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employee retention. By looking at the

numbers of people leaving an organiza-
tion, directors hope to spot cultural or structur-
al problems that could hurt the business.

“It’s definitely a red flag that I look at,” says
Marilyn Seymann, CEO of consulting firm M
ONE and a director at Beverly Enterprises,
NorthWestern Corp., and Community First
Bankshares. “And 1 tell directors around the
country to look at it as either a sign of a cultur-
al issue or some management discontent.”

Some boards are also taking employee reten-
tion into account when conducting CEO evalu-
ations. Beverly Behan, a partner with consult-
ing firm Mercer Delta, says some boards she
works with have begun using companywide
turnover statistics as one of many metrics by
which they judge the top executive’s perfor-
mance. Setting a positive tone for a company
and making it a place where people want to
work is one of the CEO’s responsibilities.

Seymann and other directors say the in-
creased focus on turnover is part of a wider
trend. Boards are looking more closely at their
companies’ operational metrics in general,
spurred on by the scrutiny directors are under in
the post-Enron environment.

“Probably companies have always tracked it
internally, and now boards are asking for more
data on a range of topics,” says Betsy Atkins,
lead independent director at Polycom. “And
(employee turnover) is an easy one to clearly
identify and follow.”

Some directors say board oversight of
employee retention numbers can lead to tangi-

M ANY BOARDS are taking a closer look at

for individual business units. The hope is that
turnover can be reduced.

At Gentiva, directors get turnover numbers
broken down for full-time caregivers as well as
sales, corporate, and financial employees. The
numbers are also separated out by branch. “I lit-
erally have a tab now that says ‘Turnover
Report’” in the quarterly board book, Levine
says, and the report runs about four pages.

It’s somewhat unusual for directors to look
closely at turnover throughout the company.
While retention of top executives is clearly a
board-level concern, the same is not always true
of people lower down the organizational chart.
Looking at trends or patterns of employee
departure below the top two or three executive
tiers has generally not been deemed worthy of
directors’ time.

Still, some directors say employee turnover is
definitely a topic worthy of board attention.
Atkins says it’s common for technology compa-
nies like Polycom to look at it during regular
meetings because human capital is so vital to
tech businesses. “If things are going well, we
typically are doing better than the industry aver-
age for turnover,” she says. “And, when it spikes
up, we know that there may be an issue.”

Employee Departures Getting More Board-Level Attention

ble business improvements (see box). Consul-
tant Stuart Levine chairs the combined com-
pensation, nominating, and governance com-
mittee at Gentiva Health Services, a home
health care provider. He says his board has
received turnover data from management for
about three years. But this year the board is
using that information to set retention targets




