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JACK ZWICKER
After a successful 42-year career as a lawyer in private practice, Jack Zwicker now focuses his attention 
exclusively on negotiation, mediation and arbitration. Zwicker has helped clients negotiate practical, 
business-like solutions to a host of contractual, corporate-commercial, property and estate issues. Where 
disputes have arisen and litigation is unavoidable, he has successfully represented clients in court. However, 
his preference has always been to negotiate, and if necessary, mediate or arbitrate disputes where parties are 
committed to avoiding the expense, delays and uncertainty of litigation. Zwicker’s article on wrongful dis-
missal claims begins on page 11.

PETER MATUKAS
Peter Matukas is an employment lawyer, a credentialed workplace investigator (AWI-CH) through the 
Association of Workplace Investigators and leads the workplace investigations group at Harris + Harris 
LLP (www.harrisandharris.com). Matukas has practiced employment law for over ten years, working closely 
with human resources departments. He has considerable experience drafting and implementing employee 
policies, procedures, handbooks and dealing with various employment issues. Matukas’ experience and 
specialized legal and workplace investigation training provides extensive insight into any workplace investi-
gation. He can be reached at 416-798-2722, ext. 272 or by e-mail at petermatukas@harrisandharris.com. 
His article on workplace investigators – the fourth in a series of five – starts on page 13.

TREVOR SHYLOCK
Trevor J. Shylock, M.Sc., is an industrial/organizational psychology consultant at Caliper, a talent man-
agement solutions company, leveraging decades of data and validated assessment results to provide deep 
insights into employee and candidate potential, predict job performance and uncover developmental 
opportunities for the workforce. For nearly 60 years, Caliper has helped over 65,000 organizations world-
wide to improve critical aspects of managing talent. Caliper is a leading provider of talent management 
solutions for organizations hiring and developing employees. Find out more at www.calipercorp.com. Find 
his article on page 15 that examines how assessments can make the most of limited training resources.

BRUCE MAYHEW
Bruce Mayhew is a corporate trainer, conference speaker and executive coach specializing in custom-
ized leadership, generational differences, e-mail eiquette, time management and other soft-skills training. 
Mayhew’s goal-oriented solutions are fun, interactive and evidence-based learning opportunities whether 
he is delivering a training workshop or keynote speech. Mayhew develops exactly what teams need to 
achieve both immediate and long-term results. For more information, reach Mayhew on Twitter at 
@BMCtrainercoach or visit BruceMayhewConsulting.com. His article on performance management dur-
ing periods of organizational change begins on page 17.

SASHYA D’SOUZA
Sashya D’Souza is the senior vice president of talent initiatives at Toronto Finance International (TFI), a 
public-private partnership between financial services (FS) organizations, post-secondary institutions and 
the government to drive the growth and competitiveness of Toronto’s FS sector and to lead its promotion 
as a prominent global financial centre. To that end, D’Souza heads TFI’s talent team, which leads multi-
stakeholder, sector-wide projects to attract, develop and retain world-class, in-demand talent for financial 
services. D’Souza has worked in the human resources field for 18 years and has 10 years of financial ser-
vices experience. Her article – found on page 25 – explores the five critical components needed for a 
successful upskilling strategy. 

SUSAN POWER
Susan Power is the owner and CEO of Power HR Inc, a boutique human resources company specializ-
ing in coaching and building leadership capability. Power has worked in human resources for over 15 years 
building her consulting skills at the global management consulting firm Accenture. Power is a Certified 
Human Resources Leader and has her Master of Business Administration from the University of Calgary.  
She can be contacted at susan@powerhr.ca, and invites you to check out her and Tyler Bayley’s Inspired 
Leadership™ podcast and reach out to share an Inspired Leadership™ story. Find her article on page 33 that 
highlights the benefits of adding external and internal coaches to increase employee development.
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TIM ARNOLD
Tim Arnold is the president of Leaders for Leaders and author of The Power of Healthy Tension. He has 
spent over two decades helping organizations unite teams, spark change and get unstuck with clients that 
include The United Nations, Citibank, KPMG, Toyota and Siemens. Arnold is able to provide his clients 
with a real-world perspective through his experience launching successful for-profit and not-for-profit 
businesses, overseeing community outreach and healthcare programs and managing international devel-
opment partnerships in four continents. His biggest accomplishments are being dad to Declan and Avryl, 
and husband to Becky. Arnold’s article on “both/and” thinking strategies begins on page 35.

PATRICK WILLIAMS
A licensed marriage and family therapist (LMFT) and certified employee assistance professional (CEAP), 
Patrick Williams has over 25 years of clinical experience and motivational leadership. He specializes in 
workplace issues, helping employees learn how to balance their personal and professional stressors. His 
expertise is in stage of life concerns and educational initiatives to help employees manage their personal 
and professional relationships. On page 37 Williams offers tips on how employers can manage their mil-
lennial staff while still supporting all generations.

SANDRA LAVOY
Sandra Lavoy is a regional vice president for Robert Half. With more than 20 years in the recruiting indus-
try, Lavoy is a staffing expert who has experienced all phases of the job market cycle first-hand. Founded 
in 1948, Robert Half is a specialized staffing firm. With more than 300 locations worldwide, the divisions 
of Robert Half place highly skilled professionals on a temporary, temporary-to-hire and full-time basis in 
the fields of accounting and finance, technology, office administration, legal, creative, marketing and design. 
Her article on page 39 divulges the secrets to building a satisfied workforce.

MOSTAFA SAYYADI
Mostafa Sayyadi, CAHRI, AFAIM, CPMgr, works with senior business leaders to effectively develop 
innovation in companies and helps companies – from start-ups to the Fortune 100 – succeed by improv-
ing the effectiveness of their leaders. He is a business book author and a long-time contributor to HR.com 
and Consulting magazine and his work has been featured in top-flight business publications. See page 43 
for his article on transformational leadership.

BRETT RICHARDS, PhD
Dr. Brett Richards is president and managing partner of Connective Intelligence Inc., a consultancy 
that helps organizations grow through disruption by turning culture into stronger business perfor-
mance. Passionate about growing an organization’s top line while improving its bottom line, Connective 
Intelligence helps CEOs, HR and business leaders quantify a company’s cultural mindset to sup-
port leadership and organizational performance. To learn more, visit ConnectiveIntelligence.com and 
TheOGI.com. Richards’ article – linking culture to tangible organizational growth – begins on page 45.

DANNY WEILL
Danny Weill is a digital business leader and change-maker for mental health in the workplace. As vice 
president at LifeSpeak, a leading digital employee health platform dubbed the “Netflix of healthcare” by 
the Financial Post, Weill helps bring global innovation to workplace well-being. Over the past decade, Weill 
has been an industry leader in digital education delivery across North America, specializing in the fields 
of continuing medical education, mental health and well-being. He speaks at industry events across North 
America and is a featured guest lecturer at several business schools. On page 47 Weill explores how to sup-
port employees after a colleague’s suicide. n
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Canada’s best HR job board just got better 
for both employers and job seekers.

MEMBERS. 

Looking for your next HR job? 
New options to help you find the right position:
•  Exclusive to HRPA members
•  Free résumé upload
•  New user-friendly web platform
•  Search jobs by designation, seniority, sector, function, salary
•  Help desk

EMPLOYERS. 

More value, new functionality helps you find the best candidates:
•  60-day job postings – standard
•  Twitter outreach to 10,000 HRPA members – standard
•  Email broadcast to more than 23,000 HRPA members – standard
•  Employer logo – standard
•  Help desk – standard
•  New Top Job and Featured Job options to highlight your posting
•  Microsites to profile your organization and employment brand

Hire Authority Canada: Where Canada’s top HR talent meets Canada’s best employers

HireAuthority.ca   •   contactus@hireauthority.ca   •   (416) 923-2324 ext:353
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Welcome to the April issue of HR Professional! Winter 
has passed, spring has sprung and I think I can see 
summer just around the corner. The arrival of spring 
never fails to snap me out of my winter hibernation 

and fill me energy; ready to find new ways to improve and grow 
in all facets of life. Luckily, this issue of HR Professional can help 
with that.

This issue is packed with exciting and informative articles that 
explore the many changing facets of leadership in the business 
world, such as change management, coaching leaders and multi-
generational workplaces, to name a few. Although we’re exploring 
leadership in the business world, so many leadership strategies 
can be carried over into the personal sphere, and I hope you find 
that here.

This month’s cover story, “The Future of Leadership,” explores 
the qualities that the leaders of tomorrow are going to need to 
possess if businesses hope to stay afloat in the rapidly changing 
currents of today’s corporate seas. Find that story on page 28.

I’m always interested in positive thinking and ways we can train 
our minds to think more positively. On page 35, Tim Arnold 
explores “both/and” thinking and offers leaders some great tips on 
shifting the default mindset from “either/or.” This article is great 
for all members of an organization to evaluate how we approach 
decision making.

HR Professionals know the cost of disengagement and are 
always developing new ways to increase employee engagement. 
What about the employees who are disengaged and are happy to 
stay that way? What toll does that have for your organization? 
Head to page 49 to find out.

If you haven’t already, don’t forget to follow and like us on 
Facebook, LinkedIn and Twitter for the latest and greatest from 
HR Professional. As always, I love hearing your feedback and 
comments – please feel free to send me a message through HR 
Professional ’s social media pages.

Best,

Lindsay Risto
lristo@lesterpublications.com n

Lasting 
Leadership
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news

 UPFRONT

NO CHEQUES. NO FORMS. NO STAMPS.  
PAYING TAXES CAN BE A LOT EASIER.
The Canadian economy is digital, with billions of dollars exchanged 
electronically every day. From paying employees and suppliers to 
ordering inventory, electronic payments are quickly becoming the 
backbone of commerce for large and small businesses alike.

The speed, convenience and accuracy of electronic payments has 
also made its mark on tax services.

THE POWER OF THE INTERNET HAS 
COME TO THE WORLD OF TAXES
There’s no doubt about it – paying taxes is part of doing busi-
ness. However, gone are the days of writing-out and mailing-in 
cheques or spending time waiting in line at the bank branch. 
Today’s advanced, user-friendly online tax services make it faster, 
easier and more convenient for businesses of any size to pay more 
than 60 federal and provincial corporate taxes – all through the 
website of a trusted financial institution.

SAVE MONEY AND KEEP CONTROL
Put the pencil down and start experiencing the benefits of online 
tax payments:
■n Eliminate the costs associated with writing cheques – as 

much as $17 per cheque according to industry studies by 
Berkeley Payments.

■n Issue payments from the office or from home – no need to go 
to a bank branch; decide when to pay with the click of a mouse.

■n Manage cash flow – set-up pre-authorized payments to avoid 
late fees.

■n Save time by eliminating potential postal delays.
■n Gain real-time knowledge of filing status – no more guessing 

about whether the funds have been received.
■n Lower paper consumption and storage requirements.

Contact your financial institution today or visit the 
Canada Revenue Agency for a list and links to participating 
financial institutions. st
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news
GENDER PAY GAP IN CANADA
Glassdoor Economic Research has published a new multi-country 
study on the state of the gender pay gap, Progress on the Gender 
Pay Gap: 2019, revealing that women in Canada earn, on average, 
$0.84 per every $1 men earn. The study is based on more than half 
a million salary reports shared on Glassdoor by employees over 
the past three years and seeks to understand both the “unadjusted” 
and “adjusted” pay gap.

The unadjusted pay gap explains the overall difference between 
pay for men and women, while applying statistical controls for 
a more “apples-to-apples” comparison is known as the adjusted 
pay gap.

The unadjusted pay gap between men and women in Canada is 
16.1 per cent, meaning women earn, on average, $0.84 for every 
$1 men earn. When statistical controls are applied for worker and 
job characteristics including worker age, education, years of expe-
rience, occupation, industry, location, year, company and job title, 
the adjusted pay gap in Canada shrinks to 4 per cent, with women 
earning $0.96 for every $1 men earn.

“Over the past several years, company leaders, politicians, celeb-
rities and more around the world have called to put an end to 
the gender pay gap. Glassdoor’s comprehensive study validates 
that Canada has a pay gap and that there is still much progress 
to be made to reach equal pay,” said Glassdoor Chief Economist 
Dr. Andrew Chamberlain. “Leveraging Glassdoor’s unique sal-
ary and pay database, this global study shows significant pay 
gaps remain around the world, and it shines a light on the fac-
tors that explain the documented differences in pay between men 

and women and where unexplained barriers continue to slow the 
march toward pay equity.”

The pay gap can be divided into what can be “explained” due 
to differences in worker characteristics (e.g. age, education, etc.) 
and what remains “unexplained.” Glassdoor researchers found 
that roughly 62 per cent of the overall pay gap in Canada can 
be explained by worker characteristics, while 38 per cent of the 
overall pay gap cannot be explained by any factors observable in 
Glassdoor data. This means the unexplained pay gap could be 
attributed to factors such as workplace bias (whether intentional 
or not), negotiation gaps between men and women and/or other 
unobserved worker characteristics.

One of the most significant factors contributing to the pay gap 
is the industry and jobs that men and women sort themselves into, 
also known as “occupational sorting,” which explains about 52 per 
cent of the overall pay gap in Canada. Eleven per cent of Canada’s 
pay gap is due to difference in education and experience between 
men and women.

INTRODUCING “GENERATION FLEX”
A new global study suggests there has been a power shift towards 
the employee. In many sectors, companies are no longer dictat-
ing what the regular work day looks like, instead the employees 
– the new, so-called “Generation Flex” – are calling the shots about 
when, where and how they want to work.

Research conducted by flexible workspace provider, IWG, shows 
that 85 per cent of Canadian respondents would choose a job that 
offered flexible working over a job that didn’t. Additionally, 54 per 

GLASSDOOR’S 
COMPREHENSIVE 
STUDY VALIDATES 
THAT CANADA HAS 
A PAY GAP AND 
THAT THERE IS STILL 
MUCH PROGRESS 
TO BE MADE TO 
REACH EQUAL PAY.
– DR. ANDREW CHAMBERLAIN, GLASSDOOR
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news

cent said that having a choice of work location is more important 
that working for a prestigious company and 28 per cent would pre-
fer to choose their work location over an increase in vacation time.

