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7:55am 
Read resignation email from member 
of your executive team.

8:00am
On the phone, talking, but you can’t 
change their mind.

8:42am
Conversation done, you take a breath 
and think. How can you turn this 
problem into an opportunity? 

8:53am
You contact the franchise experts at Blue 
Rock Search, confident they will find the 
right leader to get you where you want 
to go.

Whether you’re dealing with an unexpected resignation, need to fill a new role, 
or need people to handle your business’ expansion, we can help. 
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The Bureau of Labor Statistics has reported the 
final numbers for 2021. According to their report, 
approximately 47.4 million employees voluntarily 
quit their jobs in 2021.1 Individual desire to take 
control of the future has fueled interest and growth 
in the franchise market. 

For potential franchise owners, there are plenty of 
choices. The U.S. Census Bureau reports over 300 
different industries offer franchise opportunities.2 
For people with entrepreneurial dreams, buying 
a franchise ensures a support system and an 
established path to success.

In this special edition of Pinnacle, we focus on issues 
affecting franchises on the move. As an executive 
search firm, we have many conversations with top 
executives looking to make a change but find fewer 
candidates willing to move to find the position of their 
dreams. I address this topic in my article, “Building a 
World-Class Team in a Work Anywhere World.” 

Other critical areas covered in this issue include 
competing with multiple brands, facilitating DEI 
without a dedicated in-house resource, critical training 
topics for customer-facing employees, and the talent 
attraction and retention trinity—culture, career, and 
compensation. 

If you have thoughts on any of these topics, or if 
I can help, please feel free to contact me at 
Nancy@bluerocksearch.com. 

Thank you for being part of the Blue Rock Search 
community, and best wishes for the remainder of 
the year. 
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Building a World-Class 
Team in a Work Anywhere 
World
By Nancy Estep-Critchett

The rise of the “work anywhere” world has opened 
new possibilities for franchise employers and workers 
alike. While the flexibility and perks of remote and 
hybrid work make those models appealing to many, 
it’s important for leadership to have a strategy in place 
for team building and culture concerns, both of which 
require an adjusted approach outside of the traditional 
office model. 

THE RISE OF DISTRIBUTED LEADERSHIP

Distributed leadership models are quickly growing in 
popularity. As the name suggests, this organizational 
style moves away from traditional, hierarchical 
models, and towards a structure where people have 
more autonomy to innovate around a shared goal. 
The idea is to build a leadership framework allowing 
individuals to lend and blend expertise and ideas in 
the best way possible. 

“A leader’s job isn’t to be the smartest people in the 
room who have all the answers, but rather to architect 
the gameboard where as many people as possible 
have permission to contribute the best of their 
expertise, knowledge, skills, and ideas,” according 
to MIT lecturer Kate Isaacs.1  This leadership model 
emphasizes diversity of thought and skills, providing 
a clearer path for individuals to innovate, share 
knowledge, adapt to changes, and learn from each 
other.

Moving to a distributed leadership model won’t 
happen all at once. A 2015 paper by Deborah Ancona, 
Elaine Blackman, and Isaacs offered six suggestions 
for effectively making the change:

1. When lower-level people have ideas about 
already-vetted new strategic objectives, let them 
participate and even lead the change process

2. Give individuals more of a say in matching 
themselves with roles, regardless of formal titles 
or organizational placement

3. Have honest conversations about what potential 
team members can commit

4. Provide coaching and support throughout the 
shift to this model, as well as opportunities for 
employees to network and collaborate outside of 
the “typical” hierarchy

5. Shift understanding of senior leadership to 
“architect” style roles

6. Understand that some combination of 
“command-and-control” and “cultivate-and-
coordinate” styles will be necessary 2 

Under this model, leaders must hold organizations 
accountable. Distributed leadership runs on trust, so 
trust must be built and carefully maintained. But in a 
world seeking more flexibility out of work, this model 
may hold the key to effective work and much-needed 
fresh perspectives.

BUILDING A CULTURE REMOTELY

There’s more than leadership styles to consider when 
it comes to team building. As teams shift to partially 
or fully remote work, the question of building culture 
inevitably rears its head—and it’s not a question that 
comes with an easy answer.

“Candidates are seeking workplaces where they can 
intertwine their beliefs with those of the company and 
work together on a common vision of purpose and 
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success,” says the Harvard Business Review.3 Whether 
in the office or remotely, one of the most essential 
components to building a company culture is building 
a clear sense of shared values and goals. 

