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By Richard Warren

Today’s “experience” economy, 
constant information and advertis-
ing exchange in social networks 
pushes both companies and em-
ployees to communicate their brand 
transparently, openly and with an 
“awe” emotion. Statements and 
speeches don’t do it anymore. Ac-
tion and sharing the great encoun-
ters with the company’s brand are 
not only the flavor of the month, 
but a trend that is here to stay. 

How can HR departments help 
their organizations to achieve these 
goals the right way? As we said in 
previously, (see http://optimumhr-
systems.typepad.com/files/04_opti-
mal_knowledge_winter_07_08.pdf), 
HR can help by consistently cham-
pioning their organization’s brand. 
Think in terms of the  company’s 
mission and values and act on the 
them everyday through all channels 
of communication. The role of HR 
in fostering this “internal market-
ing” conversation is crucial. In the 
“Communication” issue of Optimal 

Knowledge, Optimum HR Systems 
associates share their thoughts 
on several aspects of communi-
cation.  Anita Ryan explains how 
shaping the organization’s culture 
through training leads to better re-
sults – internally and externally 
and ultimately contributes directly 
to achievement of business goals. 
Vija Kelly speaks about another as-
pect of organizational culture that 
HR departments need to build on a 
daily basis – how to foster a safety 
climate that goes beyond simple 
compliance. Dick Lee reminds us 
of the role of HR in helping their 
organizations avoid potential data 
security pitfalls in the era of so-
cial networks and Internet experi-
ence sharing. John Cleveland and 
Michelle Maher stress the impor-
tance of good communication of 
the value of benefits to employees. 

And, as a final communiqué, Rich-
ard Warren announces our office 
move to Plymouth, Minnesota. 

http://optimumhrsystems.typepad.com/files/04_optimal_knowledge_winter_07_08.pdf 
http://optimumhrsystems.typepad.com/files/04_optimal_knowledge_winter_07_08.pdf 
http://optimumhrsystems.typepad.com/files/04_optimal_knowledge_winter_07_08.pdf 
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Creating  Cultures That Avoid Unintended Consequences

By Anita Ryan

Every three to five years the Busi-
ness Community creates a new vo-
cabulary of buzz words usually gen-
erated by consultants and academics 
who are trying to look differently at 
another slice of organizations’ prod-
ucts and processes. (These days 
those words tend revolve around 

“lean” anything and “collaborative” 
processes, procedures and interac-
tions) It is not that we don’t need to 
continually look at ways to improve 
our businesses. We certainly do!  
However, I often wonder if we are not 
overcomplicating the search for better 
ways of doing things or perhaps just 
not understanding the meaning or im-
plications of words like “collaborative”

Before I entered the world of busi-
ness, I was a therapist in the Wiscon-
sin school systems.  Quite frankly it 
was in this environment, interacting 

with government mandated multidis-
ciplinary teams that I learned how 
to truly participate as a part of a fo-
cused effective work group. In the in-
tervening 30 years I have worked in 
the business world teaching, training, 
coaching and running organizations. 
Yet very infrequently have I found 
companies that have been able to 
consistently collaborate or integrate 
organizational vision and strategy with 

departmental, interdepartmental and 
human resource needs. Why is that?

Part of the reason may be the way 
businesses have embraced linear ap-
proaches to goal achievement. They 
often do this without considering the 
fact that organizations because they 
involve people are really more or-
ganic than linear. Every shift in a pro-
cess will have both direct and indirect 
consequences. Project managers and 
department heads tend to very effec-
tively monitor direct impacts because 
of a linear focus. Their attention is on 

the end goal usually of achieving de-
partment commitments or customer 
demands. This focus is not bad per se 
but it often creates those dreaded sink 
holes referred to as ‘Unintended Con-
sequences” For example, the Product 
Development team works with the 
Marketing team to create a product 
that will sell like hot cakes, but they fail 
to check with the Manufacturing and 
Safety groups. After spending months 
on the project, Production and Engi-
neering personnel let Marketing know 
that the product can not be manu-
factured in the current facility and 
the required materials will present a 
significant health hazard to employ-
ees. The result is lost time, energy, 
money and motivation with an ac-
companying gain of interdepartmen-
tal aggravation and diminished trust. 