In light of these findings, it’s no surprise that 77 per cent of 
Canadian respondents believe flexible working has become the 
new normal. As a result, in the past ten years, 69 per cent of 
surveyed Canadian business people say their companies have 
introduced a flexible workspace policy.

“Flexible work is not just preferred by workers, it’s expected,” 
said Wayne Berger, CEO, IWG Canada and Latin America. 
“Having a company that’s nimble enough to change with the times 
has never been more important. For companies serious about 
winning the war for talent, offering flexible arrangements is now 
the norm.”

CORPORATE CULTURE GETS IN THE WAY OF FLEXIBILITY
Despite the fact that the majority of Canadian businesses have a 
flexible workplace policy, there’s one overriding factor standing in 
the way of companies fully adopting the changes: corporate cul-
ture. Sixty per cent of Canadians surveyed say that organizational 

culture is the main barrier to implementing flexible work, particu-
larly for businesses that have a long-standing, non-flexible working 
approach. Forty-five per cent of Canadian respondents believe 
businesses fear the idea of embracing flexible working and 42 per 
cent believe there is a lack of understanding about the benefits of 
flexible working.

“More than ever, employees expect competitive offers, which 
includes dynamic working arrangements,” said Berger. “Businesses 
that fail to embrace the cultural and financial benefits of flexible 
working risk being ignored by top talent and being seen as out-of-
touch by their industry peers. It’s no longer a matter of if or when 
the workforce will change – it’s already happening.”

MORE THAN 9 IN 10 COMPANIES IN 
CANADA OFFER EMPLOYEES FINANCIAL 
SUPPORT FOR CERTIFICATIONS
Workers today can expand their professional skills with less finan-
cial stress thanks to a majority of employers in Canada offering to 
cover or offset educational costs, research suggests. In a new survey lu
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from global recruitment firm Robert Half Finance & Accounting, 
92 per cent of CFOs in Canada said their companies foot the 
bill for some or all costs for staff to obtain professional certifi-
cations. Ninety-three per cent provide full or partial support to 
maintain credentials.

Executives reported bottom-line benefits from this incentive, 
with increased productivity (40 per cent) and enhanced retention 
efforts (30 per cent) topping the list. CFOs also said that provid-
ing financial assistance for employees’ professional development 
brings in additional revenue, contributes to succession planning 
and enhances information sharing among colleagues.

“Many employers provide support for continuing education 
because they recognize how essential employees with up-to-date 
skills and industry knowledge are to the success of their business,” 
said Greg Scileppi, president of international staffing operations 
at Robert Half. “Companies should make an effort to promote 
learning opportunities to their teams and in the hiring process. 
For top professionals, skill development is key to career advance-
ment and they are drawn to organizations that prioritize employee 
growth and invest in their ongoing education.

“For workers, an active interest in professional development 
can help them stand out as adaptable and open to new chal-
lenges and responsibilities. When requesting learning support 
from your manager, come prepared to show how the additional 
expertise will have a positive impact on your role, career and the 
organization overall.”

JOB APPLICANTS DON’T MEET 
SKILLS REQUIREMENTS
In new research from global staffing firm Robert Half, HR manag-
ers in Canada said 45 per cent of resumes they receive, on average, 
are from candidates who don’t meet job requirements. In a sepa-
rate survey of Canadian workers, 76 per cent admitted they would 
submit for a role when they don’t match all the qualifications.

Luckily for applicants, 86 per cent of HR managers reported 
their company is open to hiring an employee whose skills can be 
developed through training. In fact, 58 per cent of employees have 
been offered a job when they didn’t match the exact qualifications.

“Companies that approach hiring requirements with some 
flexibility open themselves up to a broader pool of talented can-
didates who otherwise may have been overlooked,” said Greg 
Scileppi, president of international staffing operations at Robert 
Half. “While core competencies remain important, identify appli-
cants who are agile learners, eager to expand their skillset and who 
take a proactive approach to professional improvement – they will 
likely be more motivated to find new ways to adapt and innovate 
within the role and provide greater value and commitment to the 
business in the long-term.”

EXTRA WEEKS OF PARENTAL 
BENEFITS AVAILABLE
In an effort to encourage more parents to share the work of raising 
their children more equally, the Government of Canada launched 
the parental sharing benefit.

The new measure is available to parents, including adoptive 
or same-sex parents, for a child born or placed for the purpose 
of adoption on or after March 17, 2019 – as long as they are 
eligible for and share their Employment Insurance parental ben-
efits. When parents agree to do so, they will benefit from one of 
the following:
■n Five additional weeks of parental benefits when choosing the 

standard option; or
■n Eight additional weeks for those who choose the extended option.

Corresponding changes to the Canada Labour Code have 
also been made to ensure that federally regulated private-sector 
employees have the right to take leave while receiving the parental 
sharing benefit without fear of losing their job. n
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It is probably just as well that many formal employment con-
tracts contain arbitration clauses. Given the shortage of 
superior court judges and lack of funding in Canada’s largest 
cities, the timelines for civil litigation can easily run five years 

before actions reach trial. In the meantime, legal costs mount for 
both sides, together with the uncertainty of not having a decision.

For employers and employees who need a quicker resolution of 
their disputes, private arbitration provides an alternative option. 
However, it is not sufficient for employers and employees merely 
to state that they will arbitrate any disputes. They need to go fur-
ther and specifically provide a number of arbitration procedures if 
they want to avoid conflict after starting the process. Not doing so 
can result in one side or the other launching motions to a justice 
of the Superior Court for direction. Where the parties leave pro-
cedural gaps, it is a motions court judge who has the task of filling 
in those gaps.

For example, if the arbitration provision in the employment 
contract does not specify the number of arbitrators, under pro-
vincial arbitration law, a single arbitrator will preside. Should the 
parties be more comfortable with multiple arbitrators, as unusual 
as this might be in these circumstances, they need to provide for 
this. In selecting an arbitrator, the parties will want to ensure that 
the person they name is familiar with employment law. As is the 
case with judges, arbitrators have different practice backgrounds. 
Familiarity with customary employment industry practices and 
wrongful dismissal law are important.

Beyond these provisions, employers and employees will need to 
address a host of other issues, usually at a preliminary meeting 
of counsel and the arbitrator. It is at this meeting that proce-
dures from beginning to end are scheduled. For example, if the 
parties seek a summary arbitral process, they will have to address 
the extent to which each party is required to produce relevant 

 Private Arbitration
THERE ARE MANY FACTORS TO ACCOUNT FOR WHEN CONSIDERING THIS 
ALTERNATIVE TO THE OVER-BURDENED JUSTICE SYSTEM
By Jack Zwicker
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documents. Whereas the Rules of Civil Procedure of the govern-
ing jurisdiction permit broad based document production, one 
of the fundamental goals of arbitration is creation of a custom-
tailored process that stresses quality over quantity. Not every 
document exchanged between parties is absolutely vital to the out-
come. Parties are best advised to agree to a document production 
protocol that allows both sides to tell the written portion of their 
story without tossing unnecessary documents into the hopper.

Unlike the court requirement for delivery of detailed affidavits 
of documents that act as a chronological check-list of the parties’ 
documents, provincial arbitration laws contain no such require-
ment. The choice to deliver this particular affidavit lies with the 
parties. If the parties are time and cost conscious, they will want to 
agree to avoid delivering affidavits knowing that their lawyers will 
need to create books of documents that are tabbed and chronolog-
ically numbered in any event.

Another procedural issue that the parties will need to confront 
is whether or not to conduct formal examinations for discovery 
before a certified court reporter. If the circumstances are such that 
the written paper trail is full of gaps and a significant part of the 
evidence will be based on oral testimony, examinations will be 
necessary. However, assuming that both parties have documented 
their positions, formal examinations may not be required. It is 
vital that the employment contract address this issue as well.

Perhaps the single most important procedural issue which entails 
the greatest cost is the hearing process. If the parties want to follow 
standard courtroom trial procedure, the Plaintiff and any of their 
witnesses would testify first and be cross-examined, leaving the 
Defendant and their witnesses to follow similarly. However, the par-
ties do not have to proceed this way. They could agree to each deliver 

an affidavit that sets out every critical piece of evidence supported by 
any relevant documents, followed by cross-examination. The point 
is that the parties get to choose the specific procedures that suit their 
needs without being forced to participate in an exercise of overkill. 
By agreeing to a streamlined set of procedures, the arbitration moves 
more quickly, more efficiently and less expensively.

Although it would be unusual, parties could agree to a “no hear-
ing” arbitration. Under provincial arbitration law, hearings are the 
exception, not the rule. A “no hearing” wrongful dismissal arbi-
tration might make sense if the parties’ documents categorically 
answer the question of wrongful dismissal versus resignation, and 
also provides all of the required evidence regarding quantum of 
damages. Where the parties want to keep the timeline for a deci-
sion to the absolute minimum, they can also provide that there are 
to be no appeals. They might also agree upon an oral arbitrator’s 
award instead of a formal, written award. Generally, most parties 
prefer a written award.

From time to time, arbitrations that should be completed 
within a year or less run past that and cost the parties more in legal 
fees, arbitrators fees and disbursements. Where this happens, it is 
often because the parties have chosen not to agree to a complete 
procedural protocol, leaving it to a motions court judge to fill in 
contested gaps. The time and cost of these motions serves to delay 
the hearing which defeats the most important purposes of arbitra-
tion; namely brevity and cost effectiveness. The parties and their 
lawyers are well advised to commit to procedural protocols at the 
very outset that move them to early completion and to closure. n

Jack Zwicker is a lawyer and arbitrator with Zwicker 
Dispute Resolutions.
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An employer has a legal obligation pursuant to section 
32.0.7(1) of the Occupational Health and Safety Act, 
RSO 1990, c O.1 (OHSA) to investigate a complaint or 
issue once it becomes aware of one. How the employer 

becomes aware of the complaint, incident or issue is irrelevant as 
the obligation to investigate is triggered once the employer has 
knowledge and/or is aware of the complaint, incident or issue.

An anonymous complaint must be investigated with the same 
rigor as one brought forward by an individual making a complaint 

through formal channels established by the employer. A person 
may bring forward to their employer or designated personnel (i.e. 
managers) an issue or incident which they witnessed and believe 
to be contrary to company policy, was discriminatory, was a form 
of harassment or some other issue; all of which will trigger the 
need for an investigation into such an issue or incident.

Once the employer is aware of the complaint, incident or issue, 
the next step is to appoint an investigator to investigate the issue. 
The company should not use their usual legal counsel to conduct 

A Workplace Complaint  
 Has Been Made
WHAT’S NEXT?
By Peter V. Matukas, BA, LLB, AWI-CH
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the investigation as this will result in the legal counsel being con-
flicted out of representing the company in any ensuing litigation 
due to their involvement in the investigation.

The selection of the investigator is critical to the legitimacy of 
the investigation and the findings made within it. It is necessary 
for the investigator to be thorough, neutral, impartial and free of 
bias. The investigator must have the appropriate skills to investi-
gate the complaint in question, including interviewing witnesses 
and evaluating credibility in order to make factual determinations 
based upon the evidence collected.

Further, the investigator must be, at the very least, arms-
length from the parties involved in order to avoid any real or 
perceived bias or favouritism, as allegations of such a nature can 
undermine, tarnish and erode the confidence in the findings 
of what may otherwise be a valid and thorough investigation. 
Selecting the right investigator may also provide the company 
with the ability to present an active defence from being obli-
gated to conduct a further investigation – at the company’s own 
expense – pursuant to a Ministry of Labour (MOL) Order 
under OHSA section 55.3(1). A MOL-required investigation 
can be imposed when an involved party complains to the MOL 
as a consequence of being dissatisfied with the results or out-
come of the investigation.

Upon completion of the investigation, the investigator should 
prepare a report for the employer of the findings from the inves-
tigation so the employer can determine the appropriate action to 

take based on the facts. The employer has a duty to inform the 
parties of the complaint – but not the witnesses – the results of 
the investigation in writing. Additionally, the employer must also 
inform the parties of any corrective action which has been or will 
be taken as a result of the investigation.

Using an appropriately trained third-party investigator can 
shield the company from allegations that the investigation was 
pre-determined, biased or that the investigation was ad-hoc, cur-
sory, superficial or minimal, while providing legitimacy to the 
process and the results. Appointing a third-party investigator – 
who has the appropriate skills and accreditation to conduct an 
investigation – can protect the company from needing to conduct 
a further investigation – and the related expense – as a conse-
quence of the initial investigation being insufficient in the eyes of 
the MOL. A proper investigation can also provide the company 
with a defence against allegations that it did not take appropri-
ate steps or conduct a fair, impartial, thorough, neutral and timely 
investigation in any ensuing litigation and shield it from poten-
tially greater liability. n

Peter V. Matukas is an experienced employment lawyer and a 
credentialed workplace investigator by the Association of Workplace 
Investigators (AWI-CH) practising in Ontario and leads the workplace 
investigations group at Harris + Harris LLP.  Please feel free to 
contact Peter at 416-798-2722 or petermatukas@harrisandharris.com 
with any questions or to discuss your needs.
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No one wants the skinniest slice of the budget pie, but 
most learning and development or human resources pro-
fessionals should know who’s getting it. In other words, 
organizations can kiss their training initiatives goodbye.

There are plenty of explanations: the company didn’t grow as 
projected, the economic downturn means cuts have to be made, 
ROI wasn’t quantified with past training initiatives, business 
needs have evolved, to list a few.

Experienced L&D and HR professionals know training is not 
something that should be thrown away. Poorly trained staff pro-
duce lower-quality work when compared to peers who have been 
properly onboarded. Complaints skyrocket. Negative attitudes 
spread. Customers begin to look elsewhere. Now the company is 
suddenly dealing with something far costlier than training: turn-
over and lost market share.

