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Money is not the only thing that makes IT professionals happy, according to GE Appliances CIO Greg Levinsky, who has worked hard to achieve a low turnover rate. But ask your employees what will make them stay. Most will answer, "Show me the money!"

	Part 1 in a series

	This is part 1 of a series on best practices in retention for the IT manager. This series examines GE Appliances CIO Greg Levinsky's three motivators for retention: salary, career opportunities, and recognition. Levinsky was successful in using these three motivators to cut his turnover rate from 11 to 3.1 percent.


What, me worry?
If you're not worried about retention, you either have your head in the sand or your turnover rate is low. But for some, whose turnover rate is upwards of 20 percent a year, there's cause to worry. According to an Information Week survey, 70 percent of IT staffers were contacted by a headhunter this year—some of them as many as three to six times. Ouch! How do you keep these valuable staff members from walking out the door for lunch and never coming back? Fair and competitive compensation should be the first item on your retention checklist.

For Greg Levinsky, it boils down to "what motivates people, what gets them excited?" Levinsky's retention efforts include three categories of motivators: 

· Salary 

· Career opportunities 

· Recognition

He came to this list through the school of hard knocks. A few years ago his turnover rate was almost 11 percent. With a careful plan of action, he set out—using these three motivators—to bring his turnover of top IT pros to what is now 3.1 percent. In the process, he earned company-wide recognition when GE's top CIO Gary Reiner gave him an award for his retention efforts.

Salary is just the starting point 
As important as pay is, it's not the only thing, it's just the first thing. Levinsky said, "True, salary is one of the motivators of people. But I believe it's a small one. It doesn't last long. People are compensated fairly as long as you get within a range. Then all the other things kick in."

But pay is critical, Levinsky added. "As we hire new people, I'm continually aware of the going market rates. And, with existing staff, we're continually looking to make sure that we're competitive in how we pay and what we do. We use the whole monetary compensation piece to make sure people feel they're being treated fairly," he said.

Ray Seghers, survey research director of AON Consulting's Loyalty Institute, developers of the America @ Work studies on employee loyalty, said, "One of the things we found in our studies, in general, is that when people think about compensation and benefits, they automatically assume these are prime motivators for day-to-day workforce commitment. They are important, but they are not the primary drivers. Did you work harder last week because of your compensation program? You probably didn't think of it. We work hard day-to-day for other reasons. But, don't get me wrong, compensation and benefits are important. When looking for a new job, pay is no. 1. But once they have the new job, and they have the pay, mentally it becomes more of an entitlement and it doesn't impact their day-to-day work commitment." He added, "IT professionals are more loyal to their profession than to the name on the door."

The high cost of replacing top performers
Even with the prestigious GE name on the door, there are no guarantees of loyalty. Levinsky said, "About three years ago I sat with my boss, president and CEO Dave Cote, and we looked at the economics of when we lose a person, particularly a top person. I told him I'll normally have to pay more money than I was paying to get a replacement, and that the replacement would have initial travel, living, and moving expenses. Also, in a number of cases, I may have to use a headhunter or a search firm. When you add it all together, it costs between $80,000 to $110,000 to replace a top person, without even factoring in the productivity costs."

That high cost—and his high turnover rate—set Levinsky off on a creative binge to bring that rate down. Levinsky started his retention quest by asking what people wanted, and found people asking: Am I paid fairly?


Average salary increases
The 1999 Information Week salary survey showed that the median average annual salary increase was 8.9 percent. For system architects, 9.6 percent; IT managers, 9.2 percent; IT staff members, 8 percent; and security managers, 8.5 percent. But security staff members (whose salaries were among the lowest in the survey) earned a whopping 13.5 percent in pay increases. The best wage jumps between 1998 and 1999 were for workers who had multiple skills, such as a combination of Y2K experience and ERP skills. For them, the pay increase could be closer to 30 percent. By contrast, the average pay increase is 5.1 percent in the non-IT world (according to the U.S. Department of Labor).

In contrast to the Information Week survey, which compared 1998 salaries with those from the previous year, the 1999 Computerworld salary survey conducted in June and July of 1999 indicated that IT salary increases are coming back down and hovering around 5 percent. The online magazine described a four-year cycle in salaries and salary increases and predicted that the next surge in salaries—and increases—will be in 2001.