So how would multidisciplinary 
teams in Wisconsin school systems do 
this differently? First there would be 
a constant focus on the overall mis-
sion of the school system which is to 
provide the best functional education 
possible for all school aged children. 
This education is to be provided with-
out bias and in the least restrictive 
environment in accordance with all 
state and Federal regulations. So this 
is the overarching mission and vision. 

Second when teams are 
brought together there is a 
single team leader who has the 
following responsibilities:

 ■ Hold the team responsible for 
working within the mission and vision.

 ■ Keep team members working with-
in the school system processes and 
procedures.

 ■ Run interference whenever there is 
an issue of child well-being that col-
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lides with the system processes and 
procedures.

 ■ Make sure that both direct and in-
direct cross impacts involving stake 
holders (child, parents, school sys-
tem, individual school, teachers, team 
members, outside professionals work-
ing with the family, outside commu-
nity, etc) are thoroughly checked and 
integrated into educational plans.

 ■ Facilitate cross disciplinary com-
munication between team members 
(e.g. teacher, psychologist, speech 
and language therapist, physical ther-
apist, social worker, nurse)

 ■ Cross training of team members so 
that they can assist one another when 
necessary.

 ■ Bring together the core team of 
professionals who will assess the child 
and then work to implement programs 
for that child’s special needs.

Third team members then have 
the following responsibilities:

 ■ Use their specialized training and 
abilities to assess and then help the 
child to achieve his or her potential.

 ■ Learn enough about children’s 
needs outside their own disciple to 
know when to back off from a rec-
ommendation when something dif-
ferent is needed  to help the child in 
the present situation E.g. when health 
concerns are more critical than imme-
diate speech therapy.

 ■ Learn how to use one recommen-
dation to achieve goals in several ar-
eas that would make it easier for child 
and parents. 

So how can this approach be 
utilized in business organizations, 
and then how can persons in an 
HR function help in this process?

1. Internal training is required in two 
areas:

Creating  Cultures that Avoid Unintended Consequences (continued)

 ■ Company Vision, Mission. Every 
employee should know what these 
two things are and what their role is in 
accomplishing them. This is not a case 
of handing employees the compa-
ny manual and having them sign off. 
They need to know their place in the 
organization and the principles under 
which they are to work. This should 
be a part of HR and Departmental Ori-
entation.

 ■ Training in Business. It continues to 
amaze me that large majorities of su-
pervisors and even managers do not 
really understand how business orga-
nizations function as a system. Com-
pany training should include knowl-
edge of the overall flow of a business 
and the place and function of individ-
ual departments. It is impossible to 
know if an action or a change in pro-
cess or procedure will have an indirect 
unintended consequence if the per-
sons effecting a change really have no 
idea of who the company’s stakehold-
ers are and what their roles are.

2. All projects, new processes or 

procedure changes need to be led by 
persons capable of assessing cross 
impacts for all stakeholders. These 
employees should be trained in gen-
eral business systems, their specif-
ic company systems, and facilitation 
practices.

3. All key company personnel should 
be trained in collaborative team func-
tioning. That would include the follow-
ing skill areas:

 ■ Ability to maintain a big picture fo-
cus (on company mission and vision) 
while working on projects of any size.

 ■ Ability to create processes and 
solve problems that utilize single 
steps to accommodate multiple stake-
holder needs

 ■ Ability to learn the key components 
of other team members skill sets so 
that they can assist those team mem-
bers or know when it is appropriate to 
back off and let others take the lead 
on projects.

