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over half
of UK engineering & tech
companies believe a
shortage of engineers
threatens their business
via IET Skills and Demand in Industry- 2019 Survey
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section one - introduction

Talent is a barrier to growth
Bring together tech startup and scaleup founders to share challenges
and you can bet on talent being one of the top difficulties discussed.
It’s a competitive landscape, ever evolving as tech giants and scaleups
alike strive to build the best teams.

making retention that little bit trickier. Long gone are the days of tech
talent working for the same company for 15 years. The market and
talent has shifted, in 2019 almost 60% of tech developers left a job in
the last 24 months. [3] Couple a distinct shift in retention values with a
change in trends, and the retention conundrum is amplified.

Talent builds tech. For today’s startups to grow to scaleups and
scaleups to become the new tech unicorn, holding onto your in demand talent could be the difference between the winners and losers.

It’s tough but can be done
Growing a tech business is tough. 1 in 200 startups successfully
becomes a scaleup, [4] fewer scaleups become unicorns. Add in the
recent Brexit uncertainty and competitors targeting employees on a
daily basis and it paints a bleak picture. Yet, we know it can be done.
And with flying colours. Just look at the success of companies like
Monzo and Bulb. Talent underpins a startup’s and scaleup’s ability to
be successful.

It’s not all about finding great people
We’ve long talked of ‘a war on tech talent’. Talent attraction springs to
mind, engaging and enticing the best in the market, but what of the
lesser recognised side of that puzzle? Retention.
Difficulties with candidate attraction and an insufficient talent pool to
meet growing demand means companies are looking to their
competitors’ talent for the answer. Direct targeting of passive talent
has seen a dramatic increase in the last 20 years. 61% of employers
have a strategy in place to recruit passive candidates. [2]
Understanding how to retain talent has never been so important to the
ability of tech scaleups to gain traction with customers and get ahead
in the ever expanding, competitive UK tech market.
Yesterday’s plan won’t keep today’s good people, or build
for tomorrow
Now more than ever we’re seeing a tech population of multiple
generations each with distinct priorities, preferences and values,

An inclusive culture is key
Regardless of size and growth status, a tech company’s sustainable
success will come down to finding and crucially keeping brilliant
people. Company culture, development opportunities and leadership
styles have never been so important to achieving growth goals. A one
size fits all approach won’t cut it. Creating an inclusive culture that is
unique to your values, team and long term goal is be essential.
We’ve created this report to support tech scaleups and startups in
their growth journey. Yes, our specialism is talent attraction; however,
it all too often hogs the limelight. We know that retention is going to
be paramount to success and we want to help you get it right.

4

“Talent is the most important resource for the success of tech businesses.
In a market where more and more organisations are chasing a limited number
of skilled people, keeping hold of the talent you have is an absolute no brainer.
People working in tech are very aware of their value, so making sure they feel
that way is key.
It’s not rocket science, whether it’s through interesting projects,flexible
working or career guidance there’s lots of things a business can and
should do!”

BEN SHORROCK, Managing Director

www.islrecruitment.co.uk
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section two - candidate research

candidate research
At 13%, employee turnover in the tech market is high,
according to LinkedIn the highest across any
industry. [5]
Employee turnover means one thing. Hiring. Hiring is timely,
costly and hard to get right. 30% of London tech scaleups
say their growth has been hampered as a result of them not
being able to hire the right employees. [6] And it could be set
to get harder. After releasing a list of the hardest to fill
vacancies (60% were tech roles), Bill Richards, Indeed’s UK
managing director warns that British firms will find it harder to
source the skills they need after Brexit. [7]
As tech scaleups and startups compete for growth, improving
employee retention reduces pressure on hiring, enhances
company culture and ultimately drives productivity and
performance. A win win.

Across UK SMEs retaining good employees is a concern for a
quarter of business leaders with 20% admitting to having a
problem with a high turnover. [8] And the story from UK
technology talent confirms that retention is far from easy. Only
35% of tech talent would class themselves as not looking for
new opportunities. 65% are either actively looking for or
would be open to new opportunities. Almost 60% of tech
talent changed jobs in the last 2 years. [9]
The big question is, what do today’s tech people want? What’s
enticing them away from their roles? Ultimately, what will make
them happy and more likely to stay in the role?
What can you do to keep that all important and highly valuable
talent in your business? We went straight to the source to find
out just that.

But you know first hand that employee retention within the UK
tech market isn’t straight forward. Far from it.

www.islrecruitment.co.uk
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OUR RESEARCH
DEMOGRAPHICS
most common job titles

DEVELOPER

ENGINEER

MANAGER

why do people
move on?

typical functions
To gain an insight into why employees move roles, we talked to tech
employees to gather the most accurate, timely and relevant data.
SOFTWARE

WEB

PRODUCT

most common age groups

We collected responses from 250 individuals who have moved roles in
the previous four months within the tech and engineering industries to
understand what influenced their decision.
The people we spoke to ranged from junior to senior level positions and
were looking for employment in UK tech startups or scaleups.

