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The keys to retaining—and growing—your team

Investing in Your People

“Employee engagement” has been a business buzz phrase for years. Everyone 
agrees that without it, your company will struggle to achieve its full potential. 
But how do you cultivate and sustain it, particularly in a job market that 
makes it more challenging to 
retain top talent? What are the 
best strategies for fostering 
employees’ sense of investment 
in your company and confidence 
that you’re equally invested in 
their individual success?

Rewards and recognition are 
critical pieces of the puzzle, but 
the members of your team also 
need to see a path to growth 
within your organization. Equally 
important, they must believe 
that you support their pursuit 
of advancement, whether that means promotions, lateral moves, or simply 
continued learning and development. 

The 2015 edition of the Training Industry Report, which is published annually 
by Training magazine, found that U.S. training expenditures reached $70.6 
billion last year, up 14.2 percent over 2014. Training for non-exempt employees 
accounted for 39 percent of those allocations, followed by 29 percent for 
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https://trainingmag.com/trgmag-article/2o15-training-industry-report
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exempt non-managers, 22 percent for exempt managers, and 10 percent for 
executives. Small companies, despite having the smallest annual budgets, are 
so numerous that, in the aggregate, “they account for 35 percent of the total 
budget for training expenditures,” the magazine reported. To compete for both 
talent and market share, you must be prepared to invest in your employees’ 
professional development and instill in them a sense of connection to your 
company’s fortunes and future. 

Create a Rewarding Experience

Your compensation package plays a key role in fostering loyalty among 
your team members, and in today’s market, it should include traditional and 
more innovative benefits. In fact, in it’s 2015 Employment Confidence Survey, 
Glassdoor found that 29 percent of employees “would prefer new or additional 
benefits to a pay increase.” The highest demand was for health care (40 
percent); vacations/paid time off (37 percent); and 401(k), retirement, or pension 
plans (31 percent). Surveys of your own staff can help you to identify the 
benefits that would have the most impact in your workplace.

Your employees rely on these core benefits 
to help them take care of themselves, 
their families, and their futures. But adding 
small, fun, occasional rewards to the mix 
can create opportunities for spontaneous 
employee recognition and strengthen team 
morale. 

“Recognizing a person and their contri-
butions at a staff meeting, and rewarding 
and thanking them in front of other people, 
goes a long way,” says communications 
consultant and coach Kamna Narain. “It also 
sets a precedent: ‘This person did something 
creative and out of the box. This is the 

kind of behavior I’d like to encourage.’” She adds that employees appreciate 
recognition not only when their performance has been outstanding, but also 
when they’ve had a challenging week. Something as simple as a $5 or $10 gift 
card can let your team know that you’re aware of their triumphs and tribulations 
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and that you appreciate their efforts.

Another strategy for getting creative with 
benefits is to approach them as you do 
business development or marketing plans: 
look for pain points. If commuting is a 
huge stress factor in your city, would your 
employees benefit from a 30- or 60-minute 
adjustment in their work schedules that 
gives them an escape from the peak of rush 
hour? If parking spaces are limited, is there 
a way you can address that? By eliminating 
those negative factors from your employees’ 
workday, you keep them focused on their 
jobs rather than on outside distractions that 
can interfere with performance. 

“Am I going to find purpose and meaning 
in the work I’m doing here? Try to get 
candidates’ and employees’ decisions to 
be 90 percent about that and 10 percent 
about the other stuff,” says Chad Halvorson, 
founder and CEO of When I Work. “Try to 
optimize your ability to attract and retain 
talent around the vision and purpose of their 
roles in the organization.”  
 
