
Developing 
HR Strategy

November 2009 
Issue 29

•  Boost employee engagement, productivity and innovation
•  At the worst of times, communicate for the best of times
•  Creating lean, green, (eco-friendly) oiled business machines
•  You get what you pay for, and other important lessons



        

Editorial
Policy
The aim of this journal is to publish 
cutting-edge articles on human 
resources to inform best practice, 
policy and theory in the field.

Its brief is interpreted widely and covers 
issues relating to people resourcing, 
learning and development, employment 
relations, rewards and benefits and 
human resources strategy, as well as 
some global and comparative issues.

Editorial policy is to commission 
research-led pieces, case studies and 
debates on policy from experts in 
the field. The Editor also welcomes 
unsolicited articles from human 
resources and employment researchers, 
practitioners and consultants. Please send 
a 200-word synopsis and we will send 
you a copy of our Notes for Contributors.

Our aim is to encourage discussion 
between you and the authors or between 
you and your fellow subscribers.

We are always looking for ways to 
improve our service to you and to ensure 
that we cater for all your information 
requirements. It is your views that will 
have the most influence on the future 
development of our products. So if you 
could spare a few moments, let us know 
what you think and whether you have any 
suggestions for articles or features that 
you would like to see in future issues.

Please e-mail your comments and 
suggestions to me at: 
gillian.fraser@croner.co.uk

Gillian Fraser, Editor

Published by Wolters Kluwer (UK) Limited, 145 London Road, Kingston upon Thames, Surrey KT2 6SR. Tel: 020 8247 1175, Fax: 020 8547 2637  
Website: www.croner.co.uk. E-mail: info@croner.co.uk.

Copyright © 2009 Wolters Kluwer (UK) Limited All rights reserved.  UP/DHRS-MI9029  ISSN 1745-9966

Content Director: Michèle Wheaton. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, 
recording or otherwise without the prior permission in writing of the publishers. Although great care has been taken in the compilation and preparation of Croner’s Human Resources and 
Employment Review to ensure accuracy, the publishers cannot in any circumstances accept responsibility for errors or omissions or advice given in this publication. Subscribers should be aware that 
only Acts of Parliament and Statutory Instruments have the force of law and that only the courts can authoritatively interpret the law. Crown copyright material reproduced with the permission of 
the Controller of Her Majesty’s Stationery Office.

Design: Wolters Kluwer (UK) Limited

Printed by: Hobbs the Printers, Southampton S040 3WX

Editorial 
Advisory Board
Chris Brewster
Professor of International Human 
Resources, Henley Management College

Duncan Brown
Director, Reward Services, 
Institute for Employment Studies

Jean Marie Hiltrop
Visiting Professor at the Copenhagen 
Business School, specialising in International 
Human Resource Management and Change

Andrew Mayo
President of the HR Society; Director of 
Mayo Learning International; Professor of 
Human Capital Management, Middlesex 
University 

Sonia McKay
Senior Research Fellow, Working Lives 
Research Institute, London Metropolitan 
University

Geoff White
Professor of Human Resource Management, 
University of Greenwich Business School

Brian Willey
Visiting Fellow, Kingston University and 
Chartered Fellow of the CIPD

Chief Editor
Linda Holbeche
Director, The Holbeche Partnership

Editor
Gillian Fraser

Editorial Policy/Editorial Advisory Board



    Developing HR Strategy November 2009 3

Editorial

As hope of recovery burgeons, attention is turning from 
survival in the present to how to build more sustainable and 
resilient approaches to doing business in the future. A key 
aspect of the recovery will be how engaged employees are 
and how willing they will be to give of their best in today’s 
fast-changing organisations. This topic has been on the UK 
Government’s agenda for some time and David MacLeod’s 
report on Employee Engagement, published in July 2009, 
highlights the crucial link between employee engagement 
and performance and productivity.

HR professionals know only too well the difference in 
terms of organisational impact between the behaviour 
and attitudes of employees who are engaged and those 
who are neutral or even disengaged. Therefore the quest 
to understand the drivers of employee engagement, and 
identify what can make a difference to / improve employee 
engagement has become something of a holy grail in recent 
times. In this issue we consider what some of the drivers of 
employee engagement might be, especially in the wake of 
the economic crisis.

