
As the composition of the labor force is shifting from plentiful 
baby boomers to fewer next-generation workers private 
companies need to push to increase the productivity of existing 
employees. 62% of private companies polled in the latest 
Business Insights Pulse survey agree that the shortage of skilled 
workers is slowing the growth of their companies1. And in a wider 
PwC survey2 labour shortages and recruitment topped the lists 
of challenges to private companies in both 2005 and 2006.

While there’s little that can be done to solve the shortage of 
workers, companies can take steps to retain the people they 
already have. A strategy to ensure that the retention, productivity 
and engagement of your existing workforce is maximized will 
have a huge impact on results.

“There is a skill shortage across the country with variations by 
industry and geography. Companies often don’t have the right 
leaders or the right people in place to achieve their company’s 
future vision. In this environment, aligning performance with 
strategic direction, career development, training and succession 
planning becomes very important. Workforce management 
and retention is not just about employee satisfaction, but rather 
about business sustainability, productivity, and the advancing of 
organizations,” observes Eric Andrew, National Practice Leader, 
Private Company Services.

CEOs of the most successful private companies are employing 
workforce management and retention programs in an attempt 
to enable growth, improve business performance, position 
themselves to better attract new talent and reduce turnover. 

A recent Business Insights Pulse survey of over 275 private 
companies found 85% of companies will be increasing their 
focus on retention in the coming year. 

There is a real challenge for Canada’s private companies to 
attract, develop and retain the right talent necessary for a 
productive, fully engaged workforce. It is critical to retain 
people willing to give discretionary levels of effort. These are the 
champions who are truly aligned with the goals and objectives of 
the company. Also look at the workplace to spot the people who 
feel trapped and bored—employees who are not engaged, but 
aren’t likely to leave either. What levels of productivity are coming 
from them and how can you engage this underutilized resource? 

In the mid ’70s, companies focused on quality and business 
processes. As we moved into the ’80s and ’90s we saw 
companies concentrating on marketing, sales and customer 
service. Essentially, the last thirty years have been focused on 
identifying and quantifying the value of these two intangible 
assets of processes and customers. 

We see the workforce as an untapped frontier that organizations 
need to address. Really focusing on people is what’s going to 
determine competitive advantage for the next decade. 

While the majority of private companies are increasing their 
focus on retention most acknowledge that while their single 
largest challenge is the workforce, they don’t necessarily have 
a consistent, systematic approach for creating conditions to 
successfully increase the retention of key employees.
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The growing shortage of qualified workers 
is causing companies to work harder to 
get the right people in the right jobs—and 
place a higher priority on keeping them.

footnotes

Parts of the text are adapted from the article that appeared in PricewaterhouseCoopers US Growing Your Business newsletter. Reprinted with permission.
1. PwC Pulse survey of Business Insights, December 2006.
2. PwC Business Insights survey of Canadian private companies 2005 and 2006.
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Staff appreciation is built on respectful 
communication and personal recognition.

We seldom see compensation and benefits issues driving 
turnover, first and foremost. Instead, we tend to see issues 
concerning relationships with immediate supervisors, 
opportunities for career development, opportunities for 
training, and personal and professional growth. It’s really about 
developing the individual, and having the appropriate pathway 
for that individual to grow within the organization. Time and 
commitment are the major costs for many of these initiatives 
as the key is strong leadership. Staff appreciation is built on 
respectful communication and personal recognition.

While ultimately, the senior leadership of the company has 
responsibility, it should be the managers and supervisors who 
are accountable for engaging staff and retaining them. There is a 
need to develop leadership at all levels of a company to create a 
successful program.

The highly engaged employee wants to pursue or apply 
discretionary effort to business outcomes. Having such 
employees can help organizations create sustainable business 
differentiation and be competitive. 

How can companies begin? 

Three key areas for focus 

1. �Business process and structure. The way work is undertaken 
by employees should support the desired outcome. 

It’s important that people understand how they contribute 
to your company and how what they do affects the desired 
outcome. Look at the nature of the work, the processes, 
systems and resources that people have and communicate 
how they all fit together.

2. How people are developed,  
rewarded and retained. 

Understand if the company has the proper people management 
procedures in place, and administers them consistently. Assess 
if programs are delivered on a regular basis. Does your company 
have mentoring programs? Do you provide the right learning 

and development for career advancement? Can employees 
have a decent work/life balance? How well are managers and 
supervisors fulfilling the role of being leaders?

3. �The work environment itself. How suited are people  
for the work environment? 

Do you have the right work culture or environment that 
encourages collaboration or teamwork? For example, are the 
individual components of a supply chain given the incentive to 
manage their objectives, linking success to the end customer’s 
satisfaction? Do engineers and marketing people communicate, 
so they have a reasonable chance of developing successful 
products? In an information services or consulting environment, 
where there is a benefit to collaboration, how is it achieved?

The key to retaining productive employees is to make their 
environment as conducive as possible to achievement of your 
company’s business goals and objectives and to measure and 
provide feedback on the progress that is being achieved. 

