training and develop-
ment, and workplace culture programs.

Recruitment 
Get the word out to all sections of society that you welcome one and
all. One year at Southwest we created a full-page ad featuring a wide
variety of employees (many different races, male and female, all ages).
The caption read: “What do these employees have in common?
Answer: They all love their job.” Then we placed this advertisement in
a diverse group of publications: our in-flight magazine, special-inter-
est magazines, and local newspapers. 

Advertise for employees where you advertise for customers. At
Southwest we often advertised for customers on the Tom Joyner Morn-
ing Show, a nationally syndicated radio program for the African Amer-
ican audience. Tom actually had me on as a guest one morning. We
had a ball, and when I gave out the URL for our recruiting web site,

Diversity Should Be From the Heart—Not Just By the Book

199



we got more hits on our web site that morning than we had ever had
in a single day.

Training and Development 
Provide leaders and employees with the knowledge and insight they
will need if they are to foster diversity in the workplace and the mar-
ketplace. Make sure you have plenty of opportunities for everyone to
move in and move up—someone’s particular demographic isn’t a bar-
rier to success. In Silicon Valley, for instance, women in technical
positions are experiencing barriers to promotions. Much of the rea-
son is the high-pressure, start-up culture here (even among long-
established firms), which dictates that employees dedicate long hours
to their jobs. That may be perfectly fine for young, ambitious men
with no families, but it doesn’t help young, ambitious women who
want a more balanced life that includes children. So, as employers in
a high-tech culture, we must work very hard to create other career
development paths for this very valuable segment of our workforce.
And it’s not only women who will benefit from this initiative. Any-
one—woman or man—who wants a balanced life won’t have to sacri-
fice his or her career and long-term success for the sake of family or
other personal passions.

Training programs and other educational opportunities should
eliminate barriers to entry for a wide variety of populations who
might want to start their careers with your company. At Southwest we
provided scholarships to members of the Organization of Black Air-
line Pilots so that more African American pilots could receive the nec-
essary ratings to fly commercial jets. Southwest had the very first
African American chief pilot in commercial aviation history. He was
active in the pilot community and helped attract many minority pilots
to our ranks. Southwest also gives scholarships to women pilots and
has the highest percentage of women pilots of any airline.

The old-fashioned sensitivity training programs must still be in
place. However, these programs should be for everyone, not just 
for the so-called average white male. Everyone needs to understand
that people can be offended by certain comments or behaviors.
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Unfortunately, this need for sensitivity training isn’t going to go away
anytime soon. I had hoped that as younger generations who had
gone to school with a more diverse set of schoolmates came up 
after me, diversity and discrimination wouldn’t be an issue anymore.
But I’ve found that some of the younger employees still haven’t
learned what you can and what you can’t say. They still have bad atti-
tudes that have been passed down to them by their parents. I’m
amazed to find myself saying to people still, “No, you cannot call
someone a bad word that’s disparaging to their race” or “No, you can-
not promote someone who isn’t the best candidate for the job simply
because you like that person or that you want someone just like you
in that position.”

Diversity awareness must also encompass an understanding of the
different needs of different generations. For about fifteen years now,
we’ve been aware of the increasing numbers of people in what we call
the “Sandwich Generation:” employees with both children and depen-
dent parents. We’ve been learning a great deal about accommodating
their needs and distractions without losing the valuable resource of
their talents and abilities.

Now we’re seeing another group coming up: young workers who
have lived peripatetic lives. More and more members of younger gen-
erations grew up without the support systems that were in place in
the past. They may not have lived in the same city for their entire
lives; they may have moved frequently; they may not have had a
strong family life. Perhaps their parents shared custody of them, and
they moved from one parent’s house to the other’s every week. For
better or worse, that kind of lifestyle has an impact on the way the
children were formed into adults. All those family issues that we were
dealing with in the 1980s and 1990s are now becoming workplace
issues as the grown children enter the workforce. 

New diversity issues will arise from having four generations in the
workplace at one time. Having the new Generation Y group working
side by side with Generation X, baby boomers, and seniors will call
not only for sensitivity but also for creative HR programming. Bene-
fits, compensation, and other offerings to employees must be designed
to meet diverse needs.
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A word about the diversity of diversity: Originally we thought of
diversity as primarily addressing African American issues, then we
quickly extended it to embrace Hispanic cultures. Very soon after that,
we included an acknowledgment of all kinds of differences: gender,
race, religion, sexual orientation, national background. I am now read-
ing about diversity in size and appearance. And so diversity itself
expands more and more to include new populations and demographics
as they come up. Just when you think you might have this diversity
thing down, it changes on you. That’s all the more reason to make the
principles of acceptance, respect, and equal treatment systemic in your
organization, rather than focusing on the process of diversity programs.
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No matter how the overall world economy is doing at any given
time, it never stops crackling with the excitement of great ideas
being developed behind the doors of hopeful start-ups. Economists
and industrialists alike know that much of the future is not being
developed in the glass-and-steel halls of megacorporations. It’s being
formulated in the garages, basement workrooms, sketchbooks, and
low-rent loft spaces of dreamers throughout the world. Some of
these little enterprises eventually become megacorporations. But
most of the ones that survive and thrive are eventually courted,
caught, and bought by large companies that don’t want to grow 
their innovations from scratch. Why go through the expense and
risk of research and development when the new product you need is
for sale—complete and ready to roll out—at the little shop around
the corner?
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One possible answer is that if you don’t take the necessary steps
both before and after the acquisition, that little shop could very easily
turn out to be the Little Shop of Horrors. Over the last ten years, the
buying and selling frenzy has taken on a whole new energy. (Before
the New Economy started showing us that there was some real money
to be made, how many innovators do you think really thought in
terms of an “exit strategy”? Ford? Edison? Pasteur? Curie? Hewlett?
Packard? Even Jobs? I don’t think so. Certainly not Gates.) 

With every frenzy, there must come studies to measure it. The
results are mixed, but the news is consistently worrisome. According
to the findings, over half of all mergers and acquisitions fail—and
some studies say that the failure rate may be as high as 80 percent.
Much of the cause—culture clash, lack of communication and hon-
esty, poor integration plans—can be laid directly at HR’s doorstep. I’m
not saying that HR is at fault for the past failures. But as the business
climate continues to promote M&A as the way to acquire genius and
innovation, this is a marvelous opportunity for HR to innovate new
processes of its own and add real value to the companies—both the
buyer and the seller. If you step in and get involved with the acquisi-
tion team from the very beginning, the difference you make to the
process could mean jobs saved, jobs created, money made, and ulti-
mately a very positive outcome all around. If you’re not there or don’t
do your job well, none of the burning people issues are going to be
addressed early on. They’re going to pop up later, and it’s going to be
harder to fix them once the deal has been made and there’s no turning
back.

Where do you start getting involved? At the same point almost
everyone else does. 

