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To April, my bride, my love, my buddy, my angel, my 

dreamgirl, and my best friend. 

To Meg and Griffin, you both continue to amaze me.  

May you always follow your dreams.

To Ray and Lucas, the two wisest teachers I could ask for.

To everyone who seeks to make better work. 

Much love.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

The Art of War for Talent

Attracting, identifying, and retaining 
talent may be the most critical challenge 
your firm faces in the next decade.

“ The art of war is of 
vital importance to 
the state.”

—Sun Tzu
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Shots fired.
It’s no secret that the next great war—the war for talent—is  

well underway.

It’s a highly contested battle, and it’s not showing any signs of a 

cease-fire in the near future.

And whether your firm has been working overtime to attract 

technical talent, or doing your best not to lose them, chances are 

you are acutely aware of this conflict on a daily basis.

To get more specific, according to a recent survey by Building 

Design + Construction (who focuses on the architecture, engineering, 

and construction industry) nearly 55% of firms are taking longer 

to fill open A/E/C positions, an nearly 53% of respondents had 

good job openings for AEC professionals but couldn’t seem to find 

qualified candidates.

Or to think about another industry, even computer programming and 

coding positions are struggling. According to Whitehouse.gov, in 2015 

there were over 600,000 tech jobs unfilled across the United States 

(Source: Whitehouse.gov, Computer Science For All Fact Sheet)

Even more broadly, in another recent study, Deloitte found that 

78% of today’s business leaders rate employee engagement and 

retention as one of their top concerns.

We’ll dig into this futher, but first, let’s look at what I see as the root 

cause to the talent war. 

Apologies and many thanks, Sun Tzu.
Of course, with a chapter called “The Art of War...” I owe many 

thanks to the author of the original book, The Art of War, Sun Tzu. 

This ancient text from the fifth century BC has been an inspiration 
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for many a business strategy, and I’m not the first author to cite the 

amazing parallels between his text and the business world. As much 

as I had heard others reference Sun Tzu, I was pretty amazed by how 

many connections I could make between the two. 

Another text that may have a confusable title is The War of Art, by 

Stephen Pressfield. If you’re in the business of creating or making—

designing, writing, or building anything—this is also most definitely 

worth a read.

But let’s get back to the battle at hand, shall we?

Who started it?
My brother and I are only three years apart. So you can imagine, as 

we were growing up, how our play may have occasionally turned 

into a bit of a brawl.

When Mom or Dad would come to break it up, the first question 

always seemed to be, “All right, who started it?”

And while it didn’t ever seem to fix the bruises or the hurt feelings, 

somehow understanding how a particular scuffle broke out probably 

helped my parents better understand what was going on between 

my brother and I. 

Likewise, while investigating the roots of our talent issues today 

won’t necessarily solve anything, I hope it will provide insight for 

how real this issue is.

The Great Recession (2008-2010).
I’ve spent the past few years trying to forget about the Great 

Recession, Economic Meltdown, Big Short, or whatever you want 

to call it, but the reality is the economic impact of the recession 

had a measurable impact on the professional services talent pool, 
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especially anything related to real estate. 

In the midst of the great recession, many professionals experienced 

downsizings, reductions in force, or found alternative ways to 

recoup their incomes, and may have completely left their industry of 

choice, or gone back to school for additional training. 

Reduced supply of mid-level talent.
That exodus of talent—some by choice, and some not—meant 

that once the dust settled, the supply of talent was shorter than 

previous levels. And while that may not have been an initial concern, 

professionals weren’t the only ones leaving particular industries. 

Students also chose alternate paths.

As we sit today and “do the math,” students graduating in May of  

2010 would be right in the middle of that oh so elusive five-to-ten-

years of experience. Is it any wonder that those mid-level  

employees are more challenging to find, if the supply never  

even made it to market?

“There are not many young people entering the profession, and 

there is an extreme lack of talented people in the 10+ years level of 

experience,” a survey respondent said. “We have no problem hiring 

college graduates, but keeping them after five years is difficult, and 

then we start over with a new hire.”

Startup fever.
Let’s take this logic one step further. Think about what else was 

brewing in 2008-2010. 

The tech world began launching social media darlings like Facebook, 

Twitter, LinkedIn, and everyone was working on the next killer app.

