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As unemployment soars and the credit crunch bites, employee benefits
specialist Kevin Condon warns of an impending ‘knowledge crunch’

- A new bram drain

¢ are all aware that its
gloomy ot there At the
moment, Business is
tough so 1 hate to jump
on 1o the bandwagom
and be the harbinger of more bad news
bt 1 foresee ancther crunch. A loowl-
edie crunch,

While we siay all e starting to feel
*crimched out”, it is essential we take
the looming threal seriously. Simply
pul. it could threaten the liehlood that
Tows throngh the vedns of all good busl-
nesses,

I detine the kmowledge crunch as the
threat which commerce faces through
the Toss of e intellectual capital, its
Enowledge, Second only to cash flow,
Imowledge is of immense value, At a
fundamental level it is what differenti-
ates one business from another. More
aften than not, the larger part of this
knowledge is stored in that most sophis-

ticated of computerised jellies, the brains.

of the employees,

S0 why am 1 predicting a - knowledge
eruneh and why should you take action
Lo avoid it?

Well, all the ingredients to cook up the
situation are currently in abundant
supply. You need a population of influ-
ential baby-boomers who are close to
retivemnent. You then need to add large-
scale redundancies o the recipe and
then sprinkle on some job insecurity
and, hey presto, you have got a flow of
vital knowleclge and experience hapmor-
rhaging from businesses

The baby-boomers, in case you are
unsure, were the result of a breeding
explosion (anthropolegists may gasp in
horror at my simplicity, but it helps to get
the polnt across), that took place in the
late 19405 and carly 19505, The remain-
der of the baby-boomer generation is set
{0 retire over the next five to ten vears.

You may recall the "War for Talent”
whereby the government challenged
firms to fill the baby-boomers' high-
ranking jobs when they started retiring
in the late 1990s, Well, some larger cor-
porations may have put succession
Manning strategies in place, but baby
boomers are a defiant and powerful
breed and when they walk et of thelr
olfices tor the last Hime, | can assure you
they will be carrying a treasure trove of
experience, expertise and relationships
which may not have been passed on.

[l uze a rather American business
analogy to explain why you should take
actlon, [apologies in advance if youve
b il Taedare].

There wery 1wo guys sliting outside
thedr tent Ina forest eampsilewlien they
sawe o Tage angry bear charging Lowsards
thent., One starts lnclg vp his ralners,
The other says: “Are you' cragy? Youll
neever cibrur that beact” The first saes:
"1 don't have to outrun the bear, [only
hawe to outruan you,”

The effeel of the knowledge crunch s
seb to hit just as the UK recovers from
the eredit crunch. But things could gel
warse, as firms implement their restruc-
turing straiegies to prepare for the
down-turn and heads continue to roll,
many of the baby boormers will eeto the
falrways, five years earlier than they
anticipated,

This could leave a gaping knowledge
gap which exposes businesses to a dis-
tinct competitive disadvantage. All this
at a time when they need to be running
from the bear”,

Businesses should be inyplementing a
structured strategy for knowledge trans-
fer and succession planning. Organisa-
tens must not only retain the knowledge
held by 1he aging baby-boomers, bt
ensure thal the new generation of worke
ers benefit from their skills,

The further risk that | have witnessed
during these troubled and turbulent
times is that emplovers are placing so
much emphasis on streamlining their
businesses, making cost savings and
managing cash flow that they are
putting the importance of their emplay-
eeg’ welfare on to the back-burner,

At the moment, the majority of employ-
ees don't feel great, Many workers feel
insecure about their future, On top of
this their prime assets, their houses, are
notworth what they were a vear ago ancd
they coukdn't sell them if they needed to.
A case in point; | recently overheard a
downhearted Birmingham-based bank
manager bemoaning the fact that their
Christmas party this year had been
cancelled. As I said, morale aln't good,