The Due-Diligence Phase
Once the most senior leaders decide that they’re going to go after a
company, the experts begin to analyze the prospective purchase from
the point of view of what they know best. The financial people will be
evaluating what the financial situation will be. Can we make the num-
bers? Is the price right? Can we make money on this deal? The legal
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people will be making sure all the laws are followed. Are there big
lurking legal problems we’ll be taking on? Is there pending product
liability litigation? The HR people should be looking for essential
make-or-break issues as well: How does our objective for the acquisi-
tion match up with that of the company being acquired? Sit down
with the leadership team and the CEO of the company that is being
acquired and ask, “What are your goals for this?” Write down their
answers. Then sit down with your corporate development people who
are evaluating the potential acquisition and ask, “What are your
goals?” You can see the big issues right away when you compare the
two answers and look for disconnects.

In addition to comparing the expectations of the two companies,
compare the cultures of the companies as well. Don’t automatically
assume that you’re acquiring a spirited, maverick young pup full of
independent drive. I’ve gone into very small companies that we were
about to acquire, only to discover they have a completely autocratic
style. If the leader of the organization has been autocratic, he or she is
probably surrounded by people who can’t make decisions on their
own. So if the leader leaves the company after the deal, the whole next
team directly under the leader will probably go too. And you’re still
going to have big people issues. I once evaluated, in the “due-dilly”
stage, a smaller company that had an unbelievable amount of process
and discipline. My organization didn’t have nearly so much. Ulti-
mately, this resulted in a decision not to do the deal. Make a point of
sitting down with your HR counterpart and auditing the company’s
HR program. 

During the due-diligence phase, you’re looking for two things.
First, is there any reason why we shouldn’t buy this company? Is
there going to be an unforeseen financial situation? There are often
very expensive, unforeseen financial situations involving HR that
finance folks or the lawyers might not think to look for. Are the
401(k) or pension plans properly administered? If not, you may be
taking on the liability for fines or the disqualification of the whole
plan, which becomes an expensive burden. Are there any benefit
plans that are not in compliance with the law? Are there outstanding
claims or lawsuits or charges of discrimination from employees? Is
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there a sexual harassment case looming? Are there any expensive
union issues on the horizon?

The second determination you want to make is, what kind of
talent does the company have? Whom do you really want to keep?
Who is the most valuable to your company’s objectives, and who is
the least valuable? Work with your HR counterpart in the other
company to create powerful retention and severance programs, both
of which broadcast the lasting message that people are important to
your company. 

Bear in mind that you may be working in partnership with some-
one whose days are also numbered. Most HR people are realistic and
know the score. They’re well aware that they may not stay after the
deal closes. But they still want to help make the acquisition successful
and are happy to work on it. 

This is also the time to pick up on the “vibes” of the organiza-
tion—the intangibles that will tell you in subtle or not-so-subtle ways
that you have a deal. Are the people representing the company to be
acquired open with you, or do you have this nagging feeling that
they’re hiding something? Gut feelings are real. Think about what led
you to feel that way and ask others on your team if they are getting the
same feeling.

In the due-diligence phase, your job isn’t just to collect informa-
tion. It’s also to report it back honestly to the M&A team that’s mak-
ing the ultimate decision. If you’ve got discouraging news to share
on the matter, this isn’t going to win you many popularity points.
But you have to do it anyway. During this phase, when people are
buying something they’re in love with, they don’t want to hear any-
thing bad about their object of desire—or, shall we say, object of
acquire. But if you’ve got inside information, insight, or even an
intuitional inkling that something might be a showstopper, they
need to hear about it.

If your team is determined to go ahead with the acquisition
despite all the evidence that it might be a bad idea (or that it at least
deserves deeper investigation), you’re going to have to draw on and
stand on every last ounce of the credibility and confidence that
you’ve cultivated during your time at the company. That’s hard to do
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when you’re relatively new yourself. But if you stand up for what you
believe in and are proved right, your credibility will grow in very
short order. If you have strong negative feelings about the leadership
team of a company that your company is acquiring, express those
feelings. You might advise that keeping the CEO may not be the best
alternative. 

If you discover that your company’s objectives for the merger are
totally different from those of the company to be acquired, you will
have to determine whether the upside in revenue and profit is worth
the pain of having to replace many of the top team members. If cul-
ture is the issue, can you change the way things are done through
communication, training, leadership, and mentoring? Or is the differ-
ence too great to overcome? 

The Integration Phase 
Once the deal is made, the way HR participates in the integration
process could be the single most important factor in improving the
odds that the new relationship will be a success. Most companies are
going to put together a detailed integration process, and HR had bet-
ter take a central part in it. In fact, integration is HR. You must be
ready to answer these questions:

� Who are you going to keep?

� What kind of severance package are you going to offer the others?

� What kind of retention program are you going to install to
make sure that your most valued performers remain?

� How are you going to evolve your compensation and rewards
program to blend the two organizations?

� Can you cross-pollinate the two newly merged cultures to
begin the blending process? Whom from inside headquarters
can you assign to the new acquisition, and whom from the new
acquisition can you bring into headquarters for a developmen-
tal assignment?
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� How will you handle benefits programs?

� When will you roll over the payroll?

Communication is, of course, the essential ingredient for success.
You have to communicate 100 times more than you think you do.
Every moment that you don’t spend telling employees what you’re
doing and what they can expect from you is a moment when they’ll be
filling the news holes with their own hypotheses, gossip, and assump-
tions. There are two outcomes you can count on: (1) They’ll be
wrong, and (2) the conclusions they draw will probably be the worst-
case scenarios and will damage morale, trust, and strength inside your
company. The very people you want to keep are the people whom
you’ll lose fastest. They’re the best, so they can walk out and get
another job if they have to. The people who are the worst are hanging
on by their fingernails. So you really need to communicate to the best:
“We want to keep you.” Don’t just assume that they can wait a month
before they know their future. Most people, if they’re really sharp, will
be polishing up their résumés just in case or may have already begun
the interview process when they first suspected that the company
might be sold. So you will benefit from being as forthcoming with as
much of the truth as you can as early you can and as often as you can.
There cannot be too much communication.

There is a tremendous amount of pain and fear and stress associ-
ated with every merger and acquisition. People fear that they’re going
to lose their jobs. Or they fear that they won’t like their jobs under a
new parent company or with a new manager. Or they fear that they
might have to uproot their families and move across the country in
order to keep their jobs. They fear losing coworkers that they love
working with. They worry about being yanked off of projects they’ve
poured their heart, soul, and many long hours into, only to be placed
in some dreary Big Corporation bureaucratic bayou. There’s plenty to
worry about. And your people will be looking for some definitive
answers. If they don’t get them when they need them, they’ll make
them up on their own.

Communicate!
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Every industry and every profession has its own set of acronyms. We
reduce to three or four letters those topics that (1) are a mouthful to
actually say again and again, (2) are tongue twisters, (3) are frequently
discussed, or (4) are too dreadful and hideous to be fully considered but
nonetheless have to be discussed. In the world of aviation, for instance,
HR stands for something completely different. In aviation, HR stands
for “human remains,” and that means cargo rather than talent.

And however hideous and dreadful it might be, the possibility
that our customers and employees might perish in a horrible crash
was a contingency that we at Southwest had to consider and antici-
pate. Up until September 11, 2001, most companies consciously or
subconsciously put themselves on a sliding scale of disaster potential.
There would have been no argument anywhere, for instance, that an
airline would be more prone to a large-scale disaster than, say, a bond
trading firm—whose employees, up until September 11, would have
been most at risk for maybe carpal tunnel syndrome, a heart attack, or
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a paper cut. In fact, according to one of the profiles in The New York
Times’ “Portraits of Grief,” one of the people who died in the World
Trade Center had recently quit her job as a flight attendant because
she was sure that a desk job downtown would be safer.

