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Disclaimer


The advice in this book is given with the best intentions but the author and publisher disclaim responsibility for any loss or damage resulting from following any tip – big or small.


We do not intend to provide smart lawyers with the chance to make a quick buck at our expense!









Introduction


When some Daily Telegraph readers suggested I should put a collection of ‘Ask John’ columns into a book I was amazed to discover I’ve written over 250,000 words since starting to answer their questions in 2009 – and that’s after sub-editors cropped my carefully crafted columns to fit the space available.


I started writing about business in 1997, driven to pick up a pen by my long-time corporate communications advisor Michael McAvoy. ‘We manage our business in an innovative way but never seem to get the recognition we deserve’, I complained. ‘No one ever gives much credit to a cobbler – we are seen as a third-rate business by prospective employees, property people and probably the rest of the business world.’ Michael had a simple answer: ‘Let’s get someone to write a book about the Timpson story and your maverick method of management.’


I liked the idea of a book but didn’t fancy the thought of it being written by an outsider – if anyone was going to tell the Timpson tale I would write it myself. I was worried that my set of management tips would appear arrogant until I came up with the title: Dear James. There is nothing arrogant about a father who wants to pass on advice to his son. The manuscript took me nine months, then I discovered it is much easier to write a book than get it published. I got excited when one publisher was keen enough to buy me lunch but then her phone went dead. The only person to show a genuine interest was Stuart Rock from Caspian who wanted to use my manuscript to write an article for their magazine Real Business.


The book stayed unpublished but I was asked to come up with a couple of 850-word pieces for Real Business – that was the start of a column I wrote every month for over ten years. After another fruitless year chasing publishers, Stuart Rock came to the rescue and Dear James was finally produced as a joint venture between myself and Caspian. To boost the circulation I handed out signed copies to Timpson colleagues who attended our senior management training course. Some years later one of the delegates at a conference where I was speaking gave me the copy of Dear James that he’d bought on eBay. In my handwriting, on the inside cover, I saw ‘To Ray – Best Wishes for your Future at Timpson – John’.


I’d been writing in Real Business for about seven years when they asked me to add an agony column. Their preferred contributor had turned them down so I was the substitute selected to serve up light-hearted but controversial advice in correspondence that appeared on the last page of the magazine. A couple of years later The Daily Telegraph asked if I would do a bit of the same for them.


At first I was in an Appointments supplement, hidden at the back of the Business section about once a fortnight, alongside a couple of panellists from Dragons’ Den. In December 2009 I was moved to the main business section where my column has appeared every Monday ever since.


I suppose anyone who writes an agony column can be expected to have all the answers. I confess to knowing little about the detail in Timpson but I’ve lots of colleagues who between them know the business inside out and have been happy to give me sound advice. As a result, by answering their questions I have probably learnt more than any of my readers.


Writing the column has never been boring; each question has presented a challenge. I faced a tricky task in deciding which questions and answers I should include in this book and in what order. Originally I was going to make it easy by picking all the ones I most enjoyed writing and putting them in chronological order. That was before I realised how much I’d learnt by finding an answer to every question. As a result I’ve divided the book into themes to cover a catalogue of management ideas, problems and hopefully a few solutions. To some the result may be an unusual, but hopefully amusing trip through the trials and tribulations of an entrepreneur. To others I am hopeful it will prove to be a unique business book with loads of ideas to help solve large and small everyday problems. The column claims to talk common sense but not everyone will agree. I try to be blunt – too many managers fail to face up to facts, which is why businesses spend over 80 % of their time dealing with those colleagues who are pretty useless at the job – and when possible I hope my answers have a hint of humour: business should also be fun.


I’m grateful to the team at The Daily Telegraph for giving me space in the Business section every Monday and particularly to Richard Tyler, James Hurley and most recently Rebecca Burn-Callendar who have, as my link with the paper, always picked up my phone calls and replied promptly to every email.


Christine Hickman, my PA, has been the vital communication link making sure we never missed a deadline.


Thanks are due to all the people who put the questions and keep finding new corners of business life for me to explore, especially my competitive friend Brian Thompson who has made it a personal mission to pose particularly tricky and quirky questions.


I would not have been able to cope with some of the queries without the help of a number of expert colleagues on the Timpson team. Gouy Hamilton-Fisher, our People Support Director, has helped me with most of the people problems; I have also pestered Paresh our Finance Director, Property Director Tricia, Computer Controller Paul Churchill and of course son and Chief Executive James who is now teaching me much more than I ever taught him.


My most prolific helper is my wife Alex, who not only often features in the column as my quiet superstar but also supplies most of the common sense and puts up with me breaking her home BlackBerry ban whenever I type the answers.


I have had great fun answering the questions – please keep sending them in.









The Importance of People


I suppose it isn’t surprising that my biggest category of questions is about people problems and problem people. Situations and solutions that should be simple and obvious are misunderstood and made unnecessarily complicated.


Our modern world of best practice seldom creates the best result. It is wrong to assume all people are alike and that everyone in the same job should be paid at the same rate. Modern management is being hampered by putting people into a process that is policed by HR professionals, whatever you call them (we prefer People Support). Personnel departments have a vital role to play but they should not be allowed to determine how the business is run. As a result we have a generation of managers who are terrified of being at the wrong end of an employment tribunal. Their lives are ruled by employment legislation and they follow guidelines that go way beyond the law, created by experts to keep the record so straight they could answer every detail if called to give evidence at the dreaded tribunal. Day-to-day business decisions are now dominated by the system and few managers risk following their instinct.


When I started in business it was trade unions that prevented management from tackling people problems properly. Today we are held back by the lawyers who give safety-first advice to HR departments (where there are twenty times as many ‘professionals’ compared with the 1970s). As a result 5% of our employees (the poorest performers) take over 80% of management time. Bosses are constantly involved in back-to-work interviews and performance management programmes designed to improve employees who are probably not interested in getting better. The time would be better spent telling the poor performer: ‘Your best will never be good enough for us and it’s time to find your happiness elsewhere.’ A vital part of people management is to say ‘Goodbye’ to the poorest performers as quickly, nicely and generously as possible. As soon as they have gone, all your good people will cheer and the business will be better for their departure. This hard-nosed attitude to problem people is even more important when it comes to bad bosses. One poor manager can ruin a business.


