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			Advance Praise for The Retention Trap

			“Family enterprises thrive on long-term vision, strong values, and commitment to their people and communities.  In his book, The Retention Trap, Mark Peters insightfully reframes conventional thinking around talent investment and the talent system in a way that most family business leaders will find compelling. The Retention Trap is an essential read for those who want to create a legacy by developing people, not just retaining them.”

			—Greg McCann, Founder and Senior Advisor, Generation6

			“Mark Peters presents a transformative approach to workforce management that is timely and essential. The Retention Trap challenges outdated notions of employee retention and offers a forward-thinking framework for investing in talent as a strategic asset. Drawing on real-world experience and compelling case studies, Peters makes a persuasive case for why businesses must move beyond retention metrics and embrace a more holistic, human-centered approach to talent development. This book is a must-read for leaders navigating the evolving world of work.”

			—Joseph Fuller, Professor of Management Practice & Co-Founder of Managing the Future of Work, Harvard Business School

			“In The Retention Trap, Mark Peters delivers a powerful call to action for leaders in healthcare and beyond. He challenges conventional retention strategies and offers a visionary approach to investing in talent—one that fosters growth, engagement, and long-term success. In an industry where workforce stability is critical to patient care and operational excellence, this book provides invaluable insights for building a resilient and motivated workforce. A must-read for healthcare executives and HR leaders alike.”

			—Kevin Vos, Senior Vice President of Facilities and Support Services, Corewell Health

			“As a business owner, I know firsthand the challenges of attracting and keeping top talent. The Retention Trap is a game-changer—Mark Peters dismantles outdated retention strategies and offers a forward-thinking approach that prioritizes talent investment and long-term business success. His insights are practical, actionable, and essential for any leader looking to build a resilient and engaged workforce in today’s competitive market.”

			—Mike Betts, Chairman and CEO, Betts Company

			“Mark Peters presents a compelling and well-researched argument for rethinking workforce economics in The Retention Trap. In a time where our demographic profile argues for a worsening labor shortage, he challenges leaders to embrace talent investment and their own role in the talent system as a key driver of productivity, innovation, and economic resilience. His insights bridge the gap between business strategy and labor market realities, making this book essential reading for economists, policymakers, and business leaders alike.”

			—Jeffrey Korzenik, economist and author of Untapped Talent

			“Mark Peters delivers a groundbreaking approach to workforce strategy in The Retention Trap—one that manufacturing leaders cannot afford to ignore. In an industry where skilled labor shortages and high turnover present ongoing challenges, Peters offers a compelling case for shifting from reactive retention tactics to proactive talent investment. His insights provide a roadmap for manufacturers looking to build a more engaged, skilled, and future-ready workforce. A must-read for industry leaders committed to long-term success.”

			—Genelle Taylor Kumpe, CEO, San Joaquin Valley Manufacturing Alliance and Fresno Business Council
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			To my parents, who are no longer living: To my mother, with whom I shared a deep and heartfelt connection—your love and understanding have always been my guiding light. And to my father, whose tough expectations pushed me to grow in ways I couldn’t have imagined. Though our relationship was challenging, I now recognize the strength and resilience you instilled in me, lessons that have shaped who I am today.

			To all the remarkable individuals who started with me in entry-level roles and seized the opportunities and support we provided. Through your perseverance and the tough choices you made day after day, you transformed your lives—and the lives of your families. I am deeply grateful for the commitment and engagement you brought back to the business, which not only fueled our success but also inspires me every day to continue this important and life-changing work.

			To Carrie Link, my executive assistant and life integrator: Your tireless enthusiasm, curiosity, and dedication have been the driving force behind bringing this book to life. I am deeply grateful for your unwavering support and the countless ways you’ve helped me stay focused and organized. To my entire executive team and the members of my Vistage group: Your insights, guidance, and shared wisdom have been invaluable throughout this journey. Your commitment and collaboration have not only contributed to this book but have also been instrumental in the success and growth of our business.