As employers, one of the lessons we must learn from of September
11 is that disaster can strike no matter who we are, where we are, or
what kind of industry we’re involved in. It could be a product-related
disaster, like the infamous Tylenol sabotage incident, or it could be a
disaster that involves our employees, like September 11, or the Okla-
homa City bombing, or a disgruntled employee taking it out on his
coworkers with an automatic weapon, or an international kidnapping.
How we prepare for such dreadful eventualities—and how we cope
with them if they do occur—is an extraordinary opportunity for HR to
take the lead and reinforce in the hearts and minds of our constituen-
cies the idea that we really are committed to being employers who
care deeply about our customers, our employees, and our community.

Unfortunately, unless you’re in a high-risk business like aviation,
it’s easy to be so distracted by day-to-day business issues that you put
off laying down a contingency plan for when the unthinkable hap-
pens. If you take the initiative to create this plan, you can guarantee
that the corporate response will be based on caring, authenticity,
employee well-being, and communication. So maybe you should use
the fact that you’re reading this chapter as a sign to stop putting it off.

Dealing With the Unthinkable

� Assemble an Emergency-Response Task Force. The key players
should include the heads of security, public relations, operations, and
facilities; a union official, if you’re unionized; and someone from gov-
ernment affairs (especially if you’re closely regulated by the local, state,
or federal government). If you’re a significant employer in your region,
you might consider exploring ways of including law enforcement in the
group—at least as guest participants in your meetings now and then.

� Design a Master Plan for Handling Disasters. If you might need
to set up an emergency command center, where would it be located?
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Identify an alternative location off-site in case your on-site center is
destroyed in the disaster. (The New York City and Port Authority
command centers, as well as important FBI offices, were destroyed in
the World Trade Center; much of the disaster management was con-
ducted in a nearby public elementary school, with adults sitting on
kindergarten chairs planning the next steps of a scenario that they had
never imagined in their wildest nightmares.) Assign protocols for
every general type of emergency or disaster. Make sure those protocols
are consistent with your company’s overall philosophy about commu-
nication and relationships. At what point, for instance, does public
relations begin contacting the media? (Or, more realistically, when
does PR start answering the calls that are already flooding its office?)
When is a total lockdown of the property appropriate, and when is it
not? What role should the CEO have in leading the company back
toward more stability? What kinds of phone numbers should be
established? Should they be disseminated to employees and the out-
side community now, before anything has happened? What data
should be immediately secured and made unavailable for public con-
sumption? (In the airline industry, for instance, any time a plane goes
down, the airline will pull all reservation data out of the computers to
prevent the media from publishing names before the airline has had
the chance to contact relatives.) How will you maintain normal oper-
ations to meet customer needs?

� Plan to communicate with your employees more frequently and
comprehensively than with the general public. Frequent and thorough
employee communication must be an essential element of the
response plan. If the public relations office issues three releases to the
public, make sure your employees get five updates. Emails and closed-
circuit videos streamed directly to their monitors are two ways you
can keep employees current on unfolding events minute by minute, if
that’s possible. Taped phone announcements are another great way of
keeping news flowing so that no one is forced to surmise, guess, or
crank up the rumor mill.

� Be prepared to lead the leader. As leadership lessons began to
emerge from the events of September 11, there was a lot of discussion

“In the Unlikely Event of an Emergency”

211



about the importance of the leaders being visible to the employees
right away. The next time confusion and anxiety strike your work-
place, that lesson might be quickly forgotten as your CEO concen-
trates all of his or her attention on the business of running—or sav-
ing—the business. Your job will be to make sure the CEO stays con-
nected with the people. The CEO might honestly think that there’s
nothing new to say, or that his or her time is best spent coping with
the emergency. A simple walk through the building, a sandwich in the
cafeteria, every effort that the CEO takes to be visible, to be calm, to
be informed, and to be informative will be remembered and valued
for decades to come when employees recall a day that changed their
lives forever.

When in the Course of Human Events . . .
A business plan may be what creates a business. But a community of
people is what creates a company. And for every person who works in
your company, you have an epic saga unfolding: births, marriages, ill-
nesses, celebrations, and deaths. Hundreds of personal milestones are
celebrated inside companies every year—perhaps even every day. But
it’s on those days when an employee loses a loved one that a strong
showing of company support and unity means the most. When my
father died, there were many Southwest people at the funeral, people
he never knew, but people who knew me and cared enough to stand
by me in one of my most intensely personal and devastating moments.
Herb and Colleen were both there, which was very meaningful, but
what I’ll cherish most is the collective message of love and support
from a group that I worked with every day.

In the same spirit, when one of the company’s own leaders dies, it
means a lot to the family to see a showing of the employees. We have at
least three different families in our lives: the one we’re born into, our
family of friends, and our family of coworkers. Considering the many,
many hours that leaders spend away from their own families and
devote to their work, it comes as a great comfort to grieving family
members to see such a demonstration of respect and affection from the
employees. (At Southwest we would attend funerals in full uniform.
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The message of enduring love that this transmitted was unmistakable.)
Whether the emergency is a personal one, a corporate one, or a

national devastation, the ability of the employees to pull together and
stand by one another may make the difference between a company
that heals and one that is crippled by the tragedy. No one else will be
focused on the community of hearts and hands that can join in sup-
port of recovery. It will be up to you to make it happen. It could be
your shining hour.
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Much to the chagrin of HR leaders around the globe, there is an
annual event in the life of almost every working adult that may be
dreaded even more than tax time: performance evaluation season.
Those who aren’t in HR or in a supervisory role are lucky. They only
have to dread it once—that moment of truth when their turn comes
for the feedback discussion meeting. But, sadly, those in management
or supervisory positions—those who actually have to conduct the
reviews—must relive those terrible moments over and over with each
nervous employee who is sitting on the other side of their desk wait-
ing for the year’s judgment.

As a rule, no one really relishes the typical annual performance
review. Who likes to be judged? And who really likes to be the one
sitting in judgment? No one likes to judge other people’s performance
(who, after all, is perfect?). The potential for emotional confrontation
is unbearable. A huge, ugly scene might ensue. Besides that, the forms
are cumbersome, the process is time-consuming, and it takes man-
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agers away from what they perceive to be more important work. And
if you’re the manager, you have someone’s livelihood—the security of
entire families—in the palm of your hand. Who wants to be responsi-
ble for that? 

The art and science of performance management is probably the
most analyzed, studied, and written about (and hated and dreaded
and controversial) of all HR-driven activities. While there is general
agreement that performance management and performance improve-
ment are core practices of best-run organizations, when the moment of
truth actually comes around, the whole emotional culture surround-
ing the performance review meeting takes on a feel that’s not too dis-
tant from that of a medieval torture chamber. Is it any wonder that the
performance review meeting is one of the most commonly postponed
meetings on any supervisor’s calendar? But when these meetings are
postponed, great performers go unrecognized and unrewarded, poor
performers aren’t given the chance to improve that they deserve, and
jerks are allowed to continue to pull down the entire team.

