Transcript from the Interview with Business Roundtable

Discussing Their Benefits:
The Three L’s of Success: Learn, Listen and Lead

Interviewer - Chris 

Hello, I am Chris Bowman, vice president at the Principal Financial Group.  Imagine being a non-profit association whose members are all CEOs of some of the biggest companies in the United States. How would you run your organization under the watchful eye of the best business minds in the country? There is such an association and part of their secret lies in what they call the three “L’s”: Learn, Listen and Lead.

The organization is the Business Roundtable and my guest today is the executive director, Larry Burton.  Those three “Ls” must be working because Business Roundtable was named by an independent panel of judges as one of The Principal 10 Best Companies for 2007.  This is a national program sponsored by The Principal.  It recognizes growing companies for excellence in providing their employees with financial security through their benefits and other programs.  
Larry, Thanks for joining us.
Larry  
Well, Chris, thanks I am glad to participate.

Interviewer - Chris 

Larry, maybe you can help us just learn a little bit more about the Business Roundtable.  
Larry
Thanks. The Business Roundtable is an association of chief executive officers of leading U.S. companies like McGraw Hill, Coca Cola, General Motors, American Express, General Electric, Federal Express to name a few.  The Business Roundtable, the purpose of it is really committed to advocating public policies that promote economic growth, and I think the unique aspect and purpose of the Business Roundtable is that it represents every sector of economy, and our CEOs work on a variety of issues that affect public policy ranging from education, energy environment, to principal policy, health and trade. 

Chris
Well, that’s a lot of diversity and a lot of issues that you deal with Larry.  Before we get deeper into our topic, how about giving us an overview of your winning benefit program?
Larry
Sure.   Well Before I list the benefits, I’d like to make sure I point out that our employees are one of the organization’s greatest assets so the benefits we offer here at the Roundtable reflect the value we place on each of our employees.
We offer a 100 percent employer-paid medical and dental insurance premiums for the employees and dependents.  Also 100 percent employer-paid premiums for life insurance and long-term disability insurance.  In addition we have a 401(k) plan with a 50 percent match up to 6 percent employee contribution; and by the way we have 100 percent participation with average employee deferral of 8 percent. 
Also as part of 401(K) plan we offer a Roth 401(k) option. And the Roundtable has a fully funded defined benefit pension plan.

Chris 
Larry that is a very, very robust program.  You’ve said in interviews with us while we were doing the 10 Best evaluations that the three L’s— learning, listening and leading—are keys to the Business Roundtable’s ability to have this very robust benefit program.  Let’s start with learning.   
Larry
Well, learning is a fundamental and we are fortunate to have some great companies to learn from.  Our member companies are doing a tremendous amount of work within their own companies. And we are very fortunate that they share their programs and best practices with us so we are able to learn and incorporate those programs and best practices into our organization.  So as an example Business Roundtable recently published a document uh that hopefully you will go to our website to see, called Doing Well by Wellness” where a number of our companies share the programs they are currently practicing to advance workplace wellness.
Another example is that when we were when the Business Roundtable developing our work life balance policy we were able to learn from our member companies what worked and what didn’t.
Chris
Really with that diverse set of member organizations that are members of your association, Larry, really a great opportunity to learn a lot about what other firms are doing and apply to your model.
Larry

Absolutely and, and the great thing again about the Business Roundtable is we have representative companies from every sector of the economy.  So there are lots of great best practices out there.

Chris
Yeah.  Now the second L is listening. And we know that Business Roundtable, as you mentioned before, listens to its employees and has made changes based on what your employees say is important to them. So could you give us some examples?
Larry

Certainly.  And we are very proud of this one.  And one of the most recent examples is our work life balance policy. It took us about a year to develop this, this uh work life balance policy.  But the final product was really well received by the employees and the real reason why it was received well by the employees is because they actually helped invent it.  Their input was critical to the actually product and because we had their input all the issues that were raised were addressed and ranged from things such as telecommuting, to children in the workplace, to paid time off.  And I think the product is actually working extremely well.

Chris
So what type of reaction have you had from your employee group?
Larry
Well we had buy-in and we had understanding and had transparency.  

And let me offer you a couple of other things we’ve done…we also held a summer lunch and wellness series so we could talk about wellness and share experiences. We had an employee financial fitness luncheon which is really relevant considering the baby boomer population and what is happening there. 

We’ve had a staff appreciation luncheon.  We brought in a Nutritionist to talk about nutrition. And we had a family lunch.  We invited families in to meet each other so we know about each others lives and that makes for a connected workplace. We’ve also felt that communicating with employees is key and found that these one-on-one discussions with our colleagues and employees about benefits is incredibly valuable and to help facilitate this sort of discussion we created a very transparent, very simple, total compensation statement for each employee and through that sort of document we are able to get feedback directly from the employees to help them online if they want to look at their retirement account and discuss the benefits in general.  Because they can have a discussion because it’s understandable and because of this we have 100percent employee participation in our 401(k) plan. I think this really demonstrates our commitment in communicating how important retirement saving is and also the value added benefit of the employer match.

Chris
So it sounds like, Larry, not only does your firm offer fantastic benefit programs but also offers really a lot of context around the benefit programs a lot of, of help, assistance, guidance, communication about how to best utilize those benefit programs.
Larry
Exactly.  I think the more transparent it is, the more understandable it is, the more people will not only um access the benefits they will understand and appreciate it.
Chris
Let’s go back to the three Ls.  The final L was leading with internal controls and governance.  Tell us what you mean by that?
Larry
Well our approach to benefits is to be leading on many fronts, whether that be forward leading on trends, internal practices or communicating our benefits, as I’ve talked about.  We review our benefits yearly to make sure our benefits are modern and in line with market place trends. Now, as an organization, we are always looking, as your organization is and others, always looking for ways to integrate our activities and have the best in class internal controls which is incredibly important being a small organization of only 21 employees.
Chris

Now you’ve put a lot of effort into your benefits program. A lot of resource, a lot of money.  Why does the Business Roundtable want to do this?  What are the rewards that your firm achieves through such a strong program?
Larry
Well, I guess the first reward is we want to take care of our employees, our greatest asset, as I mentioned in the beginning of our conversation.  It does allow us to attract the best, does allows us to retain employees.  It keeps employee morale high, it creates a loyal set of uh colleagues and camaraderie in the workplace.  It shows we are continuously trying to learn to have best in class benefits for our people.
Chris
My guest today has been Larry Burton, Executive Director of Business Roundtable and one of The Principal 10 Best Companies for 2007.  Larry, thank you so much for joining us.  
Larry

Chris, thank you very much.
