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Baby boomers are well past their 40th, 50th and,  
in some cases, 60th birthdays, which means a 
good portion of the American workforce is  
closing in on retirement age. One concern about 

this demographic bubble is that soon there won’t be 
enough employees to do the job. But another important 
consideration is the potential for “brain drain.” 

When employees retire — especially when their tenure with  
a company has been long — they walk away with far more 
than a gold watch. A tremendous amount of institutional 
knowledge about your business, clients, processes and history 
can go with them, if you’re not careful. 

Fortunately, there are strategies to help block the flow  
of brain drain. The most effective deterrent focuses on 
keeping people and information.

The people-based approach 
Having an open mind might be one of the most effective 
strategies to entice older employees to reject a traditional 
retirement. Beyond the traditional 40-hour workweek 
(eight hours a day/five days a week), there are myriad work 
structures to contemplate. The flexibility to allow employees 
to work part time, job share or even “snowbird” their jobs 
(for instance, an employee works in your Florida branch or 
a home office during the months he or she lives in a winter 
home and in your Michigan branch the rest of the year) can 
mean losing fewer people who still have a lot to offer, but 
are ready to give up the traditional grind. 

Another important consideration is how to keep older 
employees engaged and feeling like they make a useful  
contribution to the organization. Pair them with newer 
employees in mentoring relationships where the more  
experienced can share their deep knowledge and history  
of the company and the younger generation can reciprocate  

by teaching their counterparts the ins and outs of the latest 
technology and trends they’re seeing among their peers. 
Emphasizing the chance for mutual learning will reinforce 
with both groups the value that experience and fresh ideas 
bring to your business. 

Remember that the goal of these interactions is to keep 
your older employees actively engaged and involved in your 
company. Beware: If your boomers start to feel as if they’re 
being pumped for information so you can show them the 
door, your efforts can backfire; few people will willingly 
take part in a plan to hasten their own obsolescence. 

The knowledge-based method
If you don’t have a formal knowledge-retention strategy 
in place, you’re not alone. A 2007 study by Monster.com, 
Building and Securing an Organizational Brain Trust in  
an Age of Brain Drain, uncovered that only 12% of HR 
managers surveyed ranked knowledge retention as a “high 
priority” at their company. That scant appreciation may be 
unwise, but what good is institutional knowledge if no one 
in the institution can tap into it? 

Stopping the flow of brain drain
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You have to tackle tacit  
knowledge — what employees  
know and know how to do that  
exists only in their heads.
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One approach to capturing knowledge is to emphasize 
cross training in your organization. This means that, for 
every task, several people are trained and knowledgeable 
about carrying it out, even if only one person has prime 
responsibility for it on a daily basis. 

Another strategy could be considered “cross saving.” 
Your computer network should include shared drives that 
employees, especially managers, can access. That’s where 
working documents and other data on all work projects 

should be stored — not on an individual computer’s hard 
drive. It’s a big step toward knowledge sharing and an 
essential part of protecting your data in case a laptop is  
stolen or a virus hits.

Those tactics work well with explicit knowledge. But you  
also have to tackle tacit knowledge — what employees know 
and know how to do that exists only in their heads. Some 
companies build directories of subject-matter experts who  
can be tapped for their knowledge in a certain situation.  
Others build areas of their intranets where employees can  
post a problem and invite others to weigh in with their advice. 

Preventing the leak
Finding ways for employees to be engaged and active in a 
way that also works for their lifestyle can set up your com-
pany for long-term success. It’s equally important to create 
a culture that openly documents and shares information — 
because the best way to combat brain drain is to never let it 
start in the first place. xz

On a cultural level, you need to challenge information-
hoarding tendencies by building rewards for sharing 
knowledge into your performance plans and bonus 
structures. Also, consider extending development 
opportunities, such as attendance at outside seminars 
or special events, as rewards for supporting this culture. 

Rewards encourage sharing

Flu pandemics, devastating weather events,  
earthquakes, infrastructure breakdowns. Any 
number of crises can strike without warning and 
make doing “business as usual” nearly impossible. 

Do you have an emergency operations plan in place? If 
not, what are you waiting for?

Plan for a rapid recovery
The first place to start is to establish a cross-functional 
team and imagine all the possible worst-case scenarios for 
your company. Examining what might happen during an 
emergency allows you to best plan for how to respond and 
recover from it. 

Consider your key personnel, equipment and information. 
Ask questions, including: 

zx	� Who is critical to getting your business going again? 

zx	� What is the succession plan if these leaders are unavailable? 

zx	� What types of equipment will be needed to  
move forward? 

zx	� Where will key information be stored and how can  
it be accessed?

zx	� Who are trusted vendors, outsource partners and  
service providers who may be able to pitch in and help 
in a disaster? 

