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Keys to developing a culture of employee engagement and accountability begin with clarifying an organization’s purpose and values, Kristina Dietrick told Marshall County elected officials, department heads and other employees Feb. 23 in the third of the county’s leadership development series.

Dietrick is president of HR Partners, Topeka.  The county has engaged Dietrick’s firm to assist the county with human resources training and questions.

A good foundation is critical to any organization, Dietrick said, and this includes having a strategic business plan and human resources documentation such as an employee handbook and job descriptions.

Marshall County elected officials and department heads have received a draft copy of an updated county employee handbook for comment.  Dietrick plans to work with the handbook during the fourth session of the leadership series later this year.  Once the final version is approved by the county commissioners, it can be distributed to county employees.

Some parts of the handbook are not open for debate and this would include the legal documentation, including information from the National Labor Relations Act, the Civil Rights Act of 1991, the Age Discrimination in Employment Act of 1967 and the Americans with Disabilities Amendment Act of 2008.

Other parts of the handbook include information about county benefits, sick leave, vacation leave, holidays, employment rules, attendance, professional standards and a code of ethics.

‘INK IT’
Once an organization defines its values and purpose, it needs to be articulated in writing, Dietrick said.

“You can’t change the culture until you ink it and have those protocols and procedures in place,” she said.

As an organization looks at its employees, Dietrick suggested these questions be asked:  Do you have the right people?  Do you have enough people?  Do you have too many people?  Are the right people on the right seats on the bus?

One of Dietrick’s main mantras is to “hire slow.”  Hiring the right person the first time around makes a big difference for an organization, she said.  The hiring process requires due diligence, including criminal background checks, review of professional references, as well as skill assessments for the specific job.

Employers shouldn’t hesitate to “fire fast,” Dietrick said, but they need to have procedures and documentation in place.

She said employee problems often break down into four main areas:  the employee brings personal problems to work, attitude, attendance and skills/knowledge.  When performance problems, behavior or misconduct issues are evident, a supervisor should follow policy.  The employee needs to know what is expected, with a focus on solution.

Dietrick said problem employees should not be ignored.

“Non-performers become complainers,” she said.

Supervisors should explain their concerns and expectations, but also ask open-ended questions of an employee to make sure all of the information is available.  The focus needs to be on changing the behavior, and a supervisor shouldn’t get personal, Dietrick said.  If an employee is having a personal problem, a supervisor can make a referral to an employee assistance program if one is available.

If an employee is not doing the job and the expectations have been communicated without results, then a business decision should be made to cut ties with the employee.

COMMUNICATING, DOCUMENTING

Dietrick offered ideas about communicating with a variety of employees to encourage input, to clarify standards and expectations, to motivate and reinforce strengths, to develop improvement plans, to coach an employee to develop solutions, and to agree on a plan of action for improved performance.

Documentation provides a basis for unbiased, objective evaluations, Dietrick said.  It can establish grounds for promotion and raises, monitor employee growth and development and assist in diagnosing performance issues and guiding overall improvement.

She suggested areas to document, including performance in relation to job responsibilities and goals, examples of strong performance, areas that need improvement, areas of special concern, changes in goals, duties or expectations and “comments, comments, comments – no matter the rating.”

Documentation should be consistent, personalized, measurable, results-oriented, accurate, timely, concrete, complete and confidential.

If an employee has to be fired, the supervisor should have a witness, she said.

“Never ever, ever bring a peer into a termination.”

Pre-plan the meeting, she said.

“Never ever, ever fire someone on the spot,” she said.  “You’ve got to get your ducks in a row.”

Property issues, such as the return of a company car or computer, can be tricky.  It is best to fire when the least amount of people are around.

“I want to be respectful to the employee, and I don’t want a crowd,” she said.
If the meeting lasts more than five minutes, the employer is talking too much, she said.

Employers should think about benefits, notably health insurance.  The day of the month can make a difference in the time an employee has to obtain different coverage.

Dietrick said she rarely contests an unemployment claim, because she has found that it usually is not worth the effort.

At any given time, she said, she is coaching five to seven people, encouraging additional training, taking classes, watching webinars or reading books on a specific topic.

To find the root of a problem or poor performance, an employer has to sort out whether it is a skill issue, a knowledge issue or a behavior issue.

“Because someone’s cranky, there may be a reason someone’s cranky,” she said.

A performance improvement plan should be short and sweet, she said: “Here’s the problem; here’s the solution.”

Documentation, Dietrick said, is the biggest challenge for the counties she works with.

“Less is best,” she said.  “The more you write, the more emotion you put into it.  You just need to be very concise with what happened.”

Dietrick said she likes to keep only the documents an employee has seen in the file.

“I don’t want anything in that file that I am not aware of,” she said.

Performance appraisals and evaluations need to be current and accurate.