And unlike the professional services industry, startups and other 
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emerging industries have done a legendary job of attracting and 

retaining the best talent. 

According to Kim Scott notes in her book, Radical Candor: Be a Kick-

Ass Boss Without Losing Your Humanity, “The reason why Silicon 

Valley turned out to be a good place to study the relationships 

between bosses and the people who report to them, is that the war 

for talent there is intense. So many great companies in the valley are 

growing and hiring that there’s no reason to stay with a company if 

you are unhappy ot think your potential is being wasted.”

Of course, Silicon Valley’s increased need for talent had to come 

from somewhere, and while traditional industries were suffering, 

they had a hard time competing for the best people.

Good news, bad news.
Now that our economy is back on the upswing, and seemingly 

setting new all-time highs for the stock market every other day, the 

professional services industries are back in growth mode.

It’s awesome to feel like there’s momentum in the market, and that 

all of that pent-up demand from the recession is finally breaking 

loose. Overall, more and more companies are ready to invest in 

professional services again.

But now that our firms are poised to hire again, guess what our 

competitors are also doing? That’s right, they’re staffing up as well. 

So, not only do we have the emerging industries to compete with, 

but our direct competitors are also vying for the same people that 

we are.

But that’s basically grounds for the outbreak of a war for talent—a 

multitude of firms competing for the same, shrinking pool of talent. 

And yet, perhaps there’s one other root cause...
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Maybe we just suck at this?
No matter how much each of the previous points may ring true for 

your firm, one issue remains. The professional services industry is 

simply not as good at attracting and retaining top talent as other 

emerging industries. Whether it’s a far-too-traditional approach 

to HR, a failure to coach and groom young talent, or a failure to 

demonstrate why talented employees should come work for you, 

this industry simply hasn’t done its best.

The stakes are high.
No matter the cause, attracting and retaining the right talent in the 

professional services industry is a far more challenging task than 

simply offering competitive compensation and perks. Today’s top 

talent are hungry for something more, and they’re willing to go 

elsewhere if they can satisfy this hunger.

According to CBS News, when you factor in recruitment fees, 

training, and lost productivity, findings show the cost of losing an 

employee is 20% of their annual salary...more if the employee makes 

over $50,000 a year.

As it turns out, that stat may even be conservative. A recent finding 

from Huffington Post noted the costs of replacing a highly skilled 

employee could range from 16-213% of their annual salary.

What if marketing could actually give us 
advantages in the talent war?
Perhaps it happened earlier, but my first recollection of the realities 

of this talent war happened over a phone call with a prospective 

client. Primera (who you met in the website chapter) brought up 

this need in our first call. They were experiencing the first-hand 
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challenges of trying to differentiate themselves and attract more 

qualified job applicants. 

Their number one goal for the new website was to ramp up their 

ability to attract more resumes. It seemed like a novel idea at the 

time. But I would eventually hear this charge time and time again—

from the midwest to the south, and from east coast to west—firms 

were primarily focused on attracting more talent.

As I was quickly learning, a firm’s ability to attract and retain the 

best people was not the only thing at risk. On this battlefield, the 

struggle for culture, reputation, and future growth were all  

under attack.

S.W.O.R.D.
As I observed these recruitment trends around the country, five 

strategies started to become evident—a mix of both art and 

science—something that I collectively called, S.W.O.R.D. We’ll 

discuss the premise for each, including examples of firms 

successfully applying these strategies to win their own hiring battles.

Master this art to win the war.

S is for strategy.
Simply put, strategy is about determining a path for the future 

growth of your culture and firm.

Or as our friend Sun Tzu says, “Attack by strategy.” How did he know 

in the fifth century BC what we’d be up against in our professional 

services firms?

As we discussed back in chapter two, strategy is just one of those 

words that can trip us up. 
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So to be clear, when I say strategy in this context, strategy is not 

your business goal, strategy is not your tactics...strategy is your plan 

to connect the tactics to the goal. 

As Sun Tzu said, “Strategy without tactics is the slowest route to 

victory. Tactics without strategy is the noise before defeat.”

And sometimes, finding a strategy is mostly there when you have 

simply stated the problem at hand, and your path to solving it.

