
Author:  Zane Safrit 
Blog: zanesafrit.typepad.com                                 Photo Credit: iStockPhoto/mstay                

1

Employees: 
Worth their weight in 

gold
16 ways to increase their weight and 

not spend a dime.
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Let’s pretend I’m your company’s financial advisor.  You have asked me to review 
your corporate balance sheet with the eye towards helping you find and unlock 
hidden value in your company. 

Like all good business leaders, you want to leverage your company’s value to 
recruit stakeholders (employees, suppliers, customers, partners)  with potentially 
greater value-added contributions.  

A company’s value should always be reflected in the shareholder’s equity reflected 
in their balance sheet statement. Shareholder’s equity is measured by how much 
your assets exceed your liabilities. 

So how do we, I am your partner, increase the value of your assets? 

Not sure? Let me ask you some questions, then: 

What is the most important asset for your company? 

Which corporate asset, if lost, would create the biggest and most negative impact 
on your company’s operations? 

What is the one asset which your competitors cannot duplicate, copy, re-engineer 
or fake?  

Which asset is the asset most often overlooked by companies as they seek to 
strengthen their brand?  

If you said Collateralized Debt Obligations or Collateralized Debt Swaps then 
contact your Congressional representative immediately. Bailout funds are limited 
as of December, 2008. 

Employees is the right answer. Your employees.  Doubt it? If you do, you wouldn’t 
be alone.  Many leaders in many companies doubt it. 

Ask yourself these questions: 

•Who makes your company’s products and services? 
•Who talks to your customers? 
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•Whose efforts make them love your company and tolerate your mistakes to 
their credit cards and bank accounts that ruin their day and waste their time? 
•Who comes up with the systemic solutions to those problems?
•Who sacrifices their family, their day and evenings for your company’s 
goals? 

The answer: Employees. Your employees: 

• add up your revenues
• pay you and your execs and themselves. 
• find partners and vendors to help your company grow. 

Their engagement, passion and inspiration, their connections with your customers,  
give life and meaning to your products and services. Who do they give this life to? 
Your customers. 

And, they get up and do it again, amen, every day.  Imagine delivering your 
products and services to your customers without your employees. Oh, I know, 
some days you may fantasize about this idea. It does not make you a bad person, 
nor them, either.  (And your employees may dream of life without you, did you 
consider that?) But after the short-lived moment of fantasy, everyone knows your 
company exists because of them and their passion. 

It is only through them that your company survives, grows and finds new ways to 
compete in any market. 

Your employees are your company’s greatest asset. 

How do you generate a return on your employees, your company’s number one 
asset? 

You invest in your employees. You invest in the tools and resources and rewards to 
make them as productive as possible. 

And that’s the same investment you make with all your assets. 

Here are 16 ways to invest in your employees and not spend a dime. Separately, 
each can generate a positive return on your investment in the form of greater 
engagement and motivation and passion for their company, your company, their 
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brand, your brand. Collectively, they create a powerful system of intrinsic rewards 
that will insure their value, their weight, is measured in gold. 

And here are some ways you can offer the incentives that are meaningful to your 
employees:

1. Encourage Company Gossips. The big difference  is...encourage them to 
spread good news.  The good news are the accomplishments and heroic acts and 
beyond-the-call of duty type efforts that too often go unnoticed, unrecognized, 
uncelebrated.  Lead the way. Spread gossip, openly and frequently, at company 
meetings: I heard so-and-so did this wonderful thing for this customer...or It’s 
come to my attention that x heroic deed was done by Y person.  I wrote on this in 
more detail at Can Company Gossips Serve to Inspire at Small Business Trends. 
Here are 4 Tips from that article:

1. Point them in the right direction. That direction is the accomplishments of 
those around them. 
2. Reward and recognize them. The wholerpose of gossip is recognition. 
Reward them for sharing the right news: accomplishments.
3. Celebrate Their News:  Celebrate with others in your company the news 
that’s been shared with you by gossips. Use those whispered stories  to 
inspire. 
4. Make it Transparent, Open, Engaged. Get everyone engaged in sharing 
gossip and snitching on each other. Make it part of your agenda at every 
meeting. Then open the floor for others to snitch on the accomplishments of 
their colleagues. 

2. Say Thank-you 5 times every day. It’s an 
investment in your most important asset: your 
employees. It’s an investment whose return grows 
over time, just like your 401K or IRA. 

And yes, the returns continue to grow over time 
through all conditions of your company and 
financial markets. The trick for both is to 
regularly invest. 
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What if you can’t? What if you can’t find 5 reasons to say thank-you every day? 
What if you can’t find one?

Answer: Find out why. 

Then, fix it. 

Your  primary mission is to insure everyone succeeds. Stated another way, your 
primary mission is to put people in positions where they are able to create reasons 
for you to say Thank-you. Do that and your whole day will be spent saying thank-
you. (How cool would that be?)

