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Dad, thanks for showing me how to live,
and most importantly, how to love.
Your influence will reverberate for generations!
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 Introduction

Increase the caliber of your players and you increase your
chances of winning.

Because this principle is universally understood, finding and keeping the best
people has become a preoccupation for many leaders. However, convincing
talented people to join our organizations has only become more difficult in
recent years.

Our never-ending quest for the most talented people has been made even
more difficult by changing demographics, fluctuating employment statistics,
increased competition, and shifting expectations. These forces have left many
organizations with a critical shortfall of people. The effect: a virtual war for
talent. The research, and the book you now hold were born in this context.

Given the growing need for talented people, my team wondered: What is
really required to attract “Top Talent?”

What do you do when you have a question? You Google it. What do you
do if Google doesn’t know the answer? You either put your question in the
“too hard pile” or find the answer for yourself. That’s where we found
ourselves. The answers at our disposal were somewhere between inadequate
and nonexistent.

Our next step was to contact global thought leaders in the area of human
resources—surely, they could tell us what attracts Top Talent. We were
shocked time and time again after being told, “No one has done the research
to answer your question.”

Finally, with no credible answers readily available, we decided to



commission the work ourselves.
After a ground-breaking, quantitative study focused specifically on what

attracts Top Talent, combined with hundreds of face-to-face interviews with
top performers and on-the-job ethnography, the chief insight, among many:

What attracts and keeps Top Talent is different from what
attracts and keeps typical talent.

This book will not only clarify these differences; it can serve as a mirror for
you and your organization. Are you really offering what Top Talent wants? If
not, why not? And, don’t be surprised if, along the way, you are challenged
regarding how you see your role as a leader.



 The War for Talent

“How could this be happening?” Blake thought.
He had just walked out of a meeting with his Human Resources team.

They had informed him they would not be able to staff the company’s near-
term plans and suggested to Blake he reduce the organization’s growth goals.
They could see no way to find enough qualified people to hit their targets.
The shortfall was large—and growing.

His team explained the elements of a perfect storm—a mix of economic,
demographic, and competitive pressures all coming to bear simultaneously.
The result: they had been thrust into the ‘war for talent.’

Blake was not used to this type of news. Since becoming the CEO, his
early decision to build a high-performance organization had paid huge
dividends. All the outcome metrics had continued to climb. This new
information could change everything. Blake knew people were central to
their success. Suddenly, over the course of one short meeting, people had
now become his greatest point of vulnerability.

Although the recommendation of his team was unexpected, if Blake was
totally honest with himself, the early warning signs of an impending storm
had been in the air for months. A combination of his optimism,
overdelegation, and busyness had prevented him from connecting the dots
sooner.

A combination of his optimism, overdelegation, and
busyness had prevented him from connecting the dots

sooner.



As he reflected on what he had missed, he remembered losing several key
people recently. More troubling, he recalled each of the top candidates for
their replacements declined offers to join his organization. And, to make
matters worse, he could also recall a few clues that their talent pipeline was
looking more like a dripping faucet. For example, Blake wrote personal notes
to new employees; he hadn’t been asked to write as many in the previous
months.

What Blake had once considered a Human Resources issue had now
clearly become his issue. He couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps he should
have taken a bigger interest in this topic years ago.

As Blake walked to his car, his thoughts shifted to the dinner he was about to
attend. It was a peer-mentoring group—eight CEOs from a diverse set of
businesses. Tonight would be their first meeting. Potential discussion topics
had been submitted in advance to the moderator. As he drove to the event, he
wondered what the group would address. He had submitted three potential
topics; unfortunately, staffing was not one of them.

Over dinner, the attendees engaged in casual conversation and
introductions. In addition to ethnic, gender, and age diversity, these leaders
represented industries from totally different sectors: high tech,
manufacturing, retail, hospitality, construction, education, healthcare, and
even a global nonprofit organization.

As dessert was bring served, Martha Livingston called the group to order.
“Welcome,” she said with a warm, inviting smile. “Thanks for agreeing to be
part of this experiment. My hypothesis is simple: we can learn from each
other. Tonight is our first opportunity to see if I’m right or not.

“As we discussed previously via email, we will address one topic per
meeting. The objective is to share what we’re learning about a given issue.
Tonight, based on an overwhelming level of interest, we’re going to talk
about how to find and keep talented people.”

Blake breathed a sigh of relief.
Martha continued, “I’ll kick off the conversation. I’ve been in business for

forty-five years, and this may be the biggest talent mess I have ever seen. If
we can’t crack the code soon, we’re going to have to slow our growth plans.”



Bart Elkridge nodded his head and agreed. “I can get people,” he said.
“People aren’t the problem. It’s the caliber of people I worry about. Ours is a
complicated business. Not just anyone can, or is willing, to do the hard work
we require.”

I can get people. People aren’t the problem. It’s the
caliber of people I worry about.

One by one the attendees spoke, each addressing the problem but no one
offering any solutions.

“Hi, I’m Blake. It’s been energizing to hear from each of you. I’m the
least experienced guy here. I’ve only been in my role about a decade, and
I’ve never seen the talent challenge this bad. But, here’s my view: The world
is still full of talented men and women. Some of you referred to them as A
players. They still want to work and are eager to contribute. Why don’t we go
get them?”

Martha responded, “Blake, I love your spirit. That is why we’re here—to
find answers, not just to commiserate. What do you suggest we do?”

“I’m not sure. But I am committed to doing something,” Blake said.
Several others nodded in agreement. “I’m going to engage my staff to work
on some potential solutions.”

“Haven’t you done that already?” Betsy Roberson, head of the global
nonprofit, asked.

“Not really,” Blake confessed. “I knew it was an emerging issue, but until
recently, I was unaware of the magnitude of the situation. Honestly, when
Martha announced our topic for tonight, I was hoping one of you had already
figured it out.”

“Nope!” Bart laughed. “I was hoping the same thing. That’s why it was
number one on my list.”

“No answers,” Martha sighed, “but at least we had a good dinner.”
“I know we agreed to address a different topic at each meeting, but could

we talk about this again next month?” Blake asked.
“Only if you guys bring some solutions,” Martha said in a tone that made

the group feel they all had homework to do.



At home, Blake’s son Clint opened the handwritten letter. It arrived looking
like the more than 7,000 miles it had traveled, dusty and crumpled on the
edges. He knew immediately it was from his friend Baako—the primitive
block letters composing the address were the final clue. The two had met on a
school trip last spring.

Clint was only sixteen, but thanks to his father’s influence and insistence,
he already had done more than most his age. One of the adventures Blake had
sponsored for his son was to travel to an emerging country. Blake’s father
had placed a high priority on global awareness and had done the same for
him when he was a teenager. A consequence of this exposure was a level of
compassion and empathy hard to get any other way.

As Clint read the letter, his eyes filled with tears.
“My little sister Amara died today. I wanted to tell you. She considered

you a friend. They say it was the water that killed her. . . .”
Clint thought, “How can that be? The water? How is that possible?”
In an instant he remembered, there was no water in Amara’s village. She

walked several hours every day to find water. Clint’s pain intensified when
he realized she probably had carried the contaminated water that took her life.

He was angry, frustrated, and confused all wrapped up together. He knew
he couldn’t help Amara, but he also knew he had to do something.

Blake was driving home from dinner with the CEOs when he received the
call from Clint telling him about his letter from Baako and Amara’s death.

“I understand. I know you want to do something. Of course, I’ll help.
Tomorrow’s Saturday. Let’s you and I go out for breakfast and talk about
options.”



 Do Something

The next morning, Blake was up before the sun. As he was thinking about
how to best help Clint process his emotions, he remembered the pain he felt
when his father died unexpectedly. Clint had never experienced the loss of
someone he knew personally.

When they arrived at their local pancake house, they were given a corner
booth surrounded by seventy-five years of memorabilia and fading
photographs of former patrons.

“Do you know my dad and I used to eat here?”
“Yeah, you told me the last time we were here.”
“Oh, did I tell you we had our last conversation here?”
“No, I didn’t know that. What did you talk about?”
“Leadership—and I think we’re going to talk about the same thing today.”
“We are?”
“Yep. We’re going to discuss what you can do in response to Amara’s

death. I’m guessing the answer will involve leadership.”
“Whose leadership?” Clint asked.
“Yours,” Blake said. “What have you been thinking?”
“First, I want to get a well for Baako’s village.”
“Okay, sounds like a good start; then what?”
“I don’t know. But I’m going to start with the well. I did a little research,

and we can dig one for about $8,000.”
“Okay . . . ,” Blake waited.
“I ruled out asking you and Mom for the money, and I thought my college

fund was out of the question. However, I decided I don’t have to do this on
my own.”



“I’m listening.”
“I’m going to ask some of my friends to help.”
“What does that look like?”
“Initially, we’re going to need to get jobs.”
“Who is we?”
“Tyler, Olivia, and Alex. They don’t know about Amara’s death, but I’ve

asked them to come over this afternoon. They were all there and saw the
living conditions and I’m sure they will help. I’ve done some quick math—
depending on where we work, and if we can get a few other contributors, we
should be able to raise the money in just a few months.”

“What’s up?” Alex said with a huge smile. He was the first to arrive at
Clint’s home. “I don’t know if you’ve ever texted: ‘We’re having a meeting’
before. I don’t go to a lot of meetings.”

“Well, you’ll find out more in a few minutes. We’ll start when the others
arrive,” Clint said in a tone that reflected the weight he felt in his heart.

“Okay . . . others? Who else is coming?”
“I invited Olivia and Tyler, too.”
“Cool. This sounds serious, though.”
Before Clint could respond, the others walked in.
“Hey, guys,” Alex said. “Didn’t know you were coming to the meeting,”

he ribbed Clint.
“Well, it did seem odd,” Olivia admitted. “It also seemed rather serious. Is

everything okay?”
“No. I’m afraid not. Have a seat,” Clint said.
“Are you sick? Do you have a disease?” Tyler asked.
“No, I’m fine—well, I’m not fine. Do you guys remember Baako and

Amara?”
“Sure. Those two were amazing, and that was the trip of a lifetime,” Olivia

added.
“Well, . . . .” Clint paused. “I received a letter yesterday from Baako.

Amara is dead.”
“No way! She was young—like our age!”
“What happened?” Olivia asked.



“The water,” Clint said, without looking up.
“The water?”
“Yeah, do you remember the water?”
“Not really,” Tyler admitted.
“That may be because (a) there was no water in Amara’s village, and (b)

we were told not to drink the water they did have.”
“Man, that’s awful.”
The group sat in silence. With tears rolling down her face, Olivia asked,

“What are we going to do?”
“That’s why I called this meeting,” Clint said.
“What can we do?” Alex asked.
“I’ve been doing some research. The first thing I want us to do is buy a

well for Amara’s village,” Clint said.
“You can do that?” Olivia asked.
“Yes—if you have the cash,” Clint responded.
“How much?” Tyler asked.
“About eight grand,” Clint said.
“Whoa, that’s a lot of cash!” Tyler said in disbelief.
“I know,” Clint agreed.
“Any ideas on where we get that kind of dough?” Alex asked.
“Yes. We’re all going to get summer jobs,” Clint said in a matter-of-fact

tone.
“Jobs?” Tyler said. “I’ve never had a real job.”
“You’re old enough to start,” Olivia said.
“How do you go about getting a real job?” Tyler asked.
“That’s the next item on our agenda,” Clint said.
Over the next hour, the newly formed team identified more than a dozen

places they might work. The list included many of the usual suspects for a
summer job and a few outliers—a bakery, coffee shop, several restaurants, an
appliance store, a pet grooming salon, two construction companies, a
hospital, three clothing stores, a transportation company, and a school.

They divided the list based on interest and potential fit. Each would visit
one prospective employer, learn what they could, find out if they were hiring,
and report back to the group.



At dinner, Clint updated his family on the plan to buy a well. Blake and his
wife Megan pledged their support. Kristen, his sister and eighteen months his
junior, said she wanted to help, too.

Clint also told the family about the businesses he and his friends were
going to visit in search of their jobs. “We’re going to check them out and
meet again to compare our notes before we make our final decisions.”



 Top Talent

Monday morning, Blake called a meeting with the leaders from Human
Resources.

“In our last meeting, you brought to my attention your concern and our
challenge in finding enough qualified candidates to meet our growth
projections. How are we doing on that front?” Blake asked.

Charles, the head of HR, spoke for the group. “Well, since it’s only been
two days since we met, the situation really hasn’t changed much. We have
continued to run the play. We’re planning to attend a job fair this week,
checking our online sources, and we did call a couple of professional
recruiters.”

“‘Running the play’ has run its course. It’s not working. We need to call a
new play,” Blake said firmly.

“Do you have a new play in mind?” Charles asked.
“I think we need to go back to the drawing board and ask some different

questions. Here are a few to get you started. . . .
“What is our people strategy? Who is our target employee? How would

you describe him or her? I’ve heard you use the term ‘Top Talent.’ I’m fine
with the term—let’s just be sure we all agree on what it means.

“Next, what do they want in a job?”
“Who?”
“Top Talent,” Blake responded.
“Well, we’ve never really asked them. We have our offer, our package—

you know, fairly standard benefits: medical, dental, vacation, etc.”
“We’ve already established whatever we’re currently offering is

insufficient or we wouldn’t be in this mess. Here’s the bottom line: I want to



know what it would take for us to become a Talent Magnet.”
Puzzled by the phrase, Charles asked, “What’s a Talent Magnet?”
“A place so attractive, Top Talent will be standing in line to work here.”

What’s a Talent Magnet?
A place so attractive, Top Talent will be standing in line

to work here.

“Who are you referring to? Leaders, I assume,” said Peggy, the junior
member of the team.

“No, not exactly,” Blake clarified. “I’m thinking more about individual
contributors. Granted, many of these talented individuals may someday lead
others, but I don’t think that should be our focus.”

“Don’t we know money is the ultimate Talent Magnet?” Gary, another of
Charles’s team members, asked.

“Sure, people want to make money. But I’m not sure money is the primary
motivator for Top Talent,” Blake said.

“What do you think it is?” Charles asked Blake.
“That’s what I want you to figure out.”
“Got it,” Charles said. “We’ll start by interviewing our own Top Talent.

Why are they here? What attracted them?”
“Sounds like a good start,” Blake said. “I have one more suggestion.”
“And that is?”
“Interview the typical talent, too—men and women we might consider the

B players. I think the magic may be found in understanding the differences
between the two groups. We want to create an organization that attracts more
Top Talent.”

“A Talent Magnet,” Charles affirmed.
“You got it,” Blake said.

During the next week, Charles and his team began their search to answer
Blake’s question: What does it take to create a Talent Magnet? The work was



divided into two segments: qualitative and quantitative. There would be
interviews and an online questionnaire for both typical and Top Talent with
the foundational question: Why did you decide to work here? The team not
only wanted to know the answer to the question, but, as Blake suggested,
they wanted to know if the attractors for Top Talent were different from
typical talent.