Michael Lee Stallard makes the case that employees are 
most likely to feel engaged and give of their best when 
they feel connected to their organisation. He suggests that 
employees are most likely to feel connected when everyone 
in the organisation is motivated by its mission, united by 
its values and proud of its reputation. Michael outlines how 
various companies, including Google, create connections 
with their employees, describing in particular the role of 
practices with respect to “voice” or communication.

Of course, in today’s challenging times employee 
engagement can be easily damaged. Liam Fitzpatrick 
argues that internal communications are a key aspect of 
managers’ roles, especially during this period of economic 
turbulence. Liam considers that internal communication 
practice is often weak because managers do not realise that 
this is their responsibility, or because they may lack the 
skills to communicate effectively. Based on his extensive 
consultancy experience Liam provides some straightforward 
advice for HR on how to prepare line managers for the task 
of communicating effectively. As he argues, “Communication 
in the workplace has arguably never had as important a 
role as it does now. Those organisations that ensure it 
forms a central part of their HR strategy going forward give 
themselves more chance of pulling through the current 
recession than those that treat it as a side issue or approach 
it too late”.

Sustainable business practices have been in the spotlight 
in the wake of the financial crisis. Ethical and sustainable 
approaches are high on the agenda, not only for the 
Government and business but also reportedly for Generation 
Y and are a key aspect of employee engagement. Business 
schools and universities have a key role to play in developing 
future leaders. It is natural then that they should seek 
to embrace the green agenda and model approaches 
which will prepare future leaders for a new era of more 
sustainable approaches to doing business. In her article 
Victoria Robinson highlights how many business schools 
are integrating the green agenda into their own priorities, 
practices, and curricula.

The business, capital and regulatory pressures that have 
evolved from the recession are likely to be at the forefront 
of current people decisions. Russell Connor’s article deals 
with the sensitive issue of how to pay and remunerate the 
business leaders of tomorrow. Russell argues that as we 
emerge from the recession we will need new practices, 
especially with respect to executive reward. Russell suggests 
that what is needed is an integrated approach to managing 
people. The G20 leaders would agree with Russell and, 
encouragingly, UK banks have started to respond to pressure 
for greater transparency in pay arrangements and a stronger 
link between bonuses and longer-term delivery. Russell 
provides a fundamental framework that should help HR 
professionals ensure that jobs and organisation structures 
are designed and people paid in accordance with sound 
principles.

If you have views about any of the topics featured, or 
examples of good practice or key learning points from your 
organisation, we would be pleased to hear from you. 
Contact Gillian Fraser at gillian.fraser@croner.co.uk or me at 
linda.holbeche@talk21.com

Linda Holbeche
Chief Editor
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The force of connection

Michael Lee Stallard

Research over the last decade generally indicates that 75% 
of employees in organisations are not engaged in their 
jobs. In addition, 15–20% of employees are so disengaged 
they are actually working against the interests of their 
organisation.

That is a problem. It is about to become a much bigger 
problem. Why?

The march of of globalisation is accelerating. The world is 
becoming a much more competitive place. Standards are 
going up all the time. Organisations with three out of four 
employees not engaged are unlikely to survive in the years 
ahead.

While that may sound bleak to some, wise leaders see this 
as a major opportunity to infuse their organisations with the 
force of connection.

Connection is like gravity. In the absence of gravity objects 
float apart. In the absence of connection, people drift apart. 
With connection they pull together: they are more trusting, 
more co-operative, they are more aligned with each other 
and with the organisation’s goals.

Three elements of connection
Vision

The force of connection has three elements. The first is 
vision. Vision exists when everyone in an organisation is 
motivated by the mission, united by the values and proud of 
the reputation. 

One of my favourite examples of an organisation that 
benefits from the element of vision is Google, the search 
engine company. I recently gave a presentation at Google’s 
corporate headquarters, called the “Googleplex,” in 
Mountain View, California as part of its Leading@Google 
series. Over the course of my time there I spoke to several 
Googlers, as Google employees are referred to, about their 
experience of the firm’s culture. Google’s mission is to 
“organise the world’s information and make it accessible and 
usable”. These Googlers understand that Google’s search 
engine will help change the world by making people smarter 
and better decision-makers and they are motivated by that 
prospect.