One of my favorite examples of how to visualize strategy was from 

Kristina Halvorson at a recent Content Marketing World Conference. 

Kristina gave the example of a bear hunting for salmon in the 

miniature waterfall along the stream of a river. 

Let’s assume the bear’s goals were to live a long and healthy life, 

and to populate the woods with more bears. 

The tactic that the bear used was to catch salmon with his mouth. 

And his strategy was to position himself in the river in the right spot, 

during the right season, and the right time of day to align with the 

airborn salmon. 

As Kristina noted, if you use the same goals and tactics, but lack the 

bear’s strategy, you could just wind up in the middle of the woods 

with your mouth gaping open.

In other words, goals and tactics executed without a real strategy 

often fail to have the same lasting impact as a well-considered plan 

of action.

And to properly wield strategy as a weapon in the war for talent, 

it will require some intentionality and consideration for how your 

strategy will impact the company culture.
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The impact of strategy on culture
As strategies go, developing and leveraging a remarkable culture is 

probably about as en vogue as it gets. 

It’s easy to show off ping pong tables, cappuccino makers, remote 

working policies and other perks as “culture.”

But as SHRM recently noted on their blog, “Company culture is not 

about being cool or even being a “best place to work.” It’s about 

being more successful. Period.”

I would argue rather, that those things—the perks, the coolness, 

and the awards—are byproducts of an amazing culture. A company 

focused on winning and being more successful will naturally exude 

some of those other things.

HR guru Rita Barreto Craig makes special distinctions between 

traditions and culture, noting in one of her promotional videos, “A 

culture is created by the practices that you have…something so 

unique and special and different makes people want to come work 

for you.”

And while the definition for tradition is very similar, it’s about 

passing those things on to the next generation, “It’s not a tradition if 

it’s not practiced over time. If it’s not creating positivity, it’s time to 

get rid of it.”

Deloitte pointed out in the report I mentioned earlier, there’s a 

strong relationship between culture and engagement—another 

buzzword-worthy topic. As they noted, if culture is defined as “the 

way things work around here,” then engagement is, “the way people 

feel about the way things work around here.” Deloitte places things 

like leadership, reward systems, and innovation in the culture bucket, 

and concepts such as recognition, meaningful work, and clear goals 

in the engagement category.
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In short, I’m not sure I could say it better than SHRM does, “How 

you run meetings internally, how you share information across 

departments, and how you do the basics of project management—

these can all be low hanging fruit that you can address in order start 

clarifying and reinforcing a culture that drives your success. People 

need to see the changes happening in real ways for the new culture 

to take root.”

And these things aren’t just for current employees of course, a 

strategy of building and maintaing a strong culture and an engaged 

team helps attract better quality applicants. In the end, applicants 

who respond positively to an accurate picture of your culture are 

better long-term fits, because they are already aligning themselves 

with your demonstration of culture.

Of course, communicating that culture through your website and 

application process becomes essential. As Matt Dvorak from Primera 

noticed, “What the company stands for means so much more than it 

ever did before.”

Aren’t millennials the worst?
Perhaps you’re a little sick of hearing about the benefits of this 

“entitled generation,” and what you’re supposed to do to make them 

feel at home?

The truth is, millennials are quickly coming of age, and will not only 

soon become decision makers, but will also move into leadership 

positions within our firms before you know it.

Indeed.com found that, “…job seekers aged 16-24 rank workplace 

flexibility as their top priority in a job, placing it above even 

compensation and benefits.”

To translate somewhat, all other things being equal, millennials value 

flexibility over everything else. Even pay and benefits.
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Our friends at Interface Engineering have noticed a very similar 

pattern, “The big thing is life flexibility—remote, from anywhere job-

seekers are looking for the ability to do that.”

And they’re not the only ones. Our firm even recently adopted an 

unlimited remote working policy, which simply means that it’s up to 

you and your supervisor to agree on what needs to get done, and 

where you do the work is less important.

In addition to the flexibility issue, SHRM recommends five possible 

approaches to better appeal to millennial talent.

1. Embrace technology—millennials literally grew up using the latest 

tech, and spent most of their lives with the internet. Firms who 

embrace tech will feel most at home to millennials.

2. Trust your employees—millennials respond best to management 

styles that value results over the appearances of doing a good job, 

such as showing up early and staying late. 

