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Optimas Award

for Innovation is
given to an HR

department that
has seen the
opportunity to
expand of 1o

improve its role,

and then has
scized that

opportunity. The

innovation marks
a departure for
the winning
company and
for the human
resources

industry.

what's

Pillsbury’
Recip
Candid Talk

Company execs know exactly
s on their employees” minds.

By Gillian Fiynn

he most impuitant infermation a company can have 15 the kiod it ramely
pets: frank, unreserved, this-is-how-it-is feedback from employess. No
matter how many rallying specches managers give abour how thelr doors
are always open, about how they want employees to challenge them, tha
sliver of fear remains, Where's the line between offening constructive enti-
ciym angl giving offenye? How cgn anypng be sure today's pointed conversation won'
influence tomornow's performance review?
Minncapolis-hased The Pillsbury Company hag the answer. A unigue employee-feedback
tool, a hot line called InTouch, allows anyone to phone any time and talk abour anything with
the comfore of angnymity and the assurance that thelr issues will be addressed, The wechiol-
oy used isn’t particularly innovative—but the way in which the compuny uses it is.
“Gething this fecdback wasn't fun the M dme our, and somedmes b sdll (sa'c”
Lou d¢ Odejo, seilor vice pretdent of HR and compdrale aflfmm. “Bot the system docs just
what we need i o do ™

CH

Plllsbury finds a recipe for' frank feedback. The early "905 were o confusing time
at Pillsbury. Between 1990 and 199], the food company experienced a major shakeup of
senior management, had been acquired by Dritish-based conglomenite Grund Metropalitan
PLC, started growing globally and had massively restruetured, wsasing away funcrional silos,

The new management team, including de Ocejo, realized & new commumications plan was
in greler, It introchiced an emploves newspaper and CEO luncheons with employess—anything
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10 cHCOUrApE ciployes lnteraction with
wp management, “It's casy for executives
o talk a lot and assume they e having
CONVErsalions,” says d¢ Oc¢jo. "And it's
hard as hell to get employees ro risk
telling you what's really poing on™

1t's a naionwide problem, accomding to
Market Facts' TeleNarion, a Chicago-
based independent research organization.
In a 19497 poll of 638 cmployees, more
than 90 perecnt said they had good ideas
qn hgw their companics conld run more
suscessfully. Yet mare than 50 percent
sald a lack of management interest and
lack of' a good means for shanng those
ideas prevented them from communicat-

ing their ideas to management.
While de Ocsjo was looking for a bet-
ter communication tool for his company,
Peter Lilienthal was | for clicrty for
his sole product, InTouch, Lilignthal had
started his Minnggpolis company, Man-
agement Communications Systems Loc.,
thinking InTouch would be an ¢asy sell,
I bis previous carces a8 & corporae offi-
cer at scveral large corporarions, Lilien-
thal had been reluctant to criticize his
superiors. 1 wondered how cveryone else
must fisel ™ he said “That gave me an idea

gm'ng to [hear] from employoes. But if

you're really interested in improving com-

Dunications, you should want 1o know.”
Lilignthal only had one client when he

met de Ceejo ot a dinner party in 1993
Over the evening's courses, de Ocegjo

eaplained Pillsbury's commumcations
problem to Lilienthal, and Lilienthal
explained to de Ocejo bow InTouch eould
work at the company. Employees from all
locadons could digl 4 number around the
clock and leave

Seasoning to taste: Pilisbury
adapls the system. Bxcoutives bom-
barded emplovees with information about
InTouch, The workforce received stck-
ers, business carrds and magners, inviting
workers w “direct your opinions straight
to Pillsbury managoment.” Employees,
says de Ocejo, were cynical. Bue they
alsa, apparently, were desperate for a
safe meang of voicing themselves. The

calls eame pouring
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