Google has several values that connect with its employees. 
In the simple statement “Don’t be evil”, Google’s motto 
recognises the values of respect, fairness, honesty, 

transparency and responsibility. Googlers feel connected to 
the firm’s “Googley” style, which incorporates the values of 
being authentic, genuine, fun, and curious. Being Googley ties 
in to Google’s passion for its modern, bright and colourful 
visual identity that is incorporated in everything from its 
website and written materials to its interior office design and 
building architecture.

Google’s reputation connects with Googlers in several 
respects. The firm is well-known as one of the most 
innovative companies globally. It has a reputation for hiring 
smart people, and it is recognised for having one of the best 
workplaces in the world. All of this makes Googlers proud to 
be members of the team.

When it comes to the element of vision, I also think of 
Apple. Apple connects with its employees because it values 
excellence in visual design and it has a reputation for 
innovation.

Value

The second element of the force of connection is value. 
Value exists when everyone in an organisation understands 
the needs of people, appreciates their positive unique 
contributions and helps them achieve their potential.

The story of U2 illustrates the element of value. U2 has 
received more Grammy awards than any band in history and 
its members have been together for more than 30 years, 
since they met as teenagers in Dublin.

The motto of U2 is “everybody gets out of here alive.” Like all 
human beings, the members of U2 have experienced difficult 
seasons in their lives. Bono is U2’s lead singer. His mother 
died when he was 14 years old. Bono described the period 
following her death as one in which he felt abandoned and 
alone. Although he longed for the emotional support of a 
family, Bono’s grief-stricken father was unable to comfort his 
son.

Having experienced what it was like to grieve alone, Bono 
reached out to console Larry Mullen Jr, U2’s drummer, 
when his mother died when he was 16. This began a close, 
supportive friendship. When The Edge, U2’s lead guitar 
player, went through a difficult divorce, the band members 
were there to support him. When Adam Clayton, U2’s bass 
guitar player, became addicted to alcohol and drugs, the 
band members reached out to help him recover.

A dramatic example of the band members being there for 
one another came during the 1980s when U2 campaigned for 
the observance of a Martin Luther King Day in America. Bono 

The force of connection: boost employee 
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had received a death threat that warned him not to sing the 
song “Pride (In the Name of Love)” at an upcoming concert. 
The song is about the Reverend Martin Luther King. The FBI 
told the band that it believed the threat was not a hoax. 
Despite the threat, U2 performed the song. Bono closed 
his eyes while he sang it. At the end of one verse when he 
opened his eyes Adam Clayton was literally standing in front 
of him to shield Bono from potential harm.

Bono has said U2 is the “best example of how to rely on 
others”. He has also said that although he hears melodies in 
his head, he is unable to transfer them into written music. 
Because he considers himself a “lousy guitar player and 
an even lousier piano player,” he relies on his fellow band 
members and recognises that they are integral to his success. 
In other words, Bono appreciates the other members of U2 
for their unique contributions. It surprises many people to 
discover that the profits from U2’s work are split equally 
among the four band members and their long-time manager 
Paul McGuiness.

Another company I recently visited is Pixar Animation, the 
studio that has given us Academy Award winning animated 
films including “The Incredibles” and “Toy Story.” One of the 
ways in which Pixar connects with its employees is through 
its in-house Pixar University where employees can take up 
to four hours a week of classes on a whole range of topics 
from film editing to nutrition. Not only are they personally 
learning and growing, people are also getting to know their 
classmates who come from other parts of Pixar.

Voice

The third element of connection is voice. Voice exists when 
everyone in an organisation seeks the ideas of others, shares 
their ideas and opinions honestly and safeguards relational 
connections.

In 2000 Procter and Gamble (P&G) was stumbling: the 
consumer products company had lost $300 million in one 
quarter, half its brands were losing market share and talented 
brand managers were walking out the door. The board of 
directors replaced the CEO with A G Lafley, a lifelong P&G 
employee. Lafley believed in the people at P&G. He surveyed 
employees to see what they thought had to be done. He met 
with groups of employees all around the world and told them 
that P&G needed to get the “moose out of the closet,” the 
problems it had been ignoring, because those problems were 
stinking up the place and he knew that if they were out in the 
light of day there was no problem that the talented people at 
P&G could not solve together.