Certainly top corporate leaders need 
to understand and buy in to this type of 
thinking, but once this is the case HR 
professionals in the training, coaching 
and facilitation arenas as well as those 
persons specializing in Organizational 
Development can be key in imple-
mentation. Of course the only caveat 
in this is that any HR professionals in-
volved in the process need to be well 
schooled in this type of systems col-
laboration and model it continuously 
within their own professional lives.
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Building A Safety Culture
By Vija Kelly

Safety in the workplace has less to 
do with OSHA regulations, workplace 
rules or elaborate accident prevention 
programs and more to do with how 
employees view safety and carry out 
their day to day tasks. Written pro-
grams are necessary so that everyone 
is on the same page with respect to 
desired results. Enforcement of rules 
demonstrates the company’s serious-
ness regarding their safety efforts.  
The ideal workplace, however, is one 
in which even the company president 
is reminded to put on safety glass-
es when entering the shop—by his 
own employees! Creating this type 
of workplace requires that everyone, 
at least the majority of employees, 
“buy in” to the safety effort and are 
committed to it. That is not always 
as easy as it sounds, or maybe it is.

Most companies establish safety 
rules. Yet, rules are hardly ever suf-
ficient. In fact, an over-reliance on 
rules can inhibit employees from 
actually thinking about safety while 
they perform their jobs. If rules are 
the focus of safety efforts, employees 
can, and do, eventually blow them 
off. If rules try to control everything, 
they may be seen as undue interfer-
ence or they may be used as a focus 
of employee rebellion. To illustrate 
the point, there is a large corpora-
tion that is dedicated to managing 
safety by establishing strict operat-
ing rules and procedures. Routine 
safety inspections not only look for 
poor housekeeping, inadequate ma-
chine guarding, blocked fire extin-
guishers and similar problems, but 
they also check whether or not forklift 
drivers are carrying their operator li-
censes. The employees view this ef-
fort as trivial. This company recently 
suffered two employee fatalities. The 
“safety first” message had failed to 
penetrate serious operations, perhaps 
because it had been so trivialized.

To be effective as a basis for a safety 
culture rules have to make sense to 
employees, they have to be applied 
across the board and enforcement 

must be consistent. Often training is 
used as the preferred method for dis-
cussing or presenting rules. The risk 
here, as with the rules themselves, 
is that the training does not accom-
plish the desired result. The company 
cited above does safety training every 
month, but it hasn’t translated to con-
sistently safe behavior. Largely this 
has been due to the fact the training 
has been all about company rules and 
not about employee needs. As a coun-

terpoint to this approach, let’s look at 
another company that has an excellent 
safety record. This company only does 
safety training once or twice a year, 
but the subject of safety is brought 
up at every department meeting. The 
plant manager is very strict on en-
forcement, but every time he corrects 
unsafe behavior he illustrates the risk 
by pointing out the consequences of 
the unsafe act. He usually brings up 
an accident or near miss to under-
score what has or can happen if the 
safe operating procedures are not fol-
lowed. Employees make jokes about 
him behind his back, but every one of 
the wisecracks has a large measure 

of respect behind it. Every employee 
in that plant knows that the manager 
really cares about their safety. When 
a supervisor walks by a potential 
hazard or a safety violation without 
comment or correction, he/she is re-
ally saying to the employee that real 
concern for safety simply isn’t there.

The most frequent excuse made for 
not following safety rules, such as the 
wearing of safety glasses, is that “my 

supervisor doesn’t”.  The need for con-
sistency of application and enforce-
ment cannot be emphasized enough.  
I work with a company that has tradi-
tionally had an awful time getting em-
ployees to wear their safety glasses 
and safety shoes.  When safety com-
mittee members told an employee 
to wear their safety equipment, the 
employee usually responded with 
the observation that his/her supervi-
sor did not and the safety committee 
member had no authority anyway.  
The way this cycle was brought to an 
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Building A Safety Culture(continued)
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machine shops and as large as 3M 
on both health and safety and envi-
ronmental issues has given her the 
hands-on experience to deal with 
the toughest regulatory compliance 
issues that face industry today. 