While training isn’t expendable, it surely can be adaptable if 
organizations are willing to consider a leaner methodology by 
integrating high-quality assessment tools. As training budgets 
continue to be reduced, it is more important than ever to use a 
high-quality pre-employment assessment to understand how well 
someone is naturally suited to take on the duties, tasks and behav-
iours required to be successful in a job. Aside from their other 
benefits – such as building internal teams or filling vacant posi-
tions – assessments can help target limited training resources with 
greater precision.

According to Talent Board, 89 per cent of companies are using 
some form of high-quality pre-employment assessment. There’s 
obviously something to be said about assessments. The very best 
assessments can be used for both selection and development. Even 
with limited training resources, high-quality pre-employment 

Pre-employment 
Assessments
FOUR WAYS ASSESSMENTS HELP MAKE THE  
MOST OF LIMITED TRAINING RESOURCES
By Trevor Shylock
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assessments can pull double-duty as part of an organization’s 
training and employee development process. Here’s how:

1. Assessments are designed for the workplace and 
measure an individual’s strengths, limitations and areas of 
development. One-size-fits-all training programs are expensive 
to maintain, difficult to adapt, time consuming and deliver limited 
results. When people feel they are being herded through a process, 
they are less likely to commit and those who fall behind quickly get 
lost in the mad rush to satisfy a mandate.

Assessments, on the other hand, enable managers to pinpoint 
a person’s strengths and motivations and match training assign-
ments accordingly. A new hire who is interested and engaged by 
meaningful learning opportunities will get up to speed faster and 
exhibit more self-determination in acquiring knowledge and skills. 
Meanwhile, identifying people’s shortcomings allows for the tar-
geting of areas that require reinforcement. Why hammer away 
at a concept the person already understands and shortchange 
them elsewhere?

It takes upfront effort to target training this way, but when 
employees develop faster and with greater confidence, the resulting 
productivity offsets the initial investment. Customized attention 
also shows new hires that management is engaged in their success, 
which leads to greater loyalty and reduced turnover.

2. Assessments align people with jobs. When someone is 
in the wrong role, no amount of training will turn them into a 
top performer. In order to sustain top performance over time, 
people need to be in jobs that align with their intrinsic strengths 
and motivations. Old-fashioned hiring methods provide almost 
nothing in the way of consistency. Instead of using a data-driven 
approach, these out-of-date practices rely largely on biased 
guesswork and the personal hunches of hiring managers. Turnover 
remains high and training is the easy target for blame, even if the 
true culprit in a gap is the hiring process.

With assessments, applicants are aligned with specific jobs. 
Putting the right people in the right roles enables companies to 
cut unnecessary training steps and target efforts. Company-wide, 
people get up to speed faster and are more engaged.

3. Assessments identify high-potentials and hidden talent. 
Assessments are about replacing guesswork with data. In a training 
context, they help decide how to train people. Taken to the next 
level, assessments help to decide where to target training resources.

Some employees are comfortable and content in individual con-
tributor roles and perform best there. A smaller number have 
potential as future leaders. Instead of training everyone as if they 
are capable of and interested in expanding their responsibilities 
and working up the ladder, imagine a leaner approach in which 
an employee’s capacity is quantified. Once high-potential and 
hidden-potential applicants and staff members are spotted, train-
ing resources can be allocated more judiciously.

4. Assessments are versatile and support enterprise-wide 
talent development. When it comes to collecting and analyzing 
talent management data, assessments can serve as the anchor for 

in-house metrics because of their objectivity and consistency. 
Once the human-capital data pool is big enough, the organization 
can zoom out and see the big picture: What do they have, talent-
wise, in their building? What do the team dynamics look like? 
Where are the talent gaps?

Access to such information can revolutionize the organiza-
tion’s training approach. Not only can companies pinpoint key 
shortcomings that need to be addressed, they’ll have data to take 
to management and say, “Look. This is where we need to devote 
our resources.”

TIPS FOR CHOOSING AN ASSESSMENT
The assessment market is, put mildly, cluttered. When considering 
the right instrument for an organization, choose carefully because 
many assessments don’t serve any real business purpose. Everyone 
has heard the expression, “You get what you pay for,” and nowhere 
does it apply more truthfully.

An assessment that is consistent, reliable and built upon a solid 
data foundation will be invaluable. If it costs $15 and hit the mar-
ket six months ago, there probably isn’t a solid data foundation. 
Data collection takes time and reliability testing takes even more 
time. Assessments should also be designed for a business context 
so they can support training and development and aren’t simply a 
“personality test” for the curious.

Assessment providers should be able to answer “yes” to 
these questions:
■n Does the assessment measure work-related behaviours?
■n Is it scientifically validated for job matching?
■n Will it produce reliable results?
■n Does it limit the possibility of an individual faking the results?
■n Does it comply with provincial and federal regulations?
■n Does it include cognitive measures (which are the best 

predictors of performance across jobs)?
■n Can the assessment data be used for all areas of selection 

and development?

Companies that already use assessments for selection are ahead 
of the game. Now it’s a matter of applying all of that reporting and 
data in a training context. Using the ideas mentioned above, orga-
nizations can re-invent their training programs to cost less and 
yield a bigger return in productivity and engagement. n

Trevor J. Shylock, M.Sc., is an industrial/organizational psychology 
consultant at Caliper.
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What should a leader do when an employee continues 
to not accept the change happening within the com-
pany? Has the employee chosen to quit? This is an 
uncomfortable subject – but one all leaders face at 

some point – so here is an examination of these questions from 
legal, leader/company and employee points of view.

LEGAL
HR lawyers and consultants warn there are subtleties with every 
employee/workspace situation. The following few base factors 
are relevant:
■n Every employer should expect employees to follow the company 

vision and strategy.
■n A change of strategy and/or technology should be expected for 

every business to stay relevant. Therefore, change should also be 
a natural part of an individual’s work and career.

■n An individual who is being resistant to change is akin to 
insubordination, likely leading to dismissal with “just cause” plus 
the appropriate severance.

While the preceding statements are true, it’s important to note 
that all of the responsibility does not fall on the employee; busi-
nesses are also required to support and empower their employees. 
There are also a few more legal perspectives that will be examined 
in the leader and employee points of view.

THE LEADER/COMPANY
To begin, here is a quick look at the key responsibilities of a leader 
and company as Bruce Mayhew Consulting shared at HRPA’s 
2019 Annual Conference & Trade Show:
1. Sets strategy.
2. Consistently shares and repeats the company mission, vision, 

values and appropriate messaging.
3. Is very clear about performance management expectations, 

measurement criteria and consequences.
4. Inspires and motivates others.
5. Offers growth opportunities, training, mentoring/coaching 

and recognition.
6. Is trustworthy, fair, firm and open to new ideas.

Sorry You’ve Chosen  
to Be Fired
PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT DURING PERIODS OF ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE
By Bruce Mayhew

Internal mentors and 
coaches can help fellow 
employees adapt to change la

ng
st

ru
p/

12
3R

F

HRPROFESSIONALNOW.CA ❚ APRIL 2019 ❚ 17

https://www.123rf.com/profile_langstrup


In concert with the above six points, leaders should not only 
expect change, they should be at the forefront of leading and 
adopting change.

Surely there are a hundred reasons why great strategies go 
wrong. Two far too common reasons strategies fail are from a 
lack of communication and a lack of performance management. 
This is disappointing because these are often two of the easiest 
components of a change management strategy to predict, plan 
and implement. Unfortunately, what happens all too often is 

the leadership team focuses great effort on designing a brilliant 
business strategy, and then steps back from communication and 
performance management – the soft-skills part of every success-
ful strategy. The result is the core elements quickly begin to erode 
and/or are misinterpreted because a clear vision has not been 
consistently shared with the people who will operationalize it. If 
change is being implemented, communication and expectations 
have to remain current.

When individuals begin missing expectations, it’s usually too 
late to begin looking at communication and performance manage-
ment – especially at an individual or department level. Too often 
if a company waits this long, they have already created an “us ver-
sus them” situation where the “no adopters” or “slow adopters” may 
feel bullied, not valued and/or ostracized. If this happens it can 
become more expensive for the company in many ways including:
■n Mistakenly let valued employees go who were adapting but may 

have needed more help and/or more time.
■n Experience a hit to the morale and loyalty of employees who are 

left behind.
■n Acquire an industry reputation as an unfair employer – avoided 

by high-potential candidates for future positions.
■n The cost (time, money and opportunity lost) associated to 

hiring, training and paying severance to people who were 
with you.

What’s the solution? Make communication and performance 
management serious parts of every strategy.

WHEN IT COMES TO COMMUNICATION
Map out a plan on how to share expectations frequently and clearly 
to all employees. As the organizational strategy and/or technology 
evolves, organizations should consistently and frequently share 
how change supports the future vision and goals. It’s also impor-
tant to recap the organization values, core competencies and key 
messages – the soft-skills part of the work-life equation.
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IF CHANGE IS BEING 
IMPLEMENTED, COMMUNICATION 
AND EXPECTATIONS HAVE 
TO REMAIN CURRENT.

Clearly defined expectations can curb 
potential legal headaches for companies

 

Peter V. Matukas
Employment Lawyer & Workplace Investigator
BA, LLB, AWI-CH
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• Workplace harassment and sexual 
harassment
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• Workplace misconduct
• Workplace violence or threats of 

violence
• Bullying
• Retaliation and Reprisal
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(See our article on workplace complaints on p. 13)
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WHEN IT COMES TO PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT
One best practice is to provide appropriate skills upgrade training 
and measure everyone’s performance as soon as change is being 
planned and introduced. This way it’s easily caught if someone 
looks like they are struggling and may need a bit more time, train-
ing or coaching/mentoring. In addition, people who are resistant 
to change also get identified early and can be managed appropri-
ately. This is a clear example of where equal doesn’t necessarily 
mean equitable.

THE EMPLOYEE
It’s worth repeating that change should be always be expected, by 
everyone. Employees should especially expect to pivot when a new 
leader is brought in or new technology is adopted. Change also 
happens when the company or a division is tackling a new oppor-
tunity or new challenge in their sector – like a competitor.

As HR Lawyer Laurie Jessome, partner at Cassels Brock said, 
“Employees should always be thinking, ‘If I was applying for this 
job today, would I be a top contender? Is it likely they would 
want to hire me?’ If the answer is no, it’s not the company that’s 
the problem.”

Change provides a challenge for anyone who enjoys the comfort 
of routine and/or the reputation of “expert” or “top performer.” 
The thing is, an expert or top performer who isn’t willing to stay 
current will soon lose their crown. Alternatively, change provides 
a great opportunity for anyone looking to develop new skills. The 
only chance an expert or top performer has to keep their status is 
to accept change and grow/innovate with the company, which are 
strong motivators for the millennial and Gen Z cohorts. Change 
also provides experienced employees an even greater opportunity 
to increase their status or reputation by becoming a mentor or 
coach. Also, change can provide an equal opportunity to younger 

employees to become reverse mentors on things like current 
trends, technology and social media.

Employees who show an unwillingness to change have in effect, 
chosen to quit; as long as the company has been clear with expec-
tations and provided the time and resources to adapt. Jessome goes 
on to suggest the best approach is often to, “let them go and pay 
the appropriate severance. As long as a company’s change in direc-
tion is lawful and reasonable, employees are required to follow that 
new direction.” Staying and not doing their job as it evolves should 
never be a choice – even for top sales people, for example. If com-
panies and/or leaders make an exception for one employee or one 
team, it will create morale problems and make it difficult to stan-
dardize other practices. Exceptions should only exist when finding 
solutions to accommodate the needs of people with disabilities.

CONCLUSION
In today’s economy, company strategies are adjusting at a faster 
pace than ever. The first obligation is on the company or leader 
to be clear about what the expectations are and what happens if 
employees don’t meet them. As Stuart Rudner, employment law-
yer and mediator at Rudner Law said, “In many cases leaders fail 
to clearly communicate concerns with employees. This allows 
employees to subsequently deny they understood the seriousness 
of the situation. If the employee is able to say, ‘The company [the 
leader], did share some information, but I didn’t see it seriously 
because they let it slide often and I didn’t know it was going to cost 
me my job,’ then this will likely be an expensive dismissal.” In this 
case, it’s likely judges will come down hard on the company.

Nobody enjoys having difficult conversations and very few 
professionals are trained on how to give or receive constructive 
criticism. If leaders avoid difficult conversations, they are not sup-
porting the success of the company, themselves or the employee. 
Also, not having these conversations may mean an employer will 
not be able to dismiss the employee for “just cause” and instead 
have to pay a hefty severance package only because the employee 
was never given a fair chance to understand the expectations and 
work toward them.

Lawyers also recommend leaders keep detailed and current doc-
umentation that shows what communication and opportunities 
have been discussed through good times and bad. Rudner said, 
“Too often I see cases where there has not been clear, documented 
communication with feedback being shared with the employee.”

Many of the HR lawyers interviewed for this article also agree 
a good employment contract can save employers lots of grief and 
expense. They recommend that on day one of any new job, some-
one at the company should meet with the new employee to have 
a documented performance management conversation about key 
performance indicators and how employees are expected to “adapt 
with the company.” They also advise to be careful of times when 
there has been no history of performance management challenges 
or performance management correction. If leaders decide it’s inef-
ficient or not appropriate to offer retraining – for example – then 
the recommendation is to be generous with severance. n

Bruce Mayhew is a corporate trainer, conference speaker and 
executive coach.
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MEET THE HR INFLUENCERS:

MARY-JO HEWAT, CHRE
By Lisa Gordon
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As Canada’s largest private mortgage insurer, Genworth 
Canada specializes in helping people achieve the dream 
of home ownership.

It’s a worthy pursuit, and it’s one reason Mary-Jo 
Hewat decided to come on board as the company’s senior vice-
president, HR and facilities, in May 2016.