Once you’ve established the groundwork for recovery,  
create a contingency business plan that describes step-by-
step how to move forward after an emergency. Be sure  
critical personnel know the plan and what is expected 
of them during a crisis. Most important, provide regular 
updates about emergency plans and procedures.

Develop a state of readiness
Find out if any employees have emergency medical technician, 
CPR, first-aid or firefighting training, or hold a ham operator’s 
license. Ask those with other skills, such as organizational skills 
and ability to focus during chaos, to be part of an emergency 

How to weather the worst
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first responder team. And develop a buddy system to help 
employees keep track of one another.

Buy and store emergency supplies — such as water,  
nonperishable food items, first-aid kits, cleaning supplies, 
generators, flashlights and batteries — in a central location 
and plan an escape route. Post signs and conduct drills to 
ensure your staff knows where the supplies are and how to 
safely leave the workplace. Rehearsal is critical to protect 
everyone’s health, and minimize time delays and damage to 
operations should the real thing occur.

Be able to account for staff 
Create and continually update a list of emergency contact 
numbers, including out-of-state contacts, so you know how 
to find employees during a disaster. Determine who will  
be the point-of-contact for your staff, stakeholders and  
the media. Establish a call order for contacting employees 
and decide whose job it is to do so. Consider asking key 
personnel to use different cell phone carriers in case cellular 
service is lost during an emergency.

You’ll also need a way for employees to find out about the 
status of your business following a crisis, such as where 
to report and where the crisis command center is located. 
Options include establishing a toll-free telephone number, 

setting up an emergency e-mail or text system, or creating 
a Web site or bulletin board hosted by a third party. Once 
you’ve decided how employees should keep in touch, be 
sure to communicate this often so they’ll know where to 
turn for information in a crisis. 

Provide emergency resources
If employees have nowhere to stay or can’t get to work, you 
won’t be able to resume business. Decide now what types 
of transportation and housing services you would offer if 
needed. Next, establish and maintain a relationship with 
these service providers so you’ll already be considered a  
client should you ever need to call on them.

After the initial crisis, your place of business may remain 
inaccessible due to damage. Consider what types of  
alternative arrangements — rented or shared temporary 
office space, telecommuting, job sharing, retraining and 
transfers to other locations — you might offer to get 
employees back to work even before your offices are up  
and running again.

Continue pay and benefits
Determine how you’d continue to provide pay and benefits 
in an emergency. Direct-deposit and pay cards are both 
good ways to distribute payroll during a business inter-
ruption. If neither is an option or if regular channels for  
payroll distribution become unavailable, you can use a 
money wire service.

Another element to consider is how long you’d continue 
paying employees if your organization couldn’t reopen for 
some time following a crisis. Establish guidelines for the 
length and amount of pay available in this event, as well as 
whether this pay would be tied to continued employment 
once the company was back in business.

Don’t forget about the possible effect an emergency could 
have on benefits and how you administer them. During 
disasters, many companies choose to cover all services as 
in-network, waive co-payments and continue disability 
benefits without physician statements until things return  
to normal. Also, consider making counseling services  
available, such as through an employee assistance program, 
to help employees adjust to the new circumstances.

Be prepared, rest easy
Once you have a solid emergency business plan in place, 
continually modify, evaluate and communicate it. The  
hope is that a catastrophe will never hit where you work.  
But if it does, preparation will help ensure you bounce  
back successfully. xz



Every organization has them — smart, passionate, 
motivated employees who could become your 
future leaders. But, just as growing a beautiful 
garden doesn’t happen on its own, making sure 

your high potential employees thrive requires the active 
participation of HR and company leaders. It’s all about 
picking the right candidates, giving them the proper care 
and knowing when they’re ready to move up. 

Who are your high potentials? 
Past success plays a role in predicting future performance. 
Consequently, those who achieve outstanding results and 
regularly exceed expectations should be on your high 
potential candidate list. 

Other elements also are important, such as interpersonal 
skills and how candidates reach their goals. Achieving 
results with and through others is important, which is  
why more companies are turning to assessment centers, 
simulations and on-the-job observation coupled with 
coaching to identify critical success factors for future 
growth and required skills development.

How do you nurture them? 
For each high potential, create a formal individual develop-
ment plan (IDP) that establishes a defined career path and 
clearly outlines goals to bolster the employee’s skills and 
contribute to your organization’s bottom line. An IDP is 
helpful in that it holds your high potentials and manage-
ment accountable for progress and results. 

Also, give your high potentials every opportunity to expand 
their skills and knowledge. There are many development 
options to consider, including:

Training and education. Programs to bolster existing  
skills — or build new ones — are an effective first step in 
preparing high potentials for future leadership roles. This  
can range from providing short-term training to higher  
education. Action-learning projects, which allow employees 
to work with diverse team members on real issues and work, 
are highly effective.

