Improve is No Joke Episode 007: Karen Young
Peter: Hey. Welcome back to Improv Is No Joke. This his Pete Margaritis, and I'm happy today to
have as my guest Karen Young. She is an author of a best-selling book Stop Knocking on my
Door: Drama Free HR to Help Grow Your Business. I’m sorry, every time I hear that “drama free”
piece, I always kind of laugh because drama free HR, in my mind to some degree, could be like
an oxymoron within the workplace. But I absolutely love her book. The review that I gave it is,
“A must read for all entrepreneurs because Karen states, ‘no resource is more important than
the people who work for you.’ She explores all areas of human resource management and gives
you helpful hints and where to look for the landmines.” One of my favorites is, “Hire slow, fire
fast, step carefully, and act decisively.” Great advice. Thanks for sharing such an insightful book
to help create a drama free workplace. Please welcome Karen Young.
Karen: Hi Pete. Thank you so much for having me. I really appreciate it. And yes there is such a
thing as drama free HR.
Peter: Karen, first thank you very much for taking time out of your busy schedule. I greatly
appreciate you being a guest on my show. And I'm so looking forward to hearing the insightful
words that you have to give to my audience on how they can create a drama free workplace.
But first, Karen tell us a little bit about yourself.
Karen: Sure. I am not an accidental HR person. I am an intentional HR person. But I do work
with the accidental HR person who oftentimes is the account or the finance person who has
ended up within HR because they handle all the other confidential stuff, so they might as well
handle HR as well. Discovered in college that this is what I wanted to do and, much like you, I
was a headhunter for a period of time and then got into payroll. So I get the numbers part of it.
Probably the most difficult transition for me professionally was going from payroll to HR
because payroll is very black and white. HR is anything but black and white. It’s all the gray
areas. And you know, I really enjoyed your book.
Peter: Thank you.
Karen: I did not realize how much of what we do really is improv. And when I first read Improv
is No Joke, I'm thinking to myself, it doesn't sound good for an HR person to be publicly telling
people that everything we do is improv. But when it comes right down to it, it is because our
job in HR is to say yes, and. But most HR people say, “No. We can’t do that.” And that’s where
you get the drama—when you have people saying no. So, you and I need to work together on
getting this message out. The answer is yes, and.
Peter: Thank you for the reference to the book, and you're right. Yes, and is the way to go. It's
motivating. It's inspiring. It keeps conversations going. But the one thing that people think of
when I talk about yes, and, I have to steer them down a different path. We’re not saying yes to
everything.

Karen: Correct.
Peter: It's OK to say no. And sometimes we do say no, but the yes, and—it's about really
exploring someone else's ideas. It's stepping into their reality to try to get an understanding of
where they're coming from in order for us to steer the conversation in a way and to explore the
conversation that, “Maybe this is something we could do. Or maybe it's something right now
that is a no, but it's a wonderful idea. Now you own this idea, and you’re gonna keep this idea
alive and bring it back to us maybe three months, six months, a year from now to see if maybe
it's in.”
Karen: Absolutely. And that ties in so well to creating a drama free HR environment because I
have found in my experience that most people, including employees, want to do the right thing.
But where we fail is when we don't listen to them. We don't take their ideas into consideration.
We say yes, but instead of yes, and, or having what I call a courageous conversation and saying
we really can't do that right now because. We have to take it a little further and explain to them
the why. And generally they may not like it, but they'll have a better understanding of why it
might have to be no right now.
Peter: Courageous conversations. I think it's hard for a lot of people.
Karen: It is.
Peter: And it's hard for some in the accounting profession. What would be one tip that you
could give my audience on how to approach those courageous conversations?
Karen: Practice, in all honesty, as weird as that sounds. Write your talking points down, practice
with someone, become comfortable in what you have to say. Don’t beat around the bush. The
sooner you have the conversation, the easier it will be. And that even ties back into what you
said about hire slow and fire fast. If you’ve made the decision to fire, you are not doing anyone
any favors by dragging that out or by coming up with a million reasons why, “I'm so sorry Pete.