It isn’t all bad. During my career I’ve seen many changes for the better. Today there is a lot less ‘them and us’ in business. Not many companies still have executive loos, dedicated parking bays or a directors’ dining room. The role of women in business has changed dramatically – equal pay, maternity leave and a different company culture is leading to more women getting senior roles and appearing in the boardroom. Very few employees now have to clock in for a standard 40-hour week; flexible working is becoming more popular every year.


But with all the obstacles put up by the ‘employment police’ it isn’t surprising that middle and senior managers are reluctant to tackle the day-to-day problems like office romance, expense fiddles, bad timekeeping, bullying and body odour.


Years of HR dominance has turned people management into a chore, a series of box-ticking exercises that include warning letters, appraisals, recruitment and exit interviews that all have to follow the system and be carefully filed for future reference.


Too many managers have handed over the recruitment role to the HR department and their consultants, who take a lot of notice of the applicant’s qualifications, their CV, the application form and perhaps the added guidance of psychometric testing. We have discovered a simpler system. We pick people purely on their personality. Our interview assessment form is a series of pictures including Mr Keen, Mrs Slow, Miss Happy, and Mr Dull. We ask the interviewer to tick the boxes that most fit the applicant. That way we make sure they concentrate on personality. It works. Our aim is to have a business full of colleagues who rate 9 or 10 out of 10. We believe that the way to create a great business is to employ great people.


*


What are the most common causes of headaches at the moment in your HR department?


To find the answer I had a long chat to Gouy, our People Support Director, and learnt a lot from his surprising comments.


‘We honestly don’t have any headaches’, said Gouy. ‘It’s eight years since we had a redundancy programme, we have a waiting list of good applicants for every vacancy and with salaries handled individually we never have a problematic pay round.’


‘The day-to-day difficulties with long-term sick, poor performance, and terrible timekeeping fill a lot of our week – it is fair to say that the weakest colleagues take up a lot of our time, but we still have the chance to pursue our priority. We prefer to help colleagues WITH a problem instead of dealing with people WHO ARE a problem.’


I asked Gouy the obvious question: ‘Why are you headache-free when most HR departments seem knee-deep in aggravation?’


‘We are guided by instinct rather than process. I call my department “People Support” instead of “HR”, because we find the formal approach driven by employment law far too confrontational. I prefer a management style that relies on trust and respect.’


I pressed Gouy further. ‘Be honest, there must be some situations that give you grief.’ After a bit of thought he admitted: ‘Acquisitions create a colossal amount of work – we take on a lot of people who don’t understand our culture and some casualties try to take us to a tribunal.’


‘But my biggest nightmares come from outsiders who find it difficult to accept our “Part as Friends” approach to terminating employment. When filling in forms for the Department of Work and Pensions we can’t tick a box labelled “Parted as Friends”.’


Recently I was shocked to discover that in 1953 there were only 20,000 ‘HR professionals’ in the UK. Today there are 400,000. I guess I am lucky to have a department of only six people caring for the personnel affairs of our 2,700 colleagues. I am sure it is because Gouy follows his instinct in preference to a process.


The last few years has seen a mushroom-like growth of ‘HR’ and (what I consider) the malignant and unnecessary spread of appraisals as a tool of measuring employee ability. Are these methods a clinical means of avoiding ‘hands on’ management?


Sometimes you wonder who really runs UK companies. Too often the agenda is dictated by HR, health and safety, the accountants and the lawyers, none of whom are engaged in the sharp end of affairs where you make the money.


I am embarrassed to admit that I carried out a few appraisals in the 1970s, when business schools and consultants started to push the idea that running a business is about best practice and process rather than flair and experience. Using a standard list of topics I found something to praise about people who were useless and for the sake of balance pointed out some shortcomings in our superstars. Fortunately I eventually realised that appraisals took up weeks of management time so scrapped the scheme and nearly everyone cheered.


Today our managers don’t store up important conversations for a formal meeting. They have a continual dialogue with their team, issuing plenty of praise where it is due, and having a frank face-to-face chat with anyone who is failing to impress.


I am pleased to report that, at Timpson, the function that others label HR is called People Support – their job is to help, not to lay down rules. It is important to remember that it is people, not a process, that produce the profit.


Are we doing enough to provide our future leaders with career opportunities and guidance from a young age?


The straight answer to your question is definitely ‘No!’ We can never do enough to prepare young people for the world of work and probably never have done. I don’t know whether things have got worse but thankfully I’m pretty certain that even a poor education won’t put off a budding entrepreneur.


We should always look for ways to improve business links with schools and universities but I’m wary of think-tanks and councils producing guidelines and codes of practice – a lot of talking and official reports may tick political boxes but they make little difference.


Thankfully plenty of people are making the right moves. There are lots of teachers who get first-hand experience of business and many schools teach students interview techniques. More businessmen than you perhaps think visit universities to talk to students. Work experience schemes really work when the organisers become more worried about giving young people a real feel for business and less concerned with filling in the risk assessment forms. An encouraging recent trend is company involvement in Academies and Free Schools, thus creating a natural and direct link between young people and a local business.


We should never forget that it is our job to teach recruits about business – that is what apprenticeships are for. Schools that teach business studies are a bonus, but it is more important for school leavers to be equipped with a basic understanding of maths, English and day-to-day discipline.


We, in turn, must have the courage to give our young people the responsibility and experience needed to become confident managers.


Despite the prophets of doom, I am optimistic. At Timpson we find a constant stream of enthusiastic recruits who will clearly be capable of running the business well beyond the day when I have to hang up my cobbler’s hammer.


Don’t be put off by teenagers who spend too much time on Twitter and Facebook. Give them a challenging job and you are likely to find that they are as bright as a button.


Do you ever use interns in your office? I’m tempted by the free, or perhaps only cheap, labour but worried about running foul of employment legislation.


You’ve got the wrong attitude. This isn’t about cheap labour: interns turn up for work experience, not to be a dogsbody. If they do a useful job they should receive a proper pay packet.


I had to reveal my age by checking the precise definition of internship, which I now know is white collar apprenticeship or work experience in an office. I still have the old-fashioned view that trainees learn a lot more in a factory or a shop rather than sitting behind a desk or feeding the photocopier.


The first few days in a business can make a major impression on a newcomer. It could be a big turn-off or inspire the start of a dream career. It may give you the chance to meet a future superstar.


It’s hard work having a raw trainee hanging around. Far from finding a cheap pair of hands, you need to pay for a proper training plan to make any apprenticeship worthwhile. If you have a good reputation on the intern circuit you should attract good candidates who will enhance their CV while giving you the perfect chance to decide whether to offer them a full-time job.