3. Be specific in your thanks. Now take the above investment, of saying thank-
you 5 times a day, one step further. Be specific with each thank-you. If you do, you 
will leverage the impact of gratitude and recognition with the added value of 
meaning. Thank the person specifically for what they accomplished. Include how 
that made you happy, your day easier, took a burden off your shoulder, met a 
company goal, helped another person or department, made a customer call you to 
say thanks, etc. 

4. Add thank-you’s to your meetings’ 
agenda.  Recognition by your leader 
(boss, manager, supervisor, 
CEO...spouse) is a powerful reward that 
creates strong ties and raises the levels 
of inspiration and passion with your 
employees. 

Add the magic phrase Thank you...and 
that recognition carries even more 
positive impact. 
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Combine that with recognition among their colleagues and you have a powerful 
incentive program. And the costs of this investment are a few moments of time in 
the meeting and a few moments before the meeting preparing the agenda. You may 
find you need a few moments  while the other other attendees at that meeting share 
their comments and applause, too. 
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Added Bonus: Better participation with greater numbers at future meetings. 

5. Recognize your employees outside your company walls.  Recognize the 
specific great accomplishments of your employees with notes to your partners or 
customers or vendors.  Include it in the company newsletter. Again, recognition 
among your peers is a powerful motivator. Your message will make its way back to 
those in your company and specifically, that employee. 

6. Talk about them right in front of their face. Don’t just praise them behind 
their backs. Praise them right in front of their face. Like company gossips, talking 
about people right in front of them often describes an unpleasant scene. But if you 
change that cliche’d experience and use this moment to instead celebrate(!) their 
work, you create... another(!) mini-celebration. And your day can be spent creating 
a series of these as you walk through the offices.

Maybe, they’ll blush. Maybe, you’ll blush.  But imagine the reward felt by that 
employee as you heap a mound of praise on them while they stand beside you. 
Imagine if all your employees could have this experience!  That’s your mission, 
too.   

Create systems and hire A-Players who you can talk about right in front of their 
face ...and have it be a mini-celebration. 

7. Write hand-written thank-you’s. My wife 
received a hand-written thank-you note, one day . It 
was legible, barely.  But, clearly communicated was 
the time and personal attention spent by her 
manager finding the card, writing the note, licking 
the stamp, taking it to the post office. It made her 
day and mine, too, when I read it. 

Added Bonus: Make your employee happy and 
you’ve made their spouse happy, also.  

Don’t forget the flowers and candy...
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8. Flowers, candy, pastries, coffee...paid out 
of your pocket, work wonders.  Bring them for 
no-good reason...kind of like a just-
because...thank-you.  Bring them when they’ve 
accomplished some heroic achievement.  Bring 
them on a Friday (Yeah, we made it through the 
week...) 

Photo credit: iStockPhoto/bmcent1

9. Help them do their job. I regularly answered the calls on our sales or customer 
service line when they were busy. I had our IT-Guy Extraordinaire, as we called 
him, program incoming calls for sales or customer service to ring to my desk with 
a special ring. And daily, I’d answer one or two calls. And I knew this was one way 
I could help them do their job, communicate the importance of those calls to our 
employees AND our customers and talk to our customers, as well.

It also showed everyone I asked of others only what I was willing to do myself. 

10. Be their defender. Always, 
always, always defend them. 

Then, defend them again, when they:

• make mistakes. 

• act poorly. 

• create and/or use the wrong 
assumptions.

• rush to judgment.

•Hold them accountable of course. 

Photo credit: iStockphoto/aaltazar

Ask them:  Did you do that deliberately?  
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Listen.  The A-Player will tell you how they made the mistake that brought this 
discussion...if you’ve created a culture of trust and accountability. 

Then work with them to create a system to make sure that mistake is not an option 
for them in the future. The A-Player employee will know you now have created a 
system to insure their career can advance. 

11. Honor the Golden Ratio: Listen - Listen :  
Speak. 

See him? Be him...not in appearance, but in behavior. 

We have 2 ears and one mouth. 2 : 1. Listen - Listen : 
Speak. 
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The results are golden if, and when, I do. 

However, it’s a habit I am learning still. 

12. Showcase their strengths. Find their strengths. Find a way to showcase them. 
Enable them with resources and support to showcase those strengths in their job’s 
duties. 

This idea is alien to many organizations.  Focusing on their strengths, managing 
towards the employees’ strengths, targeting their strengths, putting the employees 
where their strengths are on display, all too often threaten managers whose best 
talents are administration and control. 

The pattern in these organizations, in most* organizations, is to focus on correcting 
the employee’s weakness(es). Nothing fosters a sense of control than holding 
people to account for their perceived weaknesses. And, we all know the dreaded 
performance reviews used to enforce control by ‘looking at areas that need 
improvement...more than accomplishments for the year.  

These are performed too rarely and too inconsistently to offer real value as an 
investment for either employee or manager, by either.  And even this dismal 
accounting fails to take into account the standard process where weaknesses are the 
coin of the realm, not successes. 
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Marcus Buckingham is a leading author, speaker, thinker in the Strengths 
Movement. That’s the movement to manage towards an employee’s strengths and 
organize your company and their roles to best showcase those talents. 