3. Let the mission lead the way—millennials, possibly more than any 

prior generation, feel more committed to organizations with clear, 

common, and unified goals.

4. Let them take time off—similar to the remote flexibility, millennials 

feel that “xx days” of paid time off feels especially arbitrary. If 

they’re getting their work done in fewer days, should it matter how 

many days they’re in the office?

5. Don’t be afraid to ask - assuming your team buys into this idea 

of remote work, it’s only resonable to feel that you can check in on 

your team to see what they’re up to. And technologies such as Slack, 

GoToMeeting and Skype make it easier than ever for your remote 

oversite to feel less like Big Brother, and instead actually enhance 

the team culture.

If it feels like we spent a huge portion of the strategy and culture 

section to focus on millennials, there’s a good reason for that. 
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Interface Engineering
“Your marketing materials are really strong.”

Is that what you hear from job applicants in your firm? Well, it is 

at Interface Engineering in Portland, Oregon.

Rebecca Gring is the recruiting manager at Interface. “We get 

great feedback on the website. When I reuse content directly 

from the website, I know it will be on-brand and consistent.”

As Melissa Crosman, director of marketing shared with 

me, “Rebecca is almost an extension of the marketing 

communications group,” and talent recuritment is, “More of a 

collaboration… some of what Rebecca was doing in HR was very 

similar to what we’re doing in marketing. We’ve already got 

some of those assets, so let’s bring it together. We’re going to 

be marketing these things, so you can push that position at the 

same time.”

As obvious as it may sound, Interface’s goal was to showcase 

more images of people, more humanity. Even the project 

portfolio images feature more people interacting with  

the spaces.

“The mid-level role is getting more difficult to fill. There’s  

more work than there are people. It’s a very small pool, and  

it’s shrinking.”

Interface knows they have a great company to market to 

prospective talent, and “I’m going to have this marketing 

department behind me, too.”

VIsit InterfaceEngineering.com to see their approach first-hand.
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They’re the largest and growing element of the workforce today, and 

the more you can activate members of this generation in a healthy 

way, the more advantage you’ll have in the war for talent.

W is for Weapons.
To channel a bit of Sean Connery here, when I say “weapons” I’m not 

questioning whether or not you’re bringing “a knife to a gunfight.” 

Rather, I’m talking about the assets and tools that your firm has to 

wage a more efficient war for talent.

Or to put that in the words of Sun Tzu, “The spoken word does not 

carry enough, thus...the institution of gongs and drums…banners & 

flags, forming a single united body.” 

In Sun Tzu’s day, in the absence of modern day messaging tactics, 

banners, flags, banners and gongs were means of influencing the 

eyes and ears of your army. That’s not so unlike the tools that we 

still have at our disposal today. Let’s explore a few of them:

The power of story.
Simply put, developing a cohesive version of your firm’s story is one 

of the most universally impactful tools for use in the talent war. Your 

story is the culmination of your brand essence, your values, and who 

you are into a digestable, shareable fashion.

Some of the most impactful stories follow classic story patterns or 

arcs. One famous example is the Hero’s Journey, popularized by 

Joseph Campbell. It always starts with identifying a problem in the 

world or a challenge at hand and identifies how the hero of the story, 

working through these challenges and personal transformation, can 

overcome and save the day. Think movie trailers (In a world...) and 

startup pitches (It’s like Facebook for gardeners…).
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Speaking of startups, a friend of mine recently shared an article on 

LinkedIn by Andy Raskin called, The Greatest Sales Deck I’ve  

Ever Seen.

Andy unpacks how the sales deck of a startup called Zuora follows 

principles of the Hero’s Journey, and how you can apply it to your 

story as well. 

At the time of this writing, you could see the full story at: https://

www.linkedin.com/pulse/greatest-sales-deck-ive-ever-seen-andy-raskin

But my favorite takeaway was how they didn’t start their pitch with 

facts about their company or a problem, rather they began with a 

big idea.

“...name the undeniable shift in the world that creates both (a) big 

stakes and (b) huge urgency for your prospect. The first slide of 

virtually every Zuora deck—sales or otherwise—is some version of 

this: WE NOW LIVE IN A SUBSCRIPTION ECONOMY #shifthappen.”