Charles would conduct the initial focus groups personally. The first would
be with some of the organization’s brightest stars—both newcomers and
long-term performers.

After brief introductions, Charles began. “Thanks for coming today on such
short notice. As you may have heard, we are trying to attract more people like
you to join our organization. So, it seemed appropriate to ask you why you
decided to work here. We know men and women of your caliber could have
chosen to work anywhere.

“I want to start by asking you to think back to your last job. If you would,
please tell us how working here is different from your previous employer.
Now, don’t be mean. No throwing rocks at your former boss.” Everyone
laughed.

A middle-aged woman named Carolyn spoke first. “At my former job, I
was just a pair of hands. I understood the work needed to get done, but there
was no opportunity to grow, improve, or advance. Just hit the numbers, and
by the way, the numbers you need to hit are going up—again.”

Then, Rob, a younger man, said, “This is my first job, but I came here
because of my perception of leadership. I had heard about Blake and the
other leaders. Blake actually gave a presentation at my school. After his talk,
he hung around and I had a chance to meet him. It seemed like he was a real
genuine guy.”

“How many of you knew something about the leadership here before you
started?” A couple of hands went up. “Okay, thanks. What had you heard?”

“I had never met Blake, didn’t even know his name, but my neighbor told
me about one of the supervisors here—said he was a stand-up guy, really
cared about his people.”

“Anyone else care to share why you left your previous company?”
Stan, the oldest guy in the room, said, “It was always about the bottom



line. I know companies have to make money. I want them to so we can stay
in business. But really? Does it always have to be about cutting costs and
boosting profits?

I got tired of it and left.”
“So, why are you here? We want to make money, too,” Charles probed.
“Yes, and I already said, I think that’s good. However, this place does

good way beyond making money. You know, all the things we do in the
community. We give back. I think that matters—it’s why I’m here.”

“Thanks, Stan. Let’s hear from the rest of you. . . .”
For the balance of the session, Charles’s questions zeroed in on what,

specifically, attracted these talented men and women to the organization.

The next group assembled was comprised of a diverse group of what the team
called typical talent. These were not bad performers; on the contrary, they
were good, steady contributors. These were the people some organizations
would call their B players. Blake’s suggestion to talk to them was about to
pay off.

“Hi. For those I have not met, I’m Charles, the head of Human Resources.
Thanks for taking a few minutes out of your busy day to have a conversation
with me. As you know, and in large part due to your hard work, we are
growing. The challenges of growth are numerous. One of them is attracting
enough people to get the work done. That’s what we want to explore today.
What attracted you to work here?”

Charles did a masterful job asking one good question after another. The
conversation flowed freely. There were clearly similarities between the two
groups, but there were also stark differences. Some of the attractors
mentioned by Top Talent were totally absent from the second conversation.

Although there would be more focus groups, based on these two alone,
Charles felt Blake’s instinct was correct. The attractors for Top Talent did
appear to be different, but Charles wanted some additional input before he
reached any final conclusions.

To collect the hard data, Charles and the team created a list of potential



attractors, many of which were identified in the early focus groups. They then
built an online questionnaire so that employees could rank what they felt
were the most compelling factors in their decision to join the company. He
sent the survey to two groups: Top Talent, as identified by three consecutive
years receiving the highest performance ratings; and typical talent, those
whose ratings were consistently just below the Top Talent group.

The survey would be administered to both groups the following week. The
team was anxious to see if the hard data would support the stories they were
hearing.

To probe deeper, Charles contacted a dozen of his peers in organizations
large and small across the country. He asked them if they wanted to do the
online survey with their people. The response was overwhelming—almost all
of them said yes.

This broader sample would help establish the validity of the hypothesis
and remove the inherent bias of any single organization. The team was about
to find out the truth about Top Talent.



 Why Top Talent?

Blake was eager to attend the next dinner meeting with the CEOs. Although
the previous meeting had been relatively uneventful, he was optimistic. He
knew these men and women were in their respective positions for a reason.
He wanted to learn as much as he could from them.

After the normal pleasantries, Martha kicked off the conversation with a
question.

“Who has a status report for the group? Who’s had a breakthrough?” After
a long pause, “No one? Certainly, someone has done something.” Martha
turned to Blake. “You were full of vim and vigor when we first met. What
have you accomplished?” she asked.

“Well, we’ve defined the goal,” Blake offered.
“And?” Betsy asked.
“And, we’re working on it.”
“Doesn’t sound like much progress to me,” Bart said.
“Well, I understand why you would say that, and I wish we had

accomplished more; however, I believe a problem well defined is half
solved.”

“So, you think you know the problem? I do, too,” said Sam Caldwell, the
head of a small hotel chain headquartered in their town. “I need bodies; I
can’t find enough of them.”

“That may be your problem, but it’s not mine,” Blake said. “Our problem
is fundamentally different.”

“I thought you were struggling to find people,” Sam challenged.
“We are, but our problem is not finding bodies; we’re looking for Top

Talent. And the problem we’re trying to solve is this: What will it take to



attract them?”
“Top Talent sounds like a load of sh-. . .”—Sam caught himself—“crap; it

sounds like crap to me,” Sam said.
“Hold on!” Martha stepped in. Having known Sam for decades, she felt

very comfortable confronting him. “Have you had too much to drink
already? You’re more rude than usual tonight. Listen to the young man.”

“Thank you, Martha,” Blake said. “I don’t know what else to say, really.”
“Tell us why you want Top Talent and not just any ‘body,’ as Sam put it,”

Martha suggested. “Wouldn’t Sam’s approach be easier?”
“First, am I alone here? Does anyone else want Top Talent?” Blake asked

the group.
Several raised their hand.
“Thanks. That makes me feel a little better,” Blake said. “Okay, let’s try to

explain to Sam why he may want to rethink his strategy and set the talent bar
higher. Can we come up with ten reasons Top Talent matters?” Blake spotted
a flip chart in the corner of the meeting room. He decided to capture the ideas
from the group—he didn’t know if he might need them to convince the
skeptics in his own organization.

“Okay,” Blake said, “ten reasons we would invest the time, energy, and
resources required to go after Top Talent. . . .”

A spirited conversation followed and yielded the following list:

Why Top Talent?

1. Creates competitive advantage

2. Is more agile

3. Produces better results

4. Responds well to complexity

5. More growth-oriented

6. Represents our brand well

7. Accelerates growth

8. Creates our future



9. Creates energy

10. Attracts more Top Talent

“Good work. I want to add one more thought. It’s why I think the pursuit
of Top Talent is our only viable alternative. The growing demands of our
customers, increased competition, and the complexities of our business
necessitate higher levels of talent. We believe the organizations with the most
Top Talent will ultimately win the day.”

“That’s a convincing argument and an impressive list; so, what are you
doing to attract Top Talent?” Betsy asked.

“Honestly, not nearly enough, and to be completely transparent, I’m not
even sure what we should be doing.”

“Why do you say that?” Martha asked.
“We don’t even know what Top Talent wants—not yet. We’ve begun a

project to find out. Unfortunately, we’ve never asked them. We’ve just made
a lot of assumptions, and based on the current state of affairs, I would say our
assumptions have been dead wrong.”

Bart said, “Hold on, Blake; you’re young, but this is not your first rodeo.
You know Top Talent wants top dollar. It’s that simple.”

“Is it? Is it really?” Blake pushed back. “We lost several candidates
recently at the offer stage. We checked. They went to competitors for
comparable wages; and one, for less!

“I agree, people want to be paid, Top Talent included, but I’m fairly sure
money is not the solution. Unless you just want bodies. I actually think Sam
can fix his short-term problem by paying a couple of bucks more per hour.
No, I’m not sure exactly what they want, but Top Talent is different. I’m
convinced it will take something different to attract them.”

Top Talent is different. I’m convinced it will take
something different to attract them.

“Please keep us posted,” Betsy requested. “Martha, I know you didn’t
envision this as a single-topic roundtable, but with your permission, can we



talk about this again next month?”
“Unless we decide to throw money at the problem or lower our standards,

I don’t think we have a choice,” Martha responded. “We’ll see you next
month. More answers, please.”

After almost everyone was gone, Sam approached Blake and said, “Can
we talk?”

“Sure.”
“I’m sorry. I know I was out of line, and no, I had not been drinking. What

everyone said really makes sense. I didn’t want to say anything to the group,
but we are really struggling. I guess that explains my tone. I know it doesn’t
excuse my behavior, but I wanted you to know, it was not personal. I’ve been
lashing out at everyone—my employees, my family. I even shouted at a guest
last week.”

“What’s going on?”
“Just what I said. I am so short-staffed, I don’t sleep. I’m either working

or worried about work. This talent thing is killing me. Literally, I’m afraid.”
“What’s your plan?” Blake asked.
“I don’t have one. I just know something has got to change or I’m done. I

thought about what you said—closing the staffing gap by raising my starting
wage. I think we would just get more mediocre performance and a weaker
bottom line. What I really want is to hear more about what you’re learning.
Can I call you? Maybe come for a visit? Since I’m in the hotel business, I
don’t see any conflict of interest, do you?”

“No, I really don’t. I’ll let you know when we have something to share.”



 The Search

Monday afternoon, Clint and his friends spread out across town to begin their
job search. They had no idea how different their experiences were going to
be.

Olivia was thrilled about her first visit: a local clothing store. Fashion was
her passion. As she walked in, the woman behind the counter made no eye
contact; she couldn’t, she was transfixed by what appeared to be a YouTube
video on her phone. Olivia wandered through the store for a few minutes and
finally approached a clerk and asked if there was a manager on duty. The
young girl pointed at the woman watching the video.

“Is it okay to interrupt her?” Olivia asked.
“Are you going to buy something?”
“No, I was going to ask her about a job.”
“Why would you do that?” The clerk gasped. “Run, girl, run. You don’t

want to work here.”
“Why not?”
“No respect, no appreciation, a lot of screaming. . . . I’ve been here for

three months and she still calls me ‘girl.’ I swear she doesn’t even know my
name.”

“Why do you stay?”
“I get 50% off the clothes,” she grinned.
“Okay, thanks for the heads-up,” Olivia said as she quietly left the shop,

convinced the manager never knew she was there.



Alex loved coffee, so when Clint suggested they get jobs, he was convinced
the coffee shop was his spot. When he checked in to see if they were hiring,
they told him they were always looking for good people. He was encouraged
by the barista to go online and complete the application.

“Hey, before you go, let me do two things for you,” the young man said.
“What’s that?”
“Let me offer you a free drink and introduce you to the manager.”
“Okay, thanks.”
While Alex was waiting for his drink, a woman approached him and

introduced herself. “Hi, I’m Laura. Brad tells me you might be interested in a
job here.”

“Maybe. I’m doing research at this point.”
“If you have questions, here’s my card. And, if you have time, I would

love to ask you just one question today.”
“Sure!” Alex replied.
“Why do you want a job?”
Alex told Laura about Amara’s death and the plan to buy a well. She was

impressed.
“Thanks for considering us for a summer job. If you decide to come back

in, I want to tell you how we are making a difference in the world. It’s a story
you might enjoy.”

“Thanks!”

Tyler had a sweet tooth, so he had chosen the bakery as his first visit. When
he asked if they were hiring summer help, the manager replied, “Well, yes,
we are. All we can get.”

“I’m glad you’re hiring. If you don’t mind me asking, why are you hiring
‘all you can get’? Is business that good?”

“Certainly not. We just can’t keep help. So, my approach is to hire
everyone who walks in. We’ll know in a few days if it’s going to work or not.
If not, well, I give everyone who leaves a free box of doughnuts—except that
kid I caught stealing.”

“Why do people leave?”
“I don’t know. Maybe because the work is hard, or I’m a real jerk. It could



be a combination of the two,” he smiled. “If you want to work here, no need
for an application. I’ll pay you $1.00 above the minimum wage.”

“Thanks for the offer. I’ll follow up after I consider my options.”
“Okay, since you’re such a tough negotiator, I’ll pay you $2.00 more than

the minimum and all the doughnuts you can eat.”
Tyler thought there was something a little unnerving about the man’s

desperation but thought all-you-can-eat doughnuts would be hard to beat.
“Thanks! I may be in touch.”

Clint visited the first of several restaurants on the team’s list. It was a large,
family-oriented establishment, table service only. Since he was visiting in the
afternoon, the place was a ghost town.

The few employees he could see looked busy. After standing at the front
for a few minutes, he walked toward the back where someone noticed him.

“Hi, are you here to eat or drink beer?” a young lady asked.
“Well, I came in to talk about a summer job.”
“Jim! Kid wants a job!” the employee shouted at the top of her lungs.

“He’ll be out here in a minute. Want a beer?”
“No, I don’t think so.”
“Just checking.” She smiled and wandered off.
A moment later, a very large man wearing a black tank top and a cowboy

hat appeared. He looked at Clint and said nothing.
“Hi, are you Jim?” Clint asked.
“I am, and what’s it to you?” The man seemed angry and Clint wasn’t sure

why.
“Nothing, sir. I just wanted to know if you are the right person to ask

about a potential summer job?”
“That would be me,” the man said sharply. “Here’s the deal: Dishes—60

hours a week. No overtime. Minimum wage. One meal per day, a free beer
when you arrive, and another when you leave at the end of the day. When can
you start?”

“Well, thanks for the offer. I’m just beginning to consider my options,”
Clint said respectfully.

“Options!” he exclaimed with a chuckle. “Hell, you got no options here.



Take it or leave it.”
“I think I’ve got all the info I need. Thanks for your time.”
As Clint turned to leave, Jim said, “Enjoyed meeting you—the offer

stands. You can start anytime. Just come on in and grab an apron. No
background check.”



 Huddle Time

The group had agreed to meet on Saturday to process what they had learned
and to consider their options.

As Clint’s friends arrived, he was discouraged. He knew there were other
places to work, but he had been underwhelmed by his first visit.

As soon as the four were seated, Clint said, “I hope you guys had more
luck than I did.”

Each member of the group shared his or her own experience. The caliber
of leadership and the lack of engagement were recurring themes with Alex’s
experience as a clear outlier.

“It sounds like there are a lot of crappy jobs out there,” Clint said.
“I agree, but we don’t have to take them,” Olivia said.
“We don’t?” Tyler said.
“No, we can work where they meet our demands,” Olivia said.
“Sounds good. What are our demands?” Alex asked.
“I’m not sure, but we are bright, talented, energetic, and available. We

should be able to find someone who will give us what we want,” Olivia
insisted.

“I’ll ask the question again: what do we want?” Alex said.
“We want to buy a well,” Tyler said.
“Yes, Tyler, but we want more than that,” Clint suggested.
“We do?” Tyler was confused.
“Yes, we do,” Olivia added.
“Give me an example,” Alex said.
“Okay,” Olivia sat silent for a moment with a determined look on her face.