Creating a sense of proximity, from more of an 
emotional and creative standpoint, can also help to 
lessen the figurative and literal distance created by 
remote work. Proximity is all about how we feel, not 
just where we physically are. Virtual connection is one 
piece of the puzzle, but not the only one. Ultimately, 
it’s more about finding creative ways to get employees 
to feel invested in each other’s success and the 
organization’s success overall.

One technique meeting with mixed results is the 
increased use of virtual “hangouts.” Many employees 
find that these remote, required interactions (virtual 
happy hours, trivia contests, and so on) feel forced 
and awkward, and early evidence suggests that these 
superficial interactions are not really effective for 
building deeper connections and culture.4 There aren’t 
clear answers yet, but it seems that using creativity will 
be important when devising unique ways to encourage 
interaction and a sense of belonging rather than a 
sense of obligation to log onto a faux-social Zoom call.

REMOTE WORK AND CREATIVITY

Those same questions of culture also trickle down 
to another important intangible: creativity. While 
“forced” collaboration may help in small ways by 
simply getting people to talk to each other, it should 
be strategic, not rote. Organizations may want to 
consider creating cross-team collaboration and 
networking opportunities rather than “activities” or 
“social hours.” 

Remote work can be productive, but it also can lead to 
work silos, where employees or teams find themselves 
isolated and lacking ideas beyond their field of vision. 

There’s no way around the fact that creativity does 
change with the shift to remote work because the 
collaboration style is necessarily different. Leadership 
needs to develop flexible strategies while recognizing 
that not every strategy will work for every team.

Some teams may decide to combine remote work with 
occasional in-person collaborations and meetings. 
Research has found that in-person teams produced 
more creative ideas than remote teams, which is 
potentially tied to how people interact with their 
surroundings, physically move in space, and interact 
with each other. 5  A hybrid approach combining 
purposeful remote gatherings and strategic in-person 
sessions may alleviate some frustrations without 
feeling artificial to employees. 

However, an alternate view is that remote work (or 
hybrid work) actually allows for more creativity. In 
theory, some workers may find the traditional eight-
hour office routine too structured and monotonous 
to achieve and maintain a creative problem-solving 
mindset. By using both the office space and the home 
office space for what they’re “best” for (i.e., work at 
home on individual projects for fewer distractions, 
come to the office for collaboration), employees could 
experience more variety and, perhaps, more creativity. 

In the end, that’s what building a successful remote 
team is all about: finding the right balance that allows 
teams to excel and thrive in ways we never thought 
about before.

Remote work can be productive, but it also can lead to work silos.



8 PINNACLE  |  Blue Rock Search
Issue 2, 2022

Can You Facilitate a 
DEI Initiative Without a 
Dedicated Department 
Head?
By Ruben Moreno

As more organizations realize the need for robust 
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) initiatives, 
many ask, “How can we facilitate these conversations 
and changes when we don’t have the resources to 
create a department or hire a dedicated executive?”

While DEI initiatives can certainly be handled without 
a full-time department head, the process will require 
plenty of collaboration, flexibility, and creativity to 
achieve real and lasting change. Here are three ways 
a franchise organization can manage the challenge – 
and help franchisees manage it in turn.

BRING IN OUTSIDE EXPERTS

No matter how well-intentioned an organization may 
be, DEI is not a DIY project. Like any other field, it 
has many nuances, potential pitfalls, and details that a 
layperson, even one who means well and wants to do 
things “right,” will inevitably miss. 

If a dedicated department head is not in the cards 
right now, outside experts are essential to guide an 
organization’s DEI efforts. By bringing in experts 
whose specialties align with their goals, franchise 
groups can make real headway, while minimizing the 
risk that well-intentioned efforts might actually have 
unintended negative consequences.

Along similar lines, it’s important to allow these 
experts to do their work, even when and especially if 
that work feels discomforting at times. DEI involves 
exploring and interrogating long-held ideas, biases, 
and power structures, and it’s only human to have 

uncomfortable or emotional reactions. The key is to 
work through these emotions rather than ignoring 
them or using them as an excuse. 

When it comes to DEI initiatives, what an 
organization doesn’t do is just as important as what it 
does. Being a member of a historically marginalized 
group does not automatically qualify a person as a DEI 
expert or as the person who should “automatically” 
be assigned the brunt of the DEI leadership work. 
Companies should not make assumptions about tasks 
individuals are willing or prepared to take on based on 
identities. With that being said, it is still vital that DEI 
efforts involve a diverse range of voices. The point is 
simply that group identity, in and of itself, should not 
be the deciding factor in determining who takes the 
helm on DEI efforts.