There is a simple and effective way to bring performance manage-
ment out of the Dark Ages and turn it into a positive process that sup-
ports a high-performance culture all year round.

The Best Annual Performance Review 
is the Daily Performance Review
Nobody likes to be told that he or she is not meeting expectations.
But what’s even worse is being told that you haven’t been meeting
expectations for some time, and that no one has told you this and con-
sequently you have not been able to make the necessary improve-
ments. Frequent, on-the-spot feedback—both good and bad feed-
back—not only keeps performance and productivity high, but also
fosters trust, confidence, and the ability to actually focus on the work
at hand, rather than worrying about where you stand.

As HR partners, we know that the quality of employees’ perfor-
mance and their capability is the core responsibility of any people
leader all year long. Since it’s a year-round issue for us, it should be a
year-round issue for our employees. So why save up our concerns and
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recognition for one high-intensity hour out of the year? This is where
we get ourselves into stressful trouble. We observe poor performance
and think to ourselves, “Here’s something to mention during the
review,” but we don’t fix the problem right then and there.

The next step is to link individual goals to business and depart-
mental objectives. A culture that supports ongoing, daily performance
feedback depends on group fluency with the organization’s business
plan and the goals and objectives that support that plan. Each depart-
ment, function, or business unit must have its deliverables to help the
organization meet those goals. And then each individual has his or her
job description, competencies, accountabilities, and behaviors that
support the department’s and the company’s objectives. Individual
goals and objectives are set by employees and their immediate super-
visors to ensure that employees are focused on the right things. This
becomes an annual performance plan and will eventually become the
basis for the yearly performance meeting.

The performance plan for each individual is a living, breathing
document. It doesn’t sit in a file until the end of the review period.
Each quarter, leaders meet with their employees to make sure that the
employees are on target and on schedule for meeting their goals. If
someone is behind, this is the leader’s chance to address the issues
before the department as a whole gets too far behind. This is also the
chance to discover whether the staff is getting the resources it needs to
achieve its goals (the leader’s performance is also under review here).

Both the annual and the quarterly meetings, however, are sup-
ported by the most important process of all: daily feedback and regu-
lar review meetings. When you see people do something really well,
tell them so. Then make a note of it. And when you see a need for
improvement, tell them that as well, as soon as you notice it. And
make a note of that, too. My favorite method of keeping track is
supremely low-tech. I make notes on simple pieces of paper and tuck
them into a folder in my desk to keep them current and collected. But
you can use any tracking method that works for you, as long as it’s
secure, so that you protect your employees’ privacy and dignity.

Those little notes that you take on an ongoing—daily—basis will be
your valuable record of corrections, improvements, and celebrations
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when the time comes for a focused face-to-face review meeting (notice
that I didn’t say annual). And remember, the rule is that you cannot
write it down unless you have discussed it. Then you will know that
the details that are discussed at review meetings will never be a surprise.

The Best Performance Review Tool 
Is a Blank Sheet of Paper
HR experts have spent decades trying to develop the scientifically per-
fect performance review tool, one that is guaranteed to be effective at
improving performance and/or proving fairness should a legal situa-
tion arise. As far as I’m concerned, we’ve been spending a lot of time
and money on a useless mission. My favorite tool is a blank sheet of
paper—used regularly and often.

Now that we’ve established the need for frequent (not just
annual) reviews, here’s what you do with that piece of paper: Make
notes on the answers to three questions for each employee:

1. How are you doing and what do you need to improve?

2. Where are you going?

3. As your boss, what do I need to do and know to help you do
your job better?

Since, ideally, you and your employees have been keeping current
with each other on their daily performance, nothing that comes out of
this meeting should be a shock to either you or your employee. It
should really serve as mainly a recap, perhaps a small renegotiation of
your mutual expectations or reengineering of the processes—what-
ever it takes to keep and grow great employees who are performing
up to their potential.

Those notes will serve as the formal record of your employee’s
responsiveness to both suggestions for improvement and praise for
good performance. They reflect a culture of frequent communication
and thorough documentation that is both effective for the company
and considerate of the employee’s need to understand what is required
in order to do well.
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There Are No Bad Surprises
Engaging leaders and employees in this culture of ongoing feedback
takes the worry out of the performance management process. No one
can say that she’s been blindsided when she has been consistently told
what she does that’s great and where she needs improvement.

And leaders and their organizations are protected in those rare sit-
uations when an employee is in total denial of all the negative feed-
back that he has received before. Train your leaders to ask employees,
“How do you think you’re doing?” Over 90 percent will deliver an
accurate self-report based on your previous conversations and the
actions they’ve taken (or haven’t taken) to remedy problems. But a few
will say, “What do you mean my performance is below expectations?
I’ve done great work here!” And then the leader will be able to reach
into a full file of notes and say, “Let’s take a look. Here are notes on all
the discussions we’ve had. Does this look like good performance?”

Train leaders to use a calm questioning style, inviting employees
to draw their own conclusions based on the past record—not the
record of their performance, but the record of frequent discussion of
their performance.

If employees receive frequent feedback designed to help them
improve their performance, they will know as well as the leaders do
what their best next step might be. In fact, they may be one step ahead
of you!
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I can’t think of a single person who entered the HR profession because
he or she loves firing people. Whether terminations are voluntary or
involuntary, the separation process is among the least-preferred duties
that well-meaning HR leaders face. The termination represents a dis-
appointment, a failure that appears to be beyond repair. It’s devastat-
ing for everyone concerned.

But it can be made less devastating. In fact, if you consider the ter-
mination process as just another phase in the entire lifespan of the
relationship between your company and your employee, it can actu-
ally be an opportunity to save the relationship over the long term.
Ultimately, if you truly regard your company as a customer service
enterprise first, this is your chance to deliver extraordinary service to
a customer who needs you now more than ever. When you’re parting
company—no matter what the circumstances may be—you can do it
in such a way that the employee feels just as good going out the door
as he or she did coming into the company.

There are positive outcomes that can be had from the termination
experience: deeper self-knowledge for both the manager and the
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departing employee, the opportunity for the employee to learn from
mistakes and avoid repeating them in the future, a chance for the
manager to learn how to improve his own performance management
practices, the opportunity for the company as a whole to build a new
kind of relationship with its employees, and even the chance to
reclaim that employee as a newly rededicated worker with a promis-
ing future with your company.

The termination process may not necessarily be the end of the line
with your employee. But, whether the employee stays or goes, it can
be your last chance to make the story a happy one.

Involuntary Separation
Let’s start with the hardest one first. Involuntary separations present
the most potential for pain.

The good news is that if your company’s managers stay on top of
their performance management, truly agonizing involuntary separa-
tions will be a rarity. Except for the most egregious infractions, invol-
untary terminations are hardly ever spontaneous. The termination
should never be a surprise. Anyone who is fired should have seen it
coming a long time ago—and should have been given the chance to see
it coming a long time ago. The manager should have made it clear
well in advance of this moment that the ultimate consequence of the
objectionable performance level or behavior would be firing. Too
many managers are so uncomfortable with these make-or-break warn-
ings that they tiptoe around the point for fear of hurting their
employee’s feelings. So how clear is clear? Let me spell it out for you.
Use these words:

“If this behavior (or performance problem) does not stop, you will
be fired.” Period.