“I don’t want to work for a crummy boss. I’ve heard my dad talk about how



difficult that is. He says as hard as he works, he realizes the leader is not only
the lid on his career—she is the lid on the entire organization. That is so sad
to me—for the people, the leader, and the company.” She paused again. “I
want a Better Boss.”

“Me, too!” Clint said. “Better than what I’ve seen thus far.”

At dinner that evening, Clint shared with his family. “It is really amazing.
We’ve only visited a few of the places on our list, but what has blown me
away is how casual some of these people are regarding hiring.

“What I don’t think they realize is that we have a part in this decision.
When we were talking today about what we wanted in a job, Olivia called
them ‘our demands.’ I wouldn’t go that far, but I would call them
expectations.”

“Very interesting,” Blake said as he was immediately transported to his
challenge in the war for talent.

“Clint, what are your expectations?”
“We’re working to answer that question ourselves. For now, all we know

is that we want a Better Boss than the ones we’ve met thus far. When we
figure it out, I’ll let you know.”



 Panning for Gold

Charles and Blake were meeting weekly to discuss their talent crisis. Blake
knew from experience: focused leadership energy creates impact. Besides,
this was his organization’s most pressing issue. Where else would he want to
invest his time?

“Good morning,” Blake said. “Any updates or insights?”
“I’ve been thinking about how to move this work along as quickly as

possible, and because we’re both huge fans of benchmarking, I think we
should visit a few companies known for having outstanding people. Maybe
we can learn from their experience. If we can discover some tactics that have
helped them attract Top Talent, it could accelerate our efforts.”

“I can support that. You find them, and we’ll visit them.” Blake said.

After some research, Charles’s team found several organizations who had
solid reputations for outstanding people. Each company they contacted
agreed to allow a visit.

Blake and Charles were set to make their first visit with Clare Fremont,
the chief people officer of a midsized company with a predominately hourly
workforce.

Focused leadership energy creates impact.

“Clare, thank you for agreeing to meet with us. We’ve heard so much



about your company over the years,” Charles said.
“We’ve heard about you guys, too. We don’t usually allow visitors from

other companies, but with all you’ve done to help your people create a high-
performance organization, we thought a visit would probably help us more
than it would help you.”

“Thanks. We’ve realized, in the complex world in which we live, the
game is changing and we’re trying to change with it,” Blake said.

“I have a lot of questions about your approach, but I will let you go first.
Your message indicated you want to talk about talent,” Clare said.

“Yes, for all the strides we’ve made as an organization over the last few
years, talent—specifically, finding enough Top Talent—has proven to be a
huge challenge.”

“Welcome to the club!” she said with a smile.
“We want to know how you attract so many amazing team members. I’ve

met several of them. They are phenomenal.”
“You are kind. But, it’s not really as you described it.”
“Which part?”
“We don’t attract a disproportionate share of talented team members.”
“You don’t? You could have fooled me.”
“We may have fooled you. I hope you’re not going to stand up and leave

when I tell you the truth about our amazing people. Are you ready?”
Hesitating, Charles said, “I guess.”
“Let’s go back and establish two things. One, we do have phenomenal

people. Two, we don’t attract more A players than anyone else.”
“That’s where I’m confused. So, how do you do it?”
“I call it ‘panning for gold.’”
“Panning for gold?”
“Yep, that’s our strategy. The idea was inspired by the way gold was often

found in frontier days. The miner would begin by sifting through a lot of rock
and rubble; when he found something that looked promising, he would wash
off the mud and see if there was gold underneath. If not, he tossed the stone
aside and kept searching.”

“Okay, tell me how that translates to your people strategy.”
“We hire everyone we can get our hands on. We hire with little regard to

any predetermined criteria. We hire people every day if we can. Then, we fire



quickly.”
“How quickly?” Blake asked.
“Sometimes on the first day, often at the end of their first week. I know it

sounds harsh, but we can usually tell in a week.”
“And, this is your strategy for people?” Charles asked in disbelief.
“Predominately. We do some light leadership development, but we’re

really panning for gold there as well. We prefer to find leaders who get it
without much help from us.”

“Wow. That gives us a lot to think about.”
The truth: both Blake and Charles knew they had no further questions

about Clare’s approach. They did not believe a “panning for gold” strategy
would give them the sustained results they were pursuing.



 More Than a Job

Olivia decided to give retail clothing another chance. Today she would visit a
boutique located in a beautiful Victorian-era house just off Main Street.
When she arrived, she was greeted promptly by a stylish woman in her mid-
thirties.

“Hi, I’m Olivia. Is there someone here I could talk to about a summer
job?”

“That would be me. I’m Marissa, the store manager.”
“Are you hiring?”
“Maybe,” Marissa said with a wry smile.
“That’s an interesting response,” Olivia said.
“Well, the truth is, yes—yes, we are, for the right person. We don’t just

hire to be hiring.”
“What’s the process?”
“It begins with an application; then there are two or three interviews.”
“Will I interview with you?”
“Maybe,” Marissa laughed. “I don’t mean to seem cryptic. However, you

will only interview with me if the first two interviews go well.”
“Oh, I see.”
“Do you have any questions for me at this point?” Marissa asked.
“Just a few. Do you have time now?”
“Yes, let me ask someone to cover for me.”
In about ten minutes, Olivia had all the information she needed to take the

next step.
“Thanks for your time today! I’ll complete the online application and I

hope to see you again in interview number 3,” Olivia said.



Tyler was headed to the construction company on his list. He knew the work
would be hard, but he loved building things. He met with Daryl Chatsworth,
the owner’s son.

“Hi, I’m Tyler. Thanks for meeting me without an appointment. I’m
looking for a summer job.”

“No appointment—no problem, Timmy. We’re always looking for people
to help out around here. Business is booming!”

“My name is Tyler, sir. Can you tell me about the job?”
“Sorry, sure. You would be a helper.”
“What does a helper do?”
“They help,” Daryl said with no sign of a smile.
“Is that it?”
“That about sums it up, Toby.”
Tyler decided not to correct Daryl this time. “Who would I report to? Who

would be my boss?”
“That would be hard to say.”
“Why?”
“Your job would be to help the entire crew—electricians, plumbers,

carpenters, stone masons, etc. They would all be your boss, or I guess bosses
would be more accurate.”

“Sounds like a big job.”
“It is. Any other questions?”
“Just one. Why do you enjoy the building business?”
“It’s really simple, Trevor. I don’t like people—young, old, rich, poor,

don’t even care that much for my own family. That’s why I like building. I
get along good with concrete, wood, and tools—I love tools. Thanks for
asking, Thomas. Do you want the job?”

“I’ll follow up if I decide to complete an application.”
Tyler left the meeting with one overriding impression: “I think ‘Doug’

makes the guy at the bakery look like a really good boss!”

Alex had been so impressed on his first visit, he went back to the coffee shop.



Once again, he had a good conversation with Laura.
“You’ve been generous with your time—thank you. I have one more

question.”
“Sure.”
“How would working here help me prepare for my future?”
“What do you mean? I thought you were just looking for a summer job.”
“I am, but I want to make a good decision. What do you think I would

learn during my time here?”

“How would working here help me prepare for my
future?”

“Wow! Those are deep questions. Honestly, I could make up some
answers, but you’ve stumped me. I focus on running a good business, but I’m
not really focused on your future.”

“That’s okay. No judgment here. I just want to know what I would be
getting myself into.”

Clint’s second visit was to a pet grooming salon. He had always loved
animals and thought he might someday make a career as a veterinarian. He
called ahead to schedule a visit with Samantha Davis, the owner of the
business.

“Good afternoon,” Samantha said. “Thanks for coming by. You said you
were looking for a summer job?”

“Yes, I’m looking at my options.”
“Look no further. This is your summer job.”
“What makes you say that?” Clint was surprised by her confidence.
“There is no better place for you this summer. This is the opportunity of a

lifetime.”
“Why would you say that?”
“I’m going to hand you the keys.”
“You are?”



“Yes, sir. You can start the first Monday after school is out.”
“What does ‘Hand me the keys’ mean?”
“It means you will be in charge. Think of all you’ll learn.”
“In charge of everything?” Clint gulped.
“Yes, indeed: hiring, firing, scheduling, inventory, grooming the animals,

customer complaints—not that there would be any. Think of it as a crash
MBA.”

All Clint could focus on was the word crash. “Well, I appreciate your
confidence in me. But, I don’t know anything about pet grooming.”

“They’re just dogs and cats. What can go wrong? You’ll figure it out.
What do you say?”

“I think I’ll call you back if I decide to move in this direction.” Clint was
trying to make his exit as quickly as possible.

The group reconvened at Clint’s house.
“Well, any insights?” Olivia asked.
“I’m not sure what you mean by ‘insight,’ but I had a new thought,” Alex

said.
“What’s that?”
“I think I want more.”
“More what?” Tyler asked.
“I don’t know, exactly. When I had my second meeting with Laura at the

coffee shop, I asked her about my future.”
“You did?”
“Yeah, I’m not sure why. It just seemed relevant.”
“What were you thinking?” Clint asked.
“Well, what if our summer jobs could help us years down the road?”
“Is that possible?” Many concepts eluded Tyler. “Say a little more.”
“It’s not fully formed in my mind,” Alex said, “but regardless of what I do

this summer, I want it to add value long-term. I want it to make sense.”
“What does ‘make sense’ mean?” Tyler asked.
“Okay, here’s an example: Olivia has said many times over the years, she

sees herself working in the fashion industry. So, it makes perfect sense to me
for her to work in a clothing store.”



“I get it. That’s actually why I visited a pet grooming business—I’ve
considered becoming a vet,” Clint said.

“Okay,” Tyler was beginning to catch on. “But what if I don’t know what
I want to do regarding my career? I’m guessing a lot of people have no idea
—particularly young people.”

“I think what we’re talking about is still relevant,” Clint said.
“How?” Tyler asked.
“Well, the bigger idea seems to be about a place where we can learn and

grow. Maybe you can learn life skills.”
“What do you consider life skills?” Olivia asked.
Clint responded, “I don’t know . . . maybe some people stuff, how to

communicate better, or problem-solving skills. Any of these would probably
be helpful regardless of how your career goes.”

“So, do we have another ‘demand’?” Alex grinned at Olivia.
“Maybe. How would we say this?
“A place to grow?” Alex said.
“An opportunity to learn?” Oliva suggested.
“I don’t really want to learn and grow,” Tyler said. “But I do want to be

successful in the future.”
“How about a Brighter Future?” Alex asked.
“I like it!” Olivia said.
“Let’s see if we can find a place to work with a Better Boss and

somewhere to help us prepare for a Brighter Future,” Clint said.
“That would be amazing!” Alex said.
“Anything else, while we’re making our list?” Olivia asked.
“Maybe. . . .” Clint hesitated.
“What?” Olivia asked.
“I want more than a job,” Clint said. “I think I want to be part of

something bigger.”
“A bigger company?”
“No, the size of the organization doesn’t matter,” Clint said.
“‘Something bigger’ is not going to make the list unless you can tell us

more,” Olivia said.
“I know. I’ll keep thinking about it,” Clint said.



 Diamonds in the Rough

Although their first visit had not been very helpful, Blake and Charles
decided to try again. This time, they would see a small business with a
reputation for remarkable people.

“Good morning!” Blake said with a huge smile. “I’m Blake Brown; this is
Charles Jones. Thanks for agreeing to meet with us.”

“Oh, the pleasure is all mine,” the young man said, introducing himself as
Mateo. “I Googled you and found out you guys are a big deal, and your
company is hugely successful.”

“Don’t believe everything you read on the Internet,” Charles said.
“No, I believe it’s all true,” Mateo said with an impish grin.
“You are correct, about one thing: we are very fortunate to have been on a

really good run. Our sales, profits, and customer satisfaction numbers
continue to climb—for now,” Blake added.

“Why do you say ‘for now’?”
“That’s the reason for this visit and others like it. We are struggling to

attract enough Top Talent to meet our plan. If we can’t figure this out, I am
not so sure about the future of those health indicators.

“So, as I was saying, that’s why we’re here. We want to learn from you.
How do you attract such amazing talent?”

“I don’t.”
“Excuse me,” Blake said, while thinking, “Oh, no, here we go again.”
“I don’t attract amazing talent.”
“The people we’ve met this morning tell a different story. Based on my

initial interactions, they appear to be stars!” Charles said.
“Thanks, but I’ll say it one more time: I don’t attract amazing people.”



“How do you explain your people?” Charles asked.
“I make them great.”
“Really? What’s your approach?” Blake asked.
“I call it ‘diamonds in the rough.’”
“Please, tell us more,” Charles said.
“You probably know an uncut diamond has some worth, certainly.

However, the real value of the stone skyrockets after it has been cut and
polished. I just select people who I can cut and polish until they shine. Like I
said, I make them great.”

“Yea, but what happens if they turn out to be just a lump of coal?” Blake
said.

“You know every diamond starts that way. All it takes is time and
pressure. I can provide both,” Mateo smiled.

“Do you have other leaders who are master ‘diamond cutters’?”
“No, not really. It’s extremely hard to do, and since I love it and I’m good

at it, it’s just become my primary role around here.”
“Is what you’re describing a coaching role?”
“I guess you could think of it that way, but it’s more ‘extreme coaching.’”
“Time and pressure?” Charles laughed.
“You called it—I never let up.”

On the flight home, Blake was eager to compare notes with Charles.
“Okay, two visits, two big surprises,” Blake said.
“Totally,” Charles agreed. “Sorry to send us on a wild goose chase.”
“I think your team asked the wrong question when looking for places for

us to visit,” Blake suggested.
“You do?”
“Yes, I think they were searching for organizations who have outstanding

people. That’s what they found! However, we’re looking for something
different—a subtle but real difference. We are trying to learn how to attract
the best people, not learn how to make them great or just weed out the bad
ones. The outcome may be similar, but the process we’re trying to create is
fundamentally different.”

“I agree,” Charles said. “It’s like a champion sports team: they still



develop people, but the best teams always try to recruit the best athletes.”

We are trying to learn how to attract the best people, not
learn how to make them great or just weed out the bad

ones.

“Exactly!” Blake said. “I still believe in developing people, too. I just
want to begin the process with the absolute best talent possible. Mateo’s
diamonds in the rough strategy can work, I guess, if your organization is
really small or if you have a lot of leaders like Mateo.

“Regarding panning for gold, that would be far too costly for my tastes.”
“I agree—it would certainly be costly financially, but I think the larger

cost might be in morale. It feels like the culture could easily become
transactional or, even worse, toxic.” Charles said.

“So, what have we learned?”
“We know a few things we don’t want to try—and I’m more committed

than ever to building a real Talent Magnet!”



 Breakthrough

The kids were gathered for their next meeting. With summer quickly
approaching, Clint was becoming more impatient every day. He had hoped
each of them would have jobs by now.