He has a blog. Start there. 

Consider this from a recent blog post by Marcus:

British Airways decides that they need to have a better record on lost 
baggage. The tendency is to ask, “how do we lose fewer bags? How do we 
stop bags from being lost?” and you drill down to find out where the process 
breaks down. Sadly, that process doesn’t really result in losing fewer bags, 
because you’re focusing on what is wrong with the system. Instead of that 
kind of pathological inquiry [use]  “Appreciative Inquiry.” Ask what is right. 
Ask: “what would a great arrival experience feel like to a customer?” and 
then put together a whole experience that works.

Then read his books in order. His first book is First Break All the Rules.

It’s a movement. Movement implies change. Change implies correction, 
improvement, failure teaching, a need not yet addressed, a better way found. 

And, as I understand the Strengths Movement and its goal, I realize yes, that’s 
correct. It’s a movement to change management’s traditional focus on managing 
weakness, fixing what’s wrong instead of finding strengths and building what’s 
right. Semantics, yes. But it offers a huge shift in your thinking. 

Side note: It’s also telling that the first book for Marcus Buckingham was titled 
First Break All the Rules. Rules will need to break in most organizations to 
embrace this celebration of employee’s strengths from the Strengths Movement. Be 
prepared for pushback throughout your organization. And be open to the surprise 
from unexpected support. 

13. Find their happiness and do the same. If they like talking with customers, 
make sure they talk to customers every day. Customers are happiest when your 
employees, who most enjoy talking to and serving customers, are the employees in 
your customer service department. Your employees are happiest when those who 
love technology, who love to keep computers humming along, are the employees in 
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your Network Operations or IT Support Group. No one is happy when you mix 
them up. 

14. Make connections. Spend time connecting. Connect what your employees do 
with how it helps those around them. Connect the impact of their success with its 
impact for the company as a whole, for customers, for partners and vendors. 

Each connection is like a link in a chain. And you know what they say about 
chains. Chains are only as strong as their weakest link. Too many companies are 
weak because no links exist between customer service and finance, IT and sales, 
billing and marketing, any and/or all of them and your executive team.  

Make each link strong.  

15. Recognize and reward their 
successes...publicly and 
privately...frequently.

• Make their reviews a celebration of their 
successes. 

• Use the appreciative inquiry approach. 
Ask: What’s the perfect [ experience for 
their audience, stakeholders]? Then craft a 
plan where their strengths make that 
possible. 

• Showcase their successes around the 
company.  Athletic departments have trophy 
cases and halls of fame. Banners hang 
down from rafters with the names of sports 
heroes. 

Why not do the same at your company? 
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• Celebrate their successes in your monthly newsletter. 
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•  Put their successes in writing. You both can share them with colleagues, peers, 
other departments, management teams, boards of directors. They’ll have their own 
to share, too. 

16.  If you find no successes to celebrate...(it happens)...take responsibility. Ask 
yourself have you done everything to insure they are a success:

• Do they have the necessary resources? 
• Do they know what they should do? Are you sure?
• Do they have  your support and feedback? 
• Do they have the support of their colleagues? 
• Do they understand their role and its importance in reaching your 
company’s mission?
• Is the mission clear to them...
• Did they deliberately fail? Ask them. 
• Ask them to create with you a system for the perfect experience. 

These are all questions you should ask yourself, and them, if reviews are not a 
celebration. This isn’t the place to begin that conversation or tips and resources 
needed to do that. 

However, in upcoming ebooks I’ll address those questions and supply answers. 

However, one thing is clear, as you engage in this process with this employee, 
everyone in the company will see your commitment to that person’s success. At the 
best, you may discover their strengths have been hidden. And that’s  the proverbial 
diamond-in-the-rough human asset. And you’ve found it at a cost much lower than 
hiring a new employee. 

The worst? The worst is you have discovered you have an employee who’s no 
longer the A-Player they were when they joined the company. 

This is liberating to you both. 

Now, you can plan together to put them in a position where they can be the A-
Player they once were, either with your company or another. 
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SUMMARY

Competition for talent will continue to grow more fierce in the weeks and months 
and years to come. Talent is what separates a great brand from their competition. 
Talent is what empower, enables and executes a brand’s reinvention, year after to 
year. The result is great brand and a sustainable business which benefits the 
employees, management, shareholders, customers, partners, vendors and their 
communities. 

Create a compelling business model. Differentiate your company in ways no one 
can duplicate. Inspire your employees to greater engagement. Build assets of 
greater value, liabilities of lesser value and shareholders whose growing equity 
makes them smile. 

Invest in your employees.  

Zane Safrit
Phone: 641-919-0964
Main Blog: http://zanesafrit.typepad.com
Twitter: http:/twitter.com/zanesafrit

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 
United States License. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc- 
nd/3.0/us/ or send a letter to Creative Commons, 171 Second Street, Suite 300, San Francisco, 
California, 94105, USA. 12

12

http://zanesafrit.typepad.com
http://zanesafrit.typepad.com
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-

