From: Concerned Employee

Re: Organization Structure

Thank you for taking a moment out of your busy day to read my letter. I want to share with you a solution to a problem our company is facing. I offer these ideas in the spirit of improving our productivity. Please take my comments and suggestions as a sign of my dedication to our success in this fast-changing world.

Have you read the news about the effect that female leaders are having on business and economic success? Studies in the United States, Great Britain, and France have proven that companies with women composing at least one-third of their leadership team make more money.1 In these countries, the more women on a company’s senior management team, the less its share price fell in 2008 during the economic downturn. In another study that spanned the last nineteen years, Pepperdine University found that the Fortune 500 companies with the best record of promoting women outperformed their competitors by anywhere from 41 to 116 percent.2 McKinsey also reported data in a global study indicating a significant increase in the financial performance of companies that have at least a third of their senior management team consisting of women than those organizations with few or no women at the top.3 A report released by Ernst & Young in the World Economic Forum in 2009, Groundbreakers: Using the Strength of Women to Rebuild the Global Economy, shared research that pointed to the need to capitalize on the contributions women make as leaders, entrepreneurs, and employees when moving the world’s businesses and economies forward.4
You would think these studies would prompt companies to hire and develop top-talent women, but the reverse has proven to be true. A 2009 study of 376 organizations worldwide found that 50 percent more men than women get special attention, including mentoring and attending “high-potential programs” designed to boost their careers and transition them into higher-level jobs.5 To compensate for the lack of women in senior positions, some companies provide special programs to develop women to be leaders. Unfortunately, many of these programs are designed more to “fix” the women than to develop them.6 They focus on improving communication skills and giving them tips on how to better cope with the work-life imbalance they have to live with. Few provide the advanced business skills the women need to be successful in the ranks of the global executive. 
The result—instead of fighting to achieve high-level positions, the women are leaving in droves. In 2004, the Center for Work-Life Policy asked 2,443 working women with graduate or professional degrees how their careers were progressing.7 Nearly 40 percent said they were planning to leave their jobs to either further their education or make a career change, which included starting their own businesses. Fifty-two percent of the women with MBAs said they were planning to leave because they found their work was no longer enjoyable or satisfying. Many said they didn’t feel valued and they lacked a sense of purpose. So they decided the best thing would be to move on. They did not lose their ambition. They no longer felt they fit in or they didn’t want to fit in with what they saw. 
Did you know that there is a talent shortage looming? In the next few years, half of the baby boomers will have retired, leaving millions of positions requiring college degrees to be filled. That gap will keep getting bigger. Highly educated employees will be in huge demand. Guess which sex now earns more college and advanced degrees?8 No matter if the economy is up or down, if you want to fill positions with the best possible candidates and then engage their loyalty so they stay with you in the long run, you need to pay attention to what women want from your company. 

I’ve taken the time to research what other companies are doing to attract and retain high-achieving women. Companies such as Deloitte, GlaxoSmithKline (GSK), Ernst & Young, and Siemens are not just offering comprehensive programs for women; they are shifting their cultures to meet the needs of the new generation of workers where strong women are an essential force worldwide. To help you engage your top-talent women, I’ve listed ideas gleaned from these companies for you in the form of requests. Because I am speaking for most high-achieving women, I write from the voice of “we” so you can hear the larger call to action. Some of these ideas you can carry out as CEO. Some you can pass on to your managers. At the end of the list, I have a suggestion for how you can start the process of organizational transformation. I am at your service to help in this effort.