46 - 55
25 - 35

36 - 45
www.islrecruitment.co.uk
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key
findings
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key findings

Our research shows that when people are considering
leaving a tech role:

80%
blamed poor culture

78%

71%

cited a lack of
career development
or progression

were dissatisfied
with their relationship
with direct manager

www.islrecruitment.co.uk
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OUR RESEARCH FOUND:

80%
left their tech role due to poor
company culture
www.islrecruitment.co.uk
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key findings

If poor company culture is to blame for the majority of employees
leaving, what is most important in creating great culture?

84%

80%

79%

said communication
and engagement

said consistency
in practices
and behaviours

said camaraderie
across the team, office
and socially
11

key findings

When it comes to great career development, what is
most important?

80%

78%

71%

said a development
plan with clear
targets

said alignment of
company goals with
personal goals

said quality and
amount of L&D

www.islrecruitment.co.uk
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key findings

In relation to salary package, the most important elements are:

91%

75%

66%

salary

holiday

pension

www.islrecruitment.co.uk
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key findings

When considering a new tech role, what’s most important
to you?

86%

82%

80%

said salary & rewards
package

said the type of work

said clear
progression and
development

72%

would sacrifice any additional rewards in favour of a higher
basic salary
www.islrecruitment.co.uk
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key findings

The research shows these are the most
valued types of flexible working:

82% 72% 70%
flexi-time

no set hours

(work core hours but choose
sart and finish times)

(success derived from results
not time)

regular remote
working

78%
Despite salary
being the No.1
factor considered
when looking for
a new role, 78%
said work-life
balance was
important in
their decision
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key findings

What do the results say?
In the second ISL Retention Report 2020 – Tech
Scaleups a survey of 250 people who have left their tech
role in the previous four months has shown how the dial has
shifted in some areas of retention – and demonstrated how
some elements have held steady.
The constant:
A constant between this year and last is the importance of
company culture. When it comes to tech employees leaving
their roles, for the second year running company culture is
the number one factor, with 80% citing it as the key reason
for leaving. Another constant is that salary remains king in
attracting tech candidates into new roles. 86% said that
salary and package was the most important factor in
considering a new role.
What’s changed?
Flexible working and salary have become a much bigger
deal for retaining employees in tech startups and scaleups
in 2020.

82% said their preferred flexible option would be to work
core options with flexible start and end times – which
compared to a 62% rating for a four-day week.
There was also a move of 5% on the number of people who
said salary was the reason for them to leave a company (from
65% to 70%).
The impact for tech startups and scaleups?
You might be a little concerned with the importance of
salary. Yes, you’ll need to be competitive in today’s tech
market, as a below par basic salary won’t retain great people
and certainly won’t attract them.
But salary isn’t the be all and end all. It’s not the reason the
majority of tech talent leave their roles, it’s not even the
secondary reason! The results clearly show that for a second
year, culture is what will have the biggest impact on your
ability to keep great people.

More than 68% of people said a lack of flexible working
would make them leave – a jump of 12% on the year before.

16

section three - Q&A

Q&A
We know that talent retention in tech can be difficult. We’ve heard why
employees are leaving tech companies and what’s really attracting them to
new opportunities.
But it’s not all doom and gloom. We know there are tech startups, scaleups
and multinationals that are defying the odds and successfully retaining their
great talent.
So what are they doing?

with featured insights from:
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section three - Q&A

PHILIP
RASHLEIGH
TECHNICAL DIRECTOR

audacia is a software
development company
founded in

2010.

currently there are
approx .

50 employees

What approach does Audacia take to
enhancing employee retention?
We’re very intentional around listening to our
people, and I believe that contributes to our
employee retention. We’ve all worked in a
company where leadership are not interested in
your ideas or contribution. That’s not us. We
actively encourage contribution from all,
regardless of role or time spent with us. If a
member of the team has an idea, we want to
hear it!
We set the tone from day one, being clear that
all ideas are important to us. Technology also
plays a part. We have a built in tool in the project
management system where anyone can propose
any change and the company can vote on it. By
capturing and using these ideas, everyone has a
sense of contribution and feels valued. Above all,
we value creating a supportive environment where
informal and open communication to challenge
the status quo is the norm.
One piece of advice for a tech startup or
scale up to help them retain talent?
Never hire out of desperation. Hiring the wrong
person will end in disaster. For me, losing out on

www.islrecruitment.co.uk

winning a new project is better than hiring the
wrong person in order to win that work. Once that
project is finished, you’ll still have that bad person
with their poor attitude or lack of alignment, which
could easily filter down to other members of the
team and potentially damage the fantastic culture
you’ve worked so hard to create.
Naturally we’ve learned that the hard way! To
prevent the same mistake we ensure we always
have some slack. At any point we have a couple of
the team working on internal non-critical projects,
so that when new work comes in we always have
capacity. That way we know that when we’re hiring
someone it’s for all the right reasons.
“Hire for retention”- practically, how do you
achieve that?
Cultural add when hiring for retention is key. Our
interview process hones in on values to identify
that culture add.
Our hiring process starts with a technical
telephone interview. The subsequent face-face
stage is all about cultural fit analysis, highlighting
attitude and values. We ask problem solving
questions, which focus on analytical skills. The

2020, ISL Retention Report, Tech Scaleups, All rights reserved ©
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question is not something the candidate will likely know the answer to,
or it may have multiple correct answers. The answer itself is not what’s
important here. We’re looking at how they respond to the questions,
and how they engage with us. We’re looking for their thought process
and their collaboration. Ideally, we’d want to see them ask us questions
and for them to work with us to identify solutions, discussing the pros
and cons.