Fresh from a senior human resources role at OMERS, the 
Ontario Municipal Employees Retirement System, Hewat was 
ready for her next professional challenge.

It’s a decision she’s never regretted.
A public company based in Oakville, Ont., Genworth employs 

273 people across Canada. Two hundred of them work in the 
head office, while another 18 are based in the company’s Montreal 
office. Members of the regional sales team are spread out across 
nine provinces, along with regionally-based underwriters who 
provide local expertise.

The smaller company offers a unique workplace culture and a 
supportive environment for HR initiatives. Today, Hewat and her 
team of six HR professionals manage all aspects of Genworth’s 
human resources function and enjoy the ability to influence busi-
ness outcomes through carefully constructed strategies that focus 
on the human element.

hr career pathhr career path

HRPROFESSIONALNOW.CA ❚ APRIL 2019 ❚ 21



When did you decide you wanted a career in 
human resources?
Mary-Jo Hewat: I have to give my mother credit because she was 
the one who suggested I explore HR. At the time, advertising was 
the cool business option, and I originally thought I’d like to pursue 
that. But as I progressed in my BComm at Ryerson University, I 
gravitated toward the HR courses and had tremendous success in 
them. That led me to pursue a career in HR coming out of school, 
and to eventually complete an MBA to deepen that HR knowl-
edge and strategic thinking… from there on in, I stuck with it.

What was your first HR job?
MJH: My first HR job was at TD Securities working for Warren 
Bell. That’s relevant because about 15 years later, he recruited me 
to work at OMERS – we had not spoken in years. But that first 
job at TD was as an HR assistant supporting the treasury team, 
which was on the trading floor in TD’s downtown Toronto tower. 
It was a very exciting time, back in the mid-1990s.

Tell me about your current job. What are your main 
areas of responsibility?
MJH: I lead HR and the facilities function for Genworth Canada. 
I have oversight for all facets of HR. Since I got here, I would 
say I’ve been spending a bit more time focusing on the Genworth 
culture. A year and a half ago, we undertook an initiative to iden-
tify what makes Genworth special – the secret sauce, so to speak. 
We talked with nearly 200 employees through 12 culture sessions 
and distilled their input into five core values and the behaviours 
associated with those values. It was a fascinating exercise and very 
rewarding to see how quickly everybody related to those findings. 
Since then, we’ve been carving a path to get to our aspirational des-
tination and that process impacts every element of HR.

What do you love about your job?
MJH: I think a business requires all kinds of resources and the 
human component is so crucial, especially given how many busi-
nesses are service-driven. Being able to harness that power to 
execute against the business strategy is what I find so fascinat-
ing. We are people from diverse cultures and backgrounds and 
environments, so being able to communicate in a way people 
understand and to be able to get them to execute that vision is a 
never-ending challenge – but a fun one! I also really enjoy the abil-
ity to influence business outcomes. That’s partly due to the size 
that we are, but also because of the level of support I have from my 
CEO and the board, as well as my peers. I am also lucky to have a 
fantastic team. Without all of them, it would be a lot harder to do 
what I am able to do.

What are the challenges you experience in your job?
MJH: I think one of the biggest challenges is assessing the orga-
nization’s readiness for something and knowing when to keep 
pushing – and when to put it on pause. Sometimes we fall in love 
with an idea and we get ahead of the organization, and then it 
doesn’t work.

What’s key to leading HR during a difficult time for a 
client organization?
MJH: I think listening is key and seeking to understand the “why” 
behind things. Whether it’s why certain decisions are made or why 
someone is behaving the way they are, once you achieve that clar-
ity, I think it’s a lot easier to identify a path forward.
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“ THERE IS SO MUCH 
COMING DOWN THE 
PIPELINE THAT HR 
PLAYS A CRUCIAL ROLE 
IN – AND IF DONE WELL, 
WE CAN HELP ENSURE 
THE FUTURE SUCCESS 
OF THE BUSINESS.”

– MARY-JO HEWAT
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What are the necessary competencies for success in HR 
and how do you think those have changed throughout 
your career?
MJH: I think they’ve always been important, but I’d say certain 
things such as analytics and knowing your numbers, whether it’s 
for compensation or data, are crucial. Also, good writing skills 
allow you to communicate to people in a clear, concise manner. 
In today’s day and age, there is less face-to-face communication, 
so writing is even more significant. On the softer side, the ability 
to be agile in a changing environment is imperative. There is also 
the skill of taking a step back to see the bigger picture and adapt-
ing accordingly. Lastly, I think the power of networking is often 
lost mid-career, when many people get married and have a family 
life to focus on. I think it’s really important to pick that up again, 
to maintain a human connection with people and get outside your 
own environment. I learn so much from my peers, many of whom 
are good friends.

What tips do you have for new grads or those in entry-
level HR jobs who want to move up the ladder?
MJH: I think finding ways to add value is always a good strategy. 
I think of other new grads we’ve hired who have been successful, 
and self-awareness has been very important. Don’t be afraid to ask 
for feedback; but with that, be prepared to hear the feedback and 
work really hard to fill the gaps between where you are and where 
you want to be. I would also say finding a mentor is really helpful.

The HR field has been evolving. What changes excite 
you the most?
MJH: The pace of change is what I find so exciting, particularly 
as it relates to aligning that pace of change with the readiness of 
your organization. There’s a lot of incredible analysis being done 
on the future of work and how roles will evolve. Part of my respon-
sibilities include helping the business understand how quickly 
those changes will happen and why, so that we are in a position to 
respond competitively.

What’s the future of HR?
MJH: Bright! I sincerely believe that. I think that as our work 
environment continues to evolve, the human element becomes 
even more critical. It’s about valuing people’s contributions and 
recognizing them. We haven’t touched the tip of the iceberg in 
terms of mental health and how that will affect our work environ-
ment. There is so much coming down the pipeline that HR plays 
a crucial role in – and if done well, we can help ensure the future 
success of the business. If done poorly, it will no doubt contribute 
to the downfall of the business. n

hr career path
First job: The summer I turned 16, 
I worked in the games booths at 
Centreville Amusement Park on 
Toronto’s Centre Island. It was so 
much fun!

Childhood ambition: I actually 
wanted to be an astronaut. But, 
being a massive extrovert with 
a touch of claustrophobia, I 
realized it really wasn’t a good 
career choice for me.

Current source of inspiration: 
I have to say it’s my parents. 
They’re in their 70s, and still 
very healthy and active. They 
have been married 52 years and 
maintain strong ties to all their 
kids (and grandchildren). I only 
hope I’m as lucky, to have what 
they have when I am their age.

Best piece of advice ever 
received: Pick your boss. You 
can’t always do that, but when 
you think about how essential 
your relationship with your boss 
is, and how valuable mutual 
respect and common values are, 
it’s so important.

Favourite music: My favourite 
radio show is Raina Douris on 
CBC Music. I spend a lot of time 
in my vehicle commuting from 
Toronto to Oakville and love her 
show in the mornings.

Last book read: Washington 
Black by Canadian author 
Esi Edugyan.IN
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“ I THINK A BUSINESS 
REQUIRES ALL KINDS 
OF RESOURCES 
AND THE HUMAN 
COMPONENT IS SO 
CRUCIAL, ESPECIALLY 
GIVEN HOW MANY 
BUSINESSES ARE 
SERVICE-DRIVEN.”

– MARY-JO HEWAT
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Increasingly, HR leaders are being tasked with building 
their organization’s future workforce – one with the skills 
needed to effectively leverage rapid advancements in technol-
ogy, to propel their business forward in today’s progressively 

competitive environment.
While acquiring new talent continues to be part of the solu-

tion, upskilling, a key talent development strategy, has become 
more important than ever. As the adoption rate of technology 
intensifies across organizations of all sizes and in all industries, 
organizations are witnessing the convergence of key in-demand 
skills required by multiple sectors simultaneously. This has led to 
heightened competition for technically-skilled talent and a wid-
ening skills gap. Organizations that place a renewed focus on the 
development of their existing workforce as an integral part of their 
human capital strategy will come out on top.

A recent Toronto Finance International (TFI) report entitled 
“Unlocking the human opportunity: harnessing the power of a 
mid-career workforce” recommends five critical actions that orga-
nizations can take to cultivate the future-proof skills they need 
through upskilling.

1. MAKE LIFELONG LEARNING A PRIORITY 
FOR EVERYONE
A recent digital transformation study by Deloitte and MIT found 
that 73 per cent of employees in top performing companies are 
updating their skills every six months and 44 per cent are updat-
ing them continuously.

Employees are responsible for their own upskilling. However, 
organizations can help by fostering a culture of lifelong learning 
within the workplace. This begins with executive-level support 
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demonstrated through various methods such as formally identi-
fying continuous learning in the organization’s overall business 
strategy and modelling positive upskilling behaviours.

Other approaches include fostering a growth mindset and 
ingraining learning into the daily workflow. Managers can do this 
informally, by incorporating lessons learned into review meetings 
and providing job shadowing opportunities, and formally, by inte-
grating upskilling expectations into performance plans.

Finally, an effective upskilling strategy should be inclusive 
and accessible for all, regardless of role, tenure or age. RBC, for 
example, hosts a live podcast series called RBC Disruptors which 
delivers insights through monthly conversations about disrup-
tion and innovation. While every episode may not be pertinent to 
every listener’s work, RBC believes that expanding knowledge and 
thinking is relevant to everything their employees do.

2. IDENTIFY CRITICAL FUTURE SKILLS
Leaders need to work together to: 1) identify and prioritize 
the key skills that will be required in their organization in the 
future to drive both business and talent results, considering both 
functional- and organization-level requirements; and 2) conduct 
an honest and realistic assessment of current capabilities to deter-
mine the largest skills gaps. This process is far from simple, yet it’s 
worth undertaking.

To help identify skills gaps, digital self-assessments, which are 
useful when evaluating data and digital acumen, and peer-to-peer 
assessments, which are more appropriate for assessing soft skills 
such as learning agility, curiosity and empathy, can be very effective.

Data analytics tools, particularly predictive analytics and arti-
ficial intelligence (AI) are being used successfully by some 
organizations to more effectively identify and assess employee 
skills gaps. IBM’s “Your Learning” is an example of an AI-driven 
learning platform that has been employed with great success: 70 
per cent of IBM employees today have the skills they need for the 
future compared to just 40 per cent five years ago.

3. APPLY A MULTI-FACETED APPROACH TO 
DEVELOP CRITICAL SKILLS
Once an organization identifies its critical future skills and exist-
ing gaps, it can design upskilling activities that will have the most 
impact. Leaders should develop a multi-faceted approach based on 
the unique needs of their employees, the degree of skill develop-
ment required and how quickly they need to scale.

One approach is to “raise the water level” to enhance the orga-
nization’s baseline level of skills. Many firms are using this 
approach to “level up” the core data and digital literary skills of 
their workforces; leveraging technology to provide employees with 
a personalized experience.
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This approach should be balanced with a targeted upskilling strat-
egy to differentiate the experience for specific groups of people and to 
develop pockets of proficiencies. An example is helping employees in 
reporting roles to improve how they use data to tell compelling stories.

Finally, every organization has individuals who create, pro-
tect or enable the greatest proportion of value. Investing in the 
critical few by providing tailored upskilling opportunities is the 
third approach and includes “influencers” who can help champion 
upskilling and continuous learning.

4. EMPOWER PEOPLE TO EMBRACE UPSKILLING
Employees who are provided with clear communication, sufficient 
information (e.g. overarching business goals, the skills needed for 
future success and the value of upskilling activities to organiza-
tional objectives) and appropriate supports are more likely to take 
ownership over their individual learning and growth activities.

Managers can help guide employee learning by communicat-
ing how their work is likely to shift in the future and the skills 
needed to be successful, and by supporting employees to curate 
their upskilling experiences and build their own training plan.

To that end, organizations also need to empower their people 
managers to become learning champions so they can proactively 
model and guide their teams along upskilling paths and provide 
ongoing feedback to support their progress.

Investing in digital and social learning tools can significantly 
enhance an organization’s upskilling strategy, providing a more 
personal model anywhere and everywhere.

TD Bank, for example, recently introduced “TD Thrive,” an 
upskilling initiative leveraging the learning platform Degreed, to 
provide its employees with access to curated learning content, 
assessment tools and learning paths to support upskilling.

Similarly, Sun Life Financial recently piloted the use of virtual 
reality to create emotional connections through client experiences, 
a critical soft skill.

5. UP THE ANTE ON EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING
Experiential learning is essential to upskilling. It can help 
individuals retain learning by providing them with oppor-
tunities to practise skills and embed behaviours into their 
day-to-day activities.

Job rotations and gig assignments are examples of expe-
riential learning. They require a conducive organizational 
culture – one that supports and removes barriers to talent 
mobility. To do this, leaders need to think differently about 
employee utilization, develop practices that encourage tal-
ent sharing and become more open to talent movement across 
their organization.

Experiential learning does not need to be limited to job rota-
tions, job shadowing or secondments. Many organizations are 
thinking creatively about how to offer different and meaning-
ful learning experiences such as hackathons, external rotations, 
skill-based volunteering opportunities or sabbaticals that allow 
employees to broaden their experience.

PwC’s Digital Accelerators program, for example, enables 
employees to accelerate their digital skills development, a key 
component of the organization’s upskilling strategy. The firm 
has released selected individuals from their “traditional” work for 
approximately two years, so that they can rapidly apply learning 
skills and champion organization-wide changes.