All leaders must be engaged with or without an official 
DEI department head (especially without). You need 
commitment from high-level leaders in and around 
the C-suite and lower-level managers. In fact, lower-
level managers often hold the key to getting things 
right. They’re the ones on the ground, who have direct 
interactions with nonmanagerial employees, and who 
must bring strategy to life for the day-to-day lives of 
those employees. Leadership must be prepared to offer 
real support for whatever DEI policies are made.

DEVELOP, SET, AND AUDIT CLEAR GOALS

The vague idea of facilitating DEI sounds nice, 
but the real work occurs in the details. Franchise 
organizations that set out with broad-stroke ideas are 
much less likely to succeed in making relevant changes 
than those that focus on specifics. It’s important to 
start by knowing what the company hopes to get out 
of the process and how those goals can be measured.

Research is critical at this stage. Ask questions and 
get input. Then, ask more questions! By conducting 
surveys and gathering feedback, leadership can better 

DEI FOCUSHR
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understand what issues need to be addressed, what 
concerns exist for employees, and what changes are 
most necessary. At this stage, keep systemic issues in 
mind, as well as ones that might be more specific to 
your organization. While a single company cannot 
change systemic issues overnight, an organization 
certainly can craft policies that keep those concerns in 
mind and work to address and mitigate them. 

A successful DEI strategy requires setting clear, 
measurable goals and ways to collect feedback on 
efforts to achieve the goals. It’s not a one-time strategy, 
either. Leaders should regularly re-evaluate and self-
audit. Good questions to ask regularly include:

• What progress are we making?
• What benchmarks are being met?
• What needs to be adjusted now that we 

have more information?

Addressing these questions ensures your DEI strategy 
is flexible enough to evolve with new needs and 
information.

INVOLVE MULTIPLE TEAMS AND 
DEPARTMENTS IN THE PROCESS

If there is no official DEI department or leader, it 
falls to the rest of the organization to manage those 
efforts. The temptation may be to informally and 
unofficially “assign” DEI responsibilities to one team 
or department as an additional duty outside their 
current, official ones. While this approach may seem 
reasonable or efficient, the result often is just a siloing 
of something that includes and affects everyone by its 
very nature. 

Even if one team winds up originating a program or 
initiative, others must be included and involved in the 
process. By getting buy-in early on, all teams can feel 
like they are part of the process, rather than having 
to abide by something that feels like a top-down 

mandate. Plus, an expansive, inclusive process allows 
for more diversity of perspectives and more team 
involvement.

HOW TO OFFER YOUR FRANCHISEES 
ASSISTANCE WITH DEI

Developing a strategy at the corporate level is one 
thing but implementing it among franchisees requires 
its own playbook. The first step is quite intuitive: strive 
to make the franchise system more diverse from the 
beginning. Part of DEI’s work is about ensuring a 
broader range of people have opportunities to succeed.
One aspect of a franchise’s brand strategy should be 
recruiting a more diverse group of franchisees and 
offering them support to meet their unique needs.
Truly pursuing DEI on a company-wide level, 
especially in the franchise world, is also about 
ensuring that there’s plenty of helpful guidance for 
individual franchisees in implementing DEI initiatives 
on the ground level. 

A simple but effective framework for franchise 
organizations would provide franchisees with the 
following: 

• Employee Resource Groups: A critical element 
in establishing a strong DEI culture is the 
establishment of Employee Resource Groups 
(ERGs). At the corporate level, providing 
ERG governance and a framework will ensure 
consistency in methodology, approach, and 
communication

• DEI Policy Development and Education: Provide 
a template and recommended relevant policies to 
establish DEI principles. Collaborate with external 
vendor partners to develop and deliver DEI 
training and education programs

The first step is intuitive: strive to make the franchise 
system more diverse from the beginning.
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• DEI Data: Provide the framework for capturing 
and utilizing DEI KPIs and metrics. Proactively 
track and communicate relevant information, 
influence business decisions, and foster leadership 
commitment. 

Other potential opportunities for value-added 
franchisor DEI support could include:

• Training on hiring practices that support diversity

• Providing support for community outreach and 
unconscious bias training

• Encouraging the solicitation, review, and 
utilization of employee feedback to make 
adjustments and changes in the workplace 

• Providing assistance and guidance in the 
development of more diverse imaging and related 
marketing materials

In the absence of a dedicated DEI executive, it will fall 
to other leaders to do research, seek out expert advice, 
and ensure all voices are heard in the process. At a 
minimum, franchise leaders should focus on aligning 
their stated vision and values with their actions as they 
relate to creating a diverse, equitable, and inclusive 
workplace for all employees. 