If you only care about getting cheap labour without breaking the employment law, interns are not for you, and you are certainly not right for them.


When you hire graduates, do you ever narrow the CVs down based on what degree they got? I saw a report recently saying some employers ignore anyone who doesn’t have a first. Seems a bit extreme to me, what do you think?


In June 1964, I was having a drink at Wollaton Park Golf Club to celebrate the end of exams. I was lucky, as a player on the Nottingham University golf team I was able to be a club member for £3 a year (of which the University Union paid half!). I was chatting to one of the committee members about my chances of a decent degree, when he took off the pressure. ‘Hope you get a 2.2’, he said. ‘It shows you’re not just a swot. 2.2s are the sort of chaps I want in my business.’


I remembered his words a few days later when the results were posted on the noticeboard and revealed that I did indeed (like almost everyone else) get a 2.2. No one was awarded a first.


Today there are a lot more first-class degrees so I guess the country has more brains to choose from, but they don’t always come with a guarantee of common sense. Boffins at university and prefects at school seldom develop into captains of industry. Perhaps common sense sits in a different part of the brain to the bit that helps you pass exams.


During my three years at Nottingham, I am sure I learnt much more from running the Students’ Union laundry, dry cleaning and shoe repair service than I did by attending lectures on industrial economics.


At Timpson, we don’t set out to recruit graduates. Everyone who joins us starts as an apprentice and we appoint our managers from within the business. However, without looking for them, a number of graduates have become Timpson colleagues. When they apply to join our apprentice scheme we are not bothered about their degree, we simply want to know what they did with the rest of their life at university. Intelligence helps but personality is vital.


I am happy to let the high-flying academics go and work for the big lawyers, multinational accountants and the civil service at Whitehall. I will stick to the advice I was given in the golf club bar. A 2.2 may not be good enough for everybody but as long as it comes with personality it is certainly good enough for me.


My PA is leaving after fourteen years and I feel lost. I’ve done everything I can to keep her but she just wants a change. I’m now starting to recruit her replacement but can’t work out if I’m trying to find another ‘Pam’, with the same work ethic and patience, or if I should also consider someone with a different personality and skillset? Help.


Before starting the search for her successor it is wise to find out what Pam actually does. Be prepared for a shock – she almost certainly organises much more of your life than you ever imagined. After working with you for fourteen years Pam probably knows you so well she can take most of the day-to-day decisions on your behalf.


Don’t be tempted, however, to look for her identical twin. There is no need to pick someone just like her but make sure you find someone you really like.


Look for attitude rather than secretarial skills. You don’t need someone with shorthand and typing training but you do need a character who can use their initiative. Good PAs don’t need to be told, they already know what you want to do next. And when action is needed they ‘do it now’.


Personal skills are more valuable than efficiency and meticulous filing – your PA needs to command respect in the office and find it easy to get on with colleagues throughout the organisation. They also need the patience to deal with your most difficult moods. It won’t be easy to find someone who can mix all these skills with tact and discretion, but the ideal candidate could be staring you in the face.


Why risk recruiting an unknown candidate from elsewhere when there may be someone already on your payroll who has the potential to do the job? Do you have anyone standing in while Pam is on holiday? Is there a bright person in Personnel who would like to move to your office? Your life will be a lot easier if you can find an internal candidate who has already caught your corporate culture.


Finally I must draw your attention to an important part of PA selection.


I sincerely trust that my own PA, Christine, has no plans to move on, but if she did I would never dream of appointing a replacement without taking advice from my wife Alex.


I hear it’s going to be illegal to ask people about their health before I consider offering them a job. I ask all candidates to fill out a health questionnaire so I can have an idea about their reliability – this is just one more thing to put me off hiring in the first place. Do you see any way around it – perhaps looking at their tongue or saying they can have the job if they beat me to the fire exit?


Never mind whether it is legal, your health questionnaire is a complete waste of time. If they are desperate for the job, few unhealthy candidates will tell the truth about their medical history. If health is a safety issue in your workplace, e.g. it is not a safe place for asthmatics, then you should make that clear but even then the candidate could lie.


By discriminating on health grounds you may be missing some positive personalities that could do your business a power of good.


The real problems that make people unfit for work – suffering from sickies, laziness and lateness – are not revealed by a BUPA medical. If you want to find out whether the candidate is fit for your business, get him to do a trial day. The colleagues who work with him will soon know if he is up to the job.


Forget the questionnaire. To decide what the candidate is really like, just look him in the eye and follow your instinct.


I’ve hired some excellent young people over the years and continue to do so. Sadly, I’m frequently amazed at their poor level of spelling, grammar and basic arithmetic. Have you encountered this problem? How do you tackle it?


Sat nav, calculators, emails and the lack of handwritten letters have created a generation who can’t spell, don’t bother to add up and think Glasgow is somewhere near Leeds. But if you ever want to solve a problem with your computer or iPad, ask someone under sixteen – they are word perfect.


Some failed at school or perhaps their school failed them, but even the academic elite with a good degree can be pretty bad at spelling if they can’t use Spellcheck.


While we moan about traditional standards our children are developing a language of their own. You won’t find too many examples of good grammar on Facebook.


I wonder how many over-60s would understand this message: ‘cu 4121 2nite at *$ b49 coz Im bz l8r bfn.’ If you struggle as much with this stuff as I do, perhaps you are 2o2l (too old to learn).


Some jobs need people who are good at geography, writing or arithmetic. It helps if a journalist can spell and a travel agent is able to read a map, and one hopes that accountants can add up. But you don’t have to spell the word ‘cobbler’ to be good at repairing shoes.


When recruiting we are not bothered about sums or spelling, we want people with personality, but they need the ability to learn a lot of new skills in a short time. We expect our apprentices to reach a basic level in key cutting, watch repairs, engraving and shoe repairing within sixteen weeks.


Our skill tests are mainly based on practical exercises, so the testers aren’t interested in spelling and numeracy and they make allowance for anyone who is dyslexic, but when it comes to cutting a key it has to work.


The media is suggesting there will be a large influx of Bulgarians and Romanians into the UK. Where will they find work? Did you recruit any Poles, when a similar situation arose from Poland joining the EU in 2004?


We discriminate in two ways. We have pledged to recruit 10% of our workforce from prison and we only choose applicants who ‘get it’. You could say we discriminate against weaker candidates.


We always try to pick people with personality, and they come in all shapes and sizes. As a result the men and women who join us include Geordies, Poles, Cockneys, Somalians, Italians, Scousers, Scots, West Indians, Irish, Romanians, Welsh and Chinese – lots of nationalities with a wide range of accents who all speak our language.