With the consistent feedback that accompanies the culture of
ongoing performance management, poorly performing employees are
just as dissatisfied as their manager is. And so the reward of ongoing
performance management is not just the best possible chance of having
an improving employee, but also the best possible chance of having a
nonimproving employee resign well before you’re ready to terminate
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that person. Voluntary separations are rarely welcome, but in these
cases they come as a blessed relief. So, if no other argument for ongo-
ing performance management has yet convinced you, perhaps this one
will: People who are constantly criticized and corrected hate their job
as much as you don’t like having them there. And they will be more
likely to eject themselves before you have to push that button.

The involuntary separation process is your last chance to make
sure that the employee is absolutely beyond redemption. And, with-
out countermanding the manager’s decision, you still have a chance to
reclaim worthy employees who are in fact dedicated workers and may
deserve one more chance. I’ve had several opportunities to reclaim
employees who really did merit another try. One man, for instance,
was fired for excessive lateness and absences. After repeated and fair
warnings, he was again late one morning, and he was terminated as
promised. While I didn’t routinely investigate every single termina-
tion, I did look into this one, because the story he told me when he
requested a review of his termination was compelling. As it turned
out, a tragicomic series of events explained his tardiness: He had lost
all his worldly possessions in a California earthquake and was sleep-
ing on a mattress on the floor, with his alarm clock carefully placed by
his head. During the night his two-year-old had toddled into it,
knocking it over and turning it off. How can you not give that person
one more chance?

In a separate instance, we came very close to losing a fabulous
customer service representative in a hard-to-hire location. She was
delightful, she was well educated, and she loved the company. We
were thrilled to have her. However, a few weeks after she was hired,
she discovered that she was pregnant, and she didn’t want to be. Her
choice was to have an abortion, but she suffered emotionally after the
fact. This caused her to miss too much work during her probationary
period. Her supervisor could tell that she was a fabulous worker—
when she was there. But, as a unionized employer, we had work rules
that were not flexible, and she had exceeded the maximum number of
allowable absences. We had no choice but to let her go. She was too
embarrassed to share her complete story with her boss, but in a last-
ditch effort to keep her job, she told me the whole saga. And so I
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investigated it. I called her manager to find out what kind of employee
she had been. Wonderful! The best in customer service! That’s a hard
employee to let slip through our fingers. Still, I had to support our
attendance standards. So I let her termination stand, but I also invited
her to reapply in six months. She rejoined Southwest after the six-
month period passed, and to the best of my knowledge she’s been
working there ever since as one of the best in customer service. In this
case we were able to use the termination process to actually retain a
good employee in the long run, all the while supporting our managers
and upholding our performance expectations.

Voluntary Separation
Even in times of high unemployment, companies need to go the extra
mile to hang on to their best employees. By the time good performers
decide on their own that it’s time to seek out new opportunities, they
have already decided that their current job is the limit of their future
potential with the company. And they may be very wrong. For this
reason, employers need to thoroughly investigate the reasons why
people are leaving, and whether there is anything they can do to per-
suade them to stay. The exit interview, therefore, is more than just a
pro forma, clipboard question-and-answer period. It’s one of the com-
pany’s best opportunities to save hundreds of thousands of dollars in
turnover costs.

Always ask your departing employees, “Is there anything we
could have done to keep you here?” You may be amazed at the
answers. By the time the departing employee reaches your office, she
has probably already concluded that there is no hope for accommoda-
tion with her boss. I’ve reclaimed great employees who simply needed
more flexible hours to take care of family needs. For some reason,
their bosses took a rigid stance about flextime, and I was able to step
in and work things out before we lost great employees for good. 

Or perhaps employees don’t realize what a wide variety of oppor-
tunities there are within the company. When a valued employee has to
relocate to another part of the country for private reasons, as far as the
boss knows, that person has simply quit. End of story. But during the
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exit interview, your interviewer may discover that the employee loves
his job, loves the company, and is heartbroken at the prospect of hav-
ing to leave. If the employee doesn’t already have another job lined up,
maybe you can work things out: Perhaps you can set up a telecom-
muting arrangement. Or you can set up a part-time or work-sharing
arrangement that keeps this high performer in your system, even if it’s
on a more limited basis.

The Inevitable End of the Line
Whether the departure is voluntary or involuntary, most people leave
their employers at least a couple of times in their lives. This means
that as HR leaders we’re recycling and sending back out into the mar-
ketplace millions of employees every year. Those that we lose are
brought on board by our colleagues. And those that they lose are the
ones we recruit. Wouldn’t it be nice to know that our new hires are
not only experienced but also wiser for that experience?

Before you wind up your exit interview with the departing
employee, take a few extra moments to ask the question: If you had
the last three months to live over again, what do you think you would
do differently? What have you learned that you can take with you to
your next job? What are you proud of from your time here? What
goals did you meet? What accomplishments will you be able to take
with you?

When you see the termination process as an opportunity to con-
nect with your employees on this deeper, more human level, you’ll
learn more about the culture of your company (and whether the real-
ity matches expectations), and you’ll learn more about yourself. And
your departing employee not only will be equipped to be even more
successful in the next job but will also leave your company smiling.

Smiling and satisfied. Isn’t that the name of the game for a cus-
tomer service organization?
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The way Southwest Airlines is run gives its employees and its leadership
plenty to be proud of. But in the immediate aftermath of September 11,
when the airline industry was hit especially hard, Southwest was dis-
tinguished by two extraordinary facts: (1) Thus far, it has stayed in the
black while other airlines were running huge deficits, and (2) while
those same airlines were sloughing off thousands upon thousands of
employees, not a single person was laid off at Southwest. How could
that be? It was largely the result of a fundamental principle that drives
Southwest’s management and HR decisions no matter what is happen-
ing in the marketplace: Manage in the good times as if times were bad.

Even though, as HR professionals, we all complain about layoffs
and are horrified by the binge/purge nature of the employment cycle,
we have come to accept the layoff process as a painful fact of life that
revisits us with every twist of the cycle. While I certainly don’t want to
oversimplify the very complicated issues that are associated with lay-
offs, I would like to offer this one idea: HR is part of the problem.
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Actually, I’d venture to say that more often than not, our senior lead-
ers and we are the problem. In boom times, we get swept up in a vora-
cious fit of recruitment, sucking up new employees like there’s no
tomorrow. Convincing ourselves that there’s a talent shortage and
panicking at the idea that our competitors will get the good people
first, we grab and gobble up anyone and everyone with any semblance
of ability who walks into our company. We all know that we are over-
hiring, but the sense of urgency translates into the idea, “If we don’t
hire them, someone else will, so we’d better grab them fast!” Hiring is
often the easy answer, rather than considering the alternatives. When
we’re making money and the feeling is “go! go! go!” it’s easy—
although irresponsible—to take on extra people. But the instant cash
flow begins to tighten up, the people—that talent we so eagerly
recruited and built space for—are among the first places we cut. And
in case you’re thinking that you might be the one handing out the
pink slips, HR is one of those departments that routinely gets gutted
in bad times. (In my very first job in HR, I was assigned to prepare
the layoff packages for my company, which was terrible. Afterward,
when I confided to my boss that it had been a particularly difficult
day, he said, “It’s about to get even tougher. You have one more layoff
package to prepare for yourself.” That was some welcome to the HR
profession.)