DEI FOCUSHR

Being a member of a 

historically marginalized 

group does not automatically 

qualify a person as a 

DEI expert.
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Three Areas Where 
Training Pays Off for 
Customer-Facing Franchise 
Employees 
By Chris Rios

Training may take a significant investment of time 
and energy, but it’s one area where franchise leaders 
shouldn’t cut corners. Excellent employee training 
leads to better outcomes overall, from delighted 
customers to loyal employees and more. Let’s consider 
three areas where training will provide real value to 
franchisees.

DEALING WITH UNHAPPY CUSTOMERS

The “front line” of customer service will always 
be dealing with customers who have a complaint, 
concern, or unhappy experience to communicate. 
It’s critical that employees at every location are well-
trained and equipped with all the information, tools, 
and policies they need to handle customer concerns 
while maintaining their own dignity and boundaries.

When dealing with unhappy customers, the first step 
is always gaining an understanding of why, exactly, 
the customer is upset enough to address the issue with 
an employee. What are some of the most common 
reasons that customers are upset?

• A product or service that they came to purchase 
might be unavailable.

• Their experience might not have met their 
expectations, for one reason or another.

• They are already having a difficult day, which 
simply spills into their interaction with employees.

• They are frustrated to learn that they have 
previously been given incorrect or incomplete 
information.

Remember: customers are just people too, and any 
number of reasons can cause unhappiness, so it’s 
important for employees to be able recognize the 
underlying causes.

Helping your team improve their customer service 
skills simply makes good business sense, especially 
when it comes to navigating customer complaints– 
and it can affect your bottom line, too. According 
to research by PwC, positive customer experiences 
can offer businesses up to a 16% price premium. 
On the flip side, even when people love a company 
or product, 59% will walk away after several bad 
experiences – and for 17%, it just takes a single bad 
experience for them to walk away from a company for 
good.1

So, when it comes to handling customer concerns, 
with what skills should your employees be trained? 
Conflict resolution is a must, which goes hand-in-
hand with active listening. It’s important for customers 
to feel like their concerns are genuinely being heard 
and that employees are making good-faith efforts to 
find a resolution, even if it’s not an ideal one. Prioritize 
critical thinking, as well, to ensure that employees can 
navigate in-the-moment situations and apply existing 
knowledge in the appropriate ways.

CROSS-SELLING AND UPSELLING

Cross-selling and upselling are valuable parts of any 
business, and employees need to have the skills to help 
customers see real value in the additional sales, not 
feel pressured.

In general, cross-selling and upselling techniques are 
part of an overall great customer experience strategy. 
According to data from the Temkin Group, a great 

TRAININGCX



customer experience results in customers who are 
16.5 percentage points more likely to make additional 
purchases and 7.1 percentage points more likely 
to immediately try a new offering.2 In other words, 
providing a great customer experience in general 
makes it easier for employees to successfully cross-sell 
and upsell.

Training employees in these techniques really does 
work! Consider the most well-known example: the 
famed McDonald’s “Would you like fries with that?” 
which, according to one analysis, adds between 15 
and 40% annually in revenue.3  

It’s important that employees understand the 
difference between cross-selling and upselling as well. 
Cross-selling is all about encouraging customers to 
purchase related products or services, in addition to 
the ones they already plan on buying. The employee 
persuades the customer to buy more by demonstrating 
how the purchase of additional items maximizes 
the customer’s value.  On the other hand, upselling 
focuses on the original item that the customer 
intended to buy. A successful upsell means that the 
customer still buys the original category of item, but a 
higher-quality (and higher-priced) version – think, a 
deluxe coffee machine versus a quick cup brewer.

At a basic level, training these techniques involves 
teaching people what to ask. At a more sophisticated 
level, employees can then learn how to frame and ask 
questions in a way that nudges customers towards 
the desired outcome. Focus is also put on the details 
of the interactions: Are they smiling? What’s their 
tone of voice? Are these suggestions slipped into the 
conversation organically? Remember: some employees 
are naturally more comfortable asking these questions 
than others.

Improving customer service skills 
simply makes good business sense.