Everyone starts as an apprentice so it is much easier for us to teach people with good English. Consequently, British-born applicants have a built-in advantage but I bet some Bulgarians and Romanians will become Timpson colleagues in the near future.


We need to freshen up our board. We’re considering appointing a talented, enthusiastic, loyal, sometimes chaotic woman, who will head up an important section of the business. She has so much in her favour, how would you ensure that those failings are mitigated (aside from training) and that she really can step up?


She sounds great – don’t hesitate, put her on the board.


In a world increasingly driven by ‘process’, quirky characters are just what you need. Don’t think of eccentricity as a failing. Businesses grow by pursuing new ideas and having the courage to make bold decisions. The go-getting culture you need can only come from people with a creative character. Your lady sounds like someone who has ‘got it’.


Most boards are dominated by professional managers who are determined to ensure their company keeps to convention. These ‘safe hands’ seldom make a difference – your chaotic woman could create the ideas that put you ahead of your competitors.


Don’t give her any training – it might teach her some bad, risk-averse, boring habits. Your biggest danger is that the promotion will stop her being herself – you don’t want this talented woman to become like the rest of the board!


I hope she accepts your job offer – you are very lucky to have her on your team.


I’m hiring some new staff in my business. We’ve seen some good people but some of the weaker candidates have thrown up some gems during the interview process. When I asked one candidate where he saw himself in five years, he said ‘in a rock band’, while another started telling me where I was going wrong with the business before she’d even sat down. Maybe I’m asking the wrong questions. What’s the strangest answer a candidate has given to you during the hiring process?


I passed your question on to our Area Managers who have been sending me lots of stories about comical candidates.


In the Midlands our Area Manager Paul asked a young man what interested him about Timpson. He replied: ‘Nothing, my mum told me I had to come.’ At least he managed it on his own. Les saw a guy in Scunthorpe who insisted that his mother sat in on the interview. When asked what he thought his strengths were, he lifted up his arms, flexed both his biceps and said, ‘These babies!’


A young man in the north-east said he wanted a job ‘until something better turns up’, and a lad in Birmingham said he had to ‘go out to work because Mum and Dad don’t want me round the house’.


Some interviewees are unbelievably frank. Andy, our Area Manager in Northern Ireland, posed the question, ‘What is your greatest weakness?’ ‘Timekeeping’ was the reply. When asked to describe his personality, a man in Derby replied: ‘I hate people, I get wound up easily and if someone looks at me in the wrong way I smack them in the mouth.’ A young lady in the Beverley Job Centre started her interview by asking: ‘How long will this take? I need to sign on, then meet my mate in the pub.’


Tony was interviewing a girl in Sheffield with the right sort of bubbly personality and carefully manicured nails. ‘I think I should point out’, said Tony, ‘it can be a dirty job at times, especially in shoe repairs.’ She winked as she replied: ‘Don’t worry, I can be a very dirty girl.’


At some point most interviewers ask whether the candidate has any queries. Sid in the south-east has had a couple of odd replies in the last few weeks. ‘I’m thinking of buying a pet’, said one. ‘I’m not sure what it will be yet, but can I bring it to work?’ ‘Can you tell me the way home?’ said another. ‘I can’t remember how I got here!’


Geoff explained our employee benefits to a jobseeker in Reading, who asked: ‘Could you put me down for a company loan as soon as I start work? I’m in a spot of financial bother.’


Jackie, interviewing a guy in Shrewsbury, asked: ‘Have you got any questions for me?’ ‘Yes’, he replied, ‘would you like to go out with me for a drink later?’


These anecdotes made me smile, but they also made me think. Who is going to employ these people? It doesn’t matter how many grants are on offer, no business should give a job to Mr Careless, Mrs Dull, and Miss Can’t be Bothered.


If any of these characters appear on your payroll they will irritate their colleagues and soak up management time. I would happily pay them to go and work elsewhere or do nothing. Which, come to think of it, is what happens if they go back on benefits.


What makes a good bonus scheme? I am keen to reward and motivate my colleagues by giving them a contribution from the company’s profits. Should it be paid monthly or annually? Should it be for individual performance or for group performance? What are the risks I must try to avoid?


Bonus schemes are a brilliant way to put buzz into your business but if you get them wrong they can cost money and demolish morale.


Find a system that works and stick with it. Good incentives keep running for years.


The bonus that operates in our branches has hardly changed since 1990. We make the same calculation in every shop every week. The wage bill is multiplied by 4.5 to set the turnover target. All turnover over target attracts a 15 % bonus split between the colleagues in the shop according to the hours worked and their skill level. Prompt payment is made the following week.


We base the calculation on sales because people in our shops have little influence on profit margins. It is different for Area Managers, whose profit-based incentive has a key influence on keeping costs down.


Don’t invent a different scheme for every department. If every manager has a custom-built incentive you will lose control. It is better to reward all your executives with a percentage of salary based on group profits. Keep the calculations simple.


I worry whenever we bring in a new scheme. I have seen so many incentives introduced with a great fanfare only to be quietly buried eighteen months later. To provide peace of mind we usually guarantee a minimum payment, but if that is all they earn, the scheme has failed. I don’t like setting a maximum but if earnings are incredibly high we have almost certainly set a soft target. Either way it is prudent to launch anything new on a trial basis, and have the courage to change the rules as soon as you are unhappy.


Bonus schemes work best if you pick the right people in the first place.


Should the pay of directors be linked to the pay of other employees?


It may sound sensible for the highest paid director to get no more than twenty times the minimum wage but no system can solve the problems caused by jealousy and greed. Rigid salary scales pay poor performers too much, while great managers get less than they deserve.


To compensate for the few directors who pick up inappropriate pay packages and unwarranted bonuses, business is in danger of playing politics instead of paying people what they are worth.


You wouldn’t expect Agüero or Suárez to turn up for twenty times the pay of a ball boy. Nor would you give Arsène Wenger twenty times an Arsenal steward’s salary. Top managers deserve top money – and not just in football.


Whatever process is put in place, people will still feel underpaid while they think the rest of the world is paid too much. You will never make everyone happy.


We’ve had a remarkable spate of departures lately, including some key staff. Sales seem to be holding up and I’m pretty happy with the replacements we’ve brought in, but hiring is expensive and I’m worried that company morale is suffering. How should I investigate – would exit interviews do the trick?