“Okay, how’s it going?” Clint asked.
“I think I’m there,” Olivia said. “I’m ready to apply.”
“How about you, Alex?”
“Same here. I love coffee. And, I think if I push a little and apply myself, I

can learn some things to help me with my future. They just haven’t focused
on that much in the past.”

Clint turned to his longtime friend. “Tyler?”
“Well, I hope you guys won’t be mad.”
“What did you do?” Olivia asked in her best schoolmarm tone.
“I got a job.”
“Congratulations!” Clint said.
“Well, we’ll see,” Tyler said.
“Where are you going to work?” Alex asked.
“The bakery.”
“Really? The guy told you he was a jerk.”
“I know. But I love doughnuts, it’s just a summer job, and he’s willing to

pay $2.00 above minimum wage,” Tyler said as his voice crackled with
excitement.

“I can see how he got you,” laughed Clint. “Okay, that’s good—one down
and three to go.”

“I’m going to apply on Monday,” Olivia said.



“Me, too,” Alex said. “Clint, what are you going to do?”
“I’ve got to keep looking. My pet grooming experience was scary. By the

way, never take your dog to that place!”

Clint decided to call ahead rather than just show up for his next visit. When
he did, he was told there would be a group interview on Monday afternoon.
He felt like he really just wanted to talk to someone but thought, “What the
heck?”

On Monday, he was greeted by an energetic young man in his mid-
twenties. “Good afternoon!”

“Hi, I’m Clint. I’m here for the group interview.”
“Glad to have you! If you’ll take a seat, we’ll start momentarily.”
Clint waited with about ten other people until the owner came out and

introduced himself. “Hi, I’m Julie. I’m glad you are here. We have a process
in place to help us both determine if this is the best place for you to thrive.
We only want a win-win relationship. I know most of you will not make a
career here. That’s fine with me. Our goal is to help you learn skills that will
serve you the rest of your life.”

Clint reviewed his mental checklist. Um, I may have just had my questions
answered about the boss and the future in 15 seconds. I wonder what’s next?

Our goal is to help you learn skills that will serve you
the rest of your life.

Julie continued, “I’ll not be leading you through the process. I have
talented leaders to do that. However, if all looks good, we’ll meet again in
your final interview.”

The candidates were first divided into small groups. After introductions,
each potential employee was asked to share his or her ideal job, followed by a
couple of questions about prior work experiences. Then, the final question:
“Why is this job important to you?”

At the end of the hour, one of the facilitators stood and said, “Thank you



for coming today. We appreciate you investing the time to help us learn more
about you. Here’s our promise to you: each one of you will receive a call
within twenty-four hours regarding next steps. We wish the best for each and
every one of you. Thanks for coming.”

As Clint was leaving, Julie caught up with him in the parking lot. “Clint,
have you got a minute?”

“Yes, ma’am.”
“I know you were told you would hear back from us soon regarding your

next steps. Have you got time for another interview today?”
“Yes, I do. Who will I meet with?”
“Me.”
“Really?”
“Yes, I am the final interview for all our employees.”
“That sounds challenging. Don’t you have hundreds of employees?”
“I do. However, I really can’t think of anything better to do with my time.

Certainly, my team helps a lot. But I know if we get the people part right,
everything else is much easier. If you have time, let’s go find a place to talk.”

If we get the people part right, everything else is much
easier.

Clint was intrigued as Julie shared her vision for the business, the people,
and the community. She talked about core values and what motivated her.
She talked for almost an hour.

Julie concluded by asking, “Do you have any questions for me?”
“Several, here’s the first: why did you decide to tell me all of this?”
“What do you mean?”
“I’m sure you don’t share that story with everyone. Why me?”
“Oh, you’re mistaken. I do tell everyone that story. I think it matters. If

you are going to work here, much of what I shared needs to become your
story, too. If you decide to work here, we have to be on the same side of the
rope pulling toward the same goals.”

“Okay. That’s a lot to process. But it all sounds amazing. Do we have time
for a few more questions?” Clint asked.



“Certainly.”
Clint proceeded to ask his questions. He wanted to know about his

schedule, the amount of flexibility he would have regarding time off, the
work he would be doing, how he might learn and grow while working with
Julie and the team, and, finally, the starting pay. After listening to Julie’s
response, he said, “Thanks! What do I do next?”

“If you want the job, orientation begins in ten days.”
“I’ve got the job?”
“If you want it.”
“I can start sooner. School is out on Wednesday.”
“No. Thanks for the offer; however, no one works without attending

orientation. I only told you the highlights of the story. You need a deeper
understanding before you serve our guests.”

“Okay. I’ll take the job.” Clint said.
“Oh, one more thing,” Julie said as he stood to leave.
“Yes?”
“Sylvia, the leader who facilitated your group, told me about your well

project. I want to help.”
“You do?”
“I do. We are always looking for ways to give back. I’ll commit $500.”
“Seriously?”
“Absolutely. Over the last decade, we’ve been involved in dozens of

projects like yours. It would be an honor to partner with you.”
“You’ve got to be kidding!”
“Nope. We’ll have a check for you at orientation.”



 Risky Business

Olivia’s first day at work was uneventful. She was surprised by the pace, or
lack thereof. The only exciting part of the day was a request from Marissa
asking her to work late and do a “little project.”

“All you need to do is check in the inventory and put it away. The truck
should be here around 6:00.”

“Where do I put it?”
“In the store room in the attic. There’s not much of a system. Just try to

put like items together. It shouldn’t take long.”
Olivia thought, “Oh, well, the overtime would be good to have. And, if I do

a great job, maybe it will help make a better first impression.”
Although the store didn’t close until 6:00, Marissa left at 5:45. Olivia felt

a little weird being left alone, but as she locked the front door, the driver rang
the back doorbell.

When she opened the door, she could see he already had unloaded four
pallets of boxes.

“Hi, I’m Ralph. Are you new here?”
“Yes, I’m Olivia. This is my first day.”
“Sorry.”
“Sorry for what?”
“Sorry you’ve got to do this on your first day.”
“It’s okay. Maybe I’ll get some brownie points.”
“Sign here,” Ralph said, handing her a clipboard.
“Well, should I check it first?”
“What do you mean check it?”
“I was told to ‘check in’ the inventory. I assume that means check to see



we received everything we ordered.”
“Do you know what you ordered?”
“No, now that I think about it, I don’t.”
“So, what do you want to do?”
“I guess I’ll sign it.”
“Good.”
She took the manifest and signed her name, hoping she was not going to

be fired after her first day. “Now, how do we get these boxes to the attic?”
“We?” Ralph said. “I’m off to my next stop. That’s something you’ll have

to figure out. That’s why I said, ‘Sorry.’”
“Okay.” Olivia was feeling sick. She knew this ‘little project’ could take

hours. As Ralph drove away, she texted her mom.

Great news! I get to work late on my first day ... Overtime pay sounds good to
me 

She stuck her phone back in her pocket and began to take the first of many
boxes up the three flights of stairs to the attic. She was not prepared for what
she saw next.

The attic door creaked as it swung open to reveal a dark, dank space.
Because of the pitch of the roof, the attic was a story and a half high; and, for
Marissa to say there was no system was an understatement. The place was a
mess!

Surveying the situation, Olivia decided she needed to organize a few
things and determine, generally speaking, where the various items should be
placed. In the corner, she found the tallest ladder she had ever seen—it
looked as old as the house and was so heavy. Olivia didn’t even know ladders
had ever been built out of wood!

She dragged the ladder into place and began her ascent; she was about
eight feet off the floor when she heard the crack. The last thing she
remembered was the floor approaching fast. In less than a heartbeat, Olivia
was unconscious on the floor.



 Lesson Learned

The next thing Olivia knew, she was waking up in the hospital. Her mom and
dad were both there.

“You took a nasty fall,” her dad said.
“Am I okay?”
“Yes,” her mom said tentatively.
“What’s wrong?” Olivia demanded. She had not yet realized she was

wearing a cast on her right arm.
“You are fine. And we are thankful all you have is a broken arm and . . . .”
Olivia looked down and in horror exclaimed, “I have a broken arm!”
“Yes, we know. When you fell, you must have tried to catch yourself. You

were just too high off the ground.”
“How did you know?”
“We didn’t. At 9:00, when you weren’t home, we tried to call your cell—

no answer. We didn’t know your new boss’s name or how to contact her, so
Dad drove to the store. He found the back door open with inventory on the
curb,” her mom explained.

“I have to tell you,” her dad said, choking back the tears, “I’ve never been
as scared in my life as when I was running up those back steps calling your
name. Then, when I found you lying there, . . . .” He began to cry. “I thought
you were dead.”

“Dad called 911 and here you are.”
“What’s next?”
“They want to keep you for a day or two for observation.”
“Did you call my boss?” Olivia asked.
“No, I’m going to see her later today and share a few thoughts with her



before I offer your resignation,” her dad said.
“I guess that was the shortest summer job ever.”

The next time the kids gathered at Clint’s house, he was thrilled they all
finally had summer jobs—except Olivia, who had “resigned.” Everyone
greeted her with a hug.

“We’re so glad you’re okay,” Alex said. The others nodded in agreement.
Then, no one appeared to know what to say next.

“Okay,” Clint broke the silence, “what’s up with your jobs?”
“I quit,” Tyler said.
“What?” Alex said. “You just started!”
“I know. My dad always says if something seems too good to be true, it

probably is. The promise of free doughnuts plus $2.00 above minimum wage
—I should have smelled a rat.”

“What happened?” Olivia asked.
“Well, you remember the owner told me he was a jerk.”
“Yeah, I wasn’t going to bring that up again,” Clint said with a smile.
“Okay, I know, I know. As it turns out, he is more of a jerk when he’s

been drinking. He was literally throwing things in the kitchen. It was crazy!”
“Okay. Olivia’s dad forced her into involuntary retirement, and you quit.

Alex?”
“I’m okay. Only had a couple of shifts under my belt, but I think we’re

good.”
“Tyler, I may have an idea for you,” Clint offered. “I don’t want to speak

too soon, but I may have found the perfect job.”
“Tell us more about this ‘perfect job,’” Olivia said, skeptically.
Clint told them about his group interview and meeting with Julie.
“It sounds super!” Tyler said. “Why wouldn’t I apply tomorrow?”
“It goes back to something you said earlier about sounding too good to be

true. I don’t want you to follow me if this turns out to be a sham. However, I
think it’s legit.”

“What makes you say that?” Alex asked.
“When Julie heard about our well project, she promised us $500!
“Get out of town!” Alex said. “There’s no way this woman, Julie, who you



just met, is going to stroke you a check for $500.”
“She said I could pick it up at orientation,” Clint said.
“We’ll see,” Tyler smirked.
“One more thing,” Clint said. “My conversation with Julie made me

realize what I’ve been trying to say the last few meetings. Julie is creating
something I want to be part of—even if just for the summer.”

“And that is . . . ?” Alex asked.
“A Bigger Vision.”
“That’s it! That should definitely be on our list going forward,” Olivia

insisted.
“Hold on—just slow down.” Tyler was struggling again. “I think I

understand what a Better Boss would look like, although I’ve only had one
boss—for about two hours. And, I can imagine a lot of good things when we
talk about a Brighter Future; but honestly, I have no idea what you’re
talking about when you say Bigger Vision.”

“I get it,” Olivia said. “Let me try.” She turned to look directly at Tyler.
“Okay, I’ll make this as simple as possible. I agree with Clint: I don’t want
just a job, and I don’t think any of us do.”

“We don’t?” Tyler asked.
“No! We want to make a difference,” Olivia said.
Alex jumped in, “And, I don’t know about you guys, but I want the

company I work for to make a difference, too.”
“Now that you mention it, that is one of the things that attracted me to the

coffee shop. I didn’t know how to describe it, but I thought it was cool they
were working to make the world a better place,” Alex said.

“That sounds really good to me, too,” Tyler said. “I just never thought
about it like that.”

Alex looked at Clint. “So, back to this ‘perfect job.’”
“Julie certainly wants to make money, but she also has a Bigger Vision;

that’s why she wants to help with the well,” Clint said.
“What’s next?” Olivia asked.
“Tyler, if this turns out to be for real, I’ll put in a good word for you. Let

me check it out first.”
“You can put in a good word for me, too,” Olivia added. “I don’t think my

dad is going to keep me on lock-down forever. He said he thought I was dead
when he found me.” She paused, “So I’m not going to ask for permission to



work anywhere for a few weeks.”
“Anything else, before we go back into the real world?” Clint asked with a

smile.
“I’ve been thinking about our demands, and we missed something on the

list,” Olivia said.
“We did?” Alex asked.
“I think we need to add the basics.”
“What does that mean?” Tyler asked.
“The basic stuff every job should offer,” Olivia said, “like a safe place to

work.”
No one was going to argue with her.
“Anything else we consider a basic?”
“A fair wage, basic training,” Alex said. “And to be treated like a human

being.”
“And not have things thrown at you by a drunk,” Tyler added.
“You wouldn’t think you’d have to think about these when looking for a

job, but it looks like you do,” Olivia said.



 The Answer

“Good morning!” Charles said at his team’s next meeting. “Blake, it’s great
to have you join us today. We’re excited to share with you the work we’ve
done over the last month to answer the question: is Top Talent attracted by
different factors than typical talent? The short answer is yes. Before I reveal
the differences, let me quickly recap our methodology.”

“Quickly,” Blake said, forcing a faint smile.
“Yes. We did qualitative and quantitative work on this—focus groups with

our own people plus an online survey with people around the country. Was
that quick enough?”

“You’re getting better,” Blake said with a genuine smile.
“So, the answer is yes—Top Talent is attracted by different factors than

typical talent.”
Charles went to the board and wrote:

Attractors . . .

“First, in both camps, we have the basics,” Charles said.
“Okay, hold on—you said the attractors were different,” Blake pushed.
“There are some differences; there also are some things both groups hold



in common. You can think of these as table stakes. You must provide these
things to even be considered by either group.”

“Are we going to talk about what ‘the basics’ means?” Blake asked.
“We can come back to it, but the short answer is fair wages, adequate

training, roles that interests them, tools and resources needed to perform their
job, etc.”

“Okay, I’ll let you finish filling in the chart, and then we’ll talk.”
Charles continued, calling out each attribute as he wrote.

Attractors . . .

When Charles finished, he stepped back and looked at the board.
“Help me interpret this,” Blake said.
“The implications for us are mixed but promising.”
“Tell me more,” Blake said.
“Let’s start with the items in both columns. What this means is that all

potential employees value these things: the basics I mentioned earlier, plus an
organization’s culture, and their reputation in the world—their brand. I think
we’re on solid ground on these three.”

“I would think so,” Blake agreed, “but I want you to say a little more
about culture. It feels like it would be the most important thing on the list.”



“Culture is very important—that’s why it is on both lists. However, it’s
not the most important factor to attract Top Talent. If your culture is not
positive, healthy, welcoming, and vibrant, you’ll have trouble finding anyone
to work for you. Everyone we’ve talked to agrees with you, Blake—culture is
critical.

