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People: Your Most Valuable Asset
Firms that strategically manage and invest in their human capital
will distance themselves further from the competition 

Nearly all firms say that people
are their biggest asset, but few

actually “walk the walk.”  The
interplay of demographics and the
relative unattractiveness of
engineering and architecture as
careers are creating a long-term
shortage of new talent from which
the industry will not soon recover.
We now face the inevitability that
many of our best employees will
retire in the near future, with few
qualified replacements waiting in
the wings.

While this negative trend must
be addressed by the A/E industry, it
is also an opportunity for those
firms that truly make their people
their most important asset. Firms
who can attract and retain the best
talent will build a powerful
competitive advantage. 

We are heading into a period
where market forces will further
separate A/E firms into two camps,
the “haves” and the “have nots” of
talented and committed employees.
Our clients will continue to demand
a timely, high-quality product from
all firms, but only some firms will be
able to produce it consistently with
the human capital they employ.

Steps to success
How can you make sure you’re

in the “haves” camp? Here are
three critical factors:

1. Make employee satisfaction a
top priority. Think about all of the
time and effort you spent on your
last big client presentation; when
was the last time you put that much
effort into showing your employees
how much they’re appreciated?
You really do have to care to make
them stick around.

2. Have an honest and consistent
employee review process where
those who excel are rewarded and
those who do not are transitioned
out. When rewards are limited (as
they are for most of us), reducing
the good performers’ portion to
keep everyone happy is a
prescription for going out of
business. Recruit new talent
constantly so you can continually
strengthen your human capital and
not dilute your investment on non-
performing assets.

3. Educate, educate, educate. The
best firms will make employee
development and training a
strategic priority.  If your firm’s
collective knowledge isn’t growing
every day, you’re already falling
behind.  It’s not easy taking time
away from chargeable work to
improve your workers’ technical,
project management, or business
skills, but those who do will see
higher productivity, employee
commitment, and more
opportunities for work in the
marketplace.

The last big opportunity for
competitive advantage was through
information technology. As
computers became plentiful and
less expensive, that opportunity
waned, with very little positive
impact on the industry. Do not
allow the next big chance pass you
by. Good architects and engineers
are neither plentiful nor
inexpensive, and that means
opportunity for those firms that
make employees their most
valuable asset.  �

PSMJ thanks Brad Wilson, a PSMJ Resources
consultant, for contributing this article. He
can be reached at 614-358-7444.

Strong Firms Look to
Leadership Retention

By the year 2010, the available
labor pool will reach 158

million people, but employment
needs will rise to 167 million
people—that’s a shortfall of nine
million people! Design firms are
already facing a shortage of
leadership, and our labor pool 
is extremely sparse. As firms 
find it harder to recruit new
management, many are focusing
on leadership retention.

What is leadership retention?
Leadership retention is a

formalized system for a company
to retain and grow leaders. Using
only the components of a plan
that are not logically pulled
together will increase the risk of
falling short of retention goals.

To institute a strong retention
program, you must:

❑ Develop a formalized college
recruiting program (even
during “lean” years).

❑ Promote from within your
own company. 

❑ Develop strong assessment
program for incoming talent.

❑ Implement continued
development and education
programs.

❑ Screen for values (honesty,
integrity, ethics and standards)
which match your firm’s
culture and beliefs.

❑ Institute a mentoring program.

❑ Maintain scheduled
performance reviews. �

PSMJ thanks Donna Gaines of Gaines
International for contributing this article.
Gaines International provides executive and
board-level searches and change
management consulting for A/E/C firms.
(www.gainesintl.com)
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