According to Andy, this deck has helped close some of the biggest 

deals in the company’s history. 

How do you think prospective employees respond to this kind of 

cohesive story? Remember what we said about millennials and the 

value of being mission-driven?

But it’s not just movie trailers and startups who do stories well. 

Think about some of your favorite TV show songs from years gone 

by—whether it’s Green Acres, The Brady Bunch, or Fresh Prince 

of Bel Air—these TV songs tell the story and set the expectations 

for what you’re about to watch. (Hat tip to Jason Allen Ashlock for 

sharing these examples at a recent SMPS presentation.)

And because I’m a closet giant nerd, one of my favorite quotes about 

story is from The Amazing Spiderman. It’s the final scene of the 

movie, as Peter Parker is struggling with his secret identity and his 

role in the world, sitting back in his high school classroom. As Peter 
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takes his seat, the teacher continues, “I had a professor once who 

liked to tell his students that there were only 10 different plots in all 

of fiction. Well, I’m here to tell you there’s only one, ‘who am I?’”

Nerdery aside, I really like that perspective. Shouldn’t your story tell 

prospective employees—plain and simply—who you are?

Brand Positioning & Messaging

Of course we’ve spent the majority of this book talking about brand 

positioning and messaging, so we’re not going to unpack each of 

these. Obviously, I feel strongly about the power of positioning and 

messaging, and again, Sun Tzu seems to have figured this out long 

ago, “If you know your enemy and know yourself, you will not fear 

the outcomes of 100 battles.”

Or as I believe, if your firm hasn’t built a strong brand platform and 

brand position (who you are, how you’re different, and why the 

world should care), good luck attracting and retaining the  

best talent.

So as a review, let’s take inventory of just a few weapons we have in 

our brand armory:

- Brand positioning

- Brand voice, tone & essence

- Consistent use of brand standards

- Communications

- Social media

- Your website

Your Website as a Weapon

Just like we explored in chapter 10, your website is the most 
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powerful validation tool your business posesses. And it’s not just for 

prospective clients, but also prospective employees.

It’s essential that your website not only communicate your 

positioning, your story, and your difference, but also provide a 

platform to easily post new opportunities and even integrate with 

your HR software platform, such as Bamboo HR (we’re a referral 

partner for Bamboo, and users of this system ourselves).

Your website shouldn’t stop short of simply posting positions, but 

also demonstrate what it’s like to work there, and ideally provide 

both visual and written evidence to support those claims.

Remember the case study we talked about with Primera back in 

chapter 10? Their need to redesign their website was primarily 

driven by a need to attract more applicants. And you may recall, 

in the end their efforts in creating a new site returned a 4000% 

increase in the number of job applicants over the first three months, 

and sustained more than 125 applicants on average after the initial 

re-launch.

O is for Onboarding

According to Wikipedia, onboarding is about creating simple 

expectations for job duties and a path for future promotions.

SHRM does a nice job of adding color to that definition by noting it’s 

“…also known as organizational socialization, refers to the mechanism 

through which new employees acquire the necessary knowledge, 

skills, and behaviors to become effective organizational members 

and insiders.”

“From there, organizations doing this kind of thinking about 

culture almost always start to focus on deeper changes related 

to human resources—hiring, onboarding, firing, and performance 

management.”
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In short, onboarding isn’t just about what you traditionally think of—

filling out forms, creating usernames and passwords, and assigning 

computers and office keys—it’s about the initial transfer of culture 

and systems to your new ally.

What does your onboarding process cover today? Here are a few  

elements that you should consider:

- Welcome packets (a great way to share your story)

- Job descriptions & expectations

- Documenting benefits

- Providing a single digital repository for documentation

- Recording and automating reminders for key dates

R is for Recognition

It’s true that perhaps not everyone enjoys the spotlight, but who 

doesn’t enjoy being recognized for going above and beyond, or 

simply slugging out “just doing your job” over the long haul.

Recognition is really about creating opportunities for exposure for 

your team, in a good way.

Finding creative ways to recognize your people can seem 

challenging but is worthwhile. And the possible solutions are as 

diverse as the people who work for you. While this list could be 

infinitely long, here are a few ideas that may inspire you to have your 

own ideas.