We’re eliminating your position and it really has got nothing to do with you. And I know we've
had a few performance conversations along the way but really this has nothing to do with you.
It's all about the business and we’re restructuring.” We talk around it. And we say we’re going
to lay somebody off knowing that we’re going to be hiring to fill the position next week. Be
honest and just be short and sweet. Be honest. And quite frankly, do practice because it makes
that courageous conversation a little bit easier when you know ahead of time about what
you're going to say.
Peter: Wow. I just had a number of flashbacks. I had a flashback to the time that I was a laid off
at Victoria's Secret Catalogue—not as a model.
Karen. Darn it. Oops. HR inappropriate.
Peter: When they eliminated my department, I just sort of relived that.

Karen: Sorry.
Peter: That's OK. And back to your book, you’ve laid out a wonderful roadmap for any
entrepreneur to pick up your book and put the systems and processes and procedures in place
in order to—from an accounting perspective—to be compliant. Because you talk about a ton of
the compliance issues that we all must be aware of even when we hire one employee.
Karen: I know. That still boggles my mind—even when we look at one employee. The most
entertaining one to me is that as soon as you hire one employee, you’re responsible for the
Equal Pay Act. So, be sure that you pay that one person the same thing that you would pay that
one person. Be sure you pay them equally to themselves. However, with only one employee
you are responsible for the Equal Pay Act. There is actually almost a dozen employment
regulations that you’re responsible for with only one employee and depending upon the state
that you’re in, it may be even more. For example, in Arizona you cannot discriminate as soon as
you hire one employee. You have to have nondiscrimination policies in place for just one
employee.
Peter: Wow.
Karen: So, each state is different. But from a federal standpoint, you're looking at a dozen
employment regulations. Who knows that stuff? I didn’t even know that stuff until I started my
own business. And that's how I found out. I had been in big business and in big business, once
you're over fifty employees, you are responsible for all the regulations. You’re playing with the
big boys over fifty. But still, that group, from the one to fifty employees, there are employment
regulations that are out there that you're probably not going to be aware of. And one part of
drama free HR is being aware of your risk and making an informed business decision. You make
a risky decision, but that's OK if it's informed. And you know what your risk is. That reduces
your drama. If you say, “I'm going to fire this person today,” without the documentation in
place. OK. It's a business decision. But just be ready for what the implications of that might be.
Be ready for the yes, and if I do this.
Peter: And some of those implications could be?
Karen: They could be, generally, if you're terminating, you’re most likely going to have an
unemployment insurance exposure. So, you're probably not paying that directly. But that's
coming out of your piece of the pie that you’ve paid into unemployment. If they are over the
age of forty, you could be looking at an Age Discrimination in Employment Act. If they had some
illness that you may or may not have known about, they could say, “Well Pete, you fired me
because I have depression.” And you didn’t even know that they had depression. So, they can
bring a disability complaint forward. And the same as business owners, we need to be aware,
and not only in employment but anywhere. We can be sued for anything at any time. Is it a
lawsuit that is going to go anywhere? Possibly not. But we still have to defend it, and we have
risk and cost involved in that. But we can't make our business decisions because we are afraid

of those. We just need to be aware of them. Unemployment, you know what? In the long run
it's probably less expensive to the health and the well-being of the organization to end the
employment of someone that is not a fit. You might have that short-term pain of the
unemployment exposure, but the long-term gain is a cost-benefit. The same with hiring. When
do you make the decision to offer benefits? There's a cost involved in that so explore what your
options are and make an informed decision. You don't, as a business owner, have to know
everything. But know when to ask for help and know when to find out. Don't be accidental with
your accounting. Don’t be accidental with your HR. Know when to say, “Hey. I need to look a
little further into this to make an informed decision.”
Peter: And when you’re talking about employment and letting someone go because they’re not
a right fit, I think a question that the business owner should ask, “Are they not a right fit in my
organization or are they not a right fit in the specific job?