An excellent teacher and public 
speaker, she specializes in educat-
ing organizations on their regulato-
ry compliance responsibilities. 
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and publishes a newsletter to keep 
clients abreast of changes in EPA, 
DOT and OSHA regulations. She 
has also produced customized writ-
ten training materials for all man-
dated training.

About the author:

Information Security and HR

by Dick Lee

end is telling.  First, we had training 
for all plant supervisors. Part of the 
training was explaining their role in 
setting an example and enforcement. 
Then, the potential consequences for 
the company and, therefore, their 
jobs were laid out. Finally, the super-
visors were provided simple guide-
lines for making correction of em-
ployees more productive. Second, 
routine training on Personal Protec-
tive Equipment was conducted for all 
shop employees. Rather than talking 
about rules, I talked about potential 
consequences of not wearing protec-
tive gear. Using actual photographs of 
shop operations, we collectively went 
through “what if” scenarios. Some 
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pretty lively discussions ensued. As 
it happens, I routinely conduct safety 
inspections in this plant and had done 
so on that day. So as a wrap up of 
the training, I asked the employees if 
they thought I was exempt from the 
safety shoes and safety glasses re-
quirements in the shop.  Unanimously 
they said no.  At which time I showed 
them the steel-toed shoes I was wear-
ing.  I was later told that a number 
of employees had gone back to their 
lockers and put on their safety shoes!

A not so obvious source of safety 
culture is pride—pride in product, 
pride in workplace, pride in a job well 
done. To illustrate how this works, 
let me cite another example from my 
case files. A manufacturer occupied 
a rather old building with inadequate 
space for some operations. As a con-
sequence fire extinguishers, aisles to 
exits, eye wash and first aid stations 

were constantly getting blocked. For 
years the company issued memos, 
moved objects, nagged and otherwise 
tried unsuccessfully to solve the prob-
lem. When asked for help, I came in 
with my camera and photographed 
the problem areas. In a subsequent 
training session on workplace acci-
dent and injury reduction, I showed 
the slides, explained the safety is-
sues and challenged the employees 
to find a solution. About three weeks 
later, I did a surprise inspection and 
found not one blocked extinguisher, 
aisle or safety station. I posted the 
results on the company intra-net and 
a note of congratulations by the time 
clock. The next time I was through 
the shop many employees stopped 
me to brag about the results of the 
inspection. Glowing with pride they 
thanked me for recognizing their ef-
forts. There has been no reoccur-
rence of the problem issues since. 

Someone recently posted listing the 
10 worse mistakes people can make 
in a job interview. Among them was 
to refuse not only a drug test but a 
credit check as well. Sure disquali-
fication, according to the blogger.

Got me to thinking about how much 
information we already have to share 
with employers, insurance provid-
ers, et. al. – and how that we’ll al-
most inevitably have to divulge even 
more going forward. You can argue 
that collecting personal information 
is part regulatory necessity – such as 
racial identification for affirmative ac-
tion compliance and providing social 
security numbers for payroll and to 
prove we’re eligible to work. You can 
argue that gathering other data about 
us is only prudent business – such as 
using credit information to help set 
auto insurance rates (there’s appar-

ently a tie between credit rating and 
driving safety). But where will it stop?

What makes this a pressing question 
is what happens to all the personal data 
we provide, which is more than many 
suspect. Rights and privacy activists 
increasingly scream “big brother” re-
garding how employers, government 
and commercial data management 
companies leverage bits of informa-
tion about us, which often feels un-
ethical if not downright illegal. Are you 
comfortable with a third-party taking 
your phone number and using reverse 
directory techniques to paint a pan-
oramic picture of yourself, with viewer-
ship rights totally out of your control? 
I’m not. But I can’t do much about it.