E  L E A R N I N G V I D E O  T U T O R I A L

T R A I N I N G  F O R  A L L W I N N I N G

V I S I O N C E R T I F I C AT E

S O L U T I O N S P R O F I TA B I L I T Y

S C H E D U L I N G C L O U D  S E R V I C E S

D E V E L O P M E N T T E A M W O R K
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• SHRM reported that a feeling of belonging is the 
single biggest factor correlating to engagement, 
productivity, and retention, and that correlation 
is even higher for historically underrepresented 
groups.4 

• The Center for Talent Innovation found that 
the majority of employees overall (56%) say that 
leaders at their companies fail to see value in ideas 
for which they don’t personally see a need or have 
personal experience with.5

• A LinkedIn survey revealed that 70% of employees 
would not work at a leading company if it meant 
tolerating a bad workplace culture. Forty-seven 
percent also say that they are proudest to work for 
companies that foster a culture where they can be 
themselves, while 46% say that they are proudest 
to work for companies that have a positive impact 
on society.6

TRAININGCX

WHEN CORPORATE CULTURE NORMS ARE 
BREACHED

While training employees to know what to do 
if the “rules” are broken is tricky, training for all 
eventualities is necessary. This is especially true for 
training on what to do when there are infractions 
against company policy or culture, such as racism, 
bigotry, rudeness, bullying, or harassment. 

This kind of training should focus on building a sense 
of belonging and fairness and creating a place where 
people can feel safe and excel. The data backs up the 
importance of creating (and maintaining) a workplace 
culture of belonging:

Uncover the CX talent you need to drive business results for your organization 
with Blue Rock Search. With contacts and experience, we are resourced and 
ready to find your next transformational leader or help you build your team.

CX Talent to Compete and Win

Start learning more. 

Scan the QR Code.
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THE BUSINESS RATIONALE BEHIND TRAINING

In the end, franchises are businesses – so training must have 
solid links to positive business outcomes. And it definitely does.

According to the Customer Experience Professionals 
Association, it costs five times more to attract a new 
customer than to retain a current customer.  More than half 
of Americans have changed their mind about a purchase 
they had planned because of bad service or negative 
customer experience. Thirty-three percent of Americans 
would consider switching companies after having just one 
negative customer experience, and the same percentage 
would pay more to have a better experience.7 

Customer experience is so important that 65% of customers 
say that positive customer experiences with a brand have 
a greater influence on their buying behavior than great 
advertising.8  Consider robust training as a part of your 
overall customer experience strategy. 

After all, those employees are the ones delivering that 
strategy directly to your customers, so when they excel, so 
does the franchise overall. 
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FRANCHISEFR

Competing with Multiple 
Brands
By Nancy Estep-Critchett

Franchising is all about expanding business and 
uncovering new opportunities, and more companies 
are seeing those opportunities in a multi-brand 
approach. Could multi-brand franchising open new 
doors, or does it run the risk of creating unnecessary 
internal competition? 

MULTI-BRAND FRANCHISING AND 
DIVERSIFICATION 

Multi-brand franchising can be a smart move 
for entrepreneurs, especially those looking for 
the excitement or economic opportunities of 
diversification. For those with business in industries 
that have seasonal ebbs and flows, multi-brand 
franchising can help fill the gaps. It’s all about 
diversifying your income in a strategic way, perhaps 
by owning different franchises that each have different 
“peak” seasons so that the off-season for one is peak 
for another.

For entrepreneurs looking for something new and 
exciting, multi-brand franchising may be the way 
to go. It’s an opportunity that allows savvy business 
owners to apply their existing knowledge so they’re 
not starting entirely from scratch, but it’s still different 
enough to have the rewards and challenges of 
launching a new brand.

COMPLEMENTARY, 
NOT COMPETITIVE

When choosing which brands 
to pair within a single portfolio, 
many entrepreneurs choose 
the “complementary” route 
by launching brands that do 
not directly compete with one 

another. This arrangement can take on a couple of 
different forms. On the one hand, there’s the option of 
owning multiple businesses within a broad industry, 
but with each brand staking out a different small 
niche. For instance, there are a handful of multi—
branded home services/repairs/maintenance franchise 
companies that have several flags for each of their 
franchisees to fly, and all have similar operating and 
marketing models. This offers an attractive benefit for 
the franchisee of continuing to work with a familiar 
organization. From the franchisor’s point of view, they 
have a known entity with whom they are entrusting a 
second brand. 

Another strategy for entrepreneurs is to own 
franchises that “go together” in a logical way. Pairings, 
like clothing stores and dry cleaners or gyms and 
spas, allow customers to meet multiple needs or wants 
while staying within the same family of brands. When 
this is the case, owners can use their varied brands to 
cross-promote and support each other. This allows 
for the creation of promotional partnerships, special 
deals, and other opportunities to send customers of 
one company over to the other for a related need.