			And finally, to my daughter, Isabella, as you embark on your journey to college. I love you dearly, and when you open this book, I hope you’ll recognize the passion and dedication I’ve poured into my work—something I hope you’ve glimpsed during our many conversations at the kitchen table. My greatest wish for you is that you discover your own passions and pursue them with the same intensity and love that has driven me.
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			Foreword

			When Mark asked me to write the forward to his second book, I was honored. After reading it, I am inspired and grateful. He speaks business, entrepreneurship, and human development fluently because he lives them. He can reach the people with the talent, influence, and resources to help solve intractable issues and restore confidence. He can reach people who are struggling because he cares. He explains how business leaders can help integrate human and economic development within their enterprises, with peers in their community, and politically across sectors. Enough do this and we will create the environments and systems all residents need to achieve their potential and our economies to thrive.

			The Retention Trap aligns with advances in science. More people are realizing quantum physics is the practical application of ancient wisdom. We are all connected, interdependent. Our founders knew this. E pluribus unum—out of many, one—is on the Great Seal of the United States and our currency. The American dream exists as a possibility. To manifest it requires us to become the people we are called to be and do our part. All matter. Much like a jigsaw puzzle, there are no extra pieces, and we are not done until everyone plays. But first, we must turn our piece over, so we know where we fit. We all have a unique role to play. Mark’s book challenges us to do this. As he explains, it is in our personal and collective self-interest to do so.

			As he points out, one of the challenges is personal, the inner work. Are enough of us willing to release the unresolved trauma and social conditioning we absorb as children and open our minds? What if the pursuit of happiness is not just material but must include the path to integrity? Martin Luther King, Jr. saw this. He envisioned a time when we would be judged not by the details that can divide us, but our character and contributions.

			When we stopped teaching civics decades ago, the compounding impact of this failure led to a dangerous wealth gap and loss of faith in one another, our institutions and our future. Mark’s book offers practical guidelines and a compass to renew the dream, clarify essential roles, and invite the three sectors to integrate their efforts to advance the common good. Together, we can create inclusive prosperity and wellbeing.

			I feel his urgency. I believe in the path because I live in a city—Fresno, California—that is on its way. We have amazing leaders across sectors with the courage to risk social, financial, and political capital to invest in the American dream and liberate the human spirit.

			Deborah Nankivell

			Deborah is CEO of the Fresno Stewardship Foundation and before that roll was CEO of the Fresno Business Council for thirty years, building where she shepherded the business civic groups combined skill and resource to improve critical aspect of the community and region. She was also instrumental in starting Heartland Compass, an adaptation of The SOURCE, serving Fresno businesses. She has published two books: Civic Stewardship and Bugle Call.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			When I was twelve, my father, a tough Midwestern businessman and inventor, told me my free-wheeling summers were over. It was time to work in the yard or Butterball Farms, Inc., my dad’s factory. I chose the yard, of course. But within three days, my allergies forced me to change course. I ended up in Dad’s food plant’s temperature-controlled, filtered-air environment.

			On my first day, he gathered the supervisors around his desk and introduced me. He told them even though I was his son, if I did anything wrong, they should just fire me. This seems strange and unlikely as an adult, but it left quite an impression on a twelve-year-old who grew up with a father who never bluffed. So, I worked hard and made a lot of friends because I was pretty sure, at some point, I was going to screw something up and need their help not to get fired.

			It was also the beginning of a lifetime of learning that these friends of mine, the people who went to work every day, lived very different lives than I did. I heard them talk about choosing between buying groceries or new clothes for their kids. I learned that when their car broke down, sometimes they didn’t have a few hundred dollars to fix it—which set off another set of problems because they couldn’t get to work. Most of them were tired and stressed and barely getting by.