How do these data sharing and dis-
semination issues concern HR? In two 
significant ways (and many more). 
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Information Security and HR (continued)

First, all of us do stupid, impulsive 
things with the potential to get us – 
and our companies – in trouble. As in 
the case above, share your personal 
phone number and you could be shar-
ing your life story – which, if linked 
to your place of employment could 
prove embarrassing, even costly to 
the company. It may sound outland-
ish at first blush, but a competitor 
“getting the goods” on an employee 

can result in secrecy payoffs involving 
sensitive company information. Un-
fortunately, it’s happened. Along with 
the benefits it provides, social net-
working is a blackmailer’s paradise.

If not for empathic reasons, HR has 
an organizational responsibility to 
actively discourage any discretion-
ary linking of personal and company 
identification. Sure, your inebriated 
sales manager taking a face-plant 
outside a nightclub that’s subse-
quently posted on Facebook is his or 
her problem – until a competing sales 
person distributes the link to prospec-
tive customers, which happens more 
than we’d like to believe. And damage 
can occur from much less clandestine 
activities. Anyone on seemingly in-
nocent Linkedin can follow links to a 
members potentially not-so-innocent 
Facebook or Twitter – where some-
one may have revealed filing an em-
ployment discrimination complaint 
against your company or discussed 
sexual harassment in your workplace.

Lots of opportunity for lots of po-
tentially damaging events from 

just a little bit of mixing person-
al and professional information.

The second major concern for HR 
is the security of the company’s own 
data. Among the reasons HR is so 
under-automated today compared to 
other business functions is a tradition 
of maintaining all HR data on its own 
computer system and independent 
database not integrated with other 

corporate systems. That allowed IT to 
consider HR a systems stepchild not 
requiring IT attention. But the reali-
ties of today’s business environment, 
including more sophisticated govern-
ment reporting requirements – cou-
pled with technology providers lump-
ing HR together with other functions 
in end-to-end computer software 
systems, even in small to mid-sized 
organizations – is erasing the divid-
ing line that’s kept HR data discreet. 
Plus, opening up employee portals 
for online record access and updating 
can unintentionally open another door 
– to hackers. Your good old walled 
off HRIS is now “open for business.”

Outside hackers aside, all too 
many inside employees are run-
ning around with passcodes allowing 
them to breach firewalls protecting 
HR data – and sometimes running 
amok with them. Makes you yearn 
for the good old days of IT neglect.

Are you scared yet? We all should 
be. Because there’s not much HR can 
do about any of this - except enact-

ing and trying to enforce very strict 
standards against mixing personal 
and professional data and demand-
ing heightened levels of security for 
all personnel data. But then again, 
when was the last time you “de-
manded” anything from IT and got it?

HR managers should limit data secu-
rity risks by:

 ● Insisting that employees not men-
tion the company on personal sites

 ● Never speak for the com-
pany on Linkedin (or other on-
line discussion threads)

 ● Do not post links to Face-
book, Twitter, etc. on Linkedin

 ● Constantly remind employees that 
embarrassing information  on person-
al sites can still be tied to the com-
pany, even when observing the above

 ● Get the advice of your IT profes-
sional regarding security on portable 
devices…or better yet, don’t down-
load sensitive data to portable devic-
es. We’ve all heard the horror story 
about the laptop loaded with employ-
ee data stolen from the hotel room 
while the HR exec was at dinner.

About the author:

HYM founder and principal Dick 
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Employee Benefits and the Value of Good Communication

Selling the Value of Your Employee Benefits Package to your Employees Through Problem Solving Solutions

By: John Cleveland and Michelle Maher

Employers spend a lot of time, mon-
ey and effort comparing, purchasing 
and administering their employee 
benefits programs.  Some companies 
offer benefits to stay competitive so 
that they can attract and retain a high 
level of talent; others offer benefits be-
cause they want to help their employ-
ees manage the financial risks in life.  

Regardless of the reason employ-
ee benefits are offered, one com-
mon desire employers have is that 
they want their employees to recog-
nize and appreciate the importance 
of the benefits they are offered.   

The first step in helping employees 
recognize and understand the value 
and need for employee benefits is to 
help them understand the potential 
risks and resulting financial exposures 
that we all face as we live our lives.