At the same time, pre-existing knowledge of the 
broader industry or customer base can be an 
advantage when working on second franchises 
or brands. There are also the financial rewards to 
consider: in some cases, complementary brands 
may be able to share expenses for items like local 
advertising, networking, or IT support.

1. Modell, Charles S. and Sherin Sakr. “Competing Brands Under Common Ownership.” American Bar 
    Association, October 2014, https://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/events/franchising/
    materials2014/w19.pdf.

2. Estep-Critchett, Nancy. “The Emergence of the Franchise Development Officer (FDO).” Blue Rock 
    Search, 13 April 2022, https://bluerocksearch.com/2022/04/13/franchise-development-officer/.
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WHAT HAPPENS IF YOUR FRANCHISES 
ARE ACTUAL COMPETITORS?

Is there ever a circumstance where one owner might 
oversee multiple brands that are in direct competition 
with one another? Yes – and it happens more than you 
might think. There are ways to approach this situation 
that can be successful, but they require serious 
planning to ensure that “sibling” brands don’t siphon 
each other’s business away. 

Entrepreneurs can strategize to minimize the 
“competition.” For instance, two locations of two 
different but competing brands might be placed to 
achieve expansion goals and reach new clientele, 
rather than being too geographically close and 
absorbing each other’s customers.

However, this competitive approach may require a 
little extra work to maintain true separation and avoid 
conflicts of interest. As one forum from the American 
Bar Association explains, some resources (like supplier 
relationships) can easily be coordinated and leveraged 
for better deals across the board, while others (like 
operational support and brand marketing) are best 
kept separate.1 It’s important to develop a nuanced 
strategy to reap the benefits of multi-brand operations 
while still maintaining the independence of each 
individual brand.

THE ROLE OF THE FRANCHISE 
DEVELOPMENT OFFICER 

The job of a franchise development officer is to pursue 
the best possible franchise opportunities for the 
company as a whole. This would make them one of the 
key leaders when determining whether multi-brand 
strategy is appropriate, where and how to diversify, 
and how to approach these plans. 

Franchises often face three overarching categories of 
challenges: diverse customer needs, dealing with new 
competitors, and maintaining culture.2  With a capable, 
creative franchise development officer, organizations 
can tackle multi-brand opportunities in a variety of 
ways, such as:

• Diverse customer needs: Diversifying into 
multiple brands, when done strategically and 
marketed well, can meet increasingly diverse 
customer needs while keeping existing customers 
in the overall “family.”

• Dealing with new competitors: A savvy 
multi-brand strategy can reduce the “risk” of 
competition, since would-be competitors become 
“sibling” brands instead. This way, they can 
complement each other instead of taking business 
away.

• Maintaining company culture: A successful 
franchise development officer can maintain the 
company culture and values even in various 
locations and niches.

Multi-brand franchising can be part of a robust 
strategy to expand a business footprint and bring new 
customers and franchisees into the organization. Like 
any strategy, however, it requires creative thinking, 
planning, and flexibility to ensure that each unique 
brand can succeed, both on its own and as part of a 
larger franchise family.
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The Talent Attraction & 
Retention Trinity: Culture, 
Compensation, and Career  
By Ruben Moreno

What do you think is the most crucial factor in 
attracting and retaining top talent? Is it company 
culture, compensation, or career growth and 
development? As it turns out, it’s not an “either/or” 
situation, but more of a “yes, and.” A three-pronged 
approach built around culture, compensation, and 
career can give organizations an edge in a highly 
competitive hiring market. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF CULTURE

Employees do care about company culture. At Blue 
Rock Search, we see the proof every day when talking 
to talented executives. In fact, in many cases, potential 
hires and current employees care more about lived 
experiences representing a positive company culture 
than pay or prestige.

In 2018, before the pandemic, a LinkedIn survey 
offered insights into what matters when it comes to 
recruiting and retaining top talent. Important insights 
were as follows:1 

• Seventy percent of surveyed workers would choose 
not to work at a leading company if it meant 
tolerating a bad workplace culture

• Sixty-five percent of employees would prefer a 
lower salary to a bad workplace culture, and 26% 
would skip the fancy or prestigious titles in favor 
of a job or workplace with a better culture

• Seventy-one percent of employees would be willing 
to take a pay cut to work for a company with a 
mission and values they share

• Thirty-nine percent of employees say they would 
leave their current jobs if their employer asked 
them to do something that conflicted with their 
values

• Forty-seven percent of employees say they are 
proudest when they work for companies that foster 
a culture where they can be themselves, while 46% 
say they are proudest to work for companies that 
have a positive impact on society

A positive culture doesn’t mean hiding from negativity 
and issues. It’s easy to fall into the trap of “toxic 
positivity,” where workplaces go overboard and 
require everyone to seem positive all the time. Instead 
of papering over difficult or complex emotions, or 
pressuring employees to hide those feelings, building a 
culture of compassion can make a dramatic difference. 