Upskilling is a business imperative for organizations to close 
the growing skills gap.  Successful strategies go beyond the devel-
opment of specific skills by creating an organizational culture 
that fosters curiosity, cultivates a growth mindset and supports 
employees with the leadership, meaningful experiences, tools and 
other enablers needed to inspire a commitment to lifelong learning 
and build organizational capacity for the future. n

Sashya D’Souza is the senior vice president of talent initiatives for 
Toronto Finance International.
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Those of a certain vintage will remember the era of resumes 
in the mail, strict dress codes and urgent (printed) memos 
delivered by mail trolley. In just one generation, the way 
Canadian companies do business has undergone nothing 

short of a revolution – or two.
At the same time, the younger half of the workforce has added 

a wildly different set of priorities and perspectives into the mix. In 
essence, business is operating within an entirely new setting – but 
plenty of organizations are still run by people whose leadership 
styles are stuck in the past.

GOOD-BYE TO COMMAND AND CONTROL
“When you think about it, we’ve had a similar leadership style 
since the Roman Empire, which was pretty much command and 
control,” said Dov Baron, leadership speaker, bestselling author 
and corporate cultural strategist.

Until recently, that made sense. When change moved at a slower 
pace, companies could stand to depend on a handful of people at 
the top reviewing all the necessary intelligence to chart a course 
and (slowly) contemplate action. These days, though, there’s just 
too much data from too many directions for one person or one 
small team to take in and assess. There’s also greater volatility 
and uncertainty to contend with, as well as competitors who are 
increasingly agile. Clearly something has to give, but what?

“From a leadership standpoint, there has to be a mental shift 
from ‘the buck stops here’ or ‘I have to have all the answers’ to really 
being a facilitator of intelligence,” said Cheryl Cran, management 
coach, consultant, public speaker and entrepreneur. “Now, leaders 
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The Future  
of Leadership
BUSINESS IS IN THE MIDST 
OF A REVOLUTION. IS YOUR 
ORGANIZATION’S LEADERSHIP 
KEEPING UP?
By Melissa Campeau

Leadership needs to be 
employee-centric, focusing on 
what employees want such as 
flexible work schedules
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need to be able to gather or crowdsource employees’ ideas and to 
incorporate them into the company’s direction.”

The younger generation requires different things of their lead-
ers, as well. “This is the selfie generation,” said Baron. “When I 
would go a concert, I would take a picture of David Bowie or who-
ever was on stage. Now, this generation wants to be in the photo 
with the star. It’s an, ‘I must matter as much as,’ way of thinking.” 
Therefore, to lead the younger generation, a leader needs to make 
sure employees feel seen, understood and valued. “We have to lead 
from a place of inclusion,” said Baron. “And that’s a completely dif-
ferent strategy than the Roman Empire. You actually have to listen 
to the serf.”

That’s not just good for the employees, though: It’s good for the 
organization. “Now we’ve morphed into a knowledge economy, so 
it’s not uncommon for employees to know more than their lead-
ers,” said Michelle Ray, author, leadership expert and founder of 
Lead Yourself First Enterprises. “The workforce is savvier than at 
any time in our history,” said Ray. “So the question becomes, how 
can you influence and how you can be more effective as a leader 
with this highly intelligent workforce?”

CONNECTED AND APPROACHABLE
Cran suggests connected leaders tap into their workers’ mindsets 
with at least monthly connections through surveys, conversations, 
coaching or whatever works for the organization. “Then you’ve got 

constant real-time data about what’s going on in the minds of your 
team and also in the other departments,” said Cran. There’s the 
added bonus, too, of keeping a growing number of freelance and 
remote workers feeling in the loop, engaged and part of the team.

That requires an approachability and accessibility that’s more 
than lip service. “Leaders might say they have an open-door pol-
icy,” said Baron, “and you can take the hinges right off the door, but 
if there’s a force field across the door that says, ‘I’m a scary monster,’ 
then no one is coming in.” He adds, “Being accessible is walking 
around, asking people about things that have nothing to do with 
work, and not just at a superficial level, but actually connecting 
with people and genuinely caring.”

CHANGING WORKFORCE, DIFFERENT KIND
OF LEADER

Forging those connections is not only good for tapping into the 
collective knowledge of the workforce, it’ll also help hold onto 
a particularly mercurial generation of workers for at least a 
little longer.

“In the great financial meltdown of 2008, many millennials saw 
their parents tossed to the curb after they had given 10, 15, 20 
years to a company,” said Baron. “They learned very quickly that 
they cannot and will not trust big business.” That same generation 
grew up with the internet, as well, and the knowledge that any-
one with $50 for a domain name can start a business of their own. 
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“That democratization of the entrepreneurial spirit has changed 
everything,” said Baron.

“It used to be, when people started a new job, they’d give it six 
months to a year to see how it goes,” said Baron. “Now, we see mil-
lennials give it less than one day. We see them go home at lunch 
and not come back if they don’t like what they see.”

What are they looking for? “When it comes to a leader, I think 
the most important thing is passion or purpose,” said Corey 
Poirier, speaker, author and leadership expert. “I think a person 
knowing their core purpose and living their passion is really every-
thing, and it has a monumental impact on an organization.” He 
adds, “Passionate people are infectious, they’re people that others 
want to be around.”

PASSION AND MASTERFUL STORYTELLING
That taps into the idea that today’s workforce is looking for (much) 
more than just a paycheque. “A lot of younger workers want to be 
doing something with purpose behind it, meaning behind it, life 
behind it and for that reason they want a leader to have a purpose 
they’re driving towards,” said Poirier. “They want to have a leader 
whose purpose is in line with theirs, and to feel connected and 
working toward a common goal.”

Having a leader with a purpose is a great start, but it’s only effec-
tive if he or she is able to share those ideals and inspire others 
to action. That comes down to being a masterful storyteller, says 
Poirier. “When you think of all the top companies able to attract 
and retain the best employees, they’re really good at telling their 
story,” said Poirier.

“Some companies have created such compelling stories that 
people would go to four or five interviews and still be saying, ‘I 

might get the job!’” said Poirier. “Companies like Disney, WestJet, 
Starbucks or Apple – employees can get behind leaders who can 
tell the story well and those employees become the storytellers, 
too.” He adds, “When that happens, it’s so much easier for an HR 
leader to attract and keep a workforce.”

AUTHENTICITY, FOR REAL
In storytelling – and in every communication – today’s leaders 
need to be authentic. “Authenticity is depth,” said Baron. “You 
have authentic friendships with people with whom you have 
depth – the others you call acquaintances. If you don’t have self-
knowledge and emotional intelligence, you won’t have depth. 
You’re just a person telling stories you think will work and that 
becomes a problem.”

Imagine, for example, an organization that claims to have a pas-
sion for eco causes. That organization might say all the right things 
on its website and attract a potential candidate with a similar pas-
sion to an interview. But then, because the message hasn’t really 
been delivered with passion in a way that connects with every level 
of the organization, an assistant offers the candidate water in a 
plastic bottle – and the candidate immediately heads for the hills, 
seeing that the organization isn’t truly aligned with their values.

VULNERABILITY AND TRANSPARENCY
What makes communication effective isn’t the sharing of infor-
mation. The assistant with the plastic water bottle had no doubt 
read the memo about the company’s green measures, after all. 
Information is no longer power – anyone can get the stats and 
facts. The difference – the thing that turns data into action – is in 
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making a true connection. “The listener has to see themselves in 
you,” said Baron. “And that’s the vulnerability piece. In my gener-
ation we felt leaders had to know everything, but if we approach 
leadership that way now, we will lose our people,” said Baron. 
“Vulnerability is a key feature in loyalty now – the exact opposite 
of what we were taught.”

That’s not without its boundaries, of course. “When I say ‘vul-
nerability’ I’m not talking about emotionally vomiting on your 
people,” said Baron. Instead, if an employee comes in and says 
they’re struggling financially, for example, a successful leader will 
be empathetic and admit (if it’s true) that they’ve been there and 
they know what it’s like. “It reminds them you’re human, too,” 
said Baron.

Owning mistakes and imperfections inspires more loyalty and 
respect than denying them. “If you’re really honest with yourself 
and know your strengths and weaknesses, that’s very attractive to 
today’s workforce,” said Ray. “When leaders do make a mistake, 
they recalibrate and move on.” It’s essentially the agile method of 
product development, but on a human scale.

An element of that vulnerability is being completely transparent 
about anything the organization is going through. “For years on 
the leadership side there was this feeling of secrecy and not being 
able to share everything with every group,” said Poirier. “Now 
there’s more demand for transparency.” In fact, with social media 
and instant communication, there’s really no way around it, “peo-
ple are sharing everything now.”

Employees are proving resilient with the tougher news that 
leaders used to be reluctant to share. “They’re saying, ‘I can take 
the bad news and the tough stuff as long as I know what’s going on, 
as long as I can take ownership of what’s going on,’” said Poirier.

EMPLOYEE-CENTRIC AND FLEXIBLE
Successful leaders have tended to recognize – and embrace – that 
employees have lives beyond the organization. They’ve introduced 
policies in support of families, mental health, vacations and other 
aspects of most people’s lives. “Leaders today need to create an 
employee-centric value proposition,” said Ray. “They’ve got to be 
thinking about the employees they want. We always hear about 

a customer-centric vision, but you’ve got to have an employee-
centric vision as well.”

That means thinking about work-from-home and flex time, 
of course. That means going beyond and considering the unique 
needs of your own teams, like Google’s four-day workweek or 
NASA’s naptime. “They’re looking for a leader to be more flexible 
about what they’ll allow, rather than being more rigid,” said Poirier.

THE RISE OF EQ (THANKS TO THE RISE OF AI)
All of those pieces – the authenticity, vulnerability, storytelling 
skills and flexibility – reflect a leader with a strong emotional intel-
ligence (EQ). An ability to make very human connections will be 
more and more important as, paradoxically, AI comes to the fore. 

“AI can learn everything a person knows and this is vital for HR 
to keep in mind,” said Baron. The point of distinction between 
hiring one person over another doesn’t come down to knowledge, 
since machines can be programmed to do tasks. “You can train AI 
to absorb skills and the knowledge, but you can’t train it at an emo-
tional level,” said Baron. “A lot of leaders think EQ is a tool you use 
to understand your people. And it is, but there’s a proviso – EQ 
is actually a tool to use on yourself first. If you’re not, you’ll come 
across as inauthentic and it will seem manipulative.”

CAN A LEADER CHANGE?
While this kind of leadership may come naturally to some, 
command-and-control enthusiasts may have a hard time adjusting 
to the best practices of managing a modern workforce. People can 
change, of course, but they don’t always like it. “I’ll be working with 
a founder of a family company in his or her 60s or 70s. That per-
son will say, ‘What we’re doing works, and it’s worked for over 40 
years,’” said Baron. “I’ll say, ‘Yes, you’re right. What you’ve done has 
worked, but what you’ve just said is the death rattle. It’s “worked” 
in the past tense and you are actually digging your own grave.’”

Change may be uncomfortable, but it’s also inevitable. Successful 
organizations simply can’t afford to stand still. “It’s brave to open 
yourself to change, to be vulnerable, to be transparent, to be pur-
pose driven,” said Baron. “And tomorrow’s leaders are going to have 
to be courageous.” n

cover story

SUCCESSFUL LEADERS HAVE TENDED 
TO RECOGNIZE – AND EMBRACE –  

THAT EMPLOYEES HAVE LIVES 
BEYOND THE ORGANIZATION.

ro
ys

tu
di

o/
12

3R
F

32 ❚ APRIL 2019 ❚ HR PROFESSIONAL 

https://www.123rf.com/profile_roystudio


leadership

Many organizations have traditionally considered 
coaching a high cost investment dedicated almost 
exclusively to developing high potential executive tal-
ent. This view has taken a 360-degree shift and now 

leading organizations are offering coaching programs across their 
talent pools, with a focus on coaching young emerging leaders to 
attract and retain top talent.

According to Bloomberg, Shopify has increased nine-fold since 
its initial public offering in 2015 and is one of Canada’s top tech-
nology firms in terms of market value. Shopify has twelve full-time 
coaches who engage with their employees in areas such as leader-
ship development, career planning and setting strategies to reach 
their personal and professional goals.

Millennials and Generation Z greatly value development 
opportunities such as coaching and are looking to senior business 
leaders to equip them to be successful in the workplace. Based on 
the Deloitte Millennial Survey 2018, “Companies and senior man-
agement teams that are most aligned with millennials in terms of 
purpose, culture and professional development are likely to attract 
and retain the best millennial talent and, in turn, potentially 

achieve better financial performance. Loyalty must be earned, and 
the vast majority of millennials are prepared to move, and move 
quickly, for a better workplace experience.”

The fourth industrial revolution is upon us with artificial intelli-
gence and massive automation, and organizations are recognizing 
the critical importance of developing leadership capabilities, soft 
skills and building the confidence of their young emerging leaders. 
Millennials and Generation Z feel that businesses are insuffi-
ciently developing these soft skills. Deloitte’s Millennial Survey also 
indicates that over one-third of respondents (35 per cent) say it is 
critical to an organization’s long-term success that its employees 
and leaders cultivate strong interpersonal skills.

To develop leadership capability, organizations are increasing 
their bench strength of both internal and external coaches, as well 
as offering training workshops for managers to hone their coaching 
skills. An effective coach requires excellent self-awareness, listen-
ing and emotional intelligence. These competencies take a skilled 
coach asking insightful questions to cultivate leadership capability 
with their coachees. The trend to engage coaches across job levels 
is part of this evolution to create a coaching culture. so
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ACCELERATE THEIR DEVELOPMENT
By Susan Power, MBA, CHRL
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Based on the work of Peter Hawkins in his book, Creating a 
Coaching Culture, there are six steps to move towards embedding a 
coaching culture in an organization.

Step 1: Create a coaching strategy aligned to the business 
goals and wider organizational culture change. This is impor-
tant since defining what the end results are for each coaching 
engagement needs to be aligned with the wider organizational key 
performance indicators (KPI’s) and goals. Otherwise, the coach-
ing program will not gain traction in the organization.

Step 2: Gain the buy-in of the organization’s leaders to 
actively support coaching.  Coaching is not counselling and it is 
different than performance management. Organizational leaders 
need to experience working with a certified coach to understand 
the insights that can be gleaned and how coaching works to moti-
vate performance. Coaches need to be trained, carefully selected 
and matched with their coachees. There are many unquali-
fied coaches in the market that do not follow a proven coaching 
method, so the selection process needs to be rigorous.