Itisa sad statistic that siress-related
illness is becoming ever mOre COMMm
among UK workers, with an estimated
442 000 workers saying they were expe-
riencing worlerelated stress at a level
that was making them ill (Labour Force
Survey 2008, As fears regarding job

When baby boomers
walk out of their
offices for the last time.
[ can assure you they
will be carrying a
freasure trove of
experience, expertise
and relationships
which may not have
heen passed on

security escalate, the potential health
tmpacts will be wide-ranging; this i
turn will atfect workplace performance
and slekness absence rates,

Buring these uncertain times it is vital
thal businesses retain their best em-
ployees and their nowledge, Any em-
poyes that feels threatened and inse-
e will test the market and polentially
look for & jobs clsewhere. They may even
seelt assurances with compeling lirms,
[arther compounding the risk of a
kenwledge crunch,

Sowhat do [ suggdest?

The firsl lhing Lhal any business
rwner should do is communicate, com-
municate and communicate again,
Dom't e afrald of telling enoployees that
we are in difficult times. The staff will
kmnow this already bt € will give them
reaasurance that the business owner is
concerned for the wellbeing of the stall.
Another option is to bring in a third-
party professional source to explain all
the good and bad things that are hap-
pening. You will be surprised at how
gonda picture can be painted; explain to
the staff the full range of benefits, start-
ing at the basics from on-site car park:
ing [saving them money), free coffee,
tea-making facilities, right threngh to
the bigger henefit=s such as the pension
scheme. Once again you will be sur-
prised how many of the staff do not ap-
preciate or even realise they have such
benefits; if costs nothing to communi-
cate this.

Having a healthy, productive workdoree
is essential to business performance,
particularly during these hard eco-
nomic times. Good businesses need to
become "employers of choice” more now
than ever. To remain competitive in a
down-turn, emplovees must be af thelr
best, they must be delivering full valoe
and working at peak performance.

The key to achieving this is to under-
stand that workers are an asset to be
enthanced and in which to invest. Busi-
nezses that take notice of their respon-
aibllity to ook after the health and wel-
fare of their stafl will not only reap the
benefits of a happier workforce but en-
hance on their business capital.

One of the key ways to achieve a hap-
pier and healthier worldforee is to ensure
that employers are investing in a mar-
ket-leading employee benefits scheme

for their staff. Now more then ever it is
imyperative that businesses review Lheir
employee benefitz schemes to ensure
that they are delivering maximum re-
turn on investment,

As with all irvestments emplovers are
currently locking to reduce expencditure,
To reduce the cost of thelr employes
benefil schemes, business owners
should talk to thelr staff and organise s
staff survey, you will be surprised how
many staff do not value the pension
scheme but would rather purchase extra
holidlay entitlement. They are probably
doing this already by taking extra sick
days,

Sick days cost all businesses an ayver
ape of £700 per person per year Multiply
that by the workforee number and it is
costing business owners a fortune.
Firms should offer the fexibility of buy-
ing holidays, not cnly to reduce sick
days, but also cut the salary and na-
tional insurance contributions your
company s making.

To ensure a maximum return on in-
vestment on employee benefits schemes,
business owners need to commumicate
with the workdorce and ask them what
they would value as a true benefit and
then deliver it.

By henchmarlding what they have now
with what the workforee would appreci-
ate, it can be surprising at how costscan
be reduced; but as importantly: busi-
nesses will be able to deliver the right
benefits at the right cost for valued
staff,

A business’s workforce represents 70
percent of its operating expenses,

Companies are right to be nervous at
the mement, they are aware that they
could lose thelr best people. Now more
that ever, it is vital that emplovers take
steps to reduce the impact of the knowl-
edge crunch and review their employee
Lenefit schemes to ensure that they are
“emmployers of choice”,

By following some relatively simple
steps such as safeguarding knowhedge
and benchmarking their employee ben-
efits schemes, businesses can keep
ahead of their competition and “run
from the bear to avoid getting
crunched’

wionday World Alds Day - HIV under
the spotiight.