And that is exactly what they did. Within 12 months, 
according to an internal survey, employee confidence in the 
leadership and direction of the company soared 250%. In 24 
months, P&G’s sales and profit soared. Its stock price rose 

75%, creating so much wealth that P&G was able to acquire 
the Gillette Corporation, a huge acquisition.

I also think of IBM when it comes to the element of voice. 
One of the ways in which IBM connects with its employees is 
through firm-wide “jams” using social networking tools that 
allow everyone to participate in the conversation on issues 
such as corporate values, innovation and environmental 
sustainability.

When the elements of vision, value and voice are in the work 
environment, employees feel connected and are moved 
to give their best efforts and align their behaviour with 
organisational goals.

Dangerous disconnections
When people feel disconnected, it builds “knowledge traps” 
in organisations. Silo behaviour, personal rivalries and 
other forms of relationship failure that impede the flow of 
knowledge are knowledge traps. 

Knowledge traps are like the cholesterol of organisations. 
Connection is the Statin drug that breaks up knowledge 
traps, restores knowledge flow and keeps the environment 
healthy. Greater knowledge flow is essential for leaders to be 
better informed so they make better decisions. No one has 

   The force of connection
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a monopoly on good ideas. Everyone has different thinking 
styles, experiences and perspectives so the only way to get 
a 360-degree view of issues is to consider the opinions and 
ideas of others. Greater knowledge flow also adds to the 
marketplace of ideas that stimulates innovation. 

Today, most leaders are focused on task excellence alone. 
With programmes such as six sigma, lean manufacturing 
and competitive benchmarking, the quality of our work 
has certainly gone up. The problem is that focusing on task 
excellence alone is not enough. What happens every time 
is that the failure to establish and maintain relationship 
excellence ultimately sabotages task excellence. The pattern 
we typically see is that people with power and influence — 
those in management and the high potential employees who 
are recognised as “stars” in organisations — feel connected 
but 75% or more of employees do not. Over time these 
disconnected employees stop caring, stop giving their best 
efforts, stop aligning their behaviour with organisational 
goals and stop fully communicating. When a disconnected 
employee has knowledge of information that is contrary to 
management’s view or the consensus view, he or she tends 
not to take the risk of sharing it. When this occurs, decision-
makers do not have the information required to make 
optimal decisions. In such cases, suboptimal decisions are 
made and organisational performance suffers.

Connections critical in difficult times
Connection is especially important during the difficult times 
organisations inevitably face. Connection helps employees 
pull together through the tough times rather than retreat 
into a state of relational isolation, fear, distrust and finger-
pointing that sabotages performance. There is evidence 
across many fields of knowledge that confirms the positive 
effect of connection.

Neururoscience research in recent years has established 
that when stress increases during difficult times, levels of 
the stress hormone cortisol rise in the human bloodstream. 
Cortisol can make human beings behave in a reactionary 
or rash way, whereas feelings of connection reduce cortisol 
levels to help individuals remain calm and rational during 
stressful periods. Neuroscience research has also shown that 
feelings of connection boost hormones that make us feel 
more energetic, more confident and more trusting of those 
around us.

From the field of psychiatry, we learn that psychiatrists see 
a continuous flow of people from the business world. These 
patients experience feelings of boredom and emptiness 
and they don’t know why. Many begin to self-medicate 
by seeking thrills from taking excessive business risks 
or sexual risks, or by numbing the pain with substance 
abuse. Professor Manfred F R Kets de Vries at Insead has 
also recognised this pattern in his research of CEOs and 
investment bankers (which goes to show that the dangers of 
disconnection extend to the C-suite too). Psychiatrists treat 
these disconnected individuals by helping them bring more 
human connection into their lives. Dr Edward Hallowell, a 
psychiatrist and former instructor at Harvard Medical School, 
refers to this treatment as prescribing “vitamin C,” which 
stands for “vitamin connection.”

These research results help explain why the Corporate 
Executive Board’s 2004 study of 50,000 individuals 
worldwide established that employees who feel more 
engaged and connected are 20% more productive than the 
average employee. Just imagine the compounded effect of 
20% additional productivity or an individual’s career.