At GE Appliances, Levinsky doesn't have a set salary increase. He said, "I do what I want to do, as long as I meet my costs and budget numbers." His strategy is to differentiate between the top, middle, and low performers, and "we'll go between 10 to 15 percent increases, sometimes higher, in people's salary in the top group. We'll average 5 to 8 percent in the middle, and the people who are on the bottom get very low numbers. So there is a differentiation between people delivering results versus those on the bottom, and people know that." In Levinsky's 200-person operation, top performers can get as many as two pay increases in a year.

Bonuses and stock options
The Information Week study showed that bonuses are common (43 percent) but not ubiquitous. Levinsky might give one or two a year to a top performer, ranging anywhere from $500 to $5,000, and he might not give any. It depends on performance. Levinsky also uses GE stock options as bonuses for everyone from the top staff members down to entry-level positions.

Are they satisfied with the pay?
Seghers said that IT pros believe: "'If you're not paying me fair, I'm leaving.' That's a given. You can't get away with substandard wages. But in some cases, when some people are making more money than they need, the value of an extra dollar is less. So for a person in this status, compensation becomes less important."

Whether they're making more money than they need or not, IT pros are satisfied, in general, with their jobs. The Information Week salary study showed that 73 percent of managers and 66 percent of IT staffers were satisfied with their work. Less than 15 percent of all IT workers were actively seeking a new job. That's good news for the IT manager who strives to keep turnover low. But the bad news is there's always a headhunter calling, holding out promises of more pay, more perks, more whatever. In fact, it's this "whatever," which includes career opportunities, rewards, and recognition, that will be the focus of upcoming articles in this series on IT staff retention. 
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"When you add it all together, it costs me between $80,000 to $110,000 to replace a person, without even factoring in productivity issues," said Greg Levinsky, CIO for GE Appliances.

Levinsky is one of GE's top retainers, having brought his 11 percent turnover of several years ago down to 3.1 percent and holding. He uses rewards and recognition as tools to make sure the good people he hires stay at GE. His 200 IT employees average eight recognitions a year, generally one every six weeks. "We use lots of recognition of different types," Levinsky said. These include: 

· Peer recognition 

· Manager awards 

· Personal notes from the CIO 

· Events 

· Formal recognition

Levinsky is certainly doing something right, given his low turnover rate. What makes it doubly sweet is that he hasn't lost anyone from his top 25 players in the past four years ("47 months and counting," Levinsky said). He credits "all the different programs and things we've done with salary, with careers, and with rewards and recognition. It's fun, plus it's a heck of a cost savings to the business."

	Part 2 in a series

	This article is part 2 in a series on the best practices in retention for the IT manager. This series examines GE Appliances CIO Greg Levinsky's three motivators for employee retention: salary, recognition, and career opportunities.


A simple "thanks" will do
Levinsky's philosophy is that being recognized even in small ways for a job well done makes all the difference. He said, "Salary's one thing, career is another. But if somebody is telling you 'Thank you, I really appreciate what you're doing,' that's a huge, big deal."

"If you asked managers... about the importance of praise for well done jobs, 100 percent of managers would get the question right. We all espouse the value of appropriate praise," said Gerald Graham in the article, "There's more to motivating employees than money." Graham, dean of the Business School at Wichita State University, reported, "Shockingly, 60 to 75 percent of employees say they do not receive personal thanks from their immediate bosses when they do a good job."

Levinsky has a peer recognition program that started during the last Olympics, with gold, silver, and bronze awards. "Any employee within the organization can nominate any other employee and say 'Thanks, you helped me on this,' or 'You're doing a great job,'" he said.

If Levinsky is impressed with the above-and-beyond efforts of his employees, he'll give them a gold award certificate. If a manager likes what someone is doing, he or she will hand out a silver certificate. And if a coworker likes what a person is doing, he or she will get a bronze certificate. Imagine that. You're doing your usual good job, and a fellow employee or manager brings you a certificate that essentially says, "Thanks for doing such a terrific job!" And on top of the thanks, there's a different dollar value attached to each level of certificate, redeemable for sweaters, shirts, trinkets, golf balls, movies, dinners for two, or weekend vacation packages.