Step 3: Develop an effective bench of external and inter-
nal coaches. There are benefits to using a blend of external and 
internal coaches. The external coaches have no political internal 
interests and can create a safe environment, while internal coaches 
better understand the internal environment, culture and key inter-
nal players.

Step 4: Shift coaching to become the predominant manage-
ment style. As senior leaders become comfortable with coaching 
and it is embedded into the culture, coaching will naturally become 
how management leads and motivates the team.

Step 5: Embed coaching in HR and performance manage-
ment processes. With organizations moving away from the 
traditional formal performance reviews in favour of real-time 
feedback, it is a natural progression to emphasize coaching as a 
development tool. Coaching can also be embedded into other HR 
programs such as recruitment and selection, conflict resolution, 
succession planning and career transition support, for example.

Step 6: Measure results and collect team evaluation feed-
back at each step of the coaching culture journey. It is important 
to measure the results delivered by a coaching program. This 
often involves 360-degree feedback both before and after the 
coaching engagement to track the coachee’s behaviour and com-
petency improvements. For external coaches, the value the coach 
is delivering can be measured by having the coachee and other key 
stakeholders (e.g. CHRO, CEO, direct supervisor) complete an 
evaluation at the mid-point of the coaching engagement and after 
the final coaching session. Similarly, certain organizational KPI’s 
should improve as well, including a reduced turnover rate, a higher 
engagement rate and a greater per cent of high potentials.

By starting with a Coaching Pilot Project, an organization can 
introduce coaching and gain buy-in and understanding of how the 
process works. The process is similar to how a professional ath-
lete works with a sports psychologist to build mental resilience 
and change thinking patterns. Business professionals can equally 
benefit from coaching to deal with change and create new think-
ing patterns to propel them to take positive action, optimize their 
interpersonal skills and increase self-awareness.

Our thinking patterns create neural circuits in the brain. The 
more sustained one’s focus is on something, the more hard-
wired that habit or mental interpretation will become. Jeffrey M. 
Schwartz coined the term “self-directed neuroplasticity.” Many 
people falsely believe that once a person reaches a certain age they 
cannot change their thinking patterns to radically change behav-
iours. With neuroplasticity, fortunately, this is not the case. The 
existing roads or neural pathways will still be there, and a new 
pathway can be created and strengthened into a habit with prac-
tice. This new pathway operates as a type of neural shortcut to 
build a new thinking pattern in the brain and drive more produc-
tive behaviours based on new beliefs. The challenge is without a 
coach asking you the right questions to glean insights, the rate of 
development is much slower.

One of Shopify’s co-founders, Daniel Weinand sums up the 
value Shopify has experienced with coaching: “I met my coach 
at a time when I didn’t think I needed coaching at all. My team 
was doing well, and I was regarded as a good manager. Little did 
I know that working with a coach can catapult your capacities to 
new levels; ones you didn’t know existed before. After this experi-
ence I was convinced that we needed to bring coaches in-house to 
aid the team with their development.” n

Susan Power is the owner and CEO of Power HR Inc.

leadership

Coaches can help emerging leaders with leadership 
development, career planning and setting strategies 
to reach their personal and professional goals

AN EFFECTIVE COACH 
REQUIRES EXCELLENT 
SELF-AWARENESS, LISTENING 
AND EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE.
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The “either/or” mentality. Are parents to blame?
This is safe, that is dangerous.
Eat this, don’t eat that.
This is right, that is wrong.

Or was it a certain style of education?
Two plus two equals four.
The Dominion of Canada began on July 1, 1867.
Energy equals mass times the speed of light squared.
This is correct, that is incorrect.

Either/or thinking is effective at certain stages of life, 
like protecting toddlers from touching a hot stove 
or helping young students develop basic math skills. 
Sometimes it’s also necessary during the develop-

ment and enforcement of processes, formulas and policies. 
However, what happens when this mentality is no longer 
enough? Or even worse, if it starts to sabotage a leader’s abil-
ity to lead?

EITHER/OR THINKING  
IS SABOTAGING  
YOUR LEADERSHIP
By Tim Arnold

The Power of “Both/and” Thinking
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Leaders are realizing that they 
don’t have to decide on one or 
the other, they can go up the 
middle and have both
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This is an important question if HR wants to develop future 
leaders. There are inevitably times when the either/or mindset 
won’t be nuanced enough to handle all the complexities in life. This 
is especially true when it comes to conflicting values that circulate 
workplaces, such as:
■n How to determine when to persevere and when to quit? When 

to “try, try again,” or stop “beating a dead horse.”
■n How to shape a work ethic? Is it “work to live, not live to work,” 

or “good things come to those who hustle?”
■n How to create productive workspaces? Is it “eye on the prize,” for 

a salary, position or product object, or is it “put people first,” and 
ensure everyone always feels valued and included in the journey?

What if there was a way to say “yes” to both options? A way to 
achieve balance rather than getting trapped in advice that demands 
either/or solutions?

Dr. Barry Johnson’s work on the power of managing polari-
ties teaches that it’s possible to leverage paradoxes, dilemmas and 
conflicting values. What’s more, Jim Collins’ research proves that 
leaders who move from good to great do not accept “The Tyranny 
of the or,” but instead embrace “The Genius of the and.”

HOW LANGUAGE CHANGES IN  
THESE THINKING MODELS
In the pursuit of becoming a thriving leader, a respected teammate, 
a trusted friend or a caring parent, it’s life-changing to embrace a 
“both/and” space rather than becoming stuck with only an “either/
or” mentality. What does it look like to embrace the both/and 
mindset? It means getting comfortable with healthy tension.

The limitations of the either/or mentality become especially 
evident when facing tensions in life like dealing with conflicting 

viewpoints, situations with multiple perspectives or stressful deci-
sions. The reality is, workplaces can be complex environments to 
navigate filled with diverse perspectives, so a model that is strong 
enough to manage healthy tensions is needed, such as:
■n Being task focused and relationship oriented.
■n Providing critical analysis and providing encouragement.
■n Giving freedom and expecting accountability.
■n Being truthful and candid and being tactful and diplomatic.
■n Preserving stability and tradition and stimulating innovation 

and change.
■n Thriving at work and thriving at home.

Like so many situations in life, these tensions are not a matter 
of right and wrong, they are a matter of right and right. Managing 
healthy tensions by saying “and” instead of “but” can certainly lead 
to more confrontation and discomfort, but it’s the kind of conflict 
that results in better and more informed decisions, and the kind of 
discomfort that results in growth.

How about your organization? Is leadership stuck? Are they 
using an either/or mindset to deal with complex leadership issues 
that require more than a simple right or wrong approach? Are they 
known for saying the word “but” more than the word “and?” Are 
diverse points of view and healthy conflict safe and celebrated in 
the organization?

The great news is that both/and leadership can be learned and 
every step taken in this direction is a step toward leadership devel-
opment, team effectiveness and organizational success. n

Tim Arnold is the president of Leaders for Leaders and author of 
The Power of Healthy Tension.

leadership

Workplaces can be complex environments filled with diverse 
perspectives. The both/and model is strong enough to man-
age healthy tensions such as being task focused and 
relationship oriented.

THE LIMITATIONS OF THE 
EITHER/OR MENTALITY BECOME 
ESPECIALLY EVIDENT WHEN 
FACING TENSIONS IN LIFE LIKE 
DEALING WITH CONFLICTING 
VIEWPOINTS, SITUATIONS 
WITH MULTIPLE PERSPECTIVES 
OR STRESSFUL DECISIONS.
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Younger generations coming into the workforce are suf-
fering more from mental health issues than their older 
counterparts. In fact, millennials are near the top of the 
list for groups vulnerable to mental health woes.

A 2017 poll conducted by global research firm Ipsos showed 
that an eye-opening 63 per cent of Canadian millennials as “high 
risk” for mental health issues. That’s compared to only 41 per 
cent of Gen Xers who fell into that category. This matches what 
is being seen more broadly as well. In a U.S. poll conducted by 
Quartz magazine in December 2018, 18 per cent of respondents 
said they are experiencing anxiety or depression to the point where 
it disrupts their work. The rate was nearly twice as high (30 per 
cent) among millennial and Gen Z employees (aged 18-34).

There are new pressures affecting younger employees, the likes 
of which have never been seen before, such as social media, as well 
as financial pressures around housing. However, when it comes 
to HR’s role in supporting this demographic effectively, the key 
is to get the balance right between tailoring support for all demo-
graphics and not generalizing, stereotyping or neglecting other age 
groups who might be struggling in different ways, and potentially 
less visibly.

The workforce today is made up of four generations of employ-
ees – Matures (born before 1946), Boomers (born between 1946 
and1964), Gen Xers (born between 1965 and 1980), and Gen Yers 
or millennials (born between 1981 and 2000). With these gener-
ations come some differences in learning styles and a variety of 
differences in knowledge, perspective and expertise. It’s essential to 
encourage employees of all generations to be proactive about find-
ing opportunities to learn and stay fresh, focused and motivated.

It’s claimed that millennials feel the pressures of work stress far 
more than their older counterparts and while there are statistics 
to support this, it’s also important to consider that millennials are 
also more open and honest about mental health, whereas older 
generations still suffer from some residual stigma. That’s why mil-
lennials are increasingly being seen within companies as driving 
mental health awareness.

For instance, footwear and clothing brand Dr. Martens has 
internal teams known as the “Culture Vultures” and “Rebel Souls” st
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Managing 
Millennials
WHILE SUPPORTING  
ALL GENERATIONS
By Patrick Williams
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that are also responsible for driving the well-being agenda at Dr. 
Martens, including a focus on mental health. Dr. Martens has 
become one of a number of organizations that has created mental 
health first responders to support the mental wellness of employ-
ees in much the same way traditional first responders do physically.

“We have a lot of millennials in the organization and I think 
they’re the people that talk about it much more. They’re much 
better at sharing when it comes to mental health. I think some 
of us slightly older ones don’t talk about it as much as perhaps 
we should. So, I think it’s been great to see that mental health 
isn’t a taboo subject in this organization and I think a lot of 
that has come from the millennials – they’ve done a great job of 
raising the profile,” said Helen Verwoert, global HR director at 
Dr. Martens.

It’s true that millennials also face some unique pressures. Today, 
many adults take care of both their children and their parents. 
These adults are known as “the sandwich generation” because their 
needs often become caught, or sandwiched, between those of the 
older and younger generations. Members of the sandwich gener-
ation are typically between 35 and 60 years old. They frequently 
struggle to meet the many needs of their children and aging parents 
at a time when they are also busy working and planning their own 
futures. Many of those people say that they provide financial assis-
tance, emotional help and practical assistance with daily activities.

As there are currently more millennials in the workforce than 
there are Baby Boomers, they have many age peers to compete 
with in the workplace. Like all younger workers, they want as 
many training and growth opportunities as possible. Research sug-
gests that millennials (like the other generations) want to work for 

organizations that respect individual differences, promote work-
life balance, pay well and are socially responsible.

This can make the workplace challenging. Matures, who have 
established many of the norms in companies, may prefer the sta-
tus quo because it’s worked so well in the past. Baby Boomers, 
who have had to compete for everything they’ve accomplished, 
may not want to hand over projects that give them power and 
influence. Gen Xers, who have proven their ability to handle large 
assignments, may not want to pass those assignments on to oth-
ers. Millennials, who are still working to prove themselves, may 
not want to give up the very leadership that will showcase what 
they know. On the other hand – in general – people in positions 
of authority have too much to do. In this case, there’s much to be 
said about sharing experience and responsibilities across genera-
tions. Sharing responsibility can bring a whole new perspective to 
the project and build trust with co-workers.

Supporting each generation and their specific needs can be a 
huge time constraint for management and bringing in an EAP 
allows employers to assist individuals across all levels. As men-
tioned, each generation requires different levels of support and 
employers can pick and choose which elements will assist their 
entire workforce. Whether that includes on-site counselling for 
Matures or gamified apps to boost engagement by millennials. Age 
gaps in the workplace is not a new concept, but now there is an 
abundance of tools and options available to employers to properly 
support each generation. n

Patrick Williams, LMFT, CEAP, is the clinical director of 
LifeWorks by Morneau Shepell.
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“ WE HAVE A LOT OF MILLENNIALS IN THE ORGANIZATION AND I THINK THEY’RE THE PEOPLE THAT TALK 
ABOUT IT MUCH MORE. THEY’RE MUCH BETTER AT SHARING WHEN IT COMES TO MENTAL HEALTH.”
– HELEN VERWOERT, DR. MARTENS
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It’s no secret that employers across Canada are currently hav-
ing an especially challenging time finding and keeping skilled 
workers. Low unemployment rates are indicative of a partic-
ularly tight hiring market, where job seekers have more career 

options than ever. Translation? Organizations are competing for 
talent – and recruiting and retention should be top of mind. From 
corporate environment to the type of benefits offered, there are 
a few key factors that can give candidates a sense of their poten-
tial job satisfaction within an organization. For human resources 
professionals, being aware of those factors is key to improving 
employee engagement and, ultimately, retention.

ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE IS ESSENTIAL
According to a recent study by staffing firm Robert Half, 40 per 
cent of Canadian workers wouldn’t accept a job that was a perfect 
match if the corporate culture clashed with their needs. Ninety per 
cent of Canadian managers said a candidate’s fit with the organiza-
tional culture is equal to or more important than their skills and 
experience. While workers in Canada and the U.S. said their ideal 
corporate culture is supportive or team-oriented, most described 
their company as traditional.