“But, let’s look closely at the items that appear only in the Top Talent
column. These are the attributes most valued by the best performers.”

“Hold on. Are you telling me typical performers don’t value leadership
and growth?” Blake asked.

“Not exactly,” Charles began. “In the columns, we have the items that
attract each group. Leadership and personal growth do not attract typical
talent. They may be appreciated and even valued to some degree, but they
don’t usually draw typical talent to an organization.

“Here is the bottom line: when we provide the things most valued by Top
Talent, we dramatically increase the likelihood they will want to work for our
organization.

“And,” Charles concluded, “I mentioned our standing was mixed on these
items.”

“Yes, I was waiting on you to circle back to that,” Blake said.
“Well, you know we’ve had trouble landing some top candidates

recently.”
“Yes, I know.”

When we provide the things most valued by Top Talent,
we dramatically increase the likelihood they will want to

work for our organization.

“The problem is right here on this chart.”
“Let me guess: we’re not doing as well on the items valued by Top

Talent?”
“Correct. It’s not as if we aren’t doing anything; we are just wildly

inconsistent across departments and teams.”
“What are our next steps?”



“Well, there’s one more thing for us to consider. Losing candidates is one
problem to solve; getting more folks in the pipeline is another challenge.”

“And?” Blake said.
“We believe the primary blockage in our talent pipeline is hiding in plain

sight,” Charles said.
“And that would be?” Blake asked.
“We’ve got to do a better job telling the story.”
“Exactly which story are you referring to?” Blake asked.
“The story about our leadership, growth opportunities, vision, and impact

in the world. We have to be more strategic and intentional about letting the
world know what we have to offer,” Charles said. “Looking back, we’ve
never focused on this before; we didn’t have to—we’ve always had plenty of
talent.”

“A story untold, moves no man to action,” Blake said.
“Correct!” Charles said.
“I’m assuming we’re also going to shore up the cracks so we can tell the

story with confidence and credibility,” Blake suggested.
“Correct.”
“What’s the plan beyond that?” Blake asked.
“We’re on it. We should have something to share with you next week.”
“Looking forward to it!”

The first topic at dinner was Clint’s orientation.
“Son, please tell us about your first day at work,” Blake said.
Clint shared the entire agenda. He told his family about the vision and

mission of the organization. He shared about the growth opportunities he
would be afforded in the months to come. He talked about the scholarship
program and the free leadership development resources he would have access
to. He talked about his co-workers—eight of whom had gone through the
orientation with him. He went on and on about the values of the organization
and how important it was to serve, on both sides of the counter. And finally,
he shared the impact his new organization was having in the community and
around the world.

“Oh, I almost forgot, Julie also gave me the $500 she promised during



orientation!”
Blake was dumbfounded. He said, “Clint, you and your friends have been

trying to decide what you wanted in a job.”
“Yes, sir.”
“What did you decide?” Blake grabbed a napkin and pulled out his pen.
As Clint spoke, Blake wrote:

What attracts top talent?

Better Boss

Brighter Future

Bigger Vision

“Son, this is genius.”
“No, Dad, it’s just what my friends and I want in a job.”
“No, it’s more than that.” Blake told Clint and the rest of the family about

the work Charles’s team had been doing. “We have been searching for a way
to win the war for talent. We’ve been trying to figure out what will attract
Top Talent—talent like you, and your friends.

“We’ve been studying this issue for months. You want to know what
we’ve learned?”

He went back to the napkin and added a second column:

What attracts top talent?



“Honey, I hate to tell you,” Megan said, “but I like the way the kids said it
a lot better.”

“Me, too!”
“Dad, one more thing,” Clint said. “We did talk about adding something to

our list.”
“Let me guess,” Blake said.
“Okay, what do you think?” Clint said.
“I’m guessing it has something to do with the basics.”
“No way! How did you know?” Clint asked.
“We have a lot of smart people working on this, and we’ve been listening

to Top Talent. They agree with you: the basics are critically important.
However, we don’t believe they give us a competitive advantage.”

“Just a real disadvantage if you don’t provide them,” Clint added.
“Yes,” Blake said. “What’s on your list of basics?”
“After Olivia’s accident, a safe place to work.”
“That makes sense. What else?”
“We haven’t given it a lot of thought, but we did talk about competitive

pay.”
“That makes sense, too. If we want Top Talent, we probably shouldn’t

start our pitch by saying, ‘Work here and we’ll pay you less than what the
market is offering.’”

“Yeah, that would be crazy,” Clint laughed. “You may also want to
include something about basic training, but beyond those few things, it feels



to me like a focus on the big three would go a long way to attract good
people,” Clint said.

“I think that’s an understatement. If you can deliver a Better Boss, a
Brighter Future, and a Bigger Vision, you can become a real Talent
Magnet.

“Thanks, Son, for helping give language to something that is going to
serve our organization for years to come.”



 Next Steps

Blake was eager to share Clint’s insights with Charles; he didn’t want to wait
until their next scheduled meeting. So, he sent a text:

Please stop by my office TODAY.

“Good morning,” Charles said. “What’s up?”
Blake shared with Charles his entire conversation with Clint. He even had

the napkin as a visual aid.
“What do you think?” Blake asked.
“Fascinating and validating,” Charles said.
“I get the fascinating part, although I might have chosen a different

adjective. What’s the validating part?” Blake asked.
“We have been trying to determine what attracts Top Talent. Clint and his

friends are exactly who we want to attract, just a few years from now. They
are bright, articulate, energetic self-starters. Olivia and Clint are dueling for
valedictorian, aren’t they?

“Yes, they are,” Blake said.
“They are Top Talent! That’s why I say ‘validating,’” Charles said.
“Okay, let’s say you’re right: their work validates our own. What’s next?”
“Let’s assume we adopt their language: we work to provide a Better Boss,

a Brighter Future, and a Bigger Vision. That would become the heart of
employee value proposition or our ‘promise,’” Charles suggested. “There are
certainly other elements of the promise; some of those we’ve discussed
recently—fair wages, competitive benefits, a vibrant culture, etc. But the
featured message probably needs to be the attributes that will attract the best



people.”
“What would we do with the ‘promise’?”
“Two things: one, we work to be sure it is true consistently throughout the

organization. We know we have work to do on this part. Next, we would
work diligently and strategically to tell the story.”

“I guess we’ll add the Promise to orientation?” Blake asked.
“No, probably not,” Charles replied.
“Why not?”
“If we believe we know what will attract Top Talent, we want to tell the

story before they are hired. In orientation, you are preaching to the choir—
they’re already on board!

“I think there’s one more thing we have to do,” Blake said.
“What’s that?” Charles asked.
“If we are going to make the promise of a Better Boss, a Brighter

Future, and a Bigger Vision, we need to be sure our leaders know their role.
They are the ones who will ultimately deliver on the promise or not. Without
their daily commitment, all we’ll have is an empty promise. Can you and
your team help identify some of the key leadership behaviors we’ll need to
embrace to make it all real?”

“Absolutely! I’m headed to a team meeting right now—we’ll get started.”

Charles joined his team meeting in progress. Peggy, Kim, Ben, Gary, and
Rose were all present.

“Thanks for starting without me. I’ve been with Blake,” Charles said.
Kim said, “We’re at a good point for you to give us an update.”
Charles told the team about the validation they had received on their work

from Clint and his friends and the way they described what they are looking
for in a job.

Ben, the senior member of the team, spoke first. “I really like their angle;
the language the kids came up with is much more approachable than the path
we were on—but I’ve also got a question. Are we surprised that these high
school kids reached the same conclusions we did? I mean, really—we’re
professionals with years of training, education, and experience. It just seems,
well, . . . bizarre.”



“It makes perfect sense to me,” Peggy said.
“Why is that?” Charles asked.
“The attractors of Top Talent are not age-bound,” she said.

The attractors of Top Talent are not age-bound.

“Do we have any data to support that?” Rose asked.
“I think we do,” Peggy said. “If you look at our data, both qualitative and

quantitative, what Top Talent wants doesn’t really change over the course of
their working life. The only difference we see is a slightly lower importance
given to personal growth opportunities later in someone’s career. Other than
that, it appears the attractors of Top Talent are universal.”

“Even for high school kids, it appears,” Rose added.
“What do we do now?” Kim asked.
“Regardless of what language we use, our first priority must be to deliver

the promise,” Rose added.
Ben said, “I agree: if we sell it, we’ve got to deliver it.”
“I think this Talent Magnet idea will certainly help us attract more talented

people, but it will probably have another effect,” Charles speculated.
“What’s that?” Peggy asked.
“If we consistently deliver the promise, I bet people will stay longer,”

Charles said.
“I think we’ve already seen this in a few departments,” Rose said.
“And, don’t forget, for this ‘magnet’ to have any effect, people must know

what we’re doing here,” Ben said.
“I agree with you all,” Charles said. “But there’s one more piece of the

puzzle. We not only have to create the culture we’re describing—we have to
sustain it.”

We not only have to create the culture we’re describing
—we have to sustain it.



“How do we do that?” Rose asked.
“Blake and I have been talking,” Charles began. “We want to expand our

assignment. We must be sure our leaders know their role in delivering the
promise. Without daily leadership action, all we’ll have at the end of the day
is an empty promise. So, he’s asked us to identify some leadership behaviors
or best practices to help us deliver the promise more consistently.”

Charles went to the whiteboard and wrote:

Our Assignment . . .

• More consistently deliver the “promise”

• Help the organization better tell the story

• Identify key leadership best practices

Let’s begin with a Better Boss.”



 A Better Boss

“First, we should probably try to look at all of this from the perspective of
Top Talent. The real question is not how we define these terms, but how do
they think about each of these phrases?” Gary suggested.

“That is the right question,” Rose said.
“So, let’s calibrate,” Kim suggested. “Exactly who are we targeting with

this message?”
“Top Talent, A players—call them what you will, but they represent the

group of consistent top performers. To be included in our quantitative study,
these women and men had received the highest performance rating for the
last three years,” Charles said.

“Yes, I remember,” Gary said. “It was a little depressing.”
“Why was that?” Rose asked.
“I didn’t qualify,” he said with a straight face.
“That’s okay,” Charles said. “Ninety percent of our people didn’t. We set

the bar really high.”
“It sounds like we’re in agreement; we are targeting consistently high

achievers.”
“I don’t like it any more when you say it that way,” Gary said.
“Get over it,” Rose quipped.
“So, what do these high achievers want?”
“A Better Boss.”
“Better than what?”
“Better than a typical boss, I guess.”
“We’re going to have to say more than that,” Peggy said.
“Let’s go back and look at the transcripts from the focus groups. We had



scores of comments on leadership,” Ben said. “Take a couple of minutes and
review the responses.”

After a few minutes, Ben asked, “What did people say?”
Peggy jumped in. “I’ll go first. I think the comments were overwhelming

on this one: a Better Boss is caring.”
“What comments led you to that conclusion?” Ben asked.
Peggy read aloud some examples:

“My boss asked me about my long-term goals. I’ve never been asked that
before.”

“My leader knows my name—and the names of my kids! Do you realize
how hard that must be? She obviously cares.”

“Before I ever started working here, the leader who interviewed me said
he was going to give me a chance because he thought this place would
help me grow. Can you imagine? He didn’t say, ‘I’m going to give you a
job to extract value from you’—he was talking about adding value. That
told me a lot about his heart for people.”

“My supervisor covered a shift for me recently—he did it himself. He
knew my baby was sick. He told me to make my child my first priority.
That’s crazy. I love that guy.”

“I had a hard conversation with a leader recently. She told me I could do
better, could achieve more. She offered to help, but she said I had to
decide. She cared enough to confront me. And, she’s right. I can do
more.”

“You guys have convinced me. A Better Boss is definitely caring,” Ben
said. “So, what’s the leadership behavior we’re looking for?”

“How about Demonstrate Care?” Rose suggested.
“Sounds good to me,” Peggy said. Others on the team nodded. “Let’s

capture these as we go. Who knows, once we have each concept defined, the
leadership best practices may be obvious.”

“What else?” Kim asked.
“I had present—the data indicates people prefer a boss to be around,”



Rose said. “Listen to this . . . .”

“I see my leader; this is good for me and the team. He actually shows up
and does real work.”

“I agree with the idea,” Gary said. “I just think the language is too narrow.
I like the word engaged. The comments to support this were numerous . . .”

“My leader knows what is going on.”

“Our supervisors are there for us—on the good days and the bad.”

“It’s hard to pull one over on our leaders. They are grounded in the
realities of the business.”

“My leader is willing to help us. He is not above doing the work.”

“It’s as if our leaders see their role differently than most leaders. In my
previous job, it was clear, we were there for our leaders. Here, it’s as if
they are here for us!”

“If I had a dollar for every time one of our leaders has asked me how he
or she could serve me, I would have enough to retire! They genuinely want
to create a win-win for me and the company.”

“I like it,” Peggy said.
“Me, too. Engaged is probably a better term,” Rose added.
“Let’s capture that idea. A Better Boss is engaged.”
“This may be too simple for the best practice, but what about Stay

Engaged?” Ben offered.
“I like the simplicity of it,” Charles said. “There should be no confusion;

absentee leadership is not our approach.”

It’s hard to pull one over on our leaders. They are
grounded in the realities of the business.



“I have one more candidate for the list,” Rose said.
“What’s that?”
“Competent,” Rose said. “A Better Boss must be competent.”
“Doesn’t that go without saying?” Ben asked.
“I’m not sure,” Peggy said. “There are a lot of lousy, incompetent leaders

in the world.”
“Yes, but hopefully not here,” Charles laughed.
“Yes, it’s easy for you to laugh,” Gary said. “Have you ever worked for an

incompetent leader?”
“No, I can’t say that I have,” Charles admitted.
“Well, I have and it was a nightmare!” Gary said, shivering.
“I suggest we add it,” Kim said. “I think Gary is right.”
“Hold on.” Peggy wasn’t satisfied. “If we add it, we need to set the bar

higher.”
“What do you mean?” Ben asked.
“Competent is not excellent; competent is not exceptional. We’re talking

about a better boss, not an average boss.”
“What do you recommend?” Kim asked.
“I like ‘skilled.’ I want a leader who actually knows how to lead,” Peggy

suggested.
“I like it,” Rose said. “So, we want our leaders to be skilled. How would

we describe the leader’s responsibility here?”
“How about Lead Well?” Gary suggested.
With obvious agreement, Kim said, “I’ll add it to the list.”

A Better Boss

• Demonstrate Care

• Stay Engaged

• Lead Well



 Why Not?

On Monday morning, Blake received a text from Sam. Although he had
promised to follow up after their last meeting, Sam thought a nudge was
appropriate.

Love to meet—you name the time and place.

Blake was going to be near one of Sam’s hotels later in the week, so they
agreed, a short meeting was possible.