About the dinners, Levinsky said, "I have it all set up with three local restaurants. They (the employee and dinner guest) take my business card, my secretary sets up the dinner, they go in, they hand them my business card, they never see a bill." He added that the restaurant personnel know the person is there because he or she did something great at work, and GE is thanking him or her. "That goes a long way," Levinsky said.

The personal touch
"I send out an average of 40 to 50 personal notes a week," Levinsky said. "I learned this from a person who was here a few years ago. His notes would say, 'Thanks, you did a great job' or 'Thanks for your leadership.' I never got a note that I didn't say, 'Gee, thanks.'" Now Levinsky does the same thing. "I have people saying, 'Gee, he sent me two of these in the last month. Wow!'" he said.

Other efforts that Levinsky has made include: 

· Sending staff members a birthday card and a dinner for two certificate with a handwritten note. 

· Sending flowers or fruit baskets when an employee has a baby. 

· Sending pizza to a group that was working long hours on a warehouse implementation project, along with gift certificates for tennis shoes and a note saying, "You have been burning up the shoe leather. Go buy yourself some new shoes." 

· Sending notes to spouses that say, "Thanks for letting Joe or Mary be here. We realize how tough this is." 

· Holding quarterly events with the employees. "We did this one last year, and it was a huge hit. I had 180 pumpkins delivered to GE, and we gave them to all of the IT employees and had a decorating contest. Then we took pictures of the decorated pumpkins and posted them and had people judge which was the best-decorated pumpkin. We gave away a refrigerator and a weekend vacation. It was amazing. We had all the employees down for doughnuts and cider when we gave the awards out." 

· Providing neck massages. "When we put Six Sigma in—which is our very structured rigorous methodology to solve problems using statistical analysis—every GE employee went through 13 days of training. Along with that, the need for data just went off the charts. So our people in IT were having to take the training, as well as having to feed extra data to all the other GE people who were taking the course. It got very stressful. I brought in a professional licensed massage therapist who gave our staff 20-minute neck massages. We told our employees, 'You've done a great job. We don't want to up the stress level, hope this helps.' Now once a week, she comes in for three hours. It's just a little thing to say we care." 

· Holding golf outings, laser tag, an annual boccie tournament, wine tastings, family picnics, and more.

Levinsky said, "I can do all of those things for the price it would cost me to lose one employee. Someone might look at us and say, 'Look at all they're spending!' But, when I lost five people four years ago, it cost me about a half million bucks to replace them. I can do all this for $70,000 to $80,000 a year, maybe $100,000. And people have a ball."

Steve Danker, CIO of Musicland Stores Corp., joins Levinsky with a low turnover rate of under 5 percent. "Right now our retention rate is virtually 100 percent; we haven't lost anyone for quite some time," he said. Danker also uses personalized notes, dinners for two, picnics, and informal certificates as part of the mix at the Minneapolis-based home-entertainment software retailer. "We try to have get-togethers every so often when someone does complete a project successfully. We take them to lunch or give them a gift certificate for dinner. In fact, we have some form of recognition about once a week. We'll celebrate victories and we'll recognize people with informal awards that get passed around, silly little things that we give people to keep on their desk for a month. It's kind of a joke, but yet it's a recognition thing. We're not a bureaucratic place here."

Levinsky likes the lack of bureaucracy, too. "Any little thing just to say 'Hey, we're different, we care about you' makes a big difference," he said. "You get caught up in the energy and the excitement of it, and it's fun."

Formal recognition programs
Usually held once a year, formal recognition programs are here and gone too fast to be completely effective. However, they can still be part of a solid retention strategy. Musicland has a formal recognition program once a year, where it "typically gives awards that are tied to performance and that are monetary," Danker said. He believes his employees are more receptive to monetary awards than plaques. The employees at GE Appliances don't fill their office walls with plaques either. Levinsky said, "I don't believe a whole lot in that. They already have on their desks the [gold, silver, and bronze] certificates, but short of that we don't do a lot of plaques and rewards. We just do more constant recognition." In fact, it's Levinsky's ongoing efforts that take so much of his attention. "What I try to do is vary it [the ongoing recognition] to keep it fresh. We keep trying different ideas."