From Our Point of View: How to Engage and Retain High-Achieving Women

1. Provide developmental opportunities.

One of our greatest passions is to resolve complex challenges, yet we need our managers to provide the resources for learning so we can be continually successful. We are top talent because we are committed to being the best. We come to you with experiences and degrees. To continue on our path to excellence, we need you to support the continuation of our development by offering ample tuition reimbursement and encouragement to further our learning. We want you to treat training and coaching programs not as perks but as a part of your overall business strategy. Frankly, to stay innovative and progressive, all employees should be trained in communication skills, managing change, dealing with their emotions, and building strong relationships with their peers within and across divisional borders. This is especially true in tough economic times when you need everyone to stay on top of their game. The last thing you want to do is cut funding for training and coaching when we are facing major difficulties. Give us more opportunities to learn and grow so we can help you take the company to the top faster than our competition. We would love for you to engage us in that challenge.

Also, provide us with mentors who are passionate about what they do so we are inspired to stay and learn more. We like to feel that we are in the company of smart and spirited people. We like to connect with leaders in other areas. We want breadth as well as depth of knowledge. If possible, create a platform where the most successful women in the company can network with and develop the younger female talent so the pipeline grows. Also, we are not always politically astute, so a good mentor can help us put our energies in the right places and see opportunities that we might miss that best use our talents. 

2. Make our mission meaningful.

We want to be a part of something that feels bigger than ourselves. Even if our products are not that meaningful in the bigger scheme of life, we want to work for companies that care for their employees, respect the environment, and support their local communities. We will eventually disengage if we don’t see how our work fits into a broader, more significant context. We struggle with committing to a monetary goal or a drive solely focused on beating our competitors. We don’t just work to make a living. We work to make life better. We will align our energies with your penchant for profit when we can see the evidence of our good work in the world, even if that means we are simply helping people to feel more safe and happy. We know in our hearts we can make a significant difference on this planet. If we are doing that in our jobs, we are likely to stick around and share with the world how excited we are about our work.

3. Continually affirm our contribution and value.

Our sense of contribution and value to the organization is as important to us as our paycheck, but we can’t always see the larger effect of our work. We need to know how well we did in relation to the people we touch, whether it’s our peers or our customers. It’s not enough for us to know we have great knowledge and ability. We need to know if we have made an impact and that others value our involvement.

This acknowledgment needs to be continual because our sense of contribution is fleeting. Once we finish a task, we are quickly on to the next. There’s always another project to master and another crisis for us to resolve. You need to remind us of our impact because we tend to lose this sense while swimming in the sea of our assignments. 
However, don’t overload us because you can count on us for results. We love to give outstanding performances. We love that you trust us. Yet if you rely on us too much, we would rather look for another job than face failure. Make sure to regularly ask us how we are feeling about our work and if we need any resources to get our work done. We often struggle with asking for help. Even when we ask to figure out a problem on our own, we still appreciate that you check in to see if we need any additional support.

4. Design and foster a creative and collaborative environment.

We love to work for leaders who create environments that provide an open flow of communication in all directions. Let us talk freely, whether it’s around the real water cooler or the virtual water cooler using social media. Environments that support collaboration foster rapid innovations. We want easy access to tools and resources. We want our leaders to be visionaries and catalysts who transfer decision-making to us and allow us to choose how we want to work. Instead of managing people from a top-down position, leaders should see themselves as the “spokesperson” in the middle of the wheel with employees in motion around them. They should inspire more than enforce. Cooperative cultures represent the future of management. We want to help you make this significant change. 
5. Delegate clear expectations and then let go.
If you give us what we need to do a great job on work that is meaningful to us and valuable to the organization, we won’t disappoint you. Give us control over the processes and decisions related to our tasks as much as possible. We love figuring out the best solutions. We need to feel we have the power to implement what we plan. If you think we need a more strategic perspective, coach us to see other possibilities instead of telling us what to do. When you delegate a project to us, give us the authority to talk to all stakeholders to negotiate actions. We will report our progress to you on a schedule we agree to and respond to issues promptly. We learn fast from our mistakes. 

Let us know early on when changes will affect our work and share with us the reasons for the change. These days, those kinds of changes happen daily. We need to know about a shift in direction as soon as you do. If something comes up and you have to make a decision that goes counter to what we had hoped for, tell us why you made the decision so we can develop our business acumen. We want to grow beyond our technical capability. Letting us see through your eyes gives us what we need to succeed in our future positions. 