It’s 2019 – today’s professionals are looking to do more with 
their careers than satisfy a job description; they want to be part 

of an organization whose values align with their own and feel 
inspired with a sense of purpose in the workplace. This means HR 
professionals and hiring managers need to evaluate more than a 
candidate’s skills or qualifications to find the right fit for their busi-
ness. There must be a focus on identifying individual motivations 
and promoting the type of work environment that puts employee 
engagement and success at the heart of the corporate culture. In a 
survey on workplace happiness by Robert Half, research revealed 
that employees who are a poor fit for an organization are headed 
for the door – workers who report that they are not a good match 
with their employers are most likely to leave their jobs.
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Working Happy
SECRETS TO BUILDING A  
SATISFIED WORKFORCE
By Sandra Lavoy

NINETY PER CENT OF CANADIAN 
MANAGERS SAID A CANDIDATE’S 
FIT WITH THE ORGANIZATIONAL 
CULTURE IS EQUAL TO OR 
MORE IMPORTANT THAN THEIR 
SKILLS AND EXPERIENCE.
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WHAT IT MEANS TO WORK HAPPY
Happiness at work is serious business – it’s not some fluffy, intan-
gible concept that companies can simply ignore. Happy workers 
are typically more productive and make measurable contribu-
tions to their organization’s bottom line. While most businesses 
naturally want their employees to be happy, they may not know 
how to go about increasing happiness levels. Being happy at work 
doesn’t mean every day is perfect or fun – in fact, according to 
Robert Half ’s study on workplace happiness, it boils down to six 
main drivers:
1. Pride in one’s organization
2. Feeling appreciated
3. Being treated with fairness and respect
4. A sense of accomplishment
5. Interesting and meaningful work
6. Positive workplace relationships

How do HR professionals know if these drivers are present in 
their workplace? Aside from evaluating overall job satisfaction 
through employee surveys, which is highly recommended, it’s also 
worth asking the following:
■n Does the organization truly offer competitive compensation 

and benchmark salaries for the region based on 
reliable resources?

■n In addition to competitive compensation, does the 
organization provide in-demand perks and benefits?

■n Does the organization offer workplace flexibility such as 
alternative work hours or telecommuting options?

■n Does the organization have a meaningful employee 
recognition program?

If “no” came to mind for any of those questions, it may be time 
to suggest a few changes. For instance, it turns out that 47 per 
cent of Canadian workers surveyed by Robert Half said they feel 
underpaid. Additionally, many employers and workers aren’t in sync 
on popular office perks. In another survey, employees cited flexible 
work schedules, a compressed workweek and the ability to telecom-
mute as the most sought-after non-monetary perquisites. However, 
while many companies offer flexible work schedules, fewer than 
one-in-five offers shorter workweeks or remote work options.

THE BOTTOM LINE
As competition for skilled workers intensifies, companies are 
under more pressure to keep pace with hiring demands and shift-
ing candidate expectations. To engage top talent, it is crucial 
that employers stay up-to-date with local salary and workplace 
trends. Robust compensation packages that incorporate the ben-
efits, perks and incentives that professionals’ value most are key to 
attracting highly capable workers and building the strong teams 
companies need to support evolving business needs. n

Sandra Lavoy is a regional vice president for Robert Half.st
oc

kb
ro

ke
r/

12
3R

F

leadership

Workers in Canada said their ideal corporate culture is supportive or team-oriented
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perspectives

In the business and labour market 
context, there is the term competency 
which indicates a set of characteris-
tics of an individual that helps them 

perform their job duties. It is an ele-
ment of differentiation and companies 
usually seek to hire talent with already 
developed professional skills. However, 
many companies invest in training 
their employees, so that new skills are 
acquired, which contributes to the 
success of the company. What are com-
petencies and skills?

Confusing these two terms is quite 
common among professionals of all 
kinds, especially when looking for a job 
and these two words are used in virtu-
ally every job posting. It is normal for 
these words to be used synonymously 
even by human resources professionals 
and recruiters. However, even if the dif-
ferences are subtle, understanding what 
differentiates one expression from the 
other is important to really understand who the professional is 
that the organization is looking to hire when posting a job vacancy.

In his book Recruitment and Selection in Canada, Victor M. 
Catano stated, “Competencies have also been defined as groups of 
related behaviours, rather than the KSAOs, that are needed for 
successful job performance in an organization.” It is important to 
understand that Catano makes a correlation between competen-
cies and the KSAO acronym (knowledge, skills, abilities and other 
characteristics). Nowadays the most in-demand professional com-
petencies are resilience, focus on results, entrepreneurial spirit, 
agility in decision making, empathy, self-knowledge, negotiation 
and conflict resolution.

Resilience. One thing is a fact: everyone makes mistakes. This 
is not a defect, but a part of human nature. However, the way mis-
takes are faced makes all the difference within the professional 
scope. If an individual spends too much time thinking about how 
and why a mistake was made and who is to blame, stop there. The 

job market looks for someone who focuses on the solutions and 
learns from their failures, not someone who cares about justifying 
mistakes. That is being resilient.

Focus on results. Rather than performing tasks impeccably, it is 
essential to produce results. Whether they are short-, medium- or 
long-term projects, being able to focus on results is one of the most 
valued competencies at the organizational level.

Entrepreneurial spirit. This competency means that the pro-
fessional must take care of the company as if it was their own. 
For that reason, it is relevant to present ideas that improve daily 
activities and facilitate processes and procedures. Usually, the 
entrepreneur is characterized as an individual with a high level 
of positive thinking (they believe in their efforts and the possible 
results), confidence and courage (they’re able to find motivation 
in order to face any type of fear) and organization (an entrepre-
neur has a defined plan or vision, and works in a smart manner to 
accomplish that vision).

Most Wanted 
Competencies
IT’S IMPORTANT TO NOT CONFUSE SKILLS WITH 
COMPETENCIES WHEN SEEKING TOP TALENT

By Tallys Moreth

Understanding the difference between skills and competencies will help determine 
the professional required to fill a job vacancy
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Agility in decision making. The frantic pace of today’s cor-
porate world forces the professional to be more dynamic; able to 
make accurate and fast decisions that have a positive effect on the 
organization. The positive side of this accelerated rhythm is that 
the individual is encouraged to use their abilities to feel, think and 
act without hesitation, which is a great exercise for self-confidence 
and creativity.

Empathy. Working in a company normally means dealing 
with people: managers, supervisors, customers, suppliers or co-
workers. Therefore, dealing with interpersonal relationships 
is something that cannot be avoided. Empathy is the capac-
ity to establish a connection through intellectual or emotional 
identification. Whether in a large corporation or in a small 
co-working space, connecting a bit more with co-workers is a 
way to improve the organizational atmosphere and routine. It 
is no longer acceptable to ignore the feelings and problems of 
other people.

Self-knowledge. Everybody has weaknesses and strengths. It is 
impossible to be perfect in everything. Therefore, the professional 
needs to understand their own limits and sources of motivation. If 
an individual has a high level of self-knowledge, their work will be 
more compatible with their behavioural profile. Regardless of the 
area of expertise, self-knowledge is an important asset for any pro-
fessional or human being.

Negotiation and conflict resolution. Negotiation is a way 
for people to limit themselves or eliminate their differences. 
Negotiation is a process of relationship that aims for an under-
standing between the parties involved. It can be simple or complex, 
fast or time-consuming, with two or more individuals.

The renowned professor of leadership and organizational psy-
chology at Claremont McKenna College, Ronald E. Riggio states 
that decision making and conflict management should also be 
included in the top 10 leadership competencies in this century.

A recruiter must be able to differentiate skills, abilities and com-
petencies. Skills are characteristics that a person acquires to perform 
a role or function, while competence is broader and consists of the 
joining and co-ordination of skills with knowledge and attitudes. 
Although these terms are used interchangeably, they have different 
meanings, and competencies define the requirements for job suc-
cess in terms broader than skills. Think of skills as one of the three 
parts that compose a competency; the other two are knowledge and 
attitude. Someone very skilled does not necessarily mean someone 
very competent. A person may have skills, but not have the neces-
sary competence. A competent professional is somebody who is able 
to perform their job function as required. n

Tallys Moreth is a human resources specialist with a focus in 
strategic management.
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THE JOB MARKET LOOKS FOR SOMEONE WHO FOCUSES ON 
THE SOLUTIONS AND LEARNS FROM THEIR FAILURES, NOT 

SOMEONE WHO CARES ABOUT JUSTIFYING MISTAKES.
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perspectives

The characteristics of transformational leaders, when used 
appropriately, represent a leadership model that can be 
effective to improve a knowledge-based workplace by 
developing and managing intellectual capital within orga-

nizations. Building on the transformational leadership model, 
organizations can attempt to continuously innovate and create 
new and valuable services or products by applying new ideas and 
knowledge. This article adopts a holistic approach to address the 
following research question: How can transformational leaders 
meet the need for innovative products and services?

The answer to this question lies in a leader’s ability to facilitate 
the generation of new knowledge and ideas by motivating employ-
ees to solve organizational problems with increasing innovation. 
Moreover, transformational leaders inspire their teams to rethink 
problems and challenge their personal attitudes and values. Most 
importantly, transformational leaders transform organizations 
by attempting to change the basic values, beliefs and attitudes 
of employees so that they are willing to perform beyond their 
previous level.

Transformational leaders have been posited to be visionary 
leaders who attempt to develop a shared and inspiring vision 
for the future. They play a critical role in shifting organizations 
toward the creation of new services and products. These leaders 
contribute to new products and services to meet dynamic market 
needs through higher expectations and stimulation for new and 
strategic opportunities to meet the needs of customers in emerg-
ing marketplaces.

Unfortunately, while the characteristics of transformational 
leaders are positively associated with organizational innovation, 
it is somewhat underutilized in organizations worldwide. This 
is alarming because numerous empirical studies have found that 
there is a direct correlation between transformational leadership 
and organizational innovation. Many scholars highlight transfor-
mational leadership as an enabler of innovation. Therefore, leaders 
who may not be utilizing the transformational leadership model 
– which has been posited as a managerial-based competency for 
organizations operating in today’s innovative business environ-
ment – can now explore the virtues of using this leadership model 
to improve organizational performance.

An industry task force on leadership and management skills in 
2017 found relevant information that may help leaders embrace 
transformational leadership. The task force first critiqued top man-
agers and found them to be inadequate effective leaders. The report 
illustrates the weaknesses in leaders, such as failing to develop a 
clear vision for the future of their organization. Similarly, a report 
on management matters in 2018 illustrated that top managers in 
the manufacturing sector scored the least in the organizational 
behaviour of people management when compared to two other 

areas of operations and performance management. This particular 
report highlighted that companies need to enhance influence on 
human assets in order to achieve sustained competitiveness.

In both studies, companies were ranked low in almost all dimen-
sions of people management. After careful review of these findings 
from both empirical studies, scholars recommend that companies 
must improve their human resources-related practices with the tar-
get of attracting, retaining and promoting their human resources. 
Furthermore, the recommendations for effective leadership are to 
focus on developing a strategic vision for future strategic initia-
tives and organizational innovation. By accepting the challenge of 
transformational leadership, leaders may be capable to overcome 
their own leadership flaws and lead better in today’s hypercompet-
itive environment.

The important aspect that all leaders can learn is that the char-
acteristics of transformational leaders help employees accomplish 
tasks that they would not ordinarily consider as part of their com-
petency. The challenge for top management executives and leaders 
in all organizations is to accept transformational leadership as a 
means to address the current gaps in leadership effectiveness and 
improve competitiveness in global markets in 2019. n

Mostafa Sayyadi is a senior management consultant, author and 
business and technology journalist.

HOW TRANSFORMATIONAL LEADERSHIP REALLY WORKS
By Mostafa Sayyadi
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Transformational leaders have been posited to be visionary 
leaders who attempt to develop a shared and inspiring vision 
for the future
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Research has shown that an organization’s culture is linked 
to its performance. James Heskett and John Kotter, in their 
book, Corporate Culture and Performance, make a compel-
ling case. They demonstrate that organizational cultures 

that facilitate adaptation to a changing, disruptive world are asso-
ciated with stronger financial performance than those that don’t. 
For example, over an 11-year period, the average increase in reve-
nue growth for 12 firms they studied with performance enhancing 
cultures was a startling 622 per cent versus only 166 per cent for 
20 firms without performance enhancing cultures.

Interestingly, “performance enhancing” cultures involved ele-
ments such as distributed leadership and valuing employees, while 
maintaining a strong customer-focused orientation. With these 
core foundational building blocks, leaders and key contributors 
were better able to shift their thinking and behaviours as needed 

to meet the evolving needs of their customers, as well as adapt to 
changes within their market environments.  

Yet, 2018 research by Gartner has found that “only three in 10 
HR leaders are confident that their organizations have the culture 
they need to drive future business performance.”

So, what is the critical link between culture, performance and 
growth? The fact of the matter is that while culture is important, 
mindsets matter more; particularly when it comes to the ability 
to continuously adapt and grow through change and disruption. 
Organizations need to increase their ability to shift organiza-
tional mindsets to position their organizations for future success. 
As such, the objective ought to be for leaders to transform their 
organization’s culture into a mindset that drives improved busi-
ness performance. A 2018 article published in Business Wire seems 
to agree with this perspective: pe
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Enhance Culture,  
Enhance Growth
LINKING CULTURE TO TANGIBLE ORGANIZATIONAL GROWTH
By Brett Richards, PhD
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“Rather than focussing on what type of culture a company 
should have, business leaders should turn their attention to how 
they can get their culture to perform.” 

Shifting organizational culture to an adaptive mindset that 
supports and aligns with the organization’s evolving strategic 
imperatives is essential to sustained growth, improved perfor-
mance and long-term success.

CULTURE vs. MINDSET 
Culture may be defined as the shared set of values, beliefs and 
tacit assumptions that influence behaviour within the organi-
zation. Organizational mindsets serve as worldviews or ways of 
framing and engaging with the world, which shape the attention, 
selection and utilization of facts, information and knowledge used 
by organizations as they strive to fulfill their unique purpose and 
strategic mandate. 