Karen: Excellent. And there are two distinct competencies or fit areas that you need to look at.
And the overriding one is, “Do they fit in my overall culture?”
Peter: Right.
Karen: The question I’m finding with many of my small employers is, “Do we even know what
our own culture is?” So, that adds some drama; that adds some challenge. We don't even know
what our own culture is. The best thing I did for my organization, a couple years ago, was
develop a solid vision, mission, and values statement so that everybody—we're all working
toward the same goal. Everyone here knows what the vision is. They know what the mission is.
We all work around our core values. I actually changed our recruiting last year. Instead of a
traditional job application, applicants need to reply to us with their understanding of our core
values and what our core values mean to them.
Peter: Wow. That’s wonderful.
Karen: What a difference that made. And I’ll tell you what, from a traditional HR person, the
hair on the back of my neck went up. And I’m like, “I'm stepping outside of the box. Oh, no.
You're supposed to have an applicant fill out an application. Oh, no.” We do still get the
application completed but only by those that are moving forward in the interview process. The
first application with us is, “Tell me about what our core values mean to you.” Because I can
teach somebody how to do a handbook review. I can say, “These are the things you look for.
Here's the checklist.” I can't teach someone that HR is fun. They get it or they don't get it. It is
fun for them or it isn't. If it's not fun for them they will lose their mind working in this
organization.
Peter: Because you're dealing with people every single day. But I even ask my audiences what
business are they in, and they’ll go, “I’m in accounting services. I’m a consultant.” And I go, “No,
no, no, no, no. You’re in the people business first and foremost.” And you address this really
well in your book because without people you have no employees. Without people you have no

clients, customers, whatever. So, I always remind audiences that we are in the people business.
We need to go into that area that we might not be as comfortable with but need to get very
comfortable with. And I absolutely love your new interviewing process that you put in place by
having them basically tell you how they fit into the mission, the vision, the core values of the
organization before you move on to the next step. Because just in that instance, you know that
one, they’ve done their homework. They’re coming prepared. And you can get a sense right off
the bat if they’re either gonna be a great fit, or they’re not gonna fit at all. And then you’ve got
the gray area.
Karen: Right.
Peter: What result have you seen from that?
Karen: It has dramatically—we click now as an organization. It’s gray and misty but we click.
Everybody here gets it. Going the extra mile for a client is second nature to us. And it is. You
don't even talk about going the extra mile for a client, you just do it. My employees know that
they—and this is a buzzword that just gets my goat, but it fits—they are empowered to do what
they need to do for our clients, without having to run to me and say, “Can I do this extra little
work for them and not bill them for it? Can I just take care of this for them?” Absolutely. They
don't even need to ask me. It’s, “What does our client need? Take care of it. Wow them.”
Peter: How large is your organization?
Karen: I love to say this: we have exactly four and half employees. We started an internship
program and I am thrilled by that. That's our half employee. But that’s a very valuable
employee. We use the same process with our interns as well. And they’re not going to have the
practical HR experience. So, I'm not going to be able to evaluate their hard skills because they
only have textbook skills. So, it is critical that they understand the values. If they have the
values, I am more than glad to mentor and teach and train them and give them that practical
experience that they need, so that they can go out into the work world and say, “Look. I do
have experience in HR.”
Peter: Wow. That's great. And I'm still wowed by the whole concept of first in the interview
process of getting them to talk but the mission, vision, and core values. And I would think that it
doesn't matter the size of the organization.
Karen: Not at all. Not at all.
Peter: Those of you listening to this in my audience, think about your hiring practices and take
in this wonderful advice. I knew there were gonna be a lot of great nuggets but this is a little
boulder.
Karen: Thank you. The critical thing is, they need to know what their core values are.

Peter: Right.