Whether it's something to put on your desk for a month that says "I'm special," a picnic, or a plaque, it's the thought behind the reward that makes it work. "You can be successful if you make people feel good about themselves and others," said A.S. Migs Damiani in her article "Motivating Employees for Peak Performance." She added, "If people feel good about themselves, they will be motivated to solve problems, and they will be excited about their work, so they will look for ways to get things done without being watched and prodded. They will respond to situations rather than react." And there's one more thing: They won't be so quick to leave.
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Is your IT staff being raided by recruiters? To hold the headhunters at bay, you need to shower your employees with more than just raises and promotions. While money may turn an employee's head for a while, providing career and personal growth opportunities fosters loyalty and is critical to your retention efforts.

	Part 3 in a four-part series

	This is part 3 in a series on best practices in retention for the IT manager. This series examines GE Appliances CIO Greg Levinsky's motivators for retention: salary, recognition, and career opportunities. We'll finalize the series next week with a look at corporate culture issues that make all the difference in successful employee retention. 

· Best practices in retention: Show me the money 

· Best practices in retention: Rewards and recognition


Personal growth = loyalty to the job
If you're growing in your job, then chances are you're a loyal employee. Greg Levinsky, CIO of GE Appliances, certainly believes this. With a low turnover rate of 3.1 percent, he rewards his loyal 200 IT staffers with: 

· Mentoring programs 

· Individual growth plans 

· Training 

· A $200 personal growth fund

As a holder of an MBA and as a former transactional analysis practitioner, Levinsky has learned what the 1999 America @ Work survey of employees indicates: that "opportunity for personal growth is a main driver of job commitment," according to Ray Seghers, survey research director of AON Consulting's Loyalty Institute. However, growth no longer stems from a simple promotion and increased management responsibilities. "We're finding that in smaller and flatter organizations, career growth doesn't necessarily translate to a job up the corporate ladder; it's more job enrichment and cross-training in different areas," Segher said.

Career development is the biggest IT need
A study by the Hay Group, a Philadelphia-based management consultant firm, concurs. It reports that many IT staffers want to get ahead without being promoted to manager. That makes it tough to identify career paths for your employees, since this kind of advancement is not a straight vertical line. Instead of looking toward traditional means of job development, the study demonstrates that career growth now relies on more interesting work and new challenges.

Why they stay 

1. Career opportunity 

2. Enjoyment of the work 

3. Reward 

4. Leadership 

5. Availability of technology


The study concluded that a comprehensive retention strategy relative to career opportunities should include: 

· Multiple career ladders 

· More information on opportunities 

· A professional development fund

Career development through mentoring
Levinsky's mentoring program focuses on top employees and new employees. "We assign mentors to all of our top players; so there is someone connected at a staff level to make sure that they're in constant contact," Levinsky said. "We train our mentors on their role and responsibilities, and how to be a good mentor." Also, all new IT employees have a mentor assigned to them for the first six months, "somebody who can help them get acclimated, learn what the culture is like, figure out where to find this or that, learn how to work things, and more," according to Levinsky.

Individual growth plans
"Twice a year we sit down with my entire staff and look at every individual in the organization. We rank them from the top to the bottom," Levinsky said. "Then we pull out our key players, and develop a formal individual growth plan. What jobs are they in now? What are the next one or two jobs that they're going to have?

"My guidelines are that no one is allowed to say anything in a meeting about an employee unless he is she is willing to say that to the individual. Our process is a very open book, with lots of communications, lots of discussion, and no hidden agendas. We absolutely insist on that," Levinsky said. "This works very well with employees, even if they sometimes don't agree with the assessment."

But Levinsky admits that it's not as easy as it sounds: "It's difficult to plan movement of key people because they tend to have the most responsible jobs and are difficult to replace. But with the twice-a-year look at all the individual growth plans, we plan one, two, or three quarters out. Managers know that if they give up a key player, they're going to get another key player in return. I tell my managers, if you can't plan for movement six months' out, you're really not doing a good job.

"Last year on my staff, I had 60 percent [of my employees] change jobs [within the company]. We did that in a very planned, organized manner. All of the individual growth plans are discussed with the individual employees so they know we're thinking about their careers. And, if they don't want to move, that's perfectly fine," Levinsky said. "I just want everybody to come in the morning and be excited about being here."

Training
The Computerworld survey of "100 Best Places to Work in IT" shows that the average number of training days in these top firms is 12.6 days a year. At GE Appliances, it's 5 to 10 days a year. Levinsky said, "Twice a year we review the training schedule. We insist that everybody take one to two weeks of training a year." He also has developed in-house training programs for hard-to-find IT skills.