I wouldn’t bother with exit interviews – we don’t. They seldom tell you anything that you don’t already know – and leavers often lie about the real reason for their departure. The more useful interviews take place well before a colleague has decided to leave (when it is not too late to do something) or a long time after they have gone (when they are more likely to reveal the truth).


You say you are recruiting some good replacements and probably console yourself by saying ‘a regular turnover of staff is no bad thing’ but, at a time when most people are thankful to have a job, you clearly have a problem. More serious, you don’t appear to have a clue what is causing your workforce to be so fickle.


Is there an obvious trend? Is there a mass exodus to a competitor? Have most of the leavers been working in the same department?


If they are being poached by an aggressive competitor, what is he offering to tempt them away? If he is paying much bigger salaries there may be little you can do. Assuming you pay well above the minimum rate for the job, there is no point in paying fancy salaries to get people back – all you will do is increase costs and upset your loyal colleagues in the process.


People are more likely to leave a boss than leave a business. If you have a high proportion disappearing from a particular department, look at its leader. You probably have a management problem.


Whatever you discover, use the current spate of departures as a spur to improve the way you care for your colleagues. You can never do enough to look after your star performers. We have pinched a lot of ideas from other good employers, like our free holiday homes and an extra day’s holiday on your birthday – but we are constantly on the lookout for new ways to amaze our people.


With luck this big block of leavers will help you become a better boss.


Why do employees who have a job that pays well, provides a future pension and many other employee benefits, put everything at risk by stealing from their employers? Can you explain why they do it and, if you have the problem, how you manage it in your business?


It is a sad but certain fact that someone somewhere is pinching the company’s money. Many start for what they think is a good reason – they need the money to settle a debt or pay for a purchase that they think they desperately need. Having successfully stolen they try it again and dishonesty soon becomes a habit. Other characters don’t need a motive: they are career criminals who seize any opportunity to steal.


There is no excuse for dishonesty in any business, certainly not in ours. We have a Hardship Fund available to help colleagues in financial difficulty. We lend money to solve just the type of household debt that could otherwise tempt colleagues to take from the till. That is one of many employee benefits at Timpson, but being nice to your workforce doesn’t always stop them taking your cash.


Don’t spend a fortune turning your business into a fortress. Take sensible steps but never let security become an obsession that gets in the way of doing business. Strict systems can make life difficult for the 95 %+ honest colleagues, but your crooks will still find a way round the rules.


We spot most culprits by common sense observation. An obviously unusual sales performance, excess use of raw materials or simply the failure to look you straight in the eye can be enough to alert us to a possible problem. If suspicious we put in a covert camera.


Our team of tape watchers are so experienced they know from the body language when our suspect is at the point of putting his or her fingers in the till.


When we have the evidence we let the scoundrels see the film – then dismiss them for gross misconduct. It’s an unpleasant but essential part of managing a business.


I’ve got an overachiever in my sales team who consistently delivers great revenues and earns good commission as a result. But a number of employees across the business can’t stand working with him and we have had perennial disciplinary problems with him in the past. I don’t want to lose him for obvious reasons but at the same time I don’t want to be seen as a soft touch just because he’s bringing the cash in. How do you manage mavericks and difficult people in your business?


You have to decide whether your blue-eyed boy is an asset or a liability.


It is possible that the others are simply jealous of his success. They will certainly be conscious that his spectacular performance has raised the bar, making their results poor in comparison. But personalities who can charm big orders out of customers tend to be arrogant extroverts, whose brash manner is best experienced in small doses.


You mention his disciplinary record, but don’t reveal the causes for complaint. What has he done? Has he been fiddling his expenses, been abusive to colleagues or taken unauthorised leave? If you have been too lenient and let him get away with gross misconduct that was a sackable offence, don’t be surprised if the rest of the team are hacked off.


In the USA, such a high achiever would probably be seen as a hero, but in Britain blatant bonus chasers may not be so welcome. Look at the situation from the team’s point of view. Here is this irritating toad who is allowed to get away with breaking the rules and is still held up as an example for others to follow. He might be bringing in lots of business but he isn’t helping morale.


The next time he breaks the rules I wouldn’t bother sending another letter – I would give him the sack. It is only then that you will see the damage he has done. The rest of the team will jump for joy when they hear of his departure, and with renewed enthusiasm will probably make up for the sales you think have been put at risk.


For some considerable time I have been verbally promised a promotion involving taking over the management of a major subsidiary of my company. This assurance has been made by two chief execs. I was on the verge of being appointed when a new MD arrived and has appointed an old school friend of his to the position. I understand the chief exec is highly embarrassed about this, but has not overruled the MD. What can I do?


You have my sympathy. One of the biggest bugbears of middle and senior management is being let down by your boss, and it happens a lot, especially following an acquisition or boardroom reshuffle.


Although you were offered promotion it didn’t amount to much more than a nod and a wink. You haven’t secured the job until you are sitting behind the desk and your name is on the office door. With nothing in writing I can’t see any point in pursuing legal action. You are very unlikely to succeed at a tribunal.


Your new Managing Director has already brought in an old school chum and you can expect his previous PA, plus some more of his mates, to appear before too long.


Stay put but start looking elsewhere. They don’t deserve your loyalty. It is time to take your talent (and your PA) to a company where you can be appreciated.


I’m increasingly buying into the idea that I should let the 10% poorest performers in my company go each year to keep everyone on their toes. It sounds tough but actively managing people out of the business who are not contributing as much has to be the right thing – doesn’t it?


I first came across this idea in Jack Welch’s book about General Electric. I thought his approach was pretty draconian (I still do) but understand what he was saying.


Every company should seek continuous improvement, and the better their people the better the business becomes. Try a simple exercise. Rate all your colleagues out of 10. If you have some 3s, 4s and 5s they should be encouraged to leave. If you repeat the exercise in twelve months when the low scorers have gone, you will look closely at the 6s and 7s. Perhaps Jack Welch wasn’t as radical as I first thought.


Take this tough line and don’t be tempted to replace all the leavers. Use some of the savings to pay your superstars more money, leaving a bit to boost your bottom line.


Most managers opt for the easy life. Spurred on by HR managers who point out the problems of making people redundant, they leave colleagues in the wrong job for far too long. Every business has a nettle to grasp. Beware of the bloke who has been over-promoted and the long-service colleague who has failed to develop with the business.


A payroll full of great people is a passport to excellence. Keeping up standards is a big part of your job and whenever you say goodbye to drongos the rest of your workforce will be delighted to see them go!