When Blake and Sam arrived, the lobby restaurant was empty. After being
“greeted” by an indifferent hostess, they were told to pick any seat they
wanted. “It’s not like we’re expecting a crowd,” the young lady said. Both
men grimaced. Then, rather than escort them to a table, she just pointed to the
wide-open dining room.

After finding a table in the corner, Blake was waiting to see what Sam
would say about their hostess.

“It’s awful, I know,” Sam said apologetically. “That’s what we get—
attitude and a high level of indifference. I told you, this is killing me,” he sat
leaning on the table with his face in his hands.

After a moment, Blake asked, “Has it always been this way?”
“I don’t think so—not really.” Sam’s response was unconvincing. “I

mean, none of my properties has ever been a five-star establishment, but I
don’t remember it being this bad.”



“Why not?”
“Why not what?”
“Why haven’t your properties been awarded five stars?” Blake asked.
“You don’t understand our industry.”
“You are correct, I don’t. But tell me why your hotels aren’t recognized in

your industry?”
“There are a lot of reasons.”
“Name a few.”
“We don’t have golf courses and spas, for starters.”
“Okay, let’s use the term five-star figuratively, not literally. If you rule out

the facilities, what’s the difference?”
“I know where you’re going,” Sam admitted. “It’s the people. I don’t have

five-star people.”
“Why not?”
“Again, a lot of reasons.”
“I’d love to hear a few of those reasons,” Blake said.
“First, it’s impossible to get high-caliber people to do this type of work.”
“Really?”
“Yes, virtually impossible.”
“Well, it seems like some of your competitors have figured it out.”
Sam paused, realizing Blake had a point. “Okay, maybe they have, but I

could never afford the caliber of people we’re talking about.”
“Are you sure?”
“Of course. My margins are razor-thin. Any increase in wages really

hurts.”
“Okay, but what if better people—we call them Top Talent—could help

you raise the top line? Let’s face it. We’ve not even ordered yet, and based on
the way we were treated when we arrived, I’ll probably not come back. How
is that good for business? And, based on our research, you don’t have to
outspend your competition—you’ve just got to be competitive. It’s not really
the money that attracts the brightest and the best.” Blake proceeded to explain
the findings from their work.

“Okay, even if what you say is true,” Sam said, “I don’t have time to focus
on Top Talent. I have a business to run.”

“You do. And I think you told me and the others at the meeting, finding



people is your top priority. How much time are you personally investing in
your top priority?” Blake let the question sit for a moment before he
continued. “And, how many full-time people do you have dedicated to work
on this issue?”

“Well, my managers are always scouting for talent.”
“You mean the women and men who actually run the hotels?”
“Yes.”
“How much time do you think they devote to the issue of talent on a daily

or weekly basis?”

How much time are you personally investing in your top
priority?

Sam was stuck. Blake’s questions had boxed him into a corner. He had
never connected all the dots before. He didn’t believe he could attract or
afford the people he said he wanted. and his beliefs were driving his
behaviors—one of those unconscious behaviors was not allocating people to
help solve the problem.

“I don’t know what to say,” Sam admitted. “That’s why I wanted to talk.”
“Listen, I’m not judging you. You heard me confess at our last meeting:

we’re not yet doing all we can to solve this problem either. However, it starts
with a decision. Leaders set the talent bar for their organization.

“If you want Top Talent, you have to decide. Intention is key to unlocking
a whole new world of possibilities. It was intention that enabled us to put
men on the moon, create self-driving cars, and discover cures for countless
diseases. And, intention is the first step for any leader who wants to win the
war for talent. We only solve the problems we intend to solve.”



 A Brighter Future

At the team’s next meeting, they reflected on their work to clarify the idea of
a Better Boss and felt good about their efforts. They believed making the
necessary behaviors specific would help the leaders throughout the
organization engage and deliver the promise.

“Next on our agenda, ‘A Brighter Future,’” Kim said.
Gary was the first to comment. “You don’t have to be Top Talent to know

what that means.”
Rose asked, “What do you think it means?”
“More cash, of course,” Gary snorted.
“Gary, are you still singing that song? You obviously haven’t looked

closely at the data,” Ben said.
“Money is not the panacea you want it to be,” Peggy said.
“And, it was rarely mentioned as an attractor during the focus groups,”

Charles reminded the group.
“Why do you think that is?” Rose asked. “We all need money.”
“Certainly, Top Talent expects to be paid. However, this Brighter Future

they seek is really about more than money,” Charles said.
“Okay, if it’s not about the cash, I don’t know where to go from here,”

Gary said.
“What do they want?” Ben asked.
“I think they want us, or whoever they work for, to help them prepare for

a Brighter Future. What we’re really saying is that we will help you get
there—we’re making a promise to help them live into their preferred future.”

“I think you’re right. Our question then becomes how can we help? What
are the enablers of a Brighter Future?” Ben said.



What are the enablers of a Brighter Future?

Referencing both the data and the comments from the focus groups, the
team created a very long list of contributing factors, or enablers, for a
Brighter Future.

After staring at the board for a minute, Rose said, “I see a pattern—wait,
that’s not it. I see several patterns.”

“I think I see it, too,” Ben said.
“There are probably three categories represented,” Rose began.
“Right, and the first has something to do with growth,” Ben added.
“I see that,” Peggy said. “You can combine personal and professional

growth with stretch assignments and new skills.”
“Okay,” Kim said. “Let’s call it growth.”
“Don’t forget, we need to identify leadership behaviors and best practices.

What do the best leaders do pertaining to growth?”
“We expect it, demand it, encourage it, foster it, nurture it—help me

here,” Kim said, running out of ideas.
“That’s an impressive list, but it feels too soft,” Ben said.
“Soft?” Kim raised her eyebrows.
“Yeah, if we’re telling Top Talent they can count on a Brighter Future,

how do we communicate a little more intensity?”
“How about champion?” Rose said.
“I like the word champion,” Kim said.
“That’s more like it,” Ben said.
“Let’s call that our first leadership behavior: Champion Growth.”
“Before we move on, are we sure we know what we mean, or what Top

Talent means, when they say they want to grow?” Kim asked.
“I think they want transferable skills,” Rose said.
“What does that mean?” Gary asked.
Everyone just looked around the table, and then Charles said, “Peggy,

what do you think it might mean?”
“Well, I think it means people want to learn things that have application

beyond their current role.”



“I think you are correct, and it may even mean they want to learn things to
serve them beyond their time with our company,” Charles added.

“So, let me get this straight,” Gary began. “‘Top Talent,’” making air
quotes with his fingers, “wants us to train them for their next employer?”

“Well, I don’t know that I would have said it exactly like that, but yes, our
brightest and best understand they may not be in a single role for the rest of
their career; they also realize they may not even stay with us forever.
Therefore, before they ever sign up in the first place, they are thinking about
their future, and one of the things they want to know is how working here
will make them more employable down the road,” Charles said.

“I thought that,” Peggy said, immediately checking the reaction of the
team. Then under her breath she said, “Did I say that out loud?”

An awkward silence enveloped the room. Peggy was new and very
talented. Charles, trying to defuse the situation, jumped in. “Outstanding!” he
said. “Help us here. What was going through your mind as you considered a
job here as it relates to your future?”

“Honestly, it was exactly as you described. I don’t know how many jobs
I’ll have in my career; I don’t even know how many career changes I’ll make
over the next 40 years! What I do know is the statistics show very few people
stay at one company for a lifetime. Therefore, it seems prudent to think of
each job as a learning opportunity. If a person is thoughtful and diligent, he
or she can amass quite an education simply by choosing the right places to
work. If you end up somewhere that doesn’t encourage and facilitate growth,
you could lose a few years of development. That’s a real opportunity cost.”

“Thanks, Peggy. I suspect several of us have had similar feelings during
our career journey thus far.” Turning her attention back to the group, Kim
continued, “So, does Champion Growth cover these transferable skills Top
Talent wants?” She saw a nod or two and said, “Okay, we’ll move on.”

“What else can leaders do to help someone realize a Brighter Future?”
Ben continued.

“Looking back at the list of candidate behaviors and activities, I like the
words challenge and opportunity. Can we find a way to combine them?”

“I think challenge and opportunity are different. I like them both, but I
wouldn’t try to force them together,” Charles added.

Rose said, “So, if we treat them separately, what would the leadership
behavior be for challenge?



“The best leaders Provide Challenge,” Kim said.
The group agreed.
“Now, how about opportunity?”
“They also Promote Opportunity,” Ben added.
What’s the difference between these last two? Rose asked. “They seem

very similar to me.”
“I’ll try,” Peggy said. “I think Provide Challenge is more about today—

stretch assignments, coaching, candor, and hard conversations, if needed.
And, calling out the best in people.”

“That makes sense to me,” Charles said.
“Promote Opportunity feels more future-oriented,” Peggy continued.

“Being sure people know about other roles and assignments within the
organization would be an example. Holding talent loosely. We’ve challenged
our leaders across the business that talent belongs to the organization, not the
department. This could help.”

Talent belongs to the organization, not the department.

“Okay, I think that works. Thanks for those examples,” Rose said.
“Are we together on this?” Kim asked while scanning the room. She

decided yes, except Gary; he looked more disengaged than usual. “Gary, are
you okay? Do you agree with our list of behaviors?”

“Listen, I’m still struggling with this whole idea that we need to cater to
hotshot talent like Peggy, who is not going to be committed to the long-term
success of this company,” Gary said.

Charles was about to speak when Ben beat him to it. “Two things: first,
you need to apologize to Peggy, right now.”

“I’m sorry, Peggy. My comments were not about you, just the whole idea.
It seems wrong to me.”

“Second,” Ben continued, “I think you’ve really missed the point on this
one. Nothing has been said, or is intended, to imply that people who see their
job as a platform for growth are any less committed to the company than you
are. In fact, the growth mindset men and women like Peggy bring to this
place is refreshing and challenges me personally to give my best every day.”



“Well, . . . ,” Gary stammered.
“One more thing, you aren’t the only one who doesn’t currently meet the

definition of Top Talent. They didn’t ask my opinion, either. However, I am
going to work as hard as I can to help this place be successful as long as I
take a paycheck.”

Kim took a deep breath and said, “Candor is good. Thanks to all of you for
sharing your perspective. I think we need a break—let’s take 15 minutes,”
she said.

As everyone stood to leave, Kim walked to the board and wrote:

A Brighter Future

• Champion Growth

• Provide Challenge

• Promote Opportunity



 Validation

Clint was now through his orientation and ready to work. Driving to his first
shift, his mind was racing.

Could this place be all he thought it was? The orientation had made him
even more convinced it was a unique company. The owner herself had led
about two hours of the four-hour session. Clint could still feel Julie’s energy
as she shared her vision and invited each new team member to be part of
something much bigger, a story of impact far beyond the walls of the
business.

Clint arrived about fifteen minutes early; he didn’t want to be late. When
the shift leader realized Clint had already arrived, he greeted him by name
although the two had never met.

“Good morning, Clint. Glad to have you on the team. My name is Matt.
I’m one of the team leaders here. I’ll help you get started today.”

“Thanks, Matt. I have a question. How did you know who I was?”
“Other than your name badge?” Matt smiled.
“Oh, yeah, I’m not used to wearing one of those.”
“Here’s how.” Matt pulled out his phone and showed Clint a photo of

himself.
“Where did you get that?” Clint asked.
“From orientation—they took your picture, remember? It was sent to the

entire leadership team. We don’t want you feeling like a stranger around
here.”

“Pretty cool,” Clint said.
“Speaking of not being a stranger, why don’t you clock in and let me

introduce you to the team who’s already here today.”



Matt introduced him to about thirty-five people. The most amazing part of
the experience was he shared something personal about every one of them.

“How come you know so much about everyone’s personal lives?” Clint
asked.

“That’s part of my job.”
“Seriously?” Clint said. “You must have a broad job description.”
“Not really. My primary role is to serve these people—help them, and the

business, be successful. It’s extremely difficult to serve people well if you
don’t know them.”

“What’s next for me?”
“I want you to meet some of our customers.”
“Okay. How do we do that?”
“We go out front and talk to them.”
“Do you know them?”
“Many of them. We have a lot of regular customers.”
The two young men walked through a door into the retail portion of the

business. The first woman they saw greeted Matt by name. “Matt, how are
you today?”

My primary role is to serve these people—help them,
and the business, be successful.

“I’m pumped.”
“About what?”
“I have a new team member here. His name is Clint.”
“Hello, Clint. It’s good to meet you.”
“Mrs. Smith,” Matt said, “you’ll find this interesting. I know you’ve been

to Africa several times.”
“You have a good memory, Matt. Yes, I’ve been to Africa many times.”
“Clint is buying a well for a village there.”
“I like that! Please tell me the name of the village.”
After a ten-minute conversation with Mrs. Smith, she gave Clint her email

and said she wanted to help. All Clint could think was “This place is crazy!”



Matt introduced Clint to about a dozen other customers. By the end of the
customer tour, Matt said it was time for Clint’s first break of the day.

“Break from what?” Clint said as he laughed. “I haven’t done any work
yet.”

Matt corrected him. “No, you’re mistaken. You started working with the
first person you met this morning. I know this sounds crazy, but we’re really
in the people business.”

After a short break, Matt reappeared with a young lady. She looked to be a
few years older than Clint and had a big smile.

“Clint, this is Madison, your trainer. She will help you create a training
plan and begin the process of teaching you how to do what we do. Any
questions?”

“Just one for now.”
“Shoot!” Matt said.
“How long will the training take?” Clint was thinking in terms of minutes.

He was eager to get to work. Matt’s response shocked him.
“Initial training, based on your schedule, about three weeks.”
“Matt, you do know this is only a summer job?”
“We do. But who knows? Maybe you’ll stick around,” he smiled.
Clint looked at Madison, who said, “Most folks do.”
“Okay, I’m ready,” Clint said.
As they were about to walk away, Matt said, “Oh, two more things.

Madison, be sure to have Clint back at the office at 4:00. He has a meeting
with Julie. And, Clint, here’s my cell number if you need anything.” Matt
handed Clint his card.

“Am I dreaming?” Clint thought.
Clint could already tell Madison was sharp. He said, “What’s your story?”
She explained to Clint she had started working here when she was only

fourteen years old.
“Can you do that, legally?”
“I had very limited hours and tasks—but it was a start.”
“How did you know about this place?”
“My family came here often when I was little. That’s when she hooked

me. Julie used to tell me and my parents she wanted me to work here
someday. She told us if I would start my working career here, she would help



me make my dreams come true. When I was fourteen, I told my dad I wanted
a job. He said, ‘Okay, call Julie for an interview.’ The rest is history,” she
smiled.

“What’s your dream?”
“Still figuring that out, but Julie and all the leaders here are committed to

my success. I can’t think of anywhere else I would want to work at this point
in my life.”

At 3:50, Madison said, “We need to head back to the office. Matt said you
were going to meet with Julie.”