To design the appropriate retention program, leaders have to 
take a step back and try to assess the relationship they have with 
individual employees and how they perceive their relationship 
with the company. Talk to your employees. Have informal or 
formal communication processes in place. 

A survey is often a good first step for understanding  
where you stand.

Retention from the start 
Once you have hired an employee, it pays to kick off with 
effective communication, make a positive impression, and  
help that employee become productive faster. Instead of a one-
shot orientation in which the employee could be overwhelmed 
by too much information, some companies have created 
on-boarding assimilation programs. These can include stages 
of information provided by a buddy, or mentoring program that 
gives the new individual a resource to go to throughout their first 
year of employment. 
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Staff retention checklist

Insights into . . .  

staff retention* 
for Private Companies

National Practice Leader
Eric Andrew 
(604) 806 7500

Calgary
Ian Gunn 
(403) 509 7543

Edmonton
Dan Block 
(780) 441 6826

Halifax 
Michael Anaka 
(902) 491 7442

Hamilton
Jason Safar 
(905) 972 4118

Kitchener-Waterloo
Dennis Grimm 
(519) 570 5701

London
Kerry Gerber 
(519) 640 7902

Mississauga
Don Edmonds 
(416) 815 5223

Montréal
Michel Hébert  
(514) 205 5234

Ottawa
Brian Radburn 
(613) 755 4368  
Lois McCarron-McGuire  
(613) 755 4345

Québec City
Thomas Bouchard 
(418) 691 2448

Saint John
Simon Kent 
(506) 653 9400

Saskatoon
Monte Gorchinski 
(306) 668 5963

St. John’s
Ron Walsh 
(709) 722 1040

Fraser Valley
John Peters 
(604) 806 7421

Sydney
Rita Anderson 
(902) 564 1472

Toronto
Israel Mida 
(416) 869 8719

Truro
David Bauld 
(902) 895 1641

Vancouver
Tahir Ayub 
(604) 806 7502

Windsor
Debbie Meloche 
(519) 985 8910

Winnipeg
Tony Catanese 
(204) 926 2414

www.pwc.com/ca/pcs 
www.pwc.com/ca/businessinsights

1. �Retention starts at the top. Do your people know where 
the company is heading? Do all your staff understand and 
share the company’s vision? Regular communication, 
which includes listening to staff views is essential and 
simple to initiate.

2. �Do they know what’s expected of them? While almost 
every company has a strategy only the most successful 
have aligned all their operations and processes with 
achieving those goals. 

3. �Are staff given feedback on their performance? Are 
rewards fair and recognition given to those doing a good 
job? And even more importantly, is underperformance 
dealt with quickly and fairly?

4. �Are pay reviews transparent and fair? If you’re not 
measuring and managing performance accurately then it’s 
impossible to reward your people fairly. 

5. �Do people have the right career development and training? 
From the orientation program on day one through to 
grooming for their next promotion employees want to be 
made wanted and given the best chance of success in 
their job. This doesn’t have to be expensive or complex as 
long as your people can grow and take on new challenges.

6. �Do you have the right training for managers to be proper 
supervisors and leaders of people? People leave bad 
managers not bad companies. Leadership is important at 
every level.

7. �Is there a succession plan for senior roles and for star 
performers? Succession of senior roles is a process not 
an event and needs to be carefully thought out. Even 
the most loyal employees will leave it they don’t see their 
leaders preparing for a future that includes them.

Looking for more information? 
PwC Canada National Private Company Services Contacts

Time and commitment are the major costs—
the key is strong leadership.
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This report contains the results of the recent Pulse Survey on Staff Retention.  
277 responses were received in the period between November 29 to December 8, 2006.

» �62% of respondents agree that the shortage of skilled staff is  
slowing the growth of their business. 

» �79% agree their company is implementing tools to retain the people they have.
» �85% plan to put greater emphasis on staff retention in future.

The majority of companies (62%) feel labour 
shortages are slowing the growth of their 
company. Not surprisingly there are significant 
regional differences as shown below.

The majority of companies (78.7%) 
operating in all areas of Canada are actively 
implementing retention tools. Supporting the 
findings from the above question Alberta is 
the most likely to be doing so with 86.7% of 
those surveyed.  

Companies in Quebec were less likely to be 
increasing emphasis on staff retention than 
other territories at 77.6%. This survey reveals 
that as the demographics make finding new 
talent almost impossible Canada’s private 
companies are concentrating on keeping the 
people they have.
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The shortage of skilled staff is  
slowing the growth of my business.

My company is implementing tools to  
actively retain the people we have.

In the future I plan to put greater  
emphasis on staff retention.

Company Revenues Location of operation  
more than one permitted

Pulse Survey of Business Insights
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BC Alta Ont Que

Strongly Agree 24.4 31.5 18.7 19.0

Agree 41.5 43.5 38.1 51.7

Neutral 21.5 18.5 29.7 17.2

Disagree 12.6 6.5 13.5 12.1

Regional Results (% of responses)