I’ve got a bunch of older workers all in their early sixties and nearing retirement. They’ve been with the business for years and are very loyal. I’ve read you can’t forcibly retire them when they reach 65 anymore – even though that has been our way of doing things for over two decades. I’m worried they won’t want to leave. How should I approach this?


I was as confused as you clearly are, until I had a chat with Gouy, our People Support Director. Employment law has a wonderful way of building up myths that gullible managers assume to be the law.


You can set a retirement age as long as you go about it in the right way. In fact a recent UK Supreme Court ruling dismissed an appeal by a solicitor who had been told by his employer he had to retire after his 65th birthday.


Although you should no longer assume that 65 is the appropriate retirement age, forced retirements will still be accepted if they are part of a legitimate policy for workforce planning. This is where common sense is the winner.


If employers have no say on retirement, in twenty years we could find a payroll full of workers in their 80s and no jobs to offer to young people leaving education. Instead of careers ending with a dignified retirement dinner, long-serving colleagues will be pushed out on poor performance grounds.


You should set out a carefully considered workforce planning policy that doesn’t just state your normal retirement age but also lays out your reasons. These will include succession planning and equalising opportunities through the age groups, giving younger people a realistic timeframe to reach their potential.


Whatever retirement age you set, there should always be exceptions (I am 71!).


Through the wonders of the internet I recently discovered that you are a member of the Women’s Business Council, a government advisory group set up to help women play a full part in business. I was wondering why you agreed to be involved and what you think you have achieved.


I’d never been asked to do anything like it before and was intrigued to see what happens when you come that close to government. Council membership turned out to be a testing experience for a maverick who loves breaking rules. Inevitably, I was surrounded by women, who probably saw me as a bit of a challenge, keen to recruit me to the feminine cause. Alex, my wife, has shown me the wisdom of a woman’s viewpoint, so I listened a lot and said very little.


My fellow council members were on a mission to get a more equal share of the boardroom and produce plenty of publicity praising women at work. We launched a report, they tweeted on Twitter and networked on Facebook but it was mostly women talking to women. Not many men got the message. I didn’t agree with all they said but did appreciate how giving women their rightful place at work can benefit us all.


There was a lot of debate about the cost and availability of childcare, but we must also make sure the kids come first. The EU has a childcare target that would mean young children spending less time with their parents. That worries me. We should find more ways to help the parents of pre-school children fit their job around lots of family contact. We also need a company culture that doesn’t mean career breaks are a bar to reaching the boardroom.


New laws designed to make business more inclusive can have the opposite effect. Sensible ideas can get buried in rules, process and gender prejudice. Systems designed to avoid discrimination produce the sort of box-ticking that sits more happily in big business but smaller companies find hard to handle.


If you dig deep enough there is evidence to show that giving women a bigger role in business will increase our GDP, and common sense leads to the same conclusion. Put simply, if you employ the best people you get the best result. A good way to attract great people is to fit work around their lives. Thanks to being a member of the Women’s Business Council I realised the fundamental importance of flexible working.


People come in all shapes and sizes and do their work in many different ways. No matter where, how or when they do their job, the only thing that really matters is the end result. In 25 years’ time the world will wonder why everyone clocked in from 9 till 5.


There is no doubt women will benefit from a flexible job culture, but so will men. There will shortly be legislation giving most employees the right to request flexible working. Some bosses think this will make their life more difficult. I disagree. Flexible working makes the business easier to run and less stressful to work for, it attracts the best people and makes more money.


By pushing for more flexible working, women are doing all of us a favour.


I’ve got a lot of quite young staff, many of whom are keen on ‘working from home’. I’ve always resisted it but my business partner thinks I should be more flexible. My suspicion is that not much work gets done when people are out of the office. Obviously your shop staff can’t serve customers from home, but do you allow office workers to ‘work flexibly’?


It is a pity that most of the recent interest has centred on employees’ new right to request flexible working, with lawyers working out how HR departments can create a process that follows the law without making much difference to the way employees actually work.


Not enough people are saying that flexible working is a fantastic way to run a business.


Research has shown that the classic 9 to 5 working day is inefficient. The human body operates in activity cycles that last about 90 minutes to two hours, from bright-eyed and ready for anything first thing in the morning to downbeat and downright uninterested by lunchtime. While the rest of the world has a siesta, an Englishman is still behind his desk staring into the middle distance.


I can tell from your question that your mind is a long way away from embracing the world of flexible working. It all depends on trust. If you are suspicious unless you can see your team at work in the office, flexible working simply isn’t for you. Consequently you may well miss out on employing some potential superstars.


People work best if they are trusted to be themselves. The security that comes from having the freedom to fit work alongside the rest of your life reduces stress and increases commitment to the organisation. By working at a time and place that suits them, most colleagues will do a better job and feel a lot better about doing it. Clocking in, attending every meeting and following a proper process is not particularly important. What matters is getting the right result.


That does not mean that every colleague should have the right to work wherever and whenever they please. Flexible working should start with a conversation with both employer and employee seeking ways to help each other.


As you rightly observe, the scope for flexible working in our shops is somewhat limited. Each branch needs colleagues in attendance whenever it is trading. But many shops, particularly those open seven days a week, operate a rota organised by the colleagues themselves to suit their circumstances.


It is different in our office, where flexible working plays an important part. In our Finance department some mostly work from home, others come early and leave early, while a small group work well into the evening. We have mums and dads who arrange the week so they can drop off or pick up their children from school, and one keen table tennis player takes an extra 30 minutes at lunchtime.


Although it is particularly helpful to women, flexible working is for everyone. But as with every other part of employment, one golden rule applies – make sure you pick the right personalities in the first place. Flexible working will be a disaster with Mr Skive, Mrs Lazy and Miss Dishonest.


During the next few years some of the brightest and best people will work in a flexible way. If you think they are second-class citizens when it comes to promotion, you will miss some of the best potential candidates for senior management and the boardroom. It is this sort of stigma that could stand in the way of our future leaders, especially women.


It is time for you to think again and discover that a flexible workplace brings a better workforce and a happier team, and makes more money.


The women on boards issue isn’t going away. Why do you think we’ve got so few female executives in the biggest listed businesses? Is the picture any different in family-owned businesses like yours? And how long will it be until we see a woman running Timpson?!


There is a strong lobby in favour of more women on boards but it is easy to forget how much things have changed already. In 1960, when I started work, there were no women on our management team, women had lower rates of pay and when they left to have a baby instead of receiving maternity pay they got their P45.