“What’s on the agenda?”
“Not totally sure, but I’ll give you a heads-up.”
“What’s that?”
“She may ask you if you want to stay.”
“Are you kidding me?”
“No, I’m serious. This is more than a job for her, and she wants to know

that you really want to work here. Hey, it’s not for everybody. The work is
hard and the hours are long.”

“I’m staying.”
“Glad to hear it. Here’s my card.”
“With your cell number?”
“Sure. Call if you need anything. I’ll see you at 8:00 tomorrow. And, if

you’re open to it, I’d like to have lunch tomorrow . . . off the clock.”
“Okay.”
“I heard something about a project you’re doing in Africa or Asia or

somewhere. I’d like to hear more about that.”
“It’s a date. No, I didn’t mean it like that. It’s not a date—it’s a meeting.”
Madison flashed a smile. “See you then. Here’s Julie’s office.”
As Clint opened the door, Julie stood and greeted him.
“Good afternoon. How was your day?”
“Honestly, I don’t feel like I earned my wages today.”
“Why not?”
“I met some amazing people on both sides of the counter, and I learned

some things about how to do my job, but I didn’t do any real work.”



“Here’s a good lesson for you to take from your first day: don’t ever
undervalue preparation. It sounds to me like you had a very productive day.”

“I’m glad you think so,” Clint said. “And, I wanted to thank you for the
time you invested with us in orientation. It was awesome! I feel like you gave
us all a real head start.”

“My goal is to give you a ten- to fifteen-year head start.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“I want to teach you, and all our team members, how to be successful in

life and business. You’ll learn things here many people at other companies
won’t be exposed to until mid-career—if at all.”

“Why do you want to help us?”
“Someone gave me a head start when I was about your age. I’ve been

trying to pay it forward for thirty years. And, make no mistake: helping
people grow and teaching them how to add value to others is extremely good
for business.

Make no mistake: helping people grow and teaching
them how to add value to others is extremely good for

business.

“Are you willing to work hard this summer and learn all you can?”
Before Clint could answer, Julie interrupted. “I’m going to expect a lot out

of you. Are you sure you want to stay?”
“Yes, I’m thankful to be here.”
“I’m thankful to have you,” Julie said as she extended her hand to Clint.
“See you tomorrow!”

When Clint sat down for dinner, he started talking even before Blake and the
others could sit down.

“Dad, it was crazy! Matt is my supervisor. He knows everyone by name,
and he knows about their life outside of work, too. Then, I spent over an hour
talking to customers—about nothing! They tell me we’re in the people



business. Then I met Madison—she’s my trainer. They said I would be in
training for three weeks. I reminded them this is a summer job. They said I
might stay longer. I had a meeting with the owner one-on-one at the end of
my shift. She asked me if I wanted to stay. She said she was going to expect a
lot from me. She said she was thankful to have me on the team! It was off the
hook!” Clint said all of this barely taking a breath along the way.

“That sounds amazing! Congratulations, son. It sounds like you’ve found a
real Talent Magnet.”

“Oh, yeah,” Clint said, remembering their previous conversation. “How’s
that going?”

“We’re making progress, but it sounds like we are waaaay behind Julie
and your new team,” Blake said.

“What makes you say that?”
“You said you and your friends were looking for a Better Boss, a

Brighter Future, and a Bigger Vision. It sounds like Julie has created what
you envisioned.”

“I think she has.”



 A Bigger Vision

Blake was anxious to attend the next meeting with his new CEO friends. He
wanted to hear the progress they had made on the talent front.

They met in the same hotel banquet room. Déjà vu: each leader once again
lamenting the state of talent and sharing the same difficulties he or she had
shared in their first meeting. Honestly, Blake was shocked at the lack of
progress. Then, it was his turn.

“We’ve been busy. We really are convinced our organization can become
a Talent Magnet—a place so compelling, Top Talent will line up to work for
us.”

Earl Bannon interrupted and said, “Sounds like the youngster has been
smoking something they don’t sell at the corner store.” A few laughed at
Earl’s attempt at humor.

“Not tonight, sir. But I can tell you what we’ve been doing. We’re trying
to determine what it takes to build a Talent Magnet.”

“Did you figure it out? Don’t keep us in suspense—I’m not a young
woman,” said Mrs. Livingston.

“Well, I think we have.”
“Do any of you know what Top Talent really wants?” Blake asked.
“Cash?” someone asked.
“They do want to be paid a fair wage, but that is not what really excites

them, and it is not what will keep them. Top Talent wants three things: A
Better Boss, a Brighter Future, and a Bigger Vision. That’s what we’re
working to give them. The extent to which we are successful in this endeavor
will determine our organization’s success over time.”

Blake’s brief comments sparked a candid and often heated conversation.



There were many questions. Blake answered the ones he could; others, he
admitted he didn’t know the answers—yet.

“Still sounds crazy to me,” Ed said.
“I’ll tell you what’s crazy—hoping things will get better.” Blake’s energy

ticked up a notch. “Hope is not a strategy.

I’ll tell you what’s crazy—hoping things will get better.

“My son is sixteen years old. If he were graduating from college today,
I’m fearful—no, I’m confident he would not want to work for my company.
That is unacceptable to me.

“My organization needs more Top Talent. I’m thankful their demands are
simple: to be led well, to live with the hope and promise of a better future,
and to be part of a bigger vision. We can do this!

“And when we do, we’ll attract Top Talent from our city, our state, and
beyond; we’ll create such a compelling force, we’ll find men and women
from around the world will want to work with us. That’s what we’re
building.”

At Charles’s next team meeting, the first item on the agenda was to continue
clarifying the components of a Talent Magnet and the leadership behaviors
that would make it all real.

“What’s next? I guess we should tackle the Bigger Vision today,” Ben
suggested.

“Sounds good to me,” Kim said.
“How should we approach this?” Rose asked.
“Any ideas?” Kim turned the question back to the group.
“Let’s go back to the data on this one. There are focus group comments,

but the data is clear and, frankly, surprising to me,” Charles said.
“Why would you say that?” Gary asked.
“Here’s the truth: if you had asked me before we did this research what

Top Talent values, I would have guessed that both leadership—Better Boss
and personal growth, Brighter Future—would be at the top of their list. But



I would not have predicted that a Bigger Vision would be that important.”
“Why is it important?” Ben asked.
Kim pulled out the data file and projected it for everyone to see.
As they sat looking at the screen, Ben said, “Who can interpret this for

us?’”
Rose said, “I can. As it relates to this facet of a Talent Magnet, there were

two things that stood out when comparing top and typical talent.
“First, when asked to rank the factors that would attract them to work for

an organization, the mission and values of the organization mattered
significantly more to Top Talent than they did to typical talent.

“The second thing we see regarding the Bigger Vision is that Top Talent
wants the opportunity to make a difference. We have interpreted that to mean
a difference in the world.”

“Yes, the actual question on the survey pertained to ‘making a difference
in society,’” Gary added.

“Top talent has more of a future orientation than their counterparts,” Kim
said. “It comes through over and over again.”

“So, when we combine these findings—the importance of mission, values,
and the desire to make a difference—a Bigger Vision appears to be a good
way to represent these ideas,” Rose concluded. “I think Clint and his friends
got it right again!”

“Does this make sense to everyone?” Ben asked.
“I think so. Let me try to play it back a little differently,” Kim said. “Top

Talent wants a real connection with their employer—more than just a
paycheck. They want to be part of something with their employer. That’s why
the mission and values matter to them.

“Right,” Rose said, adding, “They want a personal resonance with the
organization—not just a transactional relationship.”

“Also, if you’re a person who wants to make a difference in the world,
wouldn’t you want to be part of an organization that feels the same way? It
feels like an alignment issue to me,” Gary said.

“So how do we communicate what we just talked about in a few words?”
“I’m struggling a little with how to proceed,” Kim said.
“What if we start with the leader’s role in creating, sustaining, and

achieving a Bigger Vision?” Gary asked.
“Okay, who has something to kick us off here?” Kim asked.



“Assuming you already have a vision, which we do,” Peggy began, “I
think one of the things leaders do is Ensure Alignment.”

“I think that’s clear, but say a little more,” Ben probed.
“Well, it seems to me the real power in a vision is harnessing the

collective energy of an organization. If everyone is not in sync, you lose a lot
of energy, productivity and impact. I think creating alignment is one of the
most important things leaders do.”

“Any questions remaining on this one? Can we agree, one of the key
leadership behaviors to make the Bigger Vision a reality is Ensure
Alignment?” Charles asked.

Creating alignment is one of the most important things
leaders do.

Everyone nodded.
“What else?” Rose asked.
“How important is vision to people, really?” Gary asked.
“Well, according to the data, it matters a lot to Top Talent,” Ben said.
“Really? I’m still not sure. I know, I know, we have the data; but

seriously, I’ve worked in places where I never even heard the vision.
Honestly, I’ve worked in a few companies that I’m fairly sure didn’t even
have one,” Gary said.

“I think you’re on to something,” Charles said.
“I am?” Gary said.
“Yeah,” Rose nodded. “A vision is of no value if people don’t know it. I

think that’s a candidate for our next leadership behavior.”
“Maybe, but there’s something more important than knowing,” Ben added.

“People must feel connected to it—personally.”
“What about Foster Connection as our second leadership best practice?”

Peggy asked.
“I like it,” Rose said. “Thank you, Gary, for helping us see that. I would

have missed it.”
“What’s next?” Charles asked.
“I think there’s a big idea we haven’t discussed yet,” Peggy offered. “I



think a Bigger Vision must be far-reaching.”
“Isn’t that why we call it a Bigger Vision?” Gary asked sarcastically.
“Sure, I get that,” Peggy replied. “But here’s what the data indicates: top

performers want to make a difference in the world. My thinking is fairly
pragmatic; if the story is not far-reaching, how big can it be?”

Top performers want to make a difference in the world.

“Does far-reaching need to be thought of as global?” Rose asked.
“I don’t think so. Far-reaching can be helping local kids stay in school,”

Charles added.
“Or helping someone acquire job skills or buy their first home?” Ben

questioned.
“Correct,” Charles affirmed.
“Now, all this is not to say the impact couldn’t be global,” Rose said.
“You know what I’m hearing? It doesn’t sound like a conversation about

reach,” Charles said.
“Really?” Kim questioned.
“No, to me it sounds like a discussion about impact,” Charles said.
“That’s it! It’s not about where you make a difference . . . ,” Gary said.
“It’s that you make one,” Kim said, finishing Gary’s sentence.
“That’s a Bigger Vision. It’s about making a difference in this business

and beyond,” Rose said.
“We’ve always wanted to add value to people’s lives beyond the

transaction,” Kim said.
“So, help me here: what do leaders throughout the organization have to do

with this, anyway? We don’t set the vision,” Gary said.
“No, but our role is critical in bringing the Bigger Vision to life—making

it real,” Peggy said.
“How?” Rose asked.
“We are uniquely positioned to share our successes. Leaders throughout

the organization can make our Bigger Vision tangible as we go about our
daily work. We can Celebrate Impact,” Peggy concluded.

“I think that’s worthy of the list,” Kim said, and the others agreed.



Rose added the final phrase:

A Bigger Vision

• Ensure Alignment

• Foster Connection

• Celebrate Impact



 Do It Now

At their weekly update, Blake could hardly wait to tell Charles about Clint’s
first day on the job.

“Good morning, Blake,” Charles said as he walked in the office. “How
was last week?”

“Outstanding. I attended a seminar—wish you could have been there.”
“A seminar? I didn’t hear about it. Were you out of town?”
“No, it was at my house. I learned about creating a Talent Magnet from

my son.”
“Have Clint and his friends been strategizing again?”
“No, he actually found a job. It sounds like all we’ve been trying to

create.”
“Where is it?”
“The other side of town.”
“Is it a big place?”
“A few hundred employees.”
“What else do you know?” Charles asked.
“I know we have to move faster on this,” Blake said. “When my son and

his friends graduate from college, they are not going to work for us. They are
going to work for people like Julie, Clint’s new boss.”

“We’re on it, Blake. I’m here today to share our latest thinking. We’ve
been working to understand what it takes to create a powerful Talent
Magnet.” Charles laid it out in a simple equation:



“The strength of our Talent Magnet is equal to our ability to deliver on our
promise: Better Boss, Brighter Future, and a Bigger Vision multiplied by the
Awareness of our promise,” he said.

“Where did you get the formula?” Blake asked.
“We were inspired by the real formula for the force, or strength, of a

magnet. The B stands for the density of the magnetic field, and A equals the
surface area of the magnet.

“In our case, the density of the magnetic field is determined by how well
we deliver on our promise—all three elements. Then, rather than A for area,
we’ve switched it up to refer to Awareness. The parallel is striking: a magnet
with a small surface area is weak, and in our case, if awareness is low, we
will have a weak Talent Magnet.”

“That’s interesting—and, it makes a lot of sense to me. What do we do
next?” Blake asked.

“We’ve created a draft of leadership best practices you and I discussed in
our last meeting. We know this list is just a start—there are many other ways
to strengthen our Talent Magnet. However, we believe having a list of actual
behaviors will be huge for improving our execution against the promise.
Without our leaders’ ongoing and daily involvement, we’ll never become a
Talent Magnet.”

Charles shared the list with Blake:

Talent Magnet



Leadership Best Practices

Better Boss

• Demonstrate Care

• Stay Engaged

• Lead Well

Brighter Future

• Champion Growth

• Provide Challenge

• Promote Opportunity

Bigger Vision

• Ensure Alignment

• Foster Connection

• Celebrate Impact

After a moment, Blake said, “I have two thoughts. First, I love the list! It
moves this idea of a Talent Magnet from a clever metaphor to an actionable
plan for competitive advantage. Please tell your team I said thanks. I’ll stop
by myself soon, but for now, please relay my heartfelt appreciation.

“Second, I agree with something you said a moment ago.”
“You do? What was that?” Charles asked.
“You said we would never be able to create a Talent Magnet without our

leaders. You are correct. That’s why I think these leadership best practices
can be a game changer for us. The clarity is refreshing.” Blake reached out to
shake Charles’s hand and said, “Thank you!”



 Tell the Story

Charles met with the team to check on their progress and to share his latest
conversation with Blake. After the team’s typical time of join-up, the first
agenda item was Talent Magnet.

“Blake was very impressed with your work on this project—he said thank
you! Our ability to attract and keep Top Talent will create a significant
competitive advantage for us,” Charles said.

“Blake and I have continued to think about how to accelerate our efforts.
Here’s what I would like us to do: let’s divide the work. Ben, Rose, and Kim,
please continue to partner with the departments to build action plans for
shoring up our execution against the promise. The new leadership behaviors
should help. Gary, Peggy, and I will begin working on how we can better tell
the story. At the end of the day, the strength of our Talent Magnet really does
hinge on Awareness.

“We’ll meet again next week for updates. Thanks!” The group charged
with telling the story decided to move to another conference room and
continue their meeting.