The best layoff plan is the plan to avoid layoffs altogether. The time
to implement such a plan is before you go into a massive hiring phase.
First, the talent plan must be linked to the business plan. Any addi-
tions to staff should be cost-justified and shown to drive incremental
business results. Work with your executive team to ensure that respon-
sible decisions about staffing levels are made. Many executives are so
accustomed to the up-and-down cycles that they fail to consider the
alternatives. And our job is to present various options for considera-
tion. Sit around a table with the HR team and ask yourselves, “When
the economic cycle falls apart again, what are we going to do? How do
we want to be regarded in our community, in our profession, in our
industry? Let’s think about what steps we’re going to take now to pre-
vent pain later.” Once the HR team has a strategy to recommend, have
the same conversation with the senior leaders of the company. There
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may still be a layoff in the future, but if you develop a plan based on
these questions in advance, it may be a little less painful. In fact, it
might even engender a little more trust, not diminish it.

By thinking outside the proverbial box before growing the com-
pany, you may be in a better position to acquire talent creatively with-
out committing to long-term relationships that you can’t sustain. 

One approach to growing as needed is to pursue the contingent
workforce solution, such as temporary workers and/or independent
contractors. Identify positions that you might not need next year, and
fill them on a contractual basis that retains employees for a short
period of time—say a one-year renewable contract. (Make sure you
follow IRS rules and have policies that define these work relationships
to protect both the workers and the company.) Pay these people more
in exchange for the mutual understanding that when the time comes
to lay people off, they will be the first to go.

Identify which jobs might go away in bad times and which jobs
aren’t high-potential long-term key contributors. Which of those posi-
tions could you outsource?

Use flexible workers who are willing to work part-time, work on
flexible schedules, or telecommute. Stay-at-home parents and retirees
often enjoy working for a period of time and then taking longer peri-
ods of time off. According to the “SHRM Workplace Forecast: A
Strategic Outlook 2002–2003,” a research initiative conducted with
the AARP and Roper Worldwide, Inc., 80 percent of the baby boomers
plan to work at least part-time during their retirement years. This will
be a significant source of talent in the future, and organizations that
are able to meet the needs of this group will benefit from having very
capable talent. Offer customized compensation and benefits programs
for these workers, and explain that they may not be needed if business
conditions change.

Find innovative ways to retool and retrain your existing workers.
A few years ago, when IT talent became so scarce that we couldn’t fill
our needs, Southwest developed a Systems Boot Camp. Employees
with some background in IT (schooling or a little experience) who
met certain criteria were placed in a nine-week full-time training
course in computer programming. Ramp agents, clerks, administra-
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tive assistants, financial associates, and others were trained and soon
were working in IT. Some of these employees were able to double
their salaries in a year. Almost all participants successfully completed
the program. Very few companies lay off massive numbers of employ-
ees across the board. Most companies, even those that are downsizing
a function or two, are struggling to hire in different areas or business
units. So rather than laying people off, can you train them to fill those
hard-to-fill jobs? If you can, you will have some intensely loyal talent.

Use technology in the best possible ways. Can you avoid throw-
ing people at the problem by installing technology to do the work of
people?

Provide life training, as well as job and skills training, to prepare
people for whatever may happen. Empower people to plan their own
careers and to consider what they might do in the future if what they
are doing right now doesn’t work out in the long term. This concept is
healthy for workers and the company alike.

Before you lay off your first employee, consider other cost-cutting
initiatives. There is so much waste in corporate America. Millions can
be saved by reducing travel expenses, reducing spending on office
equipment and supplies, discount purchasing, reducing overtime and
premium pay, reducing vacation liability, cutting the costs of health
care or workers’ compensation, renegotiating vendor relationships,
eliminating consultants, and delaying capital expenditures. At Recog-
nition International, we had an expression, “Spend Recognition dol-
lars as if they were your own.” Every employee was encouraged to
ask, “If this were my money, would I spend it this way?” At South-
west, low costs are a way of life. When everyone understands the
important link between low costs and low fares in the business model,
saving money can actually be a fun, team-building experience.

If you have to lay off employees, get input from your people. Can
you include voluntary reductions, sabbaticals, or early retirements in
the mix or find other ways to minimize the human loss? Can you offer
unpaid time off? Will an across-the-board reduction in pay or benefits
solve the problem? Be really innovative. Can you lend your people to
another employer who might need them for a year-long assignment?
Can you let them go to nonprofits for a year at a reduced salary while
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retaining their seniority and benefits? If you have to reduce your staff
temporarily, but you want to make sure that these people are within
your reach once you’re ready to ramp up again, ask those who can
afford it to take a sabbatical. But make it a sabbatical with lasting
value: Offer to give them a meaningful bonus if they used the time to
either go back to school, teach at a school, or work for a charity. 

When it comes to the actual reduction in force, plan the process
carefully. Keep employees’ feelings at heart. I have heard so many sto-
ries of employees who suffered a secondary assault because they were
not allowed to leave with dignity. Yesterday these people were trusted
coworkers. Trust them as much as you can on their way out. While
security concerns and risk avoidance are, of course, important in
these situations, don’t treat people whose jobs are being eliminated
like criminals. Provide them with a bridge to their next opportunity.
Employ outplacement firms or take other initiatives to help them go
on to their next opportunities. Sponsor job fairs for your employees,
and give companies that are hiring an opportunity to recruit the peo-
ple who are departing.

Know which people and which functions you want to hang on to.
Employers have become expert in cutting deep and ruthlessly. Unfor-
tunately, it’s become an accepted fact of layoff life that you are more at
risk of losing high-performing talent (those who are confident they
can find new and better opportunities somewhere else) than you are
of stripping away the less-desirable performers. It’s just as impor-
tant—if not more important—to know which employees you aggres-
sively want to keep as it is to know which employees you want to lose
and which positions you want to shut down. Make your decisions and
actions consistent with those priorities. The consistency you demon-
strate will engender trust and respect among all employees—includ-
ing the ones you may eventually lay off. 

Everyone—including you—will then be able to say honestly that
you saw it coming.
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HR work often involves serving others. We can really serve only when
we are deeply connected to the purpose. The very concept of being in
service often implies that one is willing to be used by others now and
then. How do we serve, and lead, without feeling abused?

My aspiration as a leader in HR is to model the principles of ser-
vant leadership. In his book, Servant Leadership, Robert Greenleaf
described the fusion of servant and leader in one role—servant lead-
ership. This style of leadership begins with a leader’s natural inclina-
tion to serve, and that choice drives the person to lead in order to
serve the needs of others successfully and meaningfully. Greenleaf’s
measure of servant leadership was whether or not those who were
served became healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, and more
likely to become servant leaders themselves. 