My great-grandfather had twelve children but only the boys went into the business; more able sisters were expected to stay at home.


Although we have seen a massive change in the last 50 years there is still a stigma that stops some highly suitable women getting the top jobs. It is a pity that this has created so much pressure on mothers to rapidly return to work at the time when they are most needed by their young children. (We are starting to hear reports that routine reliance on childminders can lead to attachment problems as the children grow up.)


The most successful companies are those that practise flexible working, allowing the job to fit in with a growing family. Perceptive Chief Executives don’t see a career break as a barrier that stops talented women rising to the top.


We don’t need targets to catapult a lot of token women into the boardroom simply to satisfy a politically correct Key Performance Indicator. Women can only play their full role in a business when the Chief Executive believes they have been appointed for all the right reasons.


Today, nearly 50 % of the executive directors at Timpson are women but we have yet to have a woman on our Group board. I am, however, well aware that the best ‘man’ for the job is often a woman – not being on the board hasn’t stopped my wife, Alex, playing a critical part in our success.


I am the only senior woman at my legal firm. I was recently told that I am in line for a further promotion – I am to join the board. The problem is that I was about to start trying for a baby. Should I put my family plans on hold? Be honest and possibly lose the promotion? Or keep quiet until it’s too late?


You’ve put your finger on the key battle for women who want to make their mark as senior managers. Quotas for women on boards and more childcare subsidies won’t make a level playing field. It is company cultures that need to change and although women are leading the campaign, the support of men will determine how quickly change takes place.


Anyone who fails to promote a star performer for fear they might get pregnant is missing the chance to create the best top team. Old-fashioned thinkers still fail to recognise that women are just as likely as men to be the best people in the boardroom, and a break to rear children doesn’t dent their ability.


During my working life I have seen a dramatic shift in the role of businesswomen but company cultures still have a long way to go. You don’t sound confident that senior colleagues in your law firm have got the message.


There are no guarantees in the baby-making business so I see no reason why you should tell anyone about your family planning until a pregnancy is abundantly clear. In the meantime take the directorship with a clear conscience and show that they picked the right person for the job.


I can’t help thinking that I’m influenced – if only subconsciously – against recruiting a woman who may, in the next year or two, choose to start a family. I know it’s the wrong way to think and I realise the government funds most of the maternity pay, but I still have the extra hassle of finding a replacement and with things being so tight I could well do without the extra cost. Your thoughts, please?


This is not just a matter of discrimination – it is also a question of good business. By turning your back on women recruits you could be ignoring some of the most talented people on the job market.


It might come as a surprise to you, but not all women are the same. You seem to imagine that they would all use you to help fund their, as yet unplanned, maternity leave. But a lot of them won’t get pregnant and if they do conceive, the right characters will do all they can to make sure the job is properly covered during their absence.


Don’t look at gender, look at the candidate. Make sure you recruit personalities with talent. There is no law to stop you discriminating against selfish women with the wrong attitude.


Forget your secret fears – extended leave, whether due to sickness or time off to have a baby, is part of employment. If you are not prepared to take risks you are not equipped to run a business.


With paternity leave probably soon set to match time off on maternity, you will face the same dilemma with men as well as women. Stop trying to guess who is going to have a baby, and concentrate on finding the best person for the job.


Although statutory maternity leave is now an accepted part of corporate life, how do you manage the effects, particularly in those small but important departments where the paid absence of a key colleague for up to 39 weeks must be most difficult and costly to organise?


Maternity leave can cost extra money and certainly takes time to organise but at least you get a few months’ notice to get things organised. I quite understand the problems this brings to small businesses and specialist departments, but it pays to be positive. See it as an opportunity to create a great workplace for talented women that others may be less keen to employ.


Although the rules are rigid, personal circumstances vary, so be prepared to take a flexible approach. If you need temporary cover, use the chance to provide work experience to a possible future superstar – but limit their contract to less than twelve months to avoid giving a long-term commitment to an extra name on the payroll.


Find out how you can helpfully support the expectant mum while she is on maternity leave. Does she want to receive the company newsletters to keep in touch with progress? Does she want to phase her return on a part-time basis? Would a change to her working week help her with childcare? You may find many ways you can help her, while also helping the business.


It is often wrong to stick to the statutory period – in nine months some people can get so out of touch they find returning to work very stressful. For others it can be too tough to leave a twelve-month baby behind. It is much better to work out what best suits both the new mum and the business, instead of religiously sticking to the timetable set by the maternity benefit.


Maternity benefits are here to stay but they still influence recruitment. I was talking to a talented businesswoman last week who openly admitted that the prospect of pregnancy had such disruptive implications she tends to recruit older women. As long as businesses feel that maternity comes at a cost, plenty of managers will do the same.


But despite the extra cost, most maternity leave works out much better than expected. By the time the new baby is brought in to the office for other colleagues to admire, you can be pretty sure it won’t be long before mum will happily return to work.


One of my really good workers is threatening to leave to a competitor who is willing to pay more money. I just can’t afford to pay them more. Have I lost them or is it worth me fighting for them to stay?


Let him go, but do your best to ensure you part company on good terms. Although exit interviews seldom reveal the truth, it is worth having a frank discussion to see if you can detect whether money really is behind his decision or if there is another reason to do with your organisation or his own career plans. Whatever you discover, don’t be tempted to offer more money. The chances are that he has been bribed by a massive increase; if you match your competitor you are likely to scupper your salary structure and upset the rest of your workforce. If it only takes a paltry £25 to persuade him to stay, before long he will be back for more. You can’t buy loyalty simply by writing a bigger cheque.


All is not lost. Keep in touch (I make a point of popping in to see ex-colleagues who are working in someone else’s shop). Over half of the good colleagues who decide to seek their fortune elsewhere return to resume their career with Timpson within three years.


Surveys show that overweight employees have twelve times the level of sickness absenteeism as their colleagues who maintain a healthy weight. What action do you take if one of your staff becomes unacceptably obese? Is it a breach of employment law to give them an ultimatum: ‘Either you lose weight or you risk dismissal’?


As far as I’m concerned, as long as colleagues do a great job, it doesn’t matter whether they are thin, fat, short or tall. An ultimatum saying ‘lose weight or lose your job’ may be appropriate for a professional footballer or ballet dancer but in most cases it is totally unacceptable and could lead to an expensive employment tribunal.


It is fine to help a colleague who wants to lose weight – offer free health checks, provide moral support, or even start a company slimming club. But no one should be blackballed just because they tip the scales over a company target.