 
Building a Personal Path to Growth

In a smaller company, it’s imperative that 
valued employees know they have paths to 
growth. “Have those career development 
discussions from the beginning,” says David 
Reile, president of the National Career 
Development Association. “Encourage them 
to think about where they see their own 
future. Have discussions about those goals, 
and then look for ways to provide additional 
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Online reward programs offer an easy way to 

recognize exceptional employee performance. While 

your company’s salary and benefits package meets 

employees’ compensation needs, these sites give 

you instant access to tangible means of celebrating 

individual achievements spontaneously and making 

employees feel appreciated day to day. From retail 

gift cards to performing arts and travel discounts, 

the options are varied enough that you can tailor 

them to individual likes and maximize the impact of 

even low-cost rewards. 

Programs include: 

n  AnyPerk. The platform includes a peer-to-peer 

social component that allows you to broadcast 

recognition messages to groups or the entire 

company. It also allows coworkers to congratulate 

one another on their accomplishments and 

milestones.  

n  PerkSpot. The company offers access to perks and 

discounts on products and services, from beauty and 

fragrance, books and media, and sports and outdoor 

equipment to automotive, health and wellness, and 

home services. 

n  Abenity. In addition to incentives like gift cards 

and discounts on anything from pizza to movies to 

car rentals, the company offers concierge services. 

These perks help employees to manage their weekly 

personal chores and give them the gift of more free 

time. 

n  Corporate Perks. This site provides small business 

owners and their employees with access to benefits 

at more than 28,000 national and local merchants. 

n  Working Advantage. This employee reward and 

discount program includes hotels, shows, theme 

parks, attractions, and events in addition to e-cards 

and shopping deals.

EMPLOYEE PERKS ON TAP 

https://anyperk.com/
http://www.perkspot.com/
https://abenity.com/
https://www.corporateperks.com/
https://www.workingadvantage.com/
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training and mentoring.” 

During annual reviews, look 
for ways to get a deeper 
understanding of your 
employees’ perceptions of their 
jobs and the opportunities you 
offer. Ask 
if there are 
areas of 
operations 
in which 
they’d like 
to become 
involved. 
Ask what
skills they’d 
like to be 
developing 
and how 
they see 
using those skills at your 
company. Their answers to 
those questions can help you 
work together on a roadmap 
for their ongoing growth in your 
organization and can establish 
milestones for achieving your 
shared goals.

During reviews, offer employees 
the opportunity to share their 
perceptions of the organization’s 
strengths and challenges. Reile 
advises asking what they think 
is going well and what they 
might do differently if they 
were in charge. “That’s a very 
empowering question,” he says, 
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At their best, annual reviews create an opportunity to collaborate with employees 

on plans for their professional development and strategies for empowering them 

to play a role in the company’s performance. To achieve those goals, you need to 

exchange information and share ideas in an optimal format—and those formats 

can vary from one employee to the next. 

By presenting and soliciting feedback in the 

most productive manner for each individual, 

you can communicate more effectively with 

employees. This will help them to build their 

strengths, address their weaknesses, and 

understand your expectations and targets for 

further professional development. 

Presentation formats include:

n  Numerical scale performance review. This 

format grades the employee on a scale of one 

to five. Each number corresponds to a general 

assessment: for example, (1) unsatisfactory, (2) 

needs improvement, (3) satisfactory, (4) proficient, and (5) excellent. The resulting 

“report card” offers an immediate visual presentation of the employee’s overall 

performance, and brief notes can provide more detail on specific points.  

n  Narrative performance review. Employees who prefer more extensive 

commentary or need a higher degree of written instruction will respond better 

to this approach. Sections of the review form can cover overall performance, 

achievements that merit special recognition, challenges that the employee still 

needs to overcome, and plans for continued professional development. There 

should also be a space for employee response and input. 

n  Descriptive performance review. This format combines elements of the 

numerical and narrative styles to provide employees with numerical grades as 

well as written evaluations and prescriptive input for ongoing professional growth.

The Society for Human Resource Management provides sample grading scales 

and performance appraisal categories in this online resource, which you can use 

as a starting point for creating employee reviews. 