			This didn’t sit right with me and set me up for a life of working to reconcile how compassion and capitalism can coexist. Or, to put it in more current terms: how can capitalism be rooted in purpose and profit in these fast-changing, uncertain times? Or, to the point of this book: how can we escape the retention trap, in which employers try the same old stale tactics to get people to stay—while employees often feel like they are spinning their wheels and failing to progress, let alone get by?

			I should be clear at the outset: I’m not a do-gooder. I’m a pragmatist, a problem-solver, and a businessman. And my interest in integrating value creation and purpose, which is shared by a growing number of leaders, is not merely a nice-to-have passion. At a time of so many significant problems in business, our nation, and the world—from talent shortages, to growing economic inequality, to a search for a greater sense of purpose among leaders and the people who work for them—achieving a balance between financial success and a greater sense of purpose is more than the right thing to do. It’s the smart thing to do. Given some significant trends I will discuss in this book, I also believe it is essential to the survival of small and medium-sized businesses. It is an exciting thing we get to do as enterprise leaders, by defining success and value more broadly.

			In this book, I argue that today’s talent system is broken. Here’s what I mean. Most leaders of small and mid-sized companies have been taught to carefully track their employee retention rates as an essential indicator of business strength, employee satisfaction, and management quality. Yet this traditional management metric is failing both American businesses and their workers.

			After all, countless businesses still struggle with attracting and retaining talent, even though many business leaders have responded by employing the only levers believed to support retention: better pay or benefits. That’s the trap. Can’t get people to stay? We think: get a new staffing firm, raise wages, offer more flextime, reduce the attendance requirement, get a fitness center, put in a coffee bar, bring in new plants, provide more team-spirit shirts, find out what others in our ecosphere offer and match or exceed that.

			Like our customers, our people rarely tell us what they want. But they are great at telling us what they think they need: more money! Despite the importance of living wages, statistics say money is not the most significant reason people stay or leave jobs. People want to feel respected, have a sense of purpose, and have development opportunities—and we have the opportunity to provide that.

			In other words, retention is no longer tied to the traditional inputs Economics 101 might have us believe. We need to think differently. Some of the country’s largest employers have already figured this out. Most small and mid-sized firms have not, and they are in danger of being stuck in the retention trap forever and a reinforcing loop of ever-increasing wage and benefit costs.

			So, going forward, how should leaders of small and mid-sized firms think about retention, as a management metric and strategic goal? In this book, I challenge the conventional wisdom about retention rates and offer a host of new ideas and possibilities. Some have already been adopted by the nation’s largest companies, and they can and must be adopted by small and mid-sized firms—the very heart of American entrepreneurship—if we are not to be left behind in tomorrow’s race for talent.

			In brief, I argue that we need to rethink talent, focusing on investment rather than retention. Ultimately, we need to be both talent-centric and enterprise-centric. I also argue that we need to expand the idea of value so it is tied not only to money but also to growth and purpose.

			From a meta-perspective, we all know we have big problems. Many people say capitalism itself is broken. However, as my friend Geoffrey Jones of Harvard University has said, the only way to improve any system is one person, one community at a time.

			As enterprise leaders, we have the opportunity to do that—for the people who work for us, for ourselves, and for the betterment of the system as a whole. Business leaders are among the best problem-solvers there are. Isn’t that what we do, after all? See a problem and come up with solutions people will pay for.

			Of course, very few, if any of us, get into business because we want to solve talent problems. We don’t wake up one day and say, “You know, I want to hire a bunch of people, help them develop their skills, and then figure out how to make money from it.”

			It goes more like this: We see a problem in the marketplace that we know how to solve—or feel confident we can figure out. Then, we hire people to help us do it. Hiring and developing talent, in other words, comes as a byproduct of our primary goal, which is to build a profitable business by solving problems in the marketplace.

			So, surely, we can apply these skills to the talent system—and be problem-solvers.

			About Me

			At this point, I should assure you this isn’t just a pie-in-the-sky idea from some guy you may never have heard of. It builds on twenty years of success in a collaborative project focused on supporting talent. It is supported by many other leaders nationwide, with whom I have spoken recently, and who also recognize the need for a new approach to impacting people in our talent system.