The $200 personal growth fund
At GE Appliances, Levinsky has a fund that gives all employees $200 a year for their own self-improvement. "I just say, 'Bring in a receipt, and we'll give you the money for it.' The way I describe it to them is, 'I want you to continually improve, learn, and better yourself. If you want to go out and take a course on a certain technology, or a sewing class or a wine tasting class, I don't care. As long as you're keeping your mind active and you want to learn, I'll pay for it.'" Levinsky said, "Some people will buy software or books with the money. Some people will take classes. Whatever they want to do, I'm here to support them. That sends the message that we're interested in their careers and in their own improvement. It's a strong message."

Levinsky spent his own money this year on a set of self-help tapes. "Right now, I'm listening to tapes on how to make small talk at parties," said Levinsky, a self-described introvert. Six months ago, [I learned] how to refine presentation skills," he said.

Results
"Anybody who kids me about massages at work (see part 2 of this series) or says, 'Why are you doing this or that,' I just show them the results," Levinsky said. "We've promoted several people to CIO at other GE businesses in the last three years from my staff alone. And we've had 22 other people take different jobs over the last three years. Our quality people continue to take key roles throughout the corporation." Levinsky believes these internal chances for advancement give his IT department a reputation for being a great place to work. "Word gets out that they do some nice things at GE's Appliance Park," Levinsky said. "That's the reputation that we really try to get."
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A certain spirit embodies a good place to work. It's an esprit de corps, a camaraderie that is in harmony with an employee's lifestyle. This corporate culture is not something you can bottle and sell. But there are several ways to do it right, if you take the time.

Corporate culture is a way of saying: "We value you, and we want you to be happy here." So, if your employees are feeling stressed, tell them to go to the company-sponsored Tai Chi class. Or, if a busy employee needs a Beanie Baby for her child but can't leave work to buy one, maybe she can get it at the company store. Do some employees want a day to themselves every week? Maybe they can work four long days and take Fridays off. Management's flexibility and concern for employees' lifestyle needs go a long way in determining an effective corporate culture—and retaining a productive staff.

	Part 4 in a 4-part series

	This is the final article in a series on best practices in retention for the IT manager. The first three parts of the series examined motivators for retention. This article deals with establishing an effective corporate culture—the icing on the retention cake. 

· Best practices in retention: Show me the money 

· Best practices in retention: Rewards and recognition 

· Best practices in retention: Career and personal growth opportunities


An attitude of "employee care"
With the right combination of high-touch and high-tech, the top companies in Computerworld's "100 Best Places to Work in IT" go beyond terrific health, insurance and pension benefits. They go to a spirit of "employee care" that matches their "customer care." Tom Honeycutt, PR spokesman for USAA, number four on Computerworld's list, says, "We believe if you make your employees happy and make their jobs easier to do, that will reflect in the service they give our customers."

How do employees know you are loyal to them? Honeycutt says, "It's a combination of things—your manager calling you in and rewarding you with a salary increase or tickets to a [San Antonio] Spurs game because you achieved objectives. Or, it's being able to go out and play a game of softball with your coworkers. And, if you've been working really hard and just need a break, it's being able to go to one of our on-site fitness centers, put on your running shoes and run around the campus and blow off a little stress."

But you can't put your finger on any one thing that makes a corporate culture work. Honeycutt says: "It's probably a combination of all the things that you provide because you think your employees want it, need it, could use it, or [it] would make them more effective, and also just the sincerity in which you offer it."

USAA and the others on the Computerworld "100 Best" list meet workers' personal life demands in several ways, including: 

· Benefits for "spousal equivalents" 

· Elder care, child care, and adoption benefits 

· Events, like group lunches, company dinner dance, family day at an amusement park 

· Corporate college scholarships for employees' children 

· On-site facilities including gyms, cafeterias, stores, walk-in medical clinics, and day care facilities 

· Food, from free breakfast and dinners during long assignments, to regular group lunches, to low-cost, on-site cafeterias 

· Flex time, including a 4-day workweek option, a three 12-hour day option, and half-days off on Fridays 

· Telecommuting when caring for sick children, including special provisions like laptops and paid ISDN lines 

· Athletic complexes, jogging paths, softball fields, tennis courts 

· A wide variety of training, including IT seminars, evening speakers, and tuition reimbursement

Manager training
It's one thing to have great corporate policies; it's another to fully accept those employees who take advantage of a 3-day workweek, job sharing, or something that might look like a "mommy or daddy track." Working Mother's top companies all take the extra step and teach their managers how to implement alternative schedules for their employees. At USAA, managers receive a lot of training on corporate culture issues. Some companies not only train their managers on how to promote flexible work time, they even tie a manager's compensation to his or her employees' use of flexible work options.