STRUCTURING EMPLOYEE REVIEWS

https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/tools-and-samples/hr-forms/pages/cms_002017.aspx
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The LinkedIn report Global Recruiting Trends 2016 notes that 

although talent leaders rate employee retention as a priority, their 

internal hiring habits are out of sync with that goal. Just 29 percent 

of those surveyed said they were “very much” committed in 

practice to recruiting internal candidates; 47 percent said they did 

this “to some extent” and 22 percent “not at all.” 

This disconnect between priority and practice puts talent retention 

at risk and often leaves the internal hiring process in disarray, the 

study found. “Currently, most internal hiring occurs on a case-by-

case basis with very few defined programs in place,” the report 

says. It recommends formalizing internal recruiting processes 

and programs for both lateral moves and opportunities for 

advancement. This approach can help ensure that the employees 

you value most will continue to value working for you and will want 

to be part of your organization for the long term.

These resources can help you to build a plan that connects 

employees’ individual professional development and the 

company’s long-term performance and growth targets: 

For quick tips and a roadmap for getting started, Insperity offers  

5 Steps to Creating Employee Development Plans That Truly Work. 

 

n  Harvard Business Review covers 7 Ways to Improve Employee 

Development Programs. 

 

n  The Society for Human Resource Management has a seven-step 

process for How to Incorporate Career Development and Training 

with Work Requirements and the Goals of the Organization.  

 

n  Texas A&M University’s Strategies for Promoting Employee 

Development resource includes Employee Development Planning, 

Learning Activity, and Career Development Plan worksheets that 

you can download. 

“and often, even entry-level employees 
have some tremendous ideas about how 
things can be done better.”
 
 
Building the Organizational  
Path to Growth

Consider your five and 10-year targets for 
your company. What does success look 
like in that timeframe? Are you building 
the infrastructure and human capital you 
need to bring the business to that point 
and beyond? How well do your employees’ 
individual roadmaps for professional 
development align with your long-term 
plans for the company, and how can you 
strengthen those connections?

There can be a balancing act between 
tapping employees for new responsibilities 
and not overloading them with work that 
isn’t tied to a short-term opportunity to 
advance. To some extent, you and your 
team are continually exploring your 
capabilities and your potential for growth, 
and it can be exciting for everyone when 
you uncover new talents among your team 
members. But Narain cautions against 
overloading employees with duties that are 
above their pay grade and can risk burnout. 

As in so many areas of leadership, 
communication provides a hedge against 
that risk. Narain recommends speaking 
with employees whose roles are evolving 
to determine which responsibilities can be 
shifted away from them as they take on 
new tasks. Even if you can’t offer them an 
immediate raise or change in title, they’ll 
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BUILDING A TEAM PLAN FOR THE LONG HAUL 

https://business.linkedin.com/content/dam/business/talent-solutions/global/en_us/c/pdfs/GRT16_GlobalRecruiting_100815.pdf
http://www.insperity.com/blog/5-steps-to-creating-employee-development-plans-that-truly-work/
https://hbr.org/2015/07/7-ways-to-improve-employee-development-programs
https://hbr.org/2015/07/7-ways-to-improve-employee-development-programs
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/tools-and-samples/how-to-guides/pages/howtoincorporatecareerdev.aspx
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/tools-and-samples/how-to-guides/pages/howtoincorporatecareerdev.aspx
http://eodinfo.tamu.edu/resources/professional-development-tools/
http://eodinfo.tamu.edu/resources/professional-development-tools/
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To optimize your company’s growth potential, look for opportunities to develop 
your employees’ ability to advance with the company—and remain loyal to it. These 
online resources show you how to reinforce the connection between individual 
and organizational performance in your business and lead your team to sustained 
growth.  

n  UNC Kenan-Flagler Business School. This white paper, The ROI of Talent 

Development, notes: “Studies have found that employees at all age levels want to 
acquire and use new skills—and that they are more likely to stay with employers 
that offer rich training and development programs.” The report offers guidance on 
investing productively and profitably in your employees.