Culture could be likened to the personality of the firm, whereas 
mindset could be described as its cognitive style. Like an individ-
ual’s personality type, there is a stability to culture which makes 
it harder (though not impossible) to shift, whereas mindsets are 
more malleable and can be adjusted with conscious, intentional 
effort. Just as individuals each possess a distinct personality type 
and a unique cognitive style, organizations also possess a distinct 
culture and unique cognitive style or mindset. Until now, far less 
attention has been given to understanding or assessing the orga-
nization’s mindset, whereas culture diagnostics have been around 
for many years. 

THE ORGANIZATION’S INTERNAL ENVIRONMENT
As human resource, talent and organizational development practi-
tioners well know, it’s important to understand the organization’s 
internal environment to better support and execute organiza-
tional change, innovation and transformation efforts. However, 
until now, culture diagnostics were essentially the only tool avail-
able. Imagine trying to understand the rich inner landscape of the 
human mind with a personality test as the only method. 

Think of the array of tools now available to help us understand 
the unique operational style of individuals such as emotional intel-
ligence, learning styles and thinking styles. With the complexities 
of organizational life, it is important to have an array of meth-
ods to assess the internal environment of organizations. Assessing 
and quantifying the organization’s mindset is critical, particularly 
when trying to increase the organization’s capability to adapt and 

thrive through disruption by strengthening its ability to innovate 
and change more effectively. 

When it comes to figuring out how leaders can “get their culture 
to perform,” quantifying the organization’s mindset is a practical, 
effective method. It’s like leveraging one’s cognitive style to think 
and act differently while still maintaining their core personality 
type. It’s not one or the other, both are important.

One might argue that an organization’s core personality (its cul-
ture) can’t be changed. However, its mindset – how it thinks, feels 
and chooses to respond to maximize performance and achieve sus-
tained success through disruption and accelerated change – can 
be shifted. Mindset is the catalyst for transforming culture into 
improved business performance. Measuring the organizational 
mindset is key.

LINKING MINDSET TO GROWTH METRICS
Given the importance of understanding and assessing orga-
nizational mindsets, it is essential to access validated tools 
that are specifically designed to do just that. For example, the 
Organizational Growth Indicator (OGI) is a tool that is being 
used at a global level to support business leaders in multiple 
industries assess their organization’s ability to adapt, change and 
innovate more effectively. While quantifying an organization’s 
mindset is an important first step for leaders, it is equally impor-
tant for them to make the critical connection between mindset 
and their organization’s actual business performance. The OGI 
successfully correlates key factors that influence an organization’s 
ability to change and innovate, and links those factors to actual 
performance data, such as revenue growth.  

Yes, that’s right, actual revenue growth. In today’s high flux busi-
ness environment, leaders need tangible, quantifiable metrics to 
validate their gut feelings and to strengthen their ability to make 
sound business decisions. Although, it stands to reason that the 
metrics they use ought to be meaningfully connected to the actual 
performance of their businesses. Purely descriptive measures that 
identify organizational types are helpful and metrics that link to 
the organization’s readiness for change and its actual ability to 
make adaptive shifts is even better. After all, the spirit and intent 
of all transformation efforts are to tangibly and meaningfully posi-
tion the organization to be better not in theory, but in practice. n

Dr. Brett Richards is president and managing partner of Connective 
Intelligence Inc. 
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ORGANIZATIONS NEED TO 
INCREASE THEIR ABILITY TO SHIFT 
ORGANIZATIONAL MINDSETS TO 
POSITION THEIR ORGANIZATIONS 
FOR FUTURE SUCCESS.

ne
xu

sp
le

xu
s/

12
3R

F

46 ❚ APRIL 2019 ❚ HR PROFESSIONAL 

https://www.123rf.com/profile_nexusplexus


People don’t often talk about suicide. It’s a difficult topic that, 
for many, is both awkward and frightening. Talking about 
it only after it happens is too little, too late. When it hap-
pens to someone in the workplace, the mental well-being 

of other colleagues can be at stake and have a negative, long-term 
impact on the company’s productivity.

According to Statistics Canada, approximately 4,000 Canadians 
die by suicide annually, mostly by those between the ages of 40 to 

59 years old. While the topic is not an easy one, employers and 
human resources personnel must take any necessary measures to 
address suicide prevention and postvention in the workplace.

“Outside of work, suicidal thoughts could be fueled by relation-
ship or financial issues. At work, if the person strongly identifies 
with their work self, suicidal thoughts may stem from a humili-
ating experience such as a demotion or bullying, or from a sense 
of unmanageable expectations,” said Dr. Sally Spencer-Thomas, 

SUICIDE NOT ONLY IMPACTS FAMILY MEMBERS, BUT ALSO COLLEAGUES 
ACROSS THE COMPANY FOR WHICH THE INDIVIDUAL WORKED
By Danny Weill 
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Strategies and tactics to counsel and support 
survivors are extremely vital and may include 
group or one-on-one counselling

Support for  
 the Unexpected
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clinical psychologist and suicide loss survivor. “Unfortunately, peo-
ple living with unbearable psychological pain don’t have physical 
markers that we can see, like a cast or a bandage. So, very often, 
they are able to mask their pain with a façade.”

Dr. Spencer-Thomas, who has helped lead the National Action 
Alliance for Suicide Prevention and the American Association for 
Suicidology, is one of the medical specialists who worked with 
LifeSpeak to create a series of employee-facing videos that address 
suicide in the workplace. According to her, one in 20 people think 
about suicide on some level, every day.

THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING PROACTIVE
Given that co-workers spend about 40 hours per week with one 
another, they are the first line of defence as they are most likely to 
notice suicide warning signs from people they work with and, ide-
ally, they’ll be trained to take action. After familiarizing employees 
with the signs to watch for, effective training will teach them how 
to have conversations with someone who is considering suicide.

First and foremost, Dr. Spencer-Thomas advises them to directly, 
yet compassionately, ask the person they’re concerned about whether 
they are considering suicide. She said, “Don’t wait for the perfect 
moment because it won’t come. It will always be scary and uncom-
fortable, and you may feel embarrassed if you are wrong. But, what 
if you err on the side of not asking and then they die?”

Employees of all levels need effective training that covers the fol-
lowing warning signs:
■n Erratic mood swings, uncontrolled and/or new, unusual 

behaviour (i.e. consistent pessimism in a positive person, low 
energy in an otherwise lively person).

■n Increased use of alcohol and/or drugs.
■n Indirect threats of self-harm, references to not being able to 

continue or even nonchalant comments about ending their life.
■n Preparatory behaviour such as getting wills and/or finances 

in order.

Recognizing the signs and being able to take action are crucial as 
it can help reduce the amount of guilt someone experiences when 
a colleague ends their life. The survivors will still feel sorrow, but 
at least they will feel they have done their best to prevent such an 
incident from happening.

CULTURE OF CARING IS KEY TO PREVENTION
In order to be effective, suicide prevention training must be deeply 
embedded into the workplace culture and socialized widely. This 

requires that corporate leadership sets the tone that mental health 
is a priority.

Dr. Spencer-Thomas said, “It requires more than just putting up 
signs in break rooms and having lunch-and-learn workshops on 
well-being; nothing parallels authentic, compassionate communi-
cation from the top.”

While prevention is the best medicine, the other side of the coin is 
postvention – the aftermath of suicide when friends or co-workers 
may themselves be at risk. Employers need to proactively reach out 
to employees whose loved one or colleague has died as a result of 
suicide. Strategies and tactics to counsel and support those survivors 
through the traumatic experience are extremely vital.

“No one is mentally prepared to deal with the aftermath of 
a suicide. People tend to want to pretend that it didn’t happen; 
meanwhile it’s on everyone’s mind and not for a short period of 
time,” said Dr. Spencer-Thomas.

Even small but caring gestures can help them cope, such as 
bringing a prepared meal and showing up at a memorial service. 
Avoid statements that may put pressure on them to move on more 
quickly; everyone’s timetable for grief is different and it’s impor-
tant to give them time to work through it.

CREATE A FRAMEWORK OF SUPPORT
While it’s critical for all businesses, providing a framework of 
support for an employee’s job performance, health and mental 
well-being tends to be easier for established, stable companies. 
Often, a structured environment and the camaraderie of larger 
teams can provide a sense of community, support and purpose. 
These companies usually have HR teams and comprehensive 
employee assistance programs in place that can offer critical sup-
port to someone whether they are affected by suicide, suspect 
someone with whom they work might be considering suicide or 
are considering suicide themselves. Businesses that can’t or don’t 
provide the stability or resources are at risk of increased suicide 
among employees who may be suffering from personal or work-
related issues.

In addition to assisting struggling employees in the office, pro-
gressive employers should also consider the health and mental 
well-being of remote workers. With the rise of the gig economy, 
the traditional workforce is changing to include more independent 
contractors and freelancers who may work from another location. 
Their performance also impacts a company’s culture and produc-
tivity, and wellness programs need to be adaptable to their needs.

Another important group to consider is prospective employees, 
according to Dr. Spencer-Thomas. “We operate in a brain-based 
economy. To be viable, managers in every industry must address 
issues surrounding mental illness and suicide if they want to 
recruit and retain young talent who value employers that respect 
and encourage their total well-being. Empathetically address-
ing these issues sends a message to potential employees that the 
employer cares about the well-being of its workers.”

While it’s not an easy topic, suicide can’t be ignored. As with any 
unexpected illness or death in the workplace, it needs to be treated 
with concern, compassion and open communication. n

Danny Weill is vice president of LifeSpeak.
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OFTEN, A STRUCTURED 
ENVIRONMENT AND THE 
CAMARADERIE OF LARGER 
TEAMS CAN PROVIDE A 
SENSE OF COMMUNITY, 
SUPPORT AND PURPOSE.
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 The Cost of 
Disengagement

perspectives

We often read about high levels of disengagement 
among employees and the resulting cost to the econ-
omy. HRD Canada magazine recently reported that 
despite seven out of 10 employees in North America 

feeling disengaged at work, just under 35 per cent of employees are 
planning to switch jobs. This means that only half of disengaged 
employees are willing to actually do something about it and make 
a change. The other half, likely for a host of reasons, prefers to 
stay put and put up with managers or jobs they don’t like. These 
employees are along for the ride and collect their biweekly atten-
dance fee.

The cost of disengagement to companies is certainly stagger-
ing. According to a study by the Queen’s School of Business and 
Gallup, disengaged workers logged 37 per cent higher absentee-
ism, 49 per cent more accidents and 60 per cent more errors and 

defects than engaged employees. According to Canada Human 
Resources Centre, unhappy workers cost the North American 
business economy over $350 billion per year in lost productiv-
ity. Another finding by Gallup is that 82 per cent of managers 
are miscast in their roles, which is likely one of the key factors 
for disengagement.

However, what about the cost to employees who are staying 
in jobs that don’t leverage their passions and key skills, working 
for one of those four-out-of-five managers who have no business 
being in management? Imagine the stress if you schlepp your-
self to a job you don’t like, in a location you don’t like, working 
for a manager you don’t like, four or five days a week, year in and 
year out, all for the sake of a mortgage, car payments and hydro 
bills? Like a bad marriage, a sour employment relationship offers 
the comfort of familiarity, but if work is a daily grind instead of a 
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DISENGAGED EMPLOYEES MAY BE MAKING A DEAL WITH THE DEVIL
By Evert Akkerman
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creative and liberating process, that’s a lot of wear and tear. What 
does this do to one’s health? At the very least they would age rap-
idly, and no amount of Aveeno would reverse that process.

Recently, an employee who works for a multinational went 
on long-term disability for the second time. He had been with 
the company for several years and truly enjoyed it. Bob* was 
university-educated, creative, talented and driven, and added great 
value for years. However, things changed after the company went 
through a restructuring and it became a revolving door at the man-
agement level. Bob realized that the situation was deteriorating 
and that he no longer enjoyed his work, but he had 15 years of ten-
ure and was loath to give that up – quitting would mean giving a 
month’s working notice, while being fired could result in a windfall 
to the tune of 15 months’ pay. So, he made – in effect – a deal with 
the devil: he would stick around, do the bare minimum and wait 
to be “packaged out,” then coast into retirement.

Nice plan, but it didn’t quite work out that way.
Five years later, the constant stress caught up with Bob in the 

form of insomnia, anxiety attacks, depression and other issues. 
This triggered his first disability leave. When he returned to work 
six months later, the circumstances hadn’t changed. After hanging 
in for another year, Bob was diagnosed with the onset of diabetes 
and he is now on disability leave again; years older and in no shape 
to launch a job search.

This is a perfect example of how people take their good health 
for granted at a younger age and decide to roll the dice, so they 

perspectives

continue to be “entitled to their entitlements,” as a former public 
servant so eloquently put it years ago.

Disengagement is much more than just lost productivity and 
HR can make a big difference in these situations. Of course, an 
organization would be exposed to risk if it was to suggest to cer-
tain employees that, perhaps, they should take advantage of 
counselling services offered under an EAP or that they should 
start looking elsewhere for employment. However, regular coach-
ing sessions and performance reviews are ideal opportunities to 
ask whether employees are deriving fulfillment, enjoying the work, 
feeling supported and following their passion. If it turns out that 
they are not, there is nothing wrong with asking whether there are 
other jobs they would likely enjoy more and what HR can do to 
help them get there. Also, this will likely get priceless feedback on 
where the organization can improve.

We’re talking about real people with real lives who are, at 
different levels, wasting their time and risking their health. 
If people truly are an organization’s key resource and great-
est strength, organizations need to recognize that employees’ 
chasing their pension instead of their passion can come at a 
steep price. n

Evert Akkerman is an award-winning HR professional and founder 
of XNL HR.

*Name has been changed to respect privacy.

ANOTHER FINDING 
BY GALLUP IS 
THAT 82 PER CENT 
OF MANAGERS 
ARE MISCAST 
IN THEIR ROLES, 
WHICH IS LIKELY 
ONE OF THE KEY 
FACTORS FOR 
DISENGAGEMENT.
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