HR

CULTURE

A positive culture 
doesn’t mean hiding 

from negativity
and issues.
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Understanding emotions (and demonstrating a 
willingness to address the issues at hand, if they are 
within the scope of a workplace) means that workers 
feel supported, which can translate to increased loyalty 
and productivity, benefitting employers. 

Leadership must address these issues directly, keeping 
a close eye on culture and pinpointing what is 
working and what needs to change. One MIT study 
found five attributes that most frequently define a 
toxic workplace culture: disrespectful, non-inclusive, 
unethical, cutthroat, and abusive.2 Those five elements 
contribute most to employee dissatisfaction and all 
that comes with it, such as decreased productivity, 
poor company reputation, and higher employee 
attrition. Addressing cultural issues can be complex, 
but it must be done.

YES, COMPENSATION STILL MATTERS 

A focus on culture shouldn’t come at the expense 
of compensation. In fact, compensation has its own 
culture within an organization, and it must be a 
positive, transparent one.

Compensation is a significant lever in talent attraction 
and retention, and it is particularly relevant as we are 
experiencing increased inflation. The Consumer Price 

Index reported an increase of 8.5% in March of this 
year, representing the most considerable 12-month 
advance since December 1981.3   

When reviewing your organization’s compensation 
philosophy and approach, organizations and their 
leaders should ask themselves the following questions:

• Have we clearly defined what we want to reward?

• Are we aligned on knowing how to articulate it?

• Do we have a clear career framework with market-
relevant anchors to compare roles for job pricing?

• Do we have relevant, recent market data to inform 
our pay practices?

• Does our program account for total 
compensation? Base, incentives, equity/LTI, 
benefits?

• Does our team have clarity on our employee value 
proposition (career development, lifestyle/culture, 
and rewards)?

• Are our budgets realistically set with outcome-
aligned trade-offs and the realities of the 
competitive landscape for talent? 

CULTURE COMPENSATION CAREER
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In addition, pay equity and transparency have been 
hot-button topics for some time, but the Great 
Resignation and related workplace trends have 
put them in the spotlight even more. Advocates 
have moved beyond “basic” initiatives to end pay 
discrimination and inequity. Today, advocacy also 
focuses on demands for full pay transparency, both 
during the hiring process and after. 

Put simply, employees want pay transparency from 
the get-go, and they’ll walk away from a hiring process 
if it’s not there. For companies, this may sound 
frustrating at first, but implementing pay transparency 
now can pay off in the long run. Companies are less 
likely to lose out on talent that will opt out when 
compensation issues are murky. Plus, a culture of 
transparency also helps build a positive reputation in 
your market, aiding both recruiting and retention.

A commitment to fairness in compensation also 
means building a culture that doesn’t frown upon 
sharing salary information among colleagues. A 
Bankrate survey in April 2022 found that 42% of 
Gen Z workers (ages 18-25), and 40% of millennial 
employees (ages 26-41), say they have shared salary 
information with a coworker or other professional 
contact.4  

The push for transparency comes with its own “gaps,” 
however. Glassdoor research on pay transparency 
and pay gaps revealed some correlation between 
the gender pay gap and the push for increased 
transparency.5 

• Forty-one percent of employed women said that 
the gender pay gap is a serious problem at their 
company.

• Twenty-five percent of women said that not 
having enough information about fair market 
compensation for their role would prevent them 
from negotiating compensation.

• Only 48% of employees overall feel comfortable 
sharing their pay with a coworker. Forty-five 
percent of women say they’re comfortable sharing 
their pay with a coworker, but only 29% have  
done so. 

• Twenty-eight percent of employees said their 
employer discourages them from discussing their 
pay with coworkers.

• Sixty-three percent prefer to work at a company 
that discloses pay information over one that does 
not.
 

• Only 19% of employees said their company 
discloses pay ranges among all employees within 
the organization.

