
COMPENSATION MATTERS

T he Great Resignation 
has  put  retent ion on 
t h e  a g e n d a  o f  m a n y 

boards. R ather than sim-
ply reacting — prioritizing 
pay raises or special pack-
ages  to stay competit ive  
—  d i rec to r s  c an  engage 
management toward a pro-
active approach.

In the past ,  most com-
pensation committees had 
narrow mandates focused 
on pay for senior executives. 
But, especially at larger com-
panies, many of these com-
mittees now cover talent, 
culture and rewards for the 
broader organization. Even 
before the pandemic, com-

panies were struggling to 
hold onto talented people 
and HR leaders were urging 
attention to overall human 
capital management. Com-
pensation committees with 
broader responsibilities ben-
efit when directors widen 
their perspective and consid-
er retention elements of the 
company’s overall employee 
value proposition (EVP), of 
which pay is just one part.  

The committee’s role is 
not to set goals or recom-

mend specific policies. The 
board should instead drive 
management to develop a 
holistic plan to encourage 
retention. Such a plan goes 
b e yo n d  u s i ng  re te n t i o n 
incentives to discourage 
departures or scrambling 
to react to rival offers.  It 
enables the compensation 
committee to engage with 
the management team to 
f o c u s  o n  o rgan i z at i o na l 
strengths and the career op-
portunities the company has 
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to offer so they can “re-re-
cruit” their people.

Committees can start by 
asking about the company’s 
EVP — the mix of benefits, 
culture and opportunities 
that attract people to work 
for their employer and con-
v ince them to stay.  How 
does this EVP stand out in 
the marketplace, and what 
are the company and senior 
managers doing to improve 
and better communicate the 
proposition?

Once the conversation is 
underway, directors can ask 
management to focus on the 
following five areas, in addi-
tion to compensation:

Culture. A supportive, 
distinctive culture is a ral-
ly ing point and ef fective 
differentiator for keeping 
people on board. How do 
you define the company ’s 
culture, what makes it dis-
tinctive and how is it  re-
inforced? Culture usually 
flows from the company ’s 
purpose and core values. But 
what are they? Are all em-
ployees aware of the values? 
Do they believe the compa-
ny is living up to them? Has 
the company engaged em-
ployees in its purpose and 
gained their support?

Engagement and inclu-
sion. People want to con-
tribute and feel valued. A 
starting point for creating 
this environment is asking 
for input. How often do you 
survey your employees, and 
what questions do you ask? 

Are you making employ-
ees aware of survey results? 
How do you address areas 
where results are low? Are 
you monitoring and com-
municating progress? What 
programs are in place to 
foster an inclusive environ-
ment, and how do you know 
if these are working? Does 
representation within the 
company align with com-
mitments, encourage better 
conversations and empower 
employees to bring their full 
selves to work? 

Development opportu-
nities.  On the other side 
of the pandemic, employ-
ees are thinking about their 
future with greater intent. 
They want the potential for 
professional growth and cre-
ative engagement. Are you 
supporting them? Do you 
have clearly defined career 
paths? What kinds of devel-
opment opportunities are 
you offering? Are managers 
consistently acknowledg-
ing employee desires and 
helping them capitalize on 
opportunities? Do senior 
leaders provide mentoring 
and coaching? W hat for-

mal and informal learning is 
available?  

  Flexibility and support. 
The COVI D ex per ience 
changed many assumptions 
about off ice time and re-
mote work. Each company 
must find its own path, but 
management needs to clar-
ify and explain those poli-
cies, even as those policies 
continue to evolve. During 
the pandemic, many compa-
nies expanded their mental 
health offerings, paid time 
off and work flexibility in re-

sponse to employee needs. 
Now, a permanent approach 
for supporting employees 
and their families is criti-
cal. Do employees have the 
desired level of flexibility? 
Do they have the tools to do 
their jobs? W hat benefits 
does the company offer to 
support employees and their 
families? Does management 
co m mu n i c ate  ab o u t  t h e 
evolving landscape and the 
company ’s support for its 
extended family?

Leadership and manage-
ment. As the saying goes, 
“Employees don’t leave jobs; 
they leave managers.” Is the 

company training and devel-
oping managers to be strong 
leaders? How are these skills 
assessed?  Should leadership 
ski l l  prof i les  be ex pand-
ed to respond to new de-
mands? Does the company 
have a formal process for 
collecting and responding 
to upward feedback? Does 
management have a plan to 
deal with negative upward 
feedback and improvement 
oppor tunities,  including 
sharing progress with the 
committee?

Talented employees are 
looking for opportunity and 
growth as much as money. 
Pay was never a silver bullet. 
It is even less so today. The 
combination of these five 
engagement areas,  along 
with pay, is critical to retain-
ing employees in the long 
term. Start the conversation 
by asking: What makes my 
organization a good place to 
work, and does our EVP ad-
dress the factors that attract 
talented people today? ■

Blair Jones and Deborah Beck-
mann are managing directors at 
Semler Brossy.

Compensation committees with broader responsibilities benefit  
when directors widen their perspective and consider retention elements 

of the company’s overall employee value proposition, 
of which pay is just one part. 
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