Job rotation. Giving high potential employees a series of 
challenging assignments in different departments is essen-
tial. This will teach them the inner workings of your entire 
organization as well as show you how well they can adapt 
to different situations and grasp new information.

Care is essential to  
ensuring high potentials thrive

Providing your high potentials with 
growth opportunities outside of  
your business can foster a broader 
mindset than if all their training  
and preparation were internal.
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Mentoring. Linking your high potentials with company 
executives through formal or informal mentoring makes 
your employees visible to your leadership. It also sends  
a strong signal that these employees are trusted and  
viewed as making valued contributions to your company. 
Keep in mind that providing your high potentials with 
growth opportunities outside of your business can foster a 
broader mindset than if all their training and preparation 
were internal. 

When is the time right?
Determining readiness is part art, part science. The most 
important element is that it should be a mutual decision 
among HR, the executive team and the high potential 
employee. Signs that your star performers are in a good 
position to move up include exceeding expectations when 

you give them more challenging responsibilities, taking the 
initiative to create their own challenges, and a willingness 
and ability to adapt to and understand all aspects of your 
business operations. 

If they’re not hitting those marks, they might just need 
more time or training. However, if their lack of perfor-
mance is consistent even with further support, it’s time to 
reconsider whether they really have the high potential to 
move ahead quickly. 

Do the work, gain the reward
Taking a carefully planned approach to growing current 
talent into future leaders is an investment that will provide 
benefits for your business for years to come. Consider this 
work the executive equivalent of master gardening. xz

5 steps to consensus building

When making a decision, organizations often employ the 
majority rules method. That’s fine for the Electoral College, 
but in the workplace it typically fosters unhealthy competition 
and leaves one side feeling victorious, while the other feels 
slighted and uncommitted to the verdict.

A better approach is to build consensus through group  
cooperation. It allows everyone involved to have a role and  
voice in the process as well as ownership of the 
end result — providing the best circumstances 
for a new idea to become a successful reality. 
To quickly and easily build consensus for 
your ideas, follow these five steps:

1. Do your homework. Before 
you float anything by key decision-
makers, be sure you have a cohesive 
proposal. Gather pertinent data, 
determine customer needs and 
wants, and price out the cost.

2. Come together. Determine 
the main stakeholders whose 
support you’ll need to get the 
idea off the ground and invite 
them to discuss your proposal. 
During the meeting, let everyone know 
that opinions are important and welcome, 

disagreement is normal and healthy, and the ultimate goal is to 
find a solution everyone can get behind. 

3. Build your case. Define the decision on which you’re looking  
to gain consensus, ensuring that everyone understands the  
idea and challenges. When presenting your proposal, explain  
the return on investment and extremes of possible solutions —  
outlining what would happen if an all-or-nothing approach were 
taken — while highlighting your idea as a viable middle ground.

4. Identify problems. Explain points of agree-
ment and contention with your proposal. 

Find out not only the “what” but also the 
“why” of any sticking points. Under-

standing the reasons behind dissent 
is essential to pinpoint what needs 

to change to move your idea forward. 
This is a good opportunity for  

your team to come together to 
brainstorm possible solutions.

5. Modify your plan. Continue to 
compromise, adjust and fine-tune until 
everyone is satisfied with the solution. 

Make changes to the original proposal, 
incorporating the feedback you’ve gained 

from the group. Then bring it back to them as 
many times as it takes to get a consensus.



Dear HR Advisor: 

Our employee turnover numbers, which had been steady 
and low, are beginning to increase. Some of our leaders 
want to start conducting exit interviews to understand why 
departing employees are leaving, but others think it’s a 
waste of time. Is it possible to get constructive information 
from an exit interview?

Signed,  
Looking for Useful Info

Dear Looking for Useful Info:

Any time you solicit input from employees, you have an 
opportunity to gain insights into the inner workings of 
your company. Exit interviews, like any other way of gath-
ering feedback, can help you learn things that you might 
not be aware of or reinforce information you already have. 

When you’re experiencing a rise in turnover and aren’t  
sure why, exit interviews are particularly important. To 
maximize their benefit, take these tips:

Set a strategic time for the meeting. To get the most 
actionable information, conduct the meeting in the last few 
days of an individual’s employment. If you have it too early, 
he or she might feel uncomfortable speaking freely about 
co-workers. If you wait until the last day, the departing 
employee will probably be focused on his or her future. 

Encourage a frank and honest conversation. To encourage 
participation by departing employees, stress the value they 
brought to the company throughout their employment and 
explain how their input can help the team they’re leaving 
behind to perform better. Also, meet in private and have the 
interview conducted by someone other than the employee’s 
direct supervisor. Some companies use a neutral third party 
for these meetings. Another option is to use an online or  
paper survey, but you lose the ability to ask specific follow-up 
questions when you’re not face-to-face. 