6. Recognize outstanding performance.

We like working for companies that have a culture of recognition. You may think that we are just doing our jobs, but we need to be recognized for our hard work even when it becomes the norm. Your recognition can be as simple as a personal comment or written note praising something we specifically did and the impact it had. We also like public recognition. When you visibly recognize our continual peak performance you demonstrate to everyone that you value this behavior. And don’t just recognize results; show appreciation for our creativity, inclusiveness, optimism, and determination even if the results did not turn out as expected. When you honor our efforts, you help us to feel proud. We need help when it comes to stopping and admiring our work. If you give us this gift, we will repeat the behavior you reward. 

Also, please recognize us by knowing us. We are staunchly loyal to the people who show they care about us now and in the future. Know our talents, goals, and dreams. If you were called by HR today and asked what you thought were my strengths, frustrations, and aspirations, could you answer these questions? Know who we are today and what we want for tomorrow. If we aren’t clear about what we want for our careers, help us envision our future. Then offer to support us as we move forward on this path.

7. Give us flexible work schedules.

We need help in managing our energy more than our time. We will work obsessively to complete important projects. Yet we need to renew our energy so we don’t burn out. Therefore, we want flexible schedules based on meeting goals instead of wasting time in traffic or on “who can stay the latest” contests. We recognize the need to be present for important meetings, but on days we can get more work done from home, trust us. We have become comfortable with technology and will use it to communicate. Because we always produce results, let us figure out how we will get the work done. If you want to know more about setting up work cultures that are flexible and successful as a result, look at what these companies are doing: Capitol One, Deloitte & Touche, Best Buy, Marriott, Patagonia, AES Corporation, Sun Microsystems, IBM, PepsiCo, and Wal-Mart. At the Brazilian company Semco, employees choose their own salaries, set their own hours, and have no job titles, yet the profits keep growing and there is practically no employee turnover. By the time you read this, more companies will have followed suit. We’re hoping you want to stay ahead of the pack with these progressive companies. 

If we have children to take care of, don’t put us on a “mommy track” that doesn’t have access to promotions and plum assignments. Let us decide what we can handle. If you allow us the flexibility to meet the goals on our own terms, we will in turn be honest with you about what is possible. If we decide we need to step back because our home-life challenges need our attention, welcome us back when we are ready and we will amaze you with the results we produce. 

When you stand back and look at the company you oversee, we hope you recognize how our requests serve your entire workforce. They could have been made by any employee who wants to feel more inspired at work and seeks more independence, inclusion, recognition, opportunities to learn, and control over his or her time. If you don’t heed their needs, you will stifle their passion, curiosity, and creativity. We, the high-achieving women of your organization, won’t stay where we feel held back, distrusted, and unappreciated. Most of the employees who will stay with you will do their jobs, but not much more. 

It’s time to let go of past ways of doing business to embrace new, more engaging structures. The design of the corporation came out of the Industrial Age, where it was most important to manage processes instead of people. Organizations needed to be lean, mean machines with zero defects. Recognition was based on numbers. Promotions were based on technical skill. Now, instead of managing processes, in the Technological Age, the Age of the Internet, the focus must shift to leading interconnected communities of people. Command-and-control power doesn’t work in this environment. You can’t command smart people to work harder. You can’t make people collaborate. If you don’t change the organizational structure and leadership styles to encourage internal networking and personal control over time and procedures, you will suffocate productivity. Sticking to the past will not bode well for the future in a competitive, global marketplace.

