Entrepreneurial 'addict' advises small businesses on retaining good employees
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Ty Freyvogel has been his own boss practically his whole life, making him an authoritative voice on entrepreneurship. Over the course of his diverse career in self-employment, he's managed businesses in the weight loss, telecommunications, automotive service, race car, limestone fabrication, inflatable boats, nutritional supplements, computer-designed shoe inserts and video conferencing service industries.

 

On his Web Site, Freyvogel calls running a business an "addictive, stomach-churning, intense-to-the-point-of-exhausting roller-coaster ride." Freyvogel recently chatted with Associate Editor Chris Silva and discussed how small-business owners can retain their best employees.

 

EBN: What advantages do small companies have over large ones when it comes to building employer-employee relationships?
 

Freyvogel: Entrepreneurs have an opportunity to develop intimate relationships with their employees, where large organizations don't have those sensitivities because of the bureaucracies that are in place. There are hundreds of ways that small-business people can build loyalties with underpaid, overworked employees.

 

EBN: Such as?
 

Freyvogel: Most of the employment in this country has been through small businesses, and more and more people want to work in small businesses. So if you establish systems to constantly stay in touch with your people, you'll get to understand what their needs are, and you can create a culture and environment of loyalty. And you've got to remain flexible. There are great opportunities for small businesses where young people can create incentives and build loyalties. You've got to operate and think like a stakeholder and give opportunities to young people who are ambitious and passionate.

 

EBN: How can a small business be flexible?
 

Freyvogel: If you have good people that you trust, you can establish a telecommuting system. You can give bonuses and flextime in times of crisis. We're in an information age. Intellectual property is king now, and employees are your most important asset.

 

EBN: How important is it for management to embrace this philosophy?
 

Freyvogel: If you want to be competitive, you need to be willing to make those culture adjustments. Small businesses don't have time for policies and procedures. Most entrepreneurs already micromanage, and therefore develop effective relationships with their key people.

 

EBN: How is the small-business culture different from large businesses?
 

Freyvogel: In a small company, owners can set up periodic schedules with all of their employees to sit down and ask, Where do you want to be three years from now?' You're small enough and flexible enough that you can meet with your employees and discuss their schedule. Also, you have an opportunity to realize someone might be better with, say, numbers, rather than scheduling.

 

EBN: Did you manage your companies this way?
 

Freyvogel: Absolutely. I love to pamper people. I'll set up Employee of the Month awards, give people extra days off, give employees a day before and a day after their vacation so they can get adjusted. And when they're on vacation, leave them alone. Let them leave their BlackBerry at the office.
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