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(Great) Employees Only 

By Dale Dauten 

The basic premise of (GREAT) EMPLOYEES ONLY is that you can’t have a 
better staff than other leaders if you do your staffing the same way as everybody 
else.  Ordinary methods yield ordinary results. 
 That takes us to the surprising facts about “gifted bosses”… 

Having spent over a dozen years in search of the most effective leaders in 
America, there are two ways in which “gifted” bosses differ most from ordinary ones:  
They devote a much small fraction of their time and energy to traditional 
management/supervisory functions, and have a surprising amount of turnover.  The 
turnover issue is covered under de-hiring 
 As for spending little time on supervising, true leaders understand that most 
traditional supervisory activities are “police” functions, designed to enforce policies 
and to prevent negative outcomes.  The upshot is that gifted bosses know how to 
not manage (in the narrow sense of that word), mostly by hiring people who don’t 
need supervising.  

This sounds like a run up to the old “hire good people and get out of their 
way.”  But wise leaders have also figured out that the natural state of organizations 
is devolution -- human nature slides us into bureaucracy and inertia.  So the great 
ones set big goals and inspire new experiments.   

Sam Walton, for instance, was known for relentlessly asking, “What are you 
working on?” and “What have you tried?”  What he wanted to hear in response was 
about experiments and innovations.  So both questions really came down to the 
same question:  What’s NEW?   

The typical (effective but ordinary) manager asks policing questions – notice 
how that word “policing” looks so like “policy” – such as, “Are we on schedule?”  The 
great boss, knowing that the schedule is being taken care of by talented and trusted 
employees, is free to ask big questions, ones that engage the imagination, such as, 
“How can we do this better than we’ve ever done it before?”  

The latter approach is playing the organizational game at the Genius Level.  
Picture Walt Disney, Oprah or Steve Jobs -- these are not “Let me check up on you” 
people, or even, “Let me help you” people, these are “Let’s figure out how we can do 
something extraordinary together” people.   

By asking hard questions, gifted bosses soon find out which employees want 
to rise to being extraordinary and which of those have the talent to help carry the 
team.  This is where the surprisingly high level of turnover enters in, and where we 
get to see the mastery of twin arts of hiring and de-hiring.   
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I coined the term “de-hiring” to capture the graceful way that gifted bosses 
help every employee find what he or she is meant to do, even when that leads to 
working elsewhere.  Meanwhile, they create talent pools from which to select fresh 
talents.  They are master of spotting and courting talent, knowing that the best 
employees are rarely in the traditional job market.   

With firing, struggling or difficult employees are told to leave.  With de-hiring, 
those same employees are invited to stay, but only if the conditions are right for the 
person and the team.  De-hiring, at its simplest – here just three words -- can look 
like this: 

 
At a meeting with a group of insurance agents where I presented de-

hiring strategies, one of the agents, Christy Chatham, recalled that she’d had 
a young woman working for her whose performance had declined into 
mediocrity.  She said to that employee one day, “Are you happy?”  They had 
a brief conversation that left Cathy disappointed, feeling she hadn’t gotten 
anywhere.  However, the next morning the employee said, “Your question 
prompted me to rethink where I’m going with my life.  I had a talk with my 
parents and they are going to help me go back to college full-time.”  And 
employer and employee hugged, both happy.  The young student is still a 
client of that insurance agent, and gladly reports on her progress. 
 
“Firing” is telling employees they are wrong for the organization; “de-hiring” is 

helping employees do (or find) what’s right for themselves and the organization.    
You often hear people talk about “having the guts to fire someone.”  Firing takes 
guts; de-hiring takes heart. 

 
When I asked executives of the PetSmart chain if they had a store manager 

who was renowned inside the organization for his staff and hiring, they urged me to 
talk to David Rains, store manager in Las Vegas.  He has the “assume the best” 
attitude common in gifted bosses, saying, “I take transfers.  I take people who need 
a second chance.  They might have been at a store that was too busy or too slow, or 
just wasn’t the right environment or situation for them.  I’m open to working with 
anyone.”  Here we see one of the striking differences between a Darwinian manager 
and the gifted boss.  The Darwinian has no time for “failures”, but the gifted boss has 
an open-mind and a large-heart and is willing to look for the genius inside those who 
are struggling or unhappy elsewhere. 

Another gifted boss, John Opland, when working for a furniture store chain in 
the Northwest, offered to take employees the other managers didn’t want.  His 
system was simple, and is the essence of de-hiring:   

He’d list goals for his new employee, along with a speech that we can boil 
down to this, “I know it wasn’t going well for you before, but let’s change that.  Here’s 
what it takes to be a star.  I think you can achieve these goals, and do so in three 
months.  Do you agree?  You’ll either be a star or move on and find the place that’s 
right for you.  What do you need from me to accomplish your goals?”   

This puts employees in charge of their futures, and there is no question when 
they are succeeding and when they aren’t.  Opland reports that even among those 
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who came to him because they were about to be fired by other managers, he saved 
about half.  As for the rest, John says that most of the failing employees left before 
the deadline, but among those who stayed to the last day the most common parting 
words were, “Thank you for all you did for me – I know you tried everything.”   

Let’s stop and admire what John Opland’s attitude and achievements:  He 
was saving the majority of employees about to be fired by others.  He is a leader 
who assumes the best about all the people who work for him, helps them, and they 
know it.  His employees know exactly where they stand, and where John stands.  No 
mysteries, no intrigue:  “Here’s the goal and here’s where you are now.  How do you 
get from here to there?  How can I help?” 

 
What separates de-hiring from firing is that with de-hiring, employees aren’t 

told to leave, but told how to stay.  Employees are offered the chance to make the 
decision.  Many rise up to the challenge and stay, others arrange transfers or find 
new jobs, and the few who remain at the end of the goal period keep their 
agreement and leave.  Even then, with the last (and smallest) group, it’s not the 
same as being fired.  They have had time to understand the situation and have 
mentally already moved on (already into the job search or career change).  No 
surprises.  The gifted boss and the employee are never enemies; they are working 
together toward an agreement.   

 (I believe “de-hiring” is so important that I put together a video explaining it in 
more detail.  It’s free, and it’s not copyrighted, so you can pass it along.  You can 
see a low-quality version at YouTube.com or a high-quality version at dauten.com.) 

 
 From what I’ve told you so far, you can see how “effortless leadership” and a 
culture that the best employees are attracted to are really the same thing.  The best 
employees and the best bosses want the same thing from a workplace – freedom 
from management and mediocrity.  They want to be freed from the bureaucracy in 
order to do great work together. 
 As for HR executives – HR, at least in the USA, is often the most bureaucratic 
place in the company, obsessed with policies and their enforcement.  However, at 
enlightened HR departments, the real work is helping leaders find great talent.  They 
are talent scouts, not the policy police. 
 
 
Dale Dauten has been researching achievers and innovation since his days at 
Arizona State and at Stanford University's Graduate School of Business. His early 
work prompted a government publication to call him a "guru" to White House 
staffers, and since then, his books been published in a dozen languages and have 
developed a large following worldwide, especially in Japan. 
 
He also co-writes newspaper columns, nationally syndicated by King Features. His 
work appears weekly in seventy newspapers. 
 
As founder of The Innovators' Lab®, Dale has consulted with dozens of firms, 
including Georgia-Pacific, United Auto Group, General Dynamics, Caterpillar and 
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NASA. He is the author of "IQ2" innovation metrics, and creator of a patent-pending 
idea generation process called BrainTouring™.  More information can be found at 
www.dauten.com. 
 

http://www.dauten.com/