The bottom line is that it is beyond a reasonable doubt that 
connection affects our performance and wellbeing at work. 
Knowing that, it is rational to be intentional about creating 
cultures of connection.

Just connect
Here are a few actions you can take to increase connection in 
your workplace.

Role in the whole

People feel more connected when they know the answers 

The force of connection   
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to the following questions: where are we going?; why is it 
important?; how are we going to get there?; and what’s my 
role? Help the people around you understand and appreciate 
their “role in the whole”. For example, if you read an article 
or report that is insightful and relevant, circulate it to your 
colleagues. 

Find the right role

Help the people around you find the “right role”. When 
people are in the right role they receive recognition from 
others that makes them feel more connected to their work 
and colleagues. As you observe your colleagues, you will 
begin to see if they are in the right role or not. If you are a 
mentor or a trusted colleague, you may be able to provide 
honest feedback to your co-workers which will help them 
find the right role and improve their performance. You should 
also seek feedback about your own performance to see if you 
are in the right role.

Honest feedback is the key to helping individuals find their 
right role. Think of feedback as falling into two distinct types: 
feedback about an individual’s work product and feedback 
about how he or she interacts with others one-to-one and in 
a group setting. When you provide feedback be sure to praise 
the person first by saying something like “Tom, you are so 
great at X. You may be even more effective if you try this”. 
When you are on the receiving end, listen to the feedback, 
thank the person and do not try to defend yourself or criticise 
him or her. Keep a notebook on your personal performance 
and write down what you heard. As you get feedback from 
more people, patterns will emerge. Work to improve those 
areas that others have helped you identify.

Connect as human beings

Take the time to connect with the people around you as 
human beings rather than always treating them as human 
doings. When you are passing someone in the hall, do you 
make eye contact and say hi? I know that sounds basic but it 
needs to be said. When you have the opportunity, ask your 
colleagues questions that are not related to work. As you get 
to know them, connection will grow and trust along with it 
and you will see a difference in how you work together.

Grow or die

The definition of death in biology is when an organism ceases 
to grow. There is a lot of wisdom in the phrase “grow or die”. 
You need to be continuously growing. Everyone needs to 
have a personal development plan in writing. Encourage and 
help the people around you to learn and grow too. Find out 
about training opportunities and take advantage of them. If 
training is not available in something you are interested in, 
form study groups to read a relevant book or find a teacher 
or mentor who is strong in the area you want to develop.

Fist bump moments

The fist bump is the “high five” of today. Fist bumps, literally 
or figuratively, are important because we all need recognition 
and it needs to be genuine rather than flattery. It is almost 
as if we have a recognition battery that regularly needs to 
be charged. But it is located on our backs in a spot we can 
not reach on our own and so we rely on those around us to 
charge our recognition battery. Make it a point to charge 
the recognition batteries of your colleagues whenever 
appropriate. They will be more likely to charge your 
recognition battery too.

Keep “in the loop”

It is worth repeating that when people are informed and 
have a voice, the marketplace of ideas expands, innovation 
is stimulated and decision-making improves. Google has 
weekly meetings where its founders or CEO answer questions 
that have been submitted and voted on by employees 
worldwide. No question is off-limits. Starbucks has “open 
forums”, meetings with no agenda other than answering the 
questions of employees.

Learn from great leaders

Study the lives of great leaders in business, government, 
the social sector and sports and you will inevitably see they 
were a force of connection. There is much we can learn from 
their practices. The best leaders I know do this regularly. You 
should too.

Being intentional about developing task excellence and the 
relationship excellence that comes from connection is the 
key to unlocking corporate potential. Connection moves 
people to give their best efforts and align their behavior with 
organisational goals. It increases productivity, innovation and 
overall performance.

Michael Lee Stallard is president of E Pluribus 
Partners, a firm that teaches and coaches leaders 
about how to create work environments that 
boost productivity, innovation and performance. 
See www.MichaelLeeStallard.com

Points to ponder
• How are your organisation’s values reflected

in everyday practice?
• How connected are your employees?

How do you know?
• What kinds of initiatives would help employees

feel more connected to the organisation?