Even with these lofty visions, I have to admit that there have been
moments, days, and even weeks when I have felt more used or vio-
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lated than lifted up by the intrinsic rewards that come from serving. I
ask myself: “Why am I doing such a thankless job?” In the very act of
serving and leading, in trying to help someone, my efforts don’t work
the way I intended them to. I try to help someone save her job when
she should have been fired, and she sues the company for discrimina-
tion and names me as the perpetrator. I spend hours with a team
member helping him to overcome an obstacle to his career advance-
ment, only to find out that he has spread the word among his inner
circle that I am too tough on him and push too hard. I explain in
detail to a coworker why she wasn’t given an expected promotion, and
she comes to the bizarre conclusion that I “just don’t like her.” I plan
and execute an incredible awards event, only to have one highly
placed person complain because the line at the bar was too long.

HR is fraught with pressures and last-minute situations that make
it difficult to enjoy every minute. The frenetic pace, the irate employee,
the hiring manager who doesn’t like any of the twelve qualified candi-
dates he has interviewed, the person who feels underpaid and unap-
preciated are daily occurrences that can lead you to feel that the many
things that you do well go unnoticed. 

When I have these days, I try to keep a smile on my face and
remind myself and others of the great work that we do and the differ-
ence we make. Former SHRM CEO and President Mike Losey put it
best as he retired from a forty-year career in HR: “Unlike accountants
who work with numbers, or engineers who work with tools and mate-
rials, we in HR work with people. That responsibility alone provides
us with an opportunity to touch their lives, in many more ways than
we will ever know. I believe that if we do our jobs well, we’ll have the
satisfaction of knowing that we have affected others in positive ways.
But if we don’t do it well, rarely are we given the opportunity to go
back and correct our mistakes. That’s our challenge, and for many of
us, that’s our calling. My hope for the HR profession is that it becomes
our legacy” (HR Magazine, December 2000).
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With the seemingly endless list of corporate scandals that are plaguing
our times, as a nation we’re now asking ourselves what we can learn
from the unfolding misadventures of corporate America: What pro-
tections we can install inside corporate law, what preventions we can
install inside corporate management, and how individual Americans
can avoid losing so much personal wealth in the future. The damage
that hard-working employees have suffered is almost beyond measure,
and I predict that the national accounting for the losses has only just
begun. And perhaps it is this impact that has finally dragged HR into
the national debate on such a large scale.

The extraordinarily personal impact of this current corporate cor-
ruption story on employees has had the effect of laying much of the
responsibility directly at HR’s feet. In fact, not long after the breaking
of the Enron story (with all those shattered 401(k) accounts), a few
self-styled HR thought leaders and provocateurs started asking,
“Where was HR in all of this?”
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The answer to that particular question will come out as all the
corruption cases are investigated over the next few years. What’s more
to the point is the question that will help us move forward, wiser for
having watched the unfolding business sagas of our times. And that
question is: What is HR’s power to promote the ethical spirit of each
corporation? I predict that if we don’t address this question very care-
fully, the very word ethics will eventually take on the shopworn
tedium of all the other words that once were our favorite, bright, and
shiny concepts: reengineering, right-sizing, open-book, empowered,
TQM, and so on. HR’s power in the corporate ethics conversation lies
in keeping the expectation and standards of ethics alive inside our
company, refreshed every day with every hard decision that forces us
to choose between the expedient and the morally correct. If we don’t
want the ethics discussion to be merely the flavor of the month, we
have to make sure that we address HR’s role in corporate ethics with
courage and candor.

To respond directly to the question of where HR was in the corpo-
rate scandals that are currently before us, I’d first like to say that by the
time the ripple effects of those corporate decisions had finally reached
the HR department, the head of HR had already lost any arguments he
or she might have been able to put forward. The wink-wink, nod-nod
way of doing business was already so endemic in the corporate bios-
phere that there was nothing HR could have done to protect either the
business, the shareholders, or the employees from the infection.

To imply that HR is the corporate conscience—its ethical shep-
herd—is absurd and counterproductive. When companies are truly
ethical, that burden is shared by everyone throughout the company,
from top management on down. Everyone has the responsibility to
make decisions based on the values espoused by both the company
and the person’s own conscience—and it’s not too idealistic to expect
those value sets to be consistent, if not one and the same. In an envi-
ronment in which integrity is part of the very air that people breathe,
it’s rare that any one person is faced with the difficult choice between
his or her self-respect and the corporate interest. 

In a genuinely ethical corporate environment, the HR leader is not
a stern, desiccated schoolmarm wagging her finger and reciting a
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litany of “thou shalt nots.” If you find yourself in that role, my advice
to you is to find a new job and be quick about it. For as long as you
are associated with that company, you will not be able to use the HR
function as a tool for growth (for either the enterprise or yourself).
You will be the resident killjoy, the “downer,” the wet blanket on tan-
talizing, but illegal, schemes. And, unless you happen to like testifying
in a court of law or before Congress, there’s not much of an upside to
your association with such an operation. Ultimately, if yours is the
lone voice of morality in a culture that easily overlooks questions of
what is right, you’ll soon be ejected from the group anyway.

Even in the most ethical companies, you may find yourself facing
challenges to your commitment to do the right thing. Don’t be too
quick to judge. These challenges may not reflect an environmental
ethical disconnect as much as they reflect a lack of understanding of
HR and the laws you must follow. Remember, you’re the HR expert,
and you know better than anyone else how sacrosanct HR laws and
practices are. It’s up to you to establish standards and expectations to
uphold those laws. And you can do so while still serving your client’s
interests.

I had a boss once who casually said to me, “Why do you need to
spend all this money printing summary plan descriptions for the ben-
efits plan? That’s a huge expense, so let’s not do it anymore.” I
explained to her that the Employment Retirement Income Security
Act (ERISA) actually requires us to publish this information. Her
response was, “Well, they probably wouldn’t catch it. Our employees
don’t think it’s valuable, and it’s such a big expense. So let’s just skip it,
shall we?”

No, we shall not. Breaking the law is one of my personal non-
negotiables. I’m funny that way. But I knew fundamentally that her
driving interest was saving money, not the legal aspects of ERISA. She
had the financial interests of the business at heart, and she was right
that the employees probably couldn’t care less. But the law is the law.
And so I found ways to reduce the costs of printing the information
(serving her real need), all the while staying on the right side of the
law (doing the right thing—and protecting both myself and my com-
pany’s interests).
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Although standing up for what is ethical may be a daily responsi-
bility for everyone (not just HR), one of these days you may encounter
an intransigent boss who presents you with an impossible (and illegal)
demand. The request is clearly out of your value bounds. You won’t
even consider it. The trouble is, you know that the request won’t stop
with you. Your boss will find someone else to do the dirty work, and
once it’s done, it will have devastating effects on the company, its rep-
utation, its market value, and its employees. What do you do?

Don’t take it outside. Take it to the top. Go over your boss’s head.
If that doesn’t work, go over that boss’s head. If that doesn’t work, keep
climbing the organizational ladder until you reach the CEO, if you
have to. Now that new laws are making CEOs personally accountable
for their companies’ actions, you may find a more receptive ear than
you might have found even a year ago. In most cases, you won’t have
to go any further. But if you are still not heard, your next option is sim-
ple: Go to the board. By this time your job is in jeopardy anyway, so
you have nothing to lose (except your self-respect or perhaps your
freedom if the request is illegal and you comply with it).