n  Harvard Business Review. “Sometimes a few isolated departments will 
implement strengths interventions independently, creating a limited impact,” 
say the authors of Developing Employees’ Strengths Boosts Sales, Profit, and 

Engagement. “But when leaders make these interventions a fundamental strategic 
priority, that’s when change really happens.” 

n  Society for Human Resource Management. Employees require different types of 
support to pursue their professional development goals and overcome challenges 
that could impede their success. Unlocking Greatness: Removing the Obstacles 

That Keep Employees Down shows you strategies for leading team members to 
their personal best.

n  Association for Talent Development. The organization offers a variety of 
webinars related to leading employees’ professional development, including:

  n  Leading Employee Development Conversations 

  n  Why Employees Taking Charge of Their Learning Is Good for You 

  n  5 Instructional Design Principles to Help Improve Your Corporate Training 

n Reflektive. The performance management company published this ebook, How 

to Transition Annual Reviews to Real-Time Feedback, which is available for free 
download. In this webinar, you’ll find advice about how to pair engagement and 
performance, tap into employee motivation, and lead in a manner that enhances 
your company’s goals and culture.

DEVELOPMENT RESOURCES
feel valued and see that you’re 
not trying to take advantage of 
them. 

You’ll also want to plan for the 
way your role will change as 
the company grows and ensure 
that you continue to guide 
employees regardless of how 
big your team becomes. 

“The key to maintaining a 
culture is consistency from the 
leader,” Narain says. “Perhaps 
the frequency with which 
you formally communicate 
changes, or perhaps the 
message changes, but you still 
communicate with your team. 
The fact that you’re still asking 
them how they’re doing, the 
fact that you’re still investing in 
your team—all of that should 
remain unchanged, because 
your investment in your team 
is directly correlated with how 
much you’re going to get back.” 

As leader, you must ensure 
that your core values remain a 
prominent part of your culture 
as the company grows. This 
empowers the business and 
individual members of your 
team to advance together with a 
shared sense of purpose and a 
strong, enduring commitment to 
realizing your performance goals. 

http://www.kenan-flagler.unc.edu/~/media/Files/documents/executive-development/unc-white-paper-the-ROI-of-talent-development.pdf
http://www.kenan-flagler.unc.edu/~/media/Files/documents/executive-development/unc-white-paper-the-ROI-of-talent-development.pdf
https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/news/hr-news/pages/removing-the-obstacles-that-keep-employees-down.aspx
https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/news/hr-news/pages/removing-the-obstacles-that-keep-employees-down.aspx
https://www.td.org/Digital-Resources/Webcasts/TD/2015/11/Leading-Employee-Development-Conversations
https://www.td.org/Digital-Resources/Webcasts/TD/2016/07/Why-Employees-Taking-Charge-of-Their-Learning-Is-Good-for-You
https://www.td.org/Digital-Resources/Webcasts/TD/2016/08/5-Instructional-Design-Principles-to-Help-Improve-Your-Corporate-Training
https://www.reflektive.com/resources/transition-performance-reviews/?utm_source=resource_
https://www.reflektive.com/resources/transition-performance-reviews/?utm_source=resource_
https://www.reflektive.com/resources/hr-innovator-series-zendesk/?utm_source=resource_center&utm_medium=organic&utm_campaign=zendesk_webinar
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PROFILE

IT Assurance: Culture as Its Own Reward

Making your company a great place to work doesn’t necessarily include 
standard benefits.

Can you offer no benefits—that’s zero—and still consider your company a great place to work? Zac 

Cramer, founder and CEO of IT Assurance, in Portland, Oregon, 

believes he’s cracked 

that code.

Cramer describes his eight-year-old, 25-person firm as 

the “ditch diggers” of IT. “We install and maintain servers, 

networks, hardware, email, and phones—all the day-to-

day things businesses need to do business,” he states. IT 

Assurance serves companies with anywhere from 15 to 100 

employees, most of whom don’t have internal, dedicated IT 

functions.