Your question raises another issue. My iPad says the UK sickness level averages 4.5 days a year, although it is 9.5 in the NHS and 14.7 days a year for ambulance drivers. If I also believe the survey you quote, which suggests that overweight people take twelve times as many sickies, I can expect a fat ambulance driver to be off sick for 176 days. With 28 days holiday and 52 weekends he would only be at work 57 days a year. Some may consider this worrying. I just think it shows the danger of believing statistics in somewhat suspect surveys (produced for PR purposes) that the media sometimes publish as front page news.


How can I get rid of my boss? He has gone as far as he can go in the company and is blocking my progress. He is taking the credit for my work and is certainly not opening doors for my future progression. What can I do?


This isn’t just a question of how to deal with your boss – it’s about your career.


Lots of bosses block talented members of their team, mainly for selfish reasons – not wanting to lose an excellent colleague, or fearing that a rising star could compete for their own position.


The only person who can solve your problem is your boss’s boss – it’s time to have a talk.


There are obvious risks. Once you have declared your frustration and announced your ambition, your line manager will not be pleased, but as he has already lost your respect there is little to lose. If senior management doesn’t recognise your talent or acknowledge that your boss has shortcomings it is time to pursue a career elsewhere.


Before making a move, have a big think – are you totally confident in your own ability and are you sure about your line manager? If so, knock on the big boss’s door and explain your position.


Your approach may be very welcome – you could be providing precisely the confirmation management needs to take action – but be prepared for a frosty reception.


Your days with your present employer are probably coming to an end, but don’t hand in your notice until you have found a new job.


I’ve got a hot-headed co-director who’s making my life a misery. He overreacts to everything – he even threw a computer monitor across the room when it broke down last week, and has visited customers personally to deliver some colourful language when they’ve been late paying us. I want him out of the business, but fear he’ll try to sabotage us anyway if I get my wish. What would you do?


I am wondering whether your co-director has always been so impossible, or is this a recent change in his behaviour? Have some serious problems cropped up in your business? Have things deteriorated recently? Is he suffering from stress? Has something happened in his private life?


Whatever the problem, you must not put up with his antics for a moment longer. Forget your fears of sabotage – the damage he might do as an outsider (which I think will be minimal) will be nothing compared to the harm he could do if he continues to throw his foul temper at all and sundry.


You sound frightened of him, but it is time to take charge. Meet up and make your position clear (if possible make sure another senior colleague is present). Start with a sympathetic chat but be blunt. Explain that his manner is harming the business and see if there are any ways you can help. The conversation can go two ways. Either he will accept there is a problem and talk about the cause of his stress (in which case you can start to help) or you will find another monitor flying towards your face.


Before the big conversation think through your legal position. Prepare the severance payment you are willing to offer to get him to go, and if he is a shareholder be ready to buy out his share of the company.


For the sake of yourself and the business it is time to show some leadership.


One of my employees has been with me for two years. For the first eighteen months, her performance was exemplary but recently she seems frequently tired and distracted and has started making mistakes. I don’t want to lose her but I’m worried about the decline in her work. How do I raise the issue delicately?


Even the best employees can go off the boil, especially when they work alongside the wrong people or if something serious is upsetting their life outside work.


Plenty of events can push work down the personal pecking order – breaking up from the boyfriend, a big payday loan, a period of stress, terminally ill mum or kids being bullied at school all have the potential to put a great performer off her stride.


You must find a way that lets you into the rest of her life. Look for the signs, listen out for comments that could be coded calls for help. Sometimes when I’m visiting shops a colleague will say, ‘Can I have a word with you?’ It can lead to a frank description of their overwhelming worry.


If she doesn’t offer to talk, take her for a coffee and a chat and ask a critical question: ‘I’m worried. I guess you know you’ve been below your excellent best recently – is there something in or outside work that is on your mind?’


Hopefully that will get her talking. You may be able to come to the rescue by arranging some time off, lending some money or pointing her in the direction of professional help.


Giving her the chance to talk may be all she needs. A vital part of management is to be a good listener.


A salesman at my company recently submitted an expenses request for a sizeable amount, spent at a well-known strip club on a Saturday night. He claims that he took a client of ours, who does spend a lot with the company. I don’t want to call this client to check. Equally, I don’t want to fork out hundreds for a jolly that may have had nothing to do with the company. I also don’t approve of this kind of socialising. What should I do?


If your salesman wants to go to strip clubs he should do it in his own time and use his own money. By using your expenses to fund his loose living he is putting the company reputation at risk and could be accused of breaking the Bribery Act. This behaviour may make you wonder whether your salesman is the sort of guy you want on the payroll and if his client is the sort of customer you should be cultivating. But, from bitter experience, I think it may be wise, on this occasion, to reimburse his extravagant expenses.


Some years ago we spotted a similar claim (this was a pole dancing club) from a manager who had already been reprimanded for previous brash behaviour. We dismissed him for gross misconduct and he took us to an employment tribunal. We lost and he got £40,000 because our expense guidelines didn’t make it clear that our colleagues can’t claim back the cost of pole dancers.


I suggest you immediately change your guidelines and make it clear to your sales guy that he won’t be claiming for any more strip clubs. Then talk to your client and explain why he won’t be getting any more titillating invitations.


You may lose a key customer and a good salesman but your action will make a much better business.


I’ve seen a great candidate, but they have a problem with body odour. How on earth do we raise this issue? I fear it’s something he suffers from constantly, but he’s got so much going for him otherwise.


I have never had to interview anyone with BO but it would probably be enough to stop me asking them back for a second interview. Most people make sure that they’re at their best when going for a new job. Sweaty nerves are no excuse. Even though you see a star employee in the making, I still advise caution: you might be able to live with it, but will your colleagues cope? And your clients?


You must have the courage to offer much-needed advice. Gentle hints about deodorant may seem the most tactful way to help, but, in the end, you will have to tell him he smells. A second interview is absolutely essential. If you have the slightest sniff of doubt, don’t take him on. If he passes the test, though, you may not only have found a future superstar, you will probably also improve the lives of his close friends and relations.


I am a manager of a medium-sized department in a fairly large corporation. There are around fifteen people in my team. A few months ago, a rather unpleasant nickname for me began circulating. I’m trying not to let it upset me but it does. How can I shake off this horrible new moniker?


Without knowing the nasty name being used behind your back, it’s difficult to offer specific advice, but I can’t help wondering why you attract such negative attention. Judging by your level of concern, I guess the nickname is more offensive than just Big Ears or Fatso.
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