We propose an end to rigid hierarchy, to old paradigms, and to archaic terminology around measuring individual performances. Are you up to this challenge? Are you willing to do what it takes to engage employees today, to inspire and steer their energies to innovate and create extraordinary results together? This is your challenge today, to create the environment to engage both the hearts and minds of the new workforce. We all want developmental opportunities, meaningful work, a sense of personal contribution, collaborative work environments, more control over our work, recognition for our efforts, and flexible work schedules. The top women of your organization will stand by your side to help you make these changes. In fact, that may be your best use for us—empower teams of high-achieving women to create a new management structure and to solve the company’s most pressing problems. We will attack these projects with gusto.
What You Can Do Now

Coming from my personal perspective, I believe you should start by measuring existing engagement in the organization. If you don’t have access to an assessment already, there are many tools available to measure the perceptions, attitudes, and opinions of employees. You can create your own simple online survey asking twenty questions. Below is a sample list of things you can put in a survey. Because most managers rank their top employees, I suggest you break out the results from your high achievers to determine how committed and happy your most talented employees are today. Then, as you implement changes in the organization, use the survey to monitor the results over time. Research has demonstrated that any change will get good results up front. You want to make sure the results are sustained. If they are not, I suggest you look deeper at the specific items that keep dropping below what is acceptable.

Here are some suggestions of items you can have employees rate to determine the level of their engagement in the organization. On a scale of 1 to 5, how would they rate:

• Their satisfaction with the organization as a place to work 

• How often they consider working elsewhere 

• How well the organization recognizes outstanding performance

• How much trust they feel from their managers

• How often then feel empowered

• How safe they feel to take risks and make mistakes

• How meaningful they feel their work is

• The level and frequency of challenges they are given to solve

• How often their manager includes them in decision-making

• How satisfied they are with their professional development

• How well they see a direct link in their job to the success of the organization

• How often does management communicate with them directly and candidly

• To what level does their boss feel as passionate about their work as they do

• How much input they have in setting their own goals

• How much input they have in setting their own schedules

• How much they feel cared about as a person

• The frequency and quality of feedback they receive 

• How often they are recognized for effort as well as results

• If they have the right resources to do their work, and 

• How well they trust this survey will lead to positive changes in the organization 

Once you tabulate the results, hold forums for discussions and idea-generation, preferably offsite, with different levels of people sitting at each table. You may need to do this over time to allow involvement by everyone or at least a strong representation of your entire workforce. The room should be free of distractions and comfortable so people want to participate. Provide a summary of the survey results for everyone to read. Share case studies of what other companies are doing to increase engagement. Share the requests I made earlier in this letter. Then prompt the groups to have open dialogues about what they think the survey results mean and what changes could improve the results in the future. Give plenty of time to have frank discussions about what is possible in our organization. Encourage brainstorming. Discourage brain-stopping remarks about what can’t happen here. Gather all ideas on paper. 
With your employees’ ideas in hand, use your executive team to identify action steps that can be taken now, what you can do within the upcoming year, and what will follow after that. You may focus on a few items at a time or develop a comprehensive plan depending on available resources. Be realistic about what is possible in order to manage everyone’s expectations. Also, be clear on how the plan aligns with the business objectives so no one loses sight of the most important revenue goals. Finally, explain how the survey will be used in the future to monitor the success of the plan. 

I know what I am asking for will not be easy, and you might think that now is not the time for making changes in leadership. The truth is that now is not the time to protect resources and tighten belts. Now is the time to make critical decisions to build talent within the organization and to court tomorrow’s winners to join. It is time to play the offense on talent to ramp up your competitive advantage. This includes moving more women into your executive ranks. If you want to tap into the passion of your high-achieving women, retain them at full speed in your organization, and inspire them to take on executive positions, you have to take the necessary steps to better engage them now. It is time to meet their needs and provide them with good mentors and coaches to aid in their development.

The strategies outlined in this letter mean good business. “It is in everyone’s best interest to bring qualified women into leadership positions, especially now when fresh perspectives are needed,” said Ilene H. Lang, president and CEO of Catalyst. “What is good for women is good for men, business, and the global economy.”9 When you help more women climb the corporate ladder, the results will be good not only for your organization but for the world economy as well.

Sincerely,

(your name)