“Where do we start?” Gary asked.
“So, let me be clear on our assignment,” Peggy said. “Ben, Rose, and Kim

will work on improving our execution across the organization; all we have to
do is tell the world what we have to offer—correct?”

“Exactly,” Charles said.
“I think we can finish the plan for that before lunch,” Gary said

sarcastically.
“No, I think this may be a little harder than we think,” Charles said.
“I agree. We aren’t going to finish the plan by lunch, but why do you think



it’s going to be so hard?” Peggy directed her question to Charles.
Before Charles could respond, Gary spoke up. “I’ll give you three reasons:

the world is a big place; how we talk about the culture is tricky; and frankly,
the resources to pull this off may be a challenge as well.”

“Okay,” Peggy acknowledged the spirit of his comments with a nod and
said, “I would like to take those three concerns one at a time, and I think we
need to talk about the ‘tricky’ part first. Why do you say it’s tricky?”

“Well, you saw my reaction earlier, which, of course, was way out of line,
but it was my reaction. If we tell people we are doing all this work to attract
Top Talent, we could make everyone else feel like second-class citizens,”
Gary answered.

Charles nodded in agreement. “Well said, Gary.”
“Here’s how we deal with that. Who is going to fault us, or any

organization, for talking about how much our leaders care, the way we help
people grow and pursue a bright future, and the good we do in the world?”
Peggy said.

“Again, the answer is tricky. It depends on how you talk about those
things,” Gary insisted.

“I know, but assuming we are thoughtful and communicate with a humble
spirit, I don’t think we’ll alienate our staff. I believe this message would
make them proud to work here.”

“Why is that?” Gary asked.
“Even if people are not attracted by the things we’re discussing, they are

likely not opposed to them. If you are shopping for a car and find one you
like, but it has some standard equipment you wouldn’t necessarily purchase à
la carte, you probably still buy the car. The things we’re talking about here
will be our ‘standard equipment’—they are built in at no extra charge. They
may not attract you, but they probably won’t repel you, either.”

“Should we tell the world we are trying to attract Top Talent?” Gary
asked.

“No, we just tell the story: here’s who we are; this is what we do; this is
what we believe. The magnetic field we’ll create will have its greatest ‘pull’
on Top Talent. If our conclusions are correct,” Peggy added, “many looking
for work will be indifferent to our message, but Top Talent will resonate
deeply with our story.



Many looking for work will be indifferent to our
message, but Top Talent will resonate deeply with our

story.

“That’s our assignment. I propose we acknowledge the ‘tricky’ nature of
this and move forward,” Peggy suggested.

Charles and Gary nodded in agreement.
She continued, “Your comment about ‘the world is a big place’—I have

an idea about that I’ll share in a moment.”
“What about the resource issue?” Gary didn’t want to miss that one.
“At my previous job, my leader used to say, ‘Money follows big ideas.’

Let’s create a jaw-dropping plan and see what happens regarding resources.
Besides, I think we can do a lot with what we’ve already got.”

“We don’t have much,” Gary grumbled.
“We may have more than you think,” Peggy said. “My husband is in the

military, and I’ve heard him talk about the concept of force multiplication.
The idea, as I understand it, is simple. You find ways to leverage what you
already have to greater advantage. Let’s see how we can use this idea to help
tell our story.”

“What do we have to leverage?” Gary said.
“Two things come to mind immediately,” Peggy said. “Social media and

hundreds of employees.”
“Okay,” Gary said as more of a question. “I’m with you, sorta. . . .”
“To your point about the world being a big place, the planet is not as big

as it used to be thanks to the Internet and social media. Their combined
power is mind-boggling. We can use it as a force multiplier if we are
thoughtful and deliberate,” Peggy said. “We can share our story with millions
and millions of people around the world.”

“Help me with this. Practically, what could this look like?” Gary asked.
“Okay, I’m just brainstorming, but let’s consider our website.”
“What about it?” Charles asked.
“Pull it up on your laptop,” Peggy said.
Gary and Charles huddled around Gary’s screen.
“Tell me what you see,” she said.



“What do you mean?” Gary said.
“What does it look like?”
“It looks like a corporate website. What’s your point?”
“That is my point,” Peggy said. “Do you see anything on the first page that

would indicate we are a Talent Magnet?”
“Oh,” Charles said. “No.”
“Anything that would make you think we are serious about our promise:

Better Boss, Brighter Future, Bigger Vision?”
“No,” Gary said.
“Okay, go to our corporate Facebook account and repeat the drill. How

about Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, and whatever next week’s hot channel
will be? We are not currently using the power of social media to tell our
story, but we can!” Peggy exclaimed. “Social media is the most powerful
leadership tool in the history of the world. But you have to use it strategically
to realize its value.”

Social media is the most powerful leadership tool in the
history of the world.

“Okay, we’ve got more here to work with than I thought,” Charles said
with a huge smile. “Thank you, Peggy, for helping us catch up with
technology.”

“Oh, don’t worry, we’ll never catch up—we’ve just got to be sure we
never stop running,” Peggy said.

“Okay, you mentioned our existing employees. What have they got to do
with this?” Gary asked.

“What if we deputize all of them as our ambassadors?” Peggy suggested.
“We could create our own internal speakers’ bureau. We could train and
equip all our people to tell our story.”

“I think the Public Relations team has a slide deck already,” Charles
commented.

“No!” Peggy said forcefully, with some obvious frustration in her voice.
Both Gary and Charles were caught off-guard by her response.
“What did I say?” Charles asked innocently.



“Honestly, Charles,” Peggy said, shaking her head. “I can’t believe you
would think that.”

“Think what? I missed something, too,” Gary said as Charles processed
Peggy’s rebuke.

“You guys are highlighting one of the big challenges we’ll have to solve
going forward. PR does not have a slide deck on our new promise—how
could they? What they do have is a deck, and probably a video or two, telling
our historical story. Save it for orientation! It is not going to attract Top
Talent.”

“Okay, I think I’ve got it now. Our historical story matters, but the fact we
were founded 100 years ago by first-generation immigrants is not the story
we need to tell to become a Talent Magnet,” Charles said.

“Correct,” Peggy said. “The main idea here: when we talk about ‘telling
the story’ as it relates to Top Talent, we’ve got to tell the story they want to
hear.”

When we talk about “telling the story” as it relates to
Top Talent, we’ve got to tell the story they want to hear.

“Better Boss, Brighter Future, and Bigger Vision?” Gary said with a
slight question in his voice.

“Exactly!” Peggy affirmed.
“This is going to be fun,” Gary said.
“Let’s create a plan!” Charles added



 Launch

Now that the pieces were coming together, the team wanted to meet with
Blake and share their work. The meeting was scheduled for Monday
morning. Blake decided to include the entire executive team as well. He felt
he knew enough about the work to broaden the circle and reduce the cycle
time for adoption.

“Good morning, all!” Blake said exuberantly. “I’m excited about today.”
“Blake, you’re excited about every day,” Charles jabbed with a smile.
“Now that you mention it, you’re right, but even more so today! Let me

tell you why. . . .”
Blake set the context for this briefing and concluded his remarks by

saying, “Working with people is the most challenging and rewarding part of
being a leader. We can never shirk the responsibility. It comes with the job. If
we abdicate our people responsibilities, we forfeit our leadership. People
must always be our top priority. More than vision, strategy, creativity,
marketing, finance, or even technology, it is ultimately people who determine
our success. That’s why I’m so fired up about this work. We are going to do a
better job of attracting and keeping the best people.

More than vision, strategy, creativity, marketing,
finance, or even technology, it is ultimately people who

determine our success.

“Charles, what do you have for us?”



“Well said, Blake. We do need more Top Talent. And, as we’ve discussed
before, the war for talent is real. However, today, we are not here to talk
about the problem; today is about the solution.

“We have done extensive research with Top Talent to determine what they
want in a job, and the good news: their demands are simple to articulate, a
little more challenging to deliver, but it is possible.” Charles asked Kim,
Gary, and Peggy to explain each of the core elements—Better Boss,
Brighter Future, and Bigger Vision—and the leadership behaviors that
accompanied each one.

When the three had finished, Charles continued. “Now that we know what
Top Talent really wants, we were able to do an assessment of our current
practices. The results were a mixed bag; some parts of the organization are
far ahead of the majority, and others are lagging way behind. We are not
consistently delivering on what we’ve shared today. We’ve already begun
working on plans to strengthen each of these areas across the business.”

At this point, Christine, the chief marketing officer, spoke up. “What
about the parts of the business that are providing a Better Boss, Brighter
Future, and Bigger Vision? Are they attracting more Top Talent than other
departments who are further behind?”

“Not in every case,” Charles said.
“That’s where this whole idea breaks down for me. If we know what Top

Talent wants, and some are already providing it, why do they still have a
shortage of talent?”

“Fantastic question. Let me respond with a question for you: have you, at
any point in your career, witnessed an amazing product, priced fairly, not sell
well?”

“Sure. It happens a lot.”
“Why?”
Before Christine answered, her expression changed. “I see where this is

going,” she said with a smile.
“Help us here. Many in the room don’t have your background and

experience. Why is it that sometimes good products don’t sell?”
“Awareness or, more accurately, I should say lack of awareness. People

don’t buy products they don’t know about,” Becky said.
“Our conclusion exactly!” Charles then shared the equation the team had

created:



“We are recommending we move into the Awareness phase of this work.
We are going to partner with Marketing, Public Relations, Community
Affairs, Training, Leadership Development, and Human Resources to be sure
we create and execute a coordinated communications plan to let people know
about our promise.

“When we do, . . . ,” Charles paused. “Let me close with a quote from one
of our focus groups:

“I was like the kid who bought Cracker Jacks for the popcorn. I was
delighted when I found the free prize inside! I came to work here because I
needed a job, but what I found was so much more. This place has changed my
life.”

“We want to be sure everyone knows there is a free prize inside—and it
might just change your life.”



 Celebrate!

The summer seemed to pass at a blistering pace; already the days were
getting shorter and the kids were talking about going back to school. As Clint
prepared to work a Saturday shift, he talked to his mom and dad before he
left the house.

“You guys are going to come today, aren’t you?”
“Wouldn’t miss it,” Blake said. “I’m looking forward to meeting Julie.”
“Exactly what is going on today that would warrant an invitation from

Julie?” Megan asked.
“I’m not sure, but she asked you guys to be there at 11:00.”
“We’ll be there!”

As Clint arrived at work, the parking lot looked more full than usual for this
early on a Saturday. There were banners and balloons and several inflatable
toys for children outside the building.

“Must be some kind of special promotion,” Clint thought as he pulled in.
When he stepped out of his car, he saw James and Julie in the parking lot.
James was the community development director for the business. He had a
really fun job: finding ways the business could add value in the community.

“Good morning,” Clint said. “What’s going on today?”
They looked at each other and then at Clint. James said, “It looks like we

pulled it off.”
“We did,” Julie said.
“What did you pull off?” Clint was confused. “What did I miss?”



“The surprise,” James said.
“What surprise?”
“This,” Julie said as she gestured toward the parking lot. “This is for you!”
“What? Now I’m really confused.”
“Not you personally. For the well.”
“The well?”
“Yes, it’s Dig a Well Day.”
“It is?”
“Yes!”
“Is that a national holiday?”
“No, we made it up! We are giving some of our profits today to your

project, and we’re inviting our customers to contribute as well.”
“How did you get the word out?”
“There’s this little thing called social media, Clint. You need to get out

more,” Julie laughed. “Come on, we have work to do.”
The day was a big hit. As it turned out, a lot of people want to make a

difference in the world, and providing a well for Baako’s village was a
perfect opportunity.

At 11:00, Blake, Megan, and Kristin arrived just in time to hear a brief
word from Julie. She stood in front of the counter to speak to the team
members and customers gathered there.

“Thanks for coming today. You guys are amazing! You have supported
every cause we’ve ever introduced to you. You have a big heart and you are
all making a big difference. Your impact is far-reaching. Thank you!

“Today, we are helping Clint, Tyler, Olivia, and their friend Alex raise
money to build a well for a remote village in Africa. It’s a place they’ve all
visited and a place of tremendous need. Thanks, guys, for your compassion
and your vision. Based on what we’ve received thus far, I think you’re going
to build wells for a couple of villages. We’ve already raised about $17,000!”

Everyone clapped and there were lots of hugs. Julie said, “Thanks again
for coming!” She turned to her team and said, “Back to work.”

Clint went to see his mom and dad, while Tyler and Olivia went back
behind the counter. Both had been hired shortly after Clint gave them the
thumbs up. Even though Olivia had a broken arm at the time, Julie said,
“Never pass on Top Talent.” They both loved the place and, like Clint, would
find a way to stay on in a part-time capacity after school started back.



Clint gave his parents a hug and said, “Thanks for coming!” He looked at
the crowd, “All of this for the well.”

Never pass on Top Talent.

“It’s unbelievable!” Megan beamed.
At that moment, Julie approached the group. Clint said, “Mom, Dad,

Kristin, this is Julie. Julie, this is my family.”
“Proud to meet you,” Julie said. “This is an amazing young man you’ve

raised here.”
“We are proud of him,” Megan said.
Then Blake spoke up. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you. I know

today is crazy, but I would love to find time to buy you a cup of coffee.”

The African sun was setting over Maasai land, the dust was thick, and the
crowd was huge. It was Clint’s turn to speak.

“I’m thankful to be with you today—all of us are: Tyler, Alex, and Olivia,
too. Baako, we feel your pain and loss. We miss Amara. However, she lives
on in our hearts.

“Even though we live thousands of miles away, we want you to know you
are loved. Not in an abstract way, but tangibly. This well is just one
expression of that love.

“This occasion reminds me of an ancient proverb: ‘The one who drinks the
water should never forget the one who dug the well.’

“Amara dug this well for you. We pray you, your children, and your
children’s children will always remember her and drink from it in good
health.”



 Epilogue

The well was dug and the celebration continued deep into the night; there
were hugs and tears and good-byes. But it would not be the last time Clint
and his friends would visit Africa. Thanks to Julie and her customers’
support, plus the money Clint, Tyler, Olivia, and Alex were able to raise, they
have been able to build nine wells—so far.

Julie’s business continues to flourish. She had created a powerful Talent
Magnet of her own. However, like Blake and so many others on this journey,
she had underleveraged her creation. She had not focused on getting the word
out. After she and Blake met and compared notes, her team decided to create
a strategic communications plan to let people know about their business and
what they had to offer. As she and Blake became friends, they shared many
cups of coffee and helped each other create even stronger high-performance
organizations.

Sam turned from critic to crusader. He changed the entire culture of his
organization—and it started with his people. Apparently, they were holding
his organization back. The turnaround began like all others: with the leader.
As of this writing, several of his properties have been recognized nationally
as top spots to stay.

Blake and Charles continue to enjoy an amazing partnership. Day by day,
they are quietly building one of the best-run organizations on the planet. And,
based on the number of applicants they now receive on an annual basis, it
looks like the Talent Magnet they have created is working extremely well.
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