			When my father died in 1995, I took over Butterball Farms, Inc., a specialty butter company, radically changing its culture and bottom line. We have served McDonald’s, among other clients, and repeatedly have been named among the Best and Brightest Companies to Work For®.

			More than twenty years ago, I formed The SOURCE, a network that brings together community, government, and private interests to leverage existing assets to strengthen the community’s workforce. We now have twenty-five member companies covering 10,800 people. Through the support systems we have put in place, we have achieved a 90 percent retention rate for individuals employed at a SOURCE member company and receiving welfare benefits, compared to a 57 percent retention rate for people receiving welfare benefits and seeing traditional state caseworkers.

			We are saving the state millions of dollars and keeping people employed. We also provide over 330 percent return on investment, partner with over fifty local organizations, and have saved employers over $19.8 million. You can read more about this in Chapter Four and in my first book, The Source: Using the Power of Collaboration to Stabilize Your Workforce and Impact Your Community.

			We are now working to build on this success by spearheading a movement of owners of small and medium-sized businesses who are committed to investing in talent development, and who are collaborating to create an authentic flow from business to business within the talent system. It’s exciting stuff!

			How This Book Is Organized

			The Retention Trap is organized in four parts.

			Part One lays a foundation for the discussion of innovation later in the book. I share the story of creating The SOURCE, the western Michigan collective that many local small and mid-sized manufacturers have joined to provide social services to their combined workforces. The SOURCE has helped businesses in this region treat their employees with humanity and empathy and has helped each company’s bottom line.

			Part Two explains big companies’ significant shift to talent investment. I share insights from leading companies such as Accenture, AT&T, Bank of America, Meta, Alphabet, IBM, Intel, JPMorgan Chase, Kaiser, PwC, Salesforce, Verizon, and Virgin Group.

			Part Three presents a series of case studies and examples from various successful visionaries. These leading small or mid-sized entities have already replaced traditional notions of retention with new models and approaches. These leaders have captured some of the same ideas large companies use, but tailored to the unique needs of a smaller setting. These chapters present a rich array of ideas, solutions, approaches, and possibilities that give you a new understanding of what is possible.

			Finally, Part Four offers the business leader suggestions about implementation and a broader framework for understanding their workforce, which will positively impact talent, restore joy to the workplace, and, for the leader, bring greater satisfaction. This is, after all, an invitation to a different kind of leadership.

			Throughout, I will weave my personal story into the argument, facts, and case studies I offer here. I do this because this is deeply personal work for me, and I hope you will connect with it on that level. But I also do it because while adopting a more mature perspective on talent investment over talent retention can be done without parallel personal development, it can be done better with personal growth.

			Why I Wrote This Book

			I have spent a lot of time in peer groups over the years, and yes, I have met CEOs who are self-centered SOBs driven by monetary gain. However, most of the CEOs I have encountered are good, hard-working people who generally want what is best for their families and those around them. Most of them have never spent a lot of time thinking about how to find purpose in the operation of their enterprise. I find this sad, especially when you consider what’s possible.

			I want us to think big, think about the long-term, and think about what we get to do with the power of our enterprises. The current drive to retain people is a short-term goal that leads to some very dollar-driven thinking, which never pays long-term dividends to the enterprise, the people working in it, or the community in which it exists.

			However, when you flip the script and start thinking about opportunity, it goes like this: “We have this great opportunity to hire people and then help them find and live into their passion.” How are we going to be effective at this? How do we change the “work” we do in our enterprises from a “have to go to work every day” to a “get to go help get that (plug in your company’s purpose statement) done every day”?

			For me, that’s the gold mine. It is human potential. It is having an enterprise through which I can flow talent and have a positive and lasting influence, and which will have a positive impact on any setting those people end up in. That sort of value cannot be accomplished with cash.