Ask questions you can’t ask in other forums. Exit inter-
views provide you with an opportunity to find out what 

employees are really thinking. Take advantage of this by 
asking questions such as:

zx	� “What is your new employer offering that you  
weren’t able to get here?” 

zx	� “Is there anything we could have changed about  
your position here that would have made you  
reconsider leaving?” 

zx	� “Was there one particular incident that triggered  
your decision to resign?”

Keep comments confidential. No one wants to feel like 
they’ve burned a bridge, so letting departing employees 
know that you’ll safeguard their feedback and how you’ll 
use the information will encourage them to speak openly. 
This means that you shouldn’t provide names when sharing 
feedback, even if those individuals are no longer employed at 
your company. Instead, combine ex-employees’ comments 
and use it to explain trends.

Use the information wisely. Many companies conduct exit 
interviews and collect information, but do nothing with it. 
Exiting employees will take the process seriously and you’ll 
gain useful data if you make changes based on their feed-
back. A third party can be particularly helpful in this area 
because of its objectivity and ability to analyze trends and 
provide solutions. xz
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Leadership. This word brings many thoughts to mind — some positive and some not so positive feelings and examples. A successful 
“leader” brings thoughts and pictures of people to mind — from today’s news headlines, famous or historical figures as well as those 
unique and “everyday” people that have personally touched each of us through work or our everyday lives. Leadership. It evokes a 
strong response and most people believe that more “leadership” is needed.  

Uncertainty, change, the need for short-term performance and long-term vision demand motivated, confident and skilled leaders. The 
need for leadership is not just for today for bottom line results and to guide and maneuver us through these turbulent times, but for 
future growth, performance and profits of the organization in the next 3 months, 6 months, next year or three years down the road.  

Yes, leadership is critical … in fact, imperative! The need for leadership has never been more obvious! Yet, one of the first areas 
that organizations reduce to cut costs during these volatile times is training and development! Are we sacrificing our future for a 
short-term fix? How do we foster leadership potential? How do we build, expand and unleash leadership capabilities? What does 
it take to lead in today’s highly competitive business world?

While the essence of leadership is indeed, intangible, it is comprised of attributes, like vision, intelligence, interpersonal skills, 
communication … and more. Effective, forward-looking leaders are visionary thinkers and they stimulate others to create the 
future. It is likely no single factor distinguishes the role of a successful leader as clearly as the ability to create and communicate 
a coherent vision of the organization’s purpose and direction. Yet, vision alone is not enough – it needs to be shared.  

A leader can capture the imagination of others through their passion, but enthusiasm can only be sustained if the vision is  
collective, inspiring and clear. Leadership is not about sitting in your office dreaming up strategy – it’s about touching the  
organization through personal presence and relationships. Nothing is accomplished without engaging in relationships and 
appreciating the unique contributions of many, many people.  

This is only the beginning of the many skills and capabilities needed for successful leadership! Continued demands to achieve 
results, profitability and performance are at an all time high both for now and for the future. To assume that a person comes 
by leadership skills naturally is seriously flawed logic. Like any skill, leadership must be learned. Do you have successful leaders 
now? Are you investing in building your future leaders? HR Dimensions partners with many organizations to identify, develop 
and unleash the capabilities of potential leaders! 

Leadership is lifting a person’s vision to higher sights, the raising of a person’s performance to a higher standard, the building of a personality beyond its 
normal limitations.”  — Peter F. Drucker

Debi Mueller
Principal

Debi has more than 20 years’ experience creating and implementing impactful business and people solutions 
in both domestic and international settings.

Debi is a Partner at HR Dimensions (Chief Operating Officer), who is highly experienced in creating and delivering 
leadership development and coaching. In working with executives, business leaders and professionals, she  
emphasizes building and developing strengths to minimize weaknesses. She believes self-awareness is the key to 
changing behaviors that impact perception, performance and possibilities. Debi uses a variety of assessment tools 
and/or competencies as the foundation for creating coaching messages with a direct style of delivery; her mantra 
is “feedback is a gift.”

Prior to joining HR Dimensions, Debi worked in a global corporate setting with the senior management team to create and implement 
world-wide business initiatives including, executive leadership programs, diversity, cultural orientation and a variety of mission critical 
change strategies, executive compensation systems and succession management systems.

Debi has coached and mentored management in leadership skills and competencies through group and individual facilitation as well 
as 360° feedback assessments. She has been instrumental in the creation, design and development of executive leadership programs 
including an international high potential leadership program. She created, developed and conducted the Dimensions of Leadership  
program for HR Dimensions for over 100 participants that has unleashed enormous potential for each individual.

Debi received her BS in Marketing from Ball State University and has completed extensive course work with “World at Work” to earn 
her credentials as a Certified Compensation Professional (CCP).
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