So how can Cramer offer no benefits, yet still claim a zero 

percent voluntary turnover rate in the last 36 months? It’s all 

about a well-rounded system of perks and rewards that keeps 

people consistently engaged.

Perk-focused

Cramer likes the idea of perks over benefits. “Perks are cheaper than benefits, and they’re much 

easier to negotiate,” he jokes. But, all kidding aside, he’s used perks to create a unique environment 

at IT Assurance—one that combines fun with a truly caring attitude toward his people. A few sample 

free perks include:

n  Ergonomic care. Cramer has an agreement with a local ergonomic expert who his employees can 

see once a week for an hour. “He’s a master’s degree-level physiologist, and he helps people with 

day-to-day office injuries. As desk workers, we don’t think of ourselves as being prone to injury, but 

in fact, we’re even more prone to injury than construction workers because we use our bodies so 

little that they tend to freeze up and they atrophy,” he says. 

 

n  Haircuts. “Let’s face it, we have a bunch of 20-something IT guys here, so they can look like a 



CONNECTIONS TO GROWTH SERIES     GUIDE 9

TACTICS AND TECH TO PUT YOUR PEOPLE ON THE PATH TO GROWTH 8

bunch of ragamuffins,” Cramer says. “So I set up an account with a local barber so they can at least 

look well-groomed.” 

 

n  Ping pong. Located near IT Assurance is a ping pong club that Cramer describes as similar to a 

“bowling alley” for ping pong. As long as two employees are playing together, they and their friends 

can play free of charge.

While Cramer doesn’t cover benefits outright, he does have several discounts in place with a variety of 

clients who are healthcare professionals, including an eye care clinic, dentist, and more.

The rewards of recognition and responsibility

Being able to spur pride in your job and company isn’t 

always easy, but Cramer has developed a number of 

programs designed to do just that. One such example 

is the Champions Program. In this case, the company 

defines about 20 “championship-level” skill sets 

that staffers can strive to achieve. “We might have a 

Microsoft Exchange Champion, Server 2012 Champion, 

etc. The person who exhibits the highest skill level 

within that discipline becomes the acknowledged 

Champion,” he notes. “There’s some prestige in that, 

and our people take pride in becoming the in-house 

expert and mentor for that area.”

More than being just a label, each Champion will be assigned a topic based on his or her skill and be 

responsible for doing a one-hour presentation to the entire team. “We do a lot of internal education 

here, so those presentations are important,” adds Cramer.

IT Assurance also supports employee learning for the long-term. That support differs based on job 

trajectory—a tier 1 technician might get a book designed to help them learn, while a senior employee 

may have expenses paid for a core industry conference—but it’s there for all employees.

Finally, Cramer makes a very strong commitment to consistent feedback. Based on ideas from a book 

by former Intel CEO and chairman Andy Grove called High Output Management, IT Assurance put 

a program called One-on-One in play. “Each week, or every other week, managers and their direct 

reports have an hour-long, two-way conversation focused on specific action items to be achieved by 

the next meeting,” explains Cramer. “It’s a very open-ended, fairly long conversation designed to give 

managers and their teams a real opportunity to know each other and what’s going on in each other’s 

Adobe Stock
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lives, even outside of work. It makes for a stronger bond to their job and the company.”

“Culture makes a huge difference, and it can play a big difference in an employee’s decision to stay or 

leave,” asserts Cramer. “Our perks and programs are designed to let our people know they’re valued. 

Things that used to be innovative, like flex time, are really just a starting point today. Our people can 

start anywhere between 7 a.m. and 9 a.m., then finish their day anywhere between 3 p.m. and 6 p.m. 

And we have flexible work from home, so people can opt to work from home, as long as their manager 

approves it. Flex time isn’t even really a perk anymore. It’s become the way we work. Today, you need 

to go beyond that to show your team what they mean to you.”