			So, I hope to inspire you to think, “Wow, why haven’t we entertained this way of thinking before?” Then, to begin making some changes. Ultimately, I hope to show you that doing this work is also a path to a greater sense of integration—or a deep, holistic sense of purpose—for you and others who lead or wish to lead enterprises today.

			I should be clear: I don’t promise a neat set of answers. That’s because no one neat set of solutions will work for everyone. But I do offer my story of engaging with these challenges and championing the cause—encouraging you to shift your mindset about talent, challenge long-held assumptions around retention, and reflect on what investing in talent could mean for the strategic future of you, your people, your business, and our communities.
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			Chapter One

			Our Talent System Is Broken

			What is your retention number? Or your turnover number? Every HR leader everywhere has been asked those questions. The assumption is that the higher your retention number or the lower your turnover number, the better your enterprise is. But is it?

			The retention problem is almost universal in business. Whether you’re in healthcare, restaurants, manufacturing, or high-paying white-collar professions doesn’t matter. There’s virtually no enterprise where the retention conversation hasn’t been an issue. It’s our common pain point.

			Yet the way I see it, the focus on retention and our decisions to increase it have been driving some lousy decision-making. In particular, fear-based decision-making has us focusing on the externalities surrounding the people who work for us (pay, benefits, work environment, flexibility, and so on) but very little on the people themselves. As employers, we are too often pulling our hair out, chasing too little talent—or, at least, too little of the right talent. And employees are too often left to fend for themselves to navigate changes and the new skills and expectations they bring. In short, there is very little intentionality or design to our talent systems—and a great deal of waste.

			All of this stems from a lack of intentionality around talent, a far cry from the intentionality—especially around opportunity—that we bring to other aspects of our businesses, such as sales.

			For example, in terms of sales, our customers tell us they want higher quality at lower prices. They tell us that all the time! But we understand that there is much more at play than that. We know that brand protection is essential and that we must connect to customers’ values when selling a product. The companies that are most successful and can command the most significant margins are the ones that do a great job of understanding what their customers are driven by. They know their customers’ pain points, how their product or service addresses them, and what they can provide that no one else does.

			One great book on this topic is Blue Ocean Strategy: How to Create Uncontested Market Space and Make the Competition Irrelevant by W. Chan Kim and Renée Mauborgne. Kim and Mauborgne describe the market universe as composed of “red oceans” and “blue oceans.” As they put it:

			“Red oceans are all the industries in existence today. This is the known market space.…

			“In the red oceans, industry boundaries are defined and accepted, and the competitive rules of the game are known. Here, companies try to outperform their rivals to grab a greater share of existing demand. As the market space gets crowded, prospects for profits and growth are reduced. Products become commodities, and cutthroat competition turns the red ocean bloody.”

			Blue oceans, in contrast, “denote all the industries not in existence today. This is the unknown market space,” untainted by competition. In blue oceans, demand is created rather than fought over. There is ample opportunity for growth that is both profitable and rapid.

			In blue oceans, competition is irrelevant because the rules of the game are waiting to be set. A blue ocean is an analogy for the wider, deeper potential to be found in unexplored market space. It is vast, deep, and powerful in terms of profitable growth.

			Another great book that speaks to this is Whale Hunting: How to Land Big Sales and Transform Your Company by Tom Searcy and Barbara Weaver Smith. They use the analogy of the Inuit people of the Arctic who risk a great deal to hunt the mighty whale, even though they could catch fish and hunt caribou much more easily. Why? Because a single whale can provide a village with food and oil for a year.

			“It’s the same in the sales business,” the authors note; “small fish will keep you fed, but landing each whale-size account can fill your corporate belly for years.” They go on to argue there is a proven method for doing this.

			Reading this book gave me one of my big aha moments around dealing with big customers. I came to understand there are very few decision-makers. For example, everyone can say no when you are in a room of five or six people. But only one can say yes. So, you need to understand their backgrounds and appeal to everyone because the goal is for no one to say no. That is the only way you can get
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