Existing pay gaps, paired with experiences of entering 
the workforce during extraordinarily unpredictable 
times, have led younger generations to put more 
value on transparency as a component to achieving 
that elusive fairness. Companies that embrace this 
transparency and work to improve compensation 
policies are likely to win big, especially with up-and-
coming generations in the workforce.

THE VALUE OF CAREER GROWTH AND 
DEVELOPMENT 

The retention of key talent requires planning, 
communication, and a fundamental understanding of 
your organization’s commitment to providing career 
growth, personal development, and promotional 
opportunities.  As Richard Branson said, “Train your 
people well enough so they can go anywhere, treat 
them well enough so they don’t want to.” 6  

A winning formula for the career portion of the trinity 
should include the following: 

RECRUIT & RETAINHR
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HR/Diversity Executive Recruiting

1. McQueen, Nina. “Workplace Culture Trends: The Key to Hiring (and Keeping) Top Talent in 2018.” LinkedIn, 26 June 2018, https://blog.linkedin.com/2018/june/26/workplace-culture-trends-the-key-to-hiring-and-keeping-top-talent.
2. Sull, Donald, et al. “Why Every Leader Needs to Worry About Toxic Culture.” MIT Sloan Management Review, 16 March 2022, https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/why-every-leader-needs-to-worry-about-toxic-culture/.
3. “Consumer prices up 8.5 percent for year ended March 2022.” U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. April 18, 2022. https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2022/consumer-prices-up-8-5-percent-for-year-ended-march-2022.htm.
4. Foster, Sarah. “Younger workers aren’t keeping their salaries a secret anymore — here’s why it could be a good idea.” Bankrate, 27 April 2022, https://www.bankrate.com/banking/federal-reserve/younger-workers-sharing-salaries/.

1. Clear career frameworks and understanding of 
the core competencies required for advancement 
in the organization  

2. Defined point of view based on your own 
company needs, culture, values, and desired 
leadership behaviors 

3. Access to internal and external professional 
development opportunities that allow your 
employees to continually build position-specific 
skills and their broader skillset

4. A transparent and clearly-communicated process 
for internal employees to self-nominate (and 
apply) for desired openings

5. A highly disciplined and methodical business 
management process for evaluating, identifying, 
and developing high performers in your 
organization

Compensation is a significant lever in talent attraction and retention, and 
it is particularly relevant as we are experiencing increased inflation.

In this highly competitive market for talent, employers 
must proactively create an environment that promotes 
individual career growth and development. Otherwise, 
high performers will go elsewhere. 

ACHIEVING THE RIGHT BALANCE

Ultimately, culture, compensation, and career must 
be seen as three parts of a whole, not as three siloed, 
separate topics to be addressed. Part of company 
culture is ensuring that employees feel valued for their 
contributions—and no number of “perks” can replace 
fair, equitable, and transparent compensation or the 
absence of long-term career growth and personal 
development. When employees feel valued, heard, 
respected, and believe their work truly matters, there 
are no limits to what a company can achieve. 

START 
LEARNING 
MORE. Uncover the right transformational leader for your 

franchise organization with Blue Rock Search. 
We are highly connected in our talent community. 
Our combination of expertise, technology, and a 
client-centric process gets results, and keeps you 
informed from start to finish. 



Blue Rock Search is a minority-owned, MBE Certified 
executive search firm, an SRA Network member, a 
Hunt Scanlon Top 10 global recruiting firm, and one 
of the Hunt Scanlon HR/Diversity Recruiting Power 
65. We specialize in the targeted identification, 
assessment, and placement of executives across 
four distinct practice areas: Human Resources, 
Franchise, Customer Experience, and Higher 
Education.

Blue Rock Search’s founding partners are respected 
and trusted thought leaders with more than 75 years 
of combined experience in their respective practice 
areas. Additionally, systems, processes, and tools are 
designed to flex to fit our clients’ unique needs and 
reflect our philosophy of built-to-last relationships.

Over the years, Blue Rock Search has grown 
enormously from the three-person team that opened 
our doors. We currently have offices in Sarasota, 
Knoxville, and Cleveland, as well as recruiters working 
virtually, providing recruiting and staffing services for 
clients of all sizes in the United States, and globally.

If you are looking for a responsive partner 
with the recruiting expertise to find the best 
candidates for your goals and your culture, 
contact Blue Rock Search today.

ABOUT  BLUE ROCK

We are proud to say we 
have delivered diverse 

candidates on 100% of all 
searches performed, and our 

executive search pipeline 
contains a 

 ethnic/gender diversity ratio.
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