Blow the whistle publicly only as an absolute last resort. The neg-
ative publicity can damage the company irreparably, throwing your
coworkers out of their jobs and destroying the company’s stock value.
By giving the company every opportunity to fix the problem inter-
nally, you will have served everyone’s interests, kept people’s liveli-
hoods intact, and improved a corporate situation immeasurably.

Business history is full of difficult choices where several “right
things to do” are in conflict. But it both saddens and gladdens me that
the business community has been forced to return to the fundamentals
of right and wrong. It saddens me because so many of these issues are
self-evident and basic, and I am appalled that we have to return to them
as a refresher course under duress. But I’m also gladdened because I,
like so many other business observers over the recent years, have been
marveling at how the marketplace no longer rewards long-term-ori-
ented decision making. It seems to be interested only in short-term
returns. The prevailing attitude, especially in the late 1990s, is that if
you’re not making a quick profit, you’re going to fail. It’s not hard to
understand how the sparkling promise of definite higher returns can
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push the philosophical argument about right and wrong into the murky
shadows. Now there’s a nationwide outcry for truth, corporate respon-
sibility, and business morality. And it’s been a long time coming.

And now when HR agitators start squawking, “Where was HR
when all this was going down?” I hope that we’ll all be able to say
proudly, “Minding our own business”—the business of growing com-
panies that are both ethically grounded and immensely successful in
the marketplace.

Integrity: The New Competitive 
Edge for Recruiting Talent?
Job seekers are discovering that having certain employers on their
résumé just might be a liability. Having worked at the companies that
were in the headlines in 2002, for example, may prove to be an
embarrassment. Can individuals separate their own personal reputa-
tions from the besmirched reputation of their employer? I can only
hope that hiring managers around the world know the difference
between a personal performance record and organizational behavior. 

Still, as hiring managers seek to recruit top talent, they may find
themselves selling their companies on the strength of their values
statement. According to “Wanted: Ethical Employer” (Wall Street Jour-
nal, July 9, 2002), there may be a growing pressure for hiring man-
agers not only to sell the value of the opportunity they’re offering can-
didates, but also to promote their values statement and moral track
record. In the article, Linda K. Trevino, chair of the Department of
Management and Organization, Smeal College of Business, Pennsyl-
vania State University, advises job seekers to conduct an “ethics audit”
of the company, making sure that key evidence of a lively values cul-
ture is in place. Among the things to look for are:

� A formal ethics code that is widely distributed

� Training in ethical decision-making techniques that is made
available throughout the ranks

� The availability of formal reporting channels
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� Swift and just discipline for unethical conduct

� A cultural emphasis on integrity and ethical behavior, both for
new employees and throughout the company

Be careful how you promote your company as an honest business.
There’s a fine line between being earnest and being in poor taste. I’m
sure you have one or two businesses in your community that make a
really big point of their honesty: A pawnshop, maybe? A mechanic?
An attorney? You know the kind I mean: The more they emphasize
their honesty, the more you’re tempted to think, “Maybe not so
much.”

The record—or lack thereof—should speak for itself.
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What I’ve shown you throughout this book is a new landscape for
human resources. New possibilities. New elevations. New ways of
navigating. New ways of understanding what we’re seeing. New land-
marks. New destinations.

And I hope I’ve given you a glimpse of the best destination of all:
a powerful, positive career with a first-class, people-oriented organi-
zation whose mission is to improve the lives of its customers—all its
customers—around the world. That destination is within the reach of
all of us, no matter who we are, where we live, or the nature of our
company. You just need to know how to get there. 

“How do we get there from here?” That has been a basic naviga-
tion question that mankind has asked since the Stone Age. At South-
west, I learned that pilots ask and answer that question by filing flight
plans. So, in that special spirit of customer service, I am concluding
this book with a flight plan for you to follow as you build your own
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from-the-heart career in HR. These are the major points you must
cover in order to reach your destination:

� Choose organizations that value their people and their people
department. These don’t have to be completely evolved companies (in
fact, half the fun could be in helping them achieve their people goals).
But the senior leadership must be sincere in its objective of manifest-
ing its vision of the future through the power and passion of its
employees.

� Keep in mind that it’s all about business first. Where many well-
intentioned HR professionals go wrong is by failing to recognize and
respond to the business needs first. You have to be able to make tough
decisions, but you can make the tough decisions from the heart.

� Remember that it’s personal for your people. Have a genuine
affection for and connection to your coworkers. Never forget that
every decision you make in HR has a direct impact on their personal
lives. No matter who they are or what they do in your company,
work is part of their life story. It’s where they spend so many hours
of their day.

� Build trust by being consistent with your stated values. In a
trust-based organization, everyone can concentrate on the work and
the future, confident that the right thing is being done and the right
choice is being made at every given moment.

� Cultivate an innovative, solutions-oriented environment that
doesn’t punish risk taking. People need to be able to take risks, espe-
cially in today’s marketplace, which demands new, different, never-
seen-before products day in and day out. Not every attempt or idea is
going to work out brilliantly. Reassure people that they can afford to
make a few mistakes.

� Make your employees Customer Number One. Build your
business to be a deeply rewarding customer service organization that
gives your employees the chance to experience firsthand what great
customer service feels like. When their relationship with your com-
pany is of high quality and is built on trust, respect, and service,
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they will treat your external customers with the same care and atten-
tion to detail.

� Use all the resources that are available to you to grow in both
your career and your job. We have never had so many opportunities to
learn and grow as we do today: The Internet, professional associates
and colleagues, research, associations, and formal education programs
designed specifically to prepare students for a lifelong career in HR as
strategic business partners.

� Make your organization’s agenda your agenda. Even though
business priorities and people policies may conflict now and then,
overall they should be one and the same. One of your most important
roles is to be an advocate for the employees, but you should never be
antagonistic to other business interests and concerns. Senior leaders
and employees alike should always regard your department as the
source of both the best pro-business outcomes and the best pro-peo-
ple outcomes.

� Remember that you are neither saint nor savior. The personal
lives of hundreds, if not thousands, of people may rest on your shoul-
ders, directly affected by every single decision you make or program
you create. You are the keeper of personal confidences. You are the
custodian of corporate strategies. There are many times when you
must rise above your own personal preferences and emotions for the
sake of the greater good. And you must look at yourself in the mirror
every day. You will be called upon to deny your own personal prefer-
ences, wishes, and ambitions for the sake of the greater good. But
don’t make a habit of denying your own personal needs or your most
dearly held objectives and goals. If you regularly subjugate your own
priorities, you will be no good for anyone. Above all, stay true to your
ethics, even if it means that your job is on the line. You will have to
answer to someone. It’s far better that it be the face in the mirror than
a Senate investigative committee.

It’s a widely accepted fact that HR has been on the receiving end of
a great deal of disrespect and second-guessing over the years. As a
result, we’ve been living with a community inferiority complex that

Conclusion: How Do We Get There From Here?

239



has been dragging us down and keeping us from leading and creating
amazing change inside our companies. We want to be actively involved
in helping our companies shape their future and their strategy. And we
want to be recognized for the value that we bring to our organizations. 

We can achieve those gains and those goals if we use our heads
and remember to use our hearts.

That’s what it takes to build a great business.
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