Karen: And we started this with our core values for the organization. Now within each job there
are also going to be values and competencies that the individual must possess. For example,
our HR Coordinator must be very detail oriented. Our HR Manager not so much. Our HR
Manager’s working more in the gray area, so there are those individual fit pieces within the job
as well. And we need to pay attention to those to because you may have an individual that isn't
a fit in their job, but they are in the overall organization. And if you can find a way, get them in.
And I never remember authors so I shouldn’t be giving citations…Scott Collins. Another cliché,
but get the right people in the right seats on the right bus. So, if they’re not a fit in one job that
doesn't mean that you throw the baby out with the bathwater.
Peter: Right.
Karen: All these clichés. Its HR. We have acronyms for everything and we use clichés to
demonstrate our point. But you may be able to find a way in which they can really click within
the organization but just not in that job.
Peter: Great point. And I think that a lot of times, maybe we are thinking too much inside the
box to say to this individual, who's not fitting into that job, that maybe they possess some
quality or skillset. Maybe we create a new job for this person if we see that they fit within our
organization. They can bring value. They’re just not in the right role.
Karen: Absolutely. And the other side of that Pete, one of the most difficult is when the position
outgrows the person, and when the person has been a key contributor for the growth of the
organization but the organization and the position has grown beyond them. That’s one of the
most difficult scenarios.
Peter: What do you do?
Karen: You need to make an adjustment.
Peter: Make that adjustment.
Karen: Yes. That’s my nice way of saying you need to help them exit from the organization.
That’s one of the most painful ones too.
Peter: I believe so because they’ve been a good performer. But they have outgrown the role
and there's no place for them. But that also turns into an opportunity because if the exit is
handled in such a way, you have a viable resource out there that could be a wonderful referral
service to your organization. I'm a big believer we all will be moving in and out of jobs. And if
we can have the exit process in a very professional way, that we take emotion and all the other
pieces out, that person who’s moving on can be a wonderful resource to the organization—as
long as everybody's left on good terms and you create a referral system from that.

Karen: Correct. And not only referral for future employees but a referral for future business. A
referral for future introductions that might lead to future business. The same with your
candidates that aren’t a fit for the exact position that you have right now. And I do mention this
in the book. You want to reject your candidates in a very positive way because who knows
down the road. And recruiting is challenging enough as it is. If you find a person that's not a fit
for job position A today, but three or four months down the road you have job position B, what
better resource do you have then to go back to, “My gosh you weren’t a fit for this HR Manager
position, but we have an HR Coordinator position open now. I think you could be ideal for that.
Are you still in the market?” I’ve saved all my recruiting costs. I'm not re-recruiting. Because I
kept a positive relationship with that individual, they might say, “You know, no. I'm not looking
anymore. But my friend Susie is. I understand she is pretty much like me. May I make an
introduction?” Again, I've saved on my recruiting cost because I maintained a positive
relationship with that individual. I left them with a positive feeling about my organization.
Peter: So, to put it in terms of Improv, you’ve had an exit process or you did not bring them on
board. But during the whole piece you yes, and-ed them to the point that when the decision
was made that they weren’t right for the role, there was no animosity.
Karen: Yes. And they might bring me business in the future too. Then I’m pumped. BREAK
Peter: Thank you for that, that helps wonderfully. In respect of your time, I don't want to take
up too much because I know how busy you are. What's the one thing that you would like to tell
my audience that you haven't already spoken about already that they would find to be very
beneficial in the work environment?
Karen: Great question. And I'm going to go back to what you had mentioned earlier about the
book. When I'm speaking with HR professionals, go back to the basics. Set up the basics of an
HR department no matter the size of your company. Stick with the basics. They are solid.
They’re tried, they’re true. Stick with the basics and that is going to reduce your drama with
your HR.
Peter: Wow. Thank you so very much Karen. I'm so blown away by this conversation that I'm
looking forward to when it is aired. And the response my audience will have too because you
provided so much value in such a short bit of time. So, once again, thank you for taking time. I
greatly appreciate it and I know that you will be back on this podcast, maybe a year later and
we will explore other areas of drama free HR. So, thank you Karen.
Karen: Pete, thank you.