 ■ Employees face risks that they or 
a family member may become sick or 
get hurt, and incur high medical ex-
penses.  The financial exposure here 
is that high medical bills can wipe out 
family savings.

 ■ Employees face the risk that they 
may become sick or hurt and unable 
to earn a paycheck. The problem in 
this situation is exhausting savings 
as the employee struggles to pay bills 
with out a paycheck.  

 ■ Employees face the risk that they 
may die earlier then planned, leav-
ing their surviving family members 
in financial trouble. Families rely on 
the employee’s paycheck for their liv-
ing expenses, education expenses, 
retirement contributions and so on. 
When the employee dies and income 
has stopped, all of these plans and 
dreams come to a grinding halt.  Ad-
ditionally, final expenses such as med-
ical care or funeral expenses can ex-
haust savings.

 ■ Employees hope to live many 
years, leading to a normal retirement. 
In retirement however, they face the 
prospect of paying for years of liv-
ing expenses while they are no longer 
earning a paycheck, as well as the risk 
that their retirement nest egg will be 
spent to provide long term care for a 
loved one.

After explaining these risks to em-
ployees, the next step is to explain 
how a high quality, well-designed 
employee benefits plan can serve as 
a solution to the financial exposures 
these problems create for employees.

 ■ A good medical insurance program 
should balance the premium (fixed) 

cost with the maximum out of pocket 
(variable) cost incurred in the event of 
a serious illness.  Additionally, a well 
thought out approach to long term 
care needs can help to fund the pos-
sible need for living assistance, pre-
serving the employee’s savings, while 
they pay for the care they need.

 ■ A high quality disability insurance 

plan can replace an employee’s pay-
check, should they become too sick or 
hurt to go to work.

 ■ An appropriately planned life in-
surance program will provide a family 
with money to allow dreams and life-
style to continue in the event that the 
employee dies prematurely.

Continues on the next page
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 ■ A well-communicated retirement 
program will help employees plan and 
save to fund their golden years.    

Other advantages that an 
employee benefits program 
brings to employees include:

 ■ Most group medical, disability and 
life insurance plans do not require 
employees to prove good health be-
fore signing up (if they sign up dur-
ing open their initial eligibility period 
and are actively at work on the effec-
tive date). *

 ■ Premium rates for group benefit 
plans can be much lower than individ-

ual plan rates.

 ■ Premiums are conveniently with-
held from paychecks.

Employers can raise the participation 
level and appreciation for employee 
benefits by fully communicating these 
programs to employees, so they ful-
ly understand their benefits and the 
problems that their benefits solve.

There are several steps plan ad-
ministrators can take to aid employ-
ees in understanding their benefits.  

 ■ Review employee communication 
pieces such as benefit summaries, to 
make sure they are written in plain 
language, with out technical jargon. 

 ■ Using several types of communica-
tions pieces, through out the enroll-
ment decision-making process is help-
ful. 

For example, an employee may re-
ceive a paycheck stuffer or an email 
memo prior to open enrollment, in-
cluding basic benefit plan highlights. 
Next, an open enrollment meet-
ing should include a simple pre-
sentation with a review of the ben-
efit plans and pertinent changes.  

Clearly written plan summaries 

and necessary enrollment forms, ei-
ther online or in print are a necessity.  

It is helpful if employees are given 
live access – either by phone, in person 
or online - to somebody who can an-
swer questions that may be sensitive, 
or that come up after the meeting. 

Finally, administrators can remind 
employees periodically through out 
the year of their benefit plans through 
emails, employee portals or payroll 
stuffers.

Employee Benefits and the Value of Good Communication 
(continued)

As a final note, many insurance bro-
kers and companies are very willing 
to help an administrator with benefits 
meetings communication pieces.  Be 
sure to ask your broker what resourc-
es available to you.

*Some plans for small companies plans 
may require health information to qualify 
for insurance.    
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