A voice for employees' opinions
At Ernst & Young, if employees feel their workloads are too heavy—or too light—they can present their cases to the Utilization Committee, which irons out discrepancies in workload. At 88 percent of the Working Mother "100 Best" companies, employee-driven work-life balance task forces or committees often lead to employee initiatives for change or improvements in flexible work policies, new facilities such as lactation/health rooms, and new benefits such as child care subsidies.

Work-life balance
Caring about the balance between work and personal lives is one of the most important ingredients in a good corporate culture. An America @ Work 1999 study found that management must recognize the importance of personal and family life in order to make employees happy. This includes employees' needs for flexibility in being able to meet family responsibilities, alternative work scheduling, and more. (See our article "Balancing employees' professional and personal lives.") The 1999 Working Mother "100 Best Companies for Working Mothers" shows that respect for a balance between work and a personal life is the top identifier for companies they've labeled "Best." According to the study, these companies provide flex time, telecommuting, and job-sharing options.

Flexibility day-by-day
When you work long overtime hours, something often has to give somewhere else. Long hours worked one day or one week might result in fewer hours the next day or week, or whenever an employee needs the time off. Maybe after working long hours an employee can come in late the next day or leave early. Maybe an employee can use a half-day's comp time next week. Or maybe an employee will be able to make some personal phone calls at work, to catch up on family matters. The name of the game is flexibility.

Flex-time
GE Appliance's CIO Greg Levinsky says: "I really believe in flex hours and work-life balance. I think it's very important for people who have elderly parents or who want to spend more time with their kids. I have 18 people now who are working flex schedules. My opinion is that, in a 35-year career, you might want to spend a year—maybe three years or five years—doing some split schedules. That's perfectly fine with me, because then I get an employee who's more charged up and more excited."

The management of USAA conducted productivity studies in the 1970s and, according to Honeycutt, "determined that having a 4-day work week with longer hours would be a productivity gain." He adds, "It's been a selling point for many employees making the decision to come to San Antonio. We have a diversity of work schedules—three days a week, four days a week, and five days a week. The majority of employees, particularly in IT, do work a four-day schedule. However, if they have business they need to attend to, they come in the office (on the 5th day). But four-day work weeks are a part of the corporate culture just like the benefits that are available to employees like a Christmas bonus or a performance bonus, the 401K program with an employer match, amenities like subsidized cafeterias (for low-cost food), and the rest."

Your IT workers are leading a wave of changes in corporate cultures that favor a balance between work and a personal life. So take a look at your retention rate and determine if your corporate culture needs a boost. Treat your employees like the valuable asset they are, and they'll come through for you. USAA's Honeycutt says, "Long ago we recognized that you can't carry out your mission statement if you don't have the buy-in from employees."

	How can you improve your own retention efforts?

	Here is an overview of some of the steps your company can take to improve its retention percentage: 

· Find out why people leave. Conduct exit interviews. 

· Identify your employee's unique needs by asking them (through interviews, focus groups, or surveys). 

· Develop hiring and retention statistics. 

· Know your overall job offer acceptance-and-refusal rate. 

· Match your hires to your corporate culture. 

· Know your attrition rate. 

· Know how much it costs to replace key staff members. 

· Develop an overall plan of action. 

· Have a generous salary and bonus program. 

· Improve bonus and stock option plans. 

· Realize that regular, informal rewards and recognition are critical. 

· Start a mentoring program. 

· Increase training opportunities. 

· Provide challenging and interesting work. 

· Add a morale officer, or a "quality of life" committee, or an Office for Retention to monitor and promote your retention efforts. 

· Make sure your corporate culture is clearly supported by top management and is pervasive throughout the company.