Social Media - the infinite opportunities to recognize your team via 

social media could probably be its own book, but for now, here’s a 

few ideas. 

How about a digital age take on an old-school idea: Consider 

posting an image of your employee of the week/month/quarter. 
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Give their name, title, how long they’ve been around, and brag on 

why you’re recognizing them.

Social media take-overs: What about instead of posting a photo 

of that employee, you let them take over a particular social media 

channel for a day or week, and allow them to post about the 

company through their lens (okay, pun intended).

Contribute to content marketing: we’ve already provided insights 

about content marketing in chapter eight, but this is your 

opportunity to leverage the smarts and experience of your best 

people by encouraging them to contribute to the firm’s thought 

leadership content.

Submitting for personal awards: Every market has opportunities for 

young professional awards, design awards, recognitions of service, 

press releases in national publications such as ENR or BD+C. And of 

course, promoting your team is a great way to promote your firm.

Encourage volunteerism: Another great way to demonstrate 

confidence in an employee is to nominate them for a volunteer 

board for a local chapter of a membership organization or nonprofit.

Ongoing education: Recommending or allowing for continuing 

education opportunities is a great way to reinvest in employees who 

are already showing promise.

Attending events, outings, fund raisers & conferences: This is 

probably not the best fit for your more introverted staff, but 

providing opportunities to attend educational and entertaining 

events is another options to reward outstanding team members 

while helping them to learn more and expand their  

personal networks.

D is for Differentiation

How many times have you had to answer the question to 
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prospective clients, “why should we choose you?”

Imagine how much more a job-seeking, highly talented millennial is 

thinking this same thing. 

As we’ve talked at length, it’s not only important to be able to 

communicate that difference, but also see to it that your internal 

realities and external perceptions match.

One of our clients, Dyer Brown—an interior architecture firm 

headquartered in Boston—was in the beginning stages of rebranding 

and redesigning their website. Low and behold, a leading driver 

for this change was to better reflect their culture to prospective 

employees.

To confirm how far of the disconnect might be, we decided to 

interview a few of their most recent hires. One young designer 

noted, “After checking out the (old) website, I almost didn’t come to 

the interview.”

How concerning is that? Luckily, this particular employee had a very 

strong referral from another designer who had recently accepted a 

position, who reassured her, “There’s more going on here than you 

get from the outside.”

From this, we not only better understood their problem, but 

developed our strategy for differentiating the firm, and how to 

approach their new identity.

Don’t be afraid to use your S.W.O.R.D.

As we’ve unpacked these five strategies, I hope you not only found 

opportunities for improvement, but also thought to yourself... “Hey, 

we’re already doing a great job with that!” 

Maybe you’ve got your own list already, but consider how some of 

these workplace trends could help set your firm apart:
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- Unlimited remote policy

- Unlimited PTO

- BYOD (bring your own device)

- Virtual teams

- Flexible, standing stations

- Remodeling or rearranging your office space

From here I hope you’ll take note of the easiest ways to improve, 

the most natural ideas to implement, and will move to tackle those 

issues soon. 

Remember, master the art, and win the war!
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Homework:
  How would a new recruit describe your 

company culture?

  What sets your firm’s culture apart?

  What are the biggest opportunities you have 

to improve how your marketing team and HR 

departments work together?

  What will you implement first to win the 

talent war?
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Bold Brand 2.0 is the definitive practical resource for building professional service 
brands that add real value. Instead of throwing time and money at marketing that 
imitates other firms, now there is a better way to differentiate and build your firm...  
it’s called Bold Brand 2.0 and you are holding the manual in your hands.  
Now it’s up to you.”

Brad Entwistle
Founding Partner, imageseven 
...........................................................................................................................................

In the 21st century, professional services are the heart of economic growth. Josh 
Miles, with clarity, experience, examples, and pragmatism, delivers an essential 
guide to developing brand equity and competitive advantage for professional 
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Director Emeritus, AIGA,  
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...................................................................................
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...................................................................................
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you the way. What more could you ask for?” 

Michael V. Geary, CAE 
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“

“

“

“

BOLD BRAND 2.0 
How to leverage brand strategy to 
reposition, differentiate, and market 
your professional services firm. Josh Miles


