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Marketing manoeuvres

Alvin Wasserman 
weighs in on what to 
do if you want your 
marketing to keep 
you in the black

Staffing strategies

Layoffs can be painful 
if you don’t have the 

right goals or consider 
long-term effects  

Trading places

When cash is low, 
you can get what you 
need by entering the 
world of bartering

Cleaning house 

Practical suggestions 
on where to trim 

the fat without 
losing productivity

profitability
BIV’s colour series examines how 
businesses in B.C. are striving for 
excellence in four key areas: profitability 
(Black), sustainability (Green), 
investment (Blue) and philanthropy 
(White). The series is in its fourth year, 
and each publication is accompanied 
by a breakfast panel discussion
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Leverage 
  HR strategies 
    for stability 
  and profi tability

CEOs and human resource managers urged 
to navigate around common staffing hurdles

Krisendra Bisetty

Heard the one about the company that 
announced layoff s during Bring Your 
Child to Work Day? Or those that 
rushed to hand out pink slips only to re-
hire employees they couldn’t do without?

With economic woes hitting closer to 
home, human resource strategies that 
companies are employing to ensure their 
survival may be doing more harm than 
good.

A rash of recent corporate downsiz-
ing announcements refl ects the fi rst re-
sponse for many managers to negative 
conditions: batten down the hatches and 
cut staff  in large numbers.

“Sadly, despite every single annual re-
port of a public company that I’ve seen 
that basically talks about the importance 
of staff , that’s very oft en one of the fi rst 
things that goes,” said Prof. Peter Tin-
gling, who teaches risk management in 

the masters of fi nance program at Simon 
Fraser University.

 While fi ne as a short-term strategy, 
in the long term thriving is the better 
strategy, said Tingling, who holds a PhD 
in organizational and technological de-
cision-making and is the founder and 
CEO of Octothorpe Soft ware Corp., a 
decision sciences company that provides 
managers with the tools and framework 
to make better decisions more eff ectively 
and effi  ciently.

“Layoff s are not going away and com-
panies need to ensure that the decisions 
that they make have been made properly 
and position the company to recover,” he 
said.

Th at requires clear thinking about 
who creates value, and, surprisingly, 
these are not always the people who are 
the most liked, the most busy or who 

have been there the longest.
“Unfortunately, more thought goes 

into hiring than goes into termination, 
particularly in situations like this,” said 
Tingling, who is no stranger to downsiz-
ing as he’s had a hand in laying off  hun-
dreds of employees during his years as 
a corporate restructuring manager and, 
later, as a strategist at one of Canada’s 
big fi ve banks.

Organizations trying to rein in ex-
penses are using various staff -shedding 
strategies, including “last in, fi rst out,” 
and voluntary severance packages.

However, Tingling said sometimes 
it’s the newest recruits who best refl ect 
the reality of the operating environment, 
making the last ones in sometimes the 
most valuable.

Some companies tend to take the 
easy-to-announce and fair-sounding 

DOMINIC SCHAEFER

Octothorpe Software founder and CEO Peter Tingling: “unfortunately, 

more thought goes into hiring than goes into termination”
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horizontal approach of cutting a percentage of 
staff  across all departments.

“And that in many respects is the absolute 
worst thing that you can do,” said Tingling. “It 
tends to evenly distribute the pain, which is not 
really the objective.”

Th e objective of any kind of economic down-
turn or crisis, rather, is to make sure that the 
company is well positioned aft erward and that it 
can survive in the short term.

In some cases, the better approach is to elim-
inate entire functions altogether – the so-called 
vertical approach that allows for similar cuts in 
management.

In too many cases, however, empirical evidence 
from white-collar or knowledge-worker downsiz-
ing shows that it does not lead to better perform-
ance, said Tingling, but to what he calls “bright-
sizing” – where poor decision processes and in-
centives encourage the brightest and best to leave. 

Th e same result is achieved by giving up on 
rewards such as bonuses.

Tingling suggests, as brutal as this may sound, 
that companies pretend that they have no no em-
ployees and then fi gure out what kind of people 
they want to hire. Th ey then compare the people 

they feel they would need with those they al-
ready have and let go the ones that don’t have the 
desired skill sets.

And if you have to make multiple staff  cuts, 
it’s better to have one or two deep cuts rather 
than lay off  a couple of people every month or so, 
which only serves to create fear among remain-
ing employees as to when the axe will fall again.

But ill-considered strategies may also come 
back to haunt companies, affl  icting CEOs and 
HR managers with so-called “regrettable attri-
tion” in the case of white-collar workers.

“We’ve never seen a situation where that didn’t 
happen and in some cases, we’re talking about 
hundreds of thousands of dollars, just pure 
money going out the door, along with manage-
ment’s credibility,” said Tingling.

Decision-making is the essence of manage-
ment, he said, and new technologies are available 
that address and obviate many of the problems 
and biases inherent in deciding who stays and 
who goes in times of trouble. 

A focus on attracting, retaining and develop-
ing top talent, particularly in a down economy, 
should be a priority for every CEO, said Nancy 
MacKay, president and co-founder of MacKay & 
Associates.

Th e North Vancouver-based consulting fi rm 
has been helping organizations such as Finning 
International, Ritchie Bros. Auctioneers, Busi-
ness Objects, Teekay Shipping and RBC Roy-
al Bank improve individual and organizational 
performance.

In a forthcoming book – Th e Talent Advan-
tage – which she co-authored 
with Alan Weiss, MacKay 
says that retaining top talent 
fi rst means identifying who 
is top talent, communicating 
this with those who fi t the 
category and then “connect-

ing” with them so they realize their important 
contribution is being recognized.

“In particular, CEOs need to focus on iden-
tifying the top 10% of the workplace that adds 
the most strategic value,” said MacKay. “And 
that is the talent that needs to be retained.”

The book also reveals a key shift occurring 
in the workplace: “generation clashes” where 
boomers, usually those in management, need 
to realize that generation X and generation Y 
have different expectations in the areas of life 
balance, career planning and technology.

“Companies need to embrace the needs of 
all generations,” said MacKay, who has been a 
professor and taught in the business faculty of 
several universities. •

      “Companies need to embrace 

   the needs of all generations”
— Nancy MacKay, CEO coach, MacKay & Associates

Nancy MacKay, president and co-founder 

of MacKay & Associates: retaining top 

talent first means identifying who adds 

the most strategic value
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