”We’ve all worked in a
company where the leadership are not
interested in your ideas or contribution.
That’s not us.”

Our culture highly values collaboration through teamwork and the
development of new ideas. By structuring our interviews to focus
on traits needed to work this way, we’re able to get real insight as to
whether a candidate will enhance our culture and reinforce those
values we care most about.

You need to be following it up, whether that’s driving change through
follow up actions, informally touching base in a week or two’s time, or
conducting their next appraisal meeting. Always make sure the
problem is fully resolved. Letting it fester or go unnoticed could result
in a much larger issue in the long run.
The trend you predict when it comes to retention of the future
tech talent generations?
A lot of the time we talk about employees wanting more flexibility, and
perhaps they do. However, I think culture is always going to be king. As
an employee you could have all the flexibility in the world, but if you’re
working for a company with a terrible culture, surrounded by people
you don’t get along or identify with, you’re probably going to leave.
Creating a fantastic culture and working environment which puts our
people first will be our focus.

our research found
said if they were to

The most underestimated element of talent retention?
Your follow through. If a member of the team is unhappy (a work or
personal situation) you usually have a conversation with them. They
then leave that encounter feeling a bit happier. It’s all too easy to leave
it there.

80%

join a startup or
scaleup , belief in
founder and cultural
fit is most important
to them
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section three - Q&A

CHARLOTTE
RICHMOND
TALENT MANAGER

What approach does Aiimi take to
enhancing employee retention?
At Aiimi it’s all about employee mental wellbeing.
From day one we’ve offered free mental wellbeing
support.
In a bid to remove all access barriers we’ve
partnered with Assured Health. All employees
(and dependants) have 24/7 access to a freephone helpline, face-face counselling and CBT
therapy, for work or non-work related difficulties.
We want to take the taboo away from mental
health, and normalise seeking help. Feedback
suggests the service is being well used and
making a real difference.

aiimi is a pioneering tech
company that uses the
latest ai and data science
to manage information and
create insights for busi nesses . it was founded in

2007 and currently has
approx . 85 employees

We also give everyone the opportunity to
contribute to something greater. Aligning our
company and employee values, we encourage
our people to support CSR projects. Partnering
with organisations such as St Mungos Recovery
College we run employability training workshops,
including coding sessions. Feedback shows that
when our employees contribute to something
other than day-day work, they are happier and
more fulfilled.

www.islrecruitment.co.uk

Aiimi Cares is our initiative to offer practical wellbeing support. Each month a different activity is
shared with the team (e.g. yoga or nutrition
seminar). In what can be a high-pressure
environment we want everyone to take time out of
their day to look after themselves, as well as learn
how to support each other.
For us retention and happiness are massively
linked. Happy and supported employees (in both
personal and work life) are far more likely to stay
with us.
One piece of advice to a tech startup or
scaleup to help them retain talent?
People are your greatest asset, so treat them as
individuals. When it comes to flexible working
what works for one person’s situation, won’t work
for another. If you’re going to offer flexibility, do
it properly and be truly flexible, adapting to each
person’s needs. If you’re confident you hired the
right people, you should be able to trust those
people. At Aiimi, high trust relationships with our
people are linked to retention.

2020, ISL Retention Report, Tech Scaleups, All rights reserved ©
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The trend you predict when it comes to retention of the future
tech talent generations?
The rise of flexible and remote working, a trend we see building
momentum. We’re putting in place practices to support the current
demand and ensure an effective transition in the future. It’s critical that
regardless of geographical location and time spent in the office, every
member of the team maintains a sense of company
identity, and feels connected, supported and listened to.

business update and socialising. It might seem like a lot of effort to hold
a meeting every month, but when flexible and remote working are a
standard for the company it is a great way to keep us all communicating
effectively.
It’s all about driving that face-face communication and feeling
connected to colleagues.
The biggest misconception when it comes to tech retention?
That everyone is chasing money and leaving for bigger salaries. I don’t
believe that’s the case.

”People are your greatest asset,
so treat them as individuals.”

What advice would you give other scale ups who want to make
remote or flexible working effective?
Communication and connection will need to become a priority.
We’ve always held a monthly company wide meeting and the
importance of this has grown as the organisations has grown. This is
our time for a big team catch up, driving that sense of Aimii identity and
aligning everyone with our company goals. We talk about business
(financial, objectives, strengths and challenges updates) but it’s also a
social occasion with dinner, drinks and a team activity. The whole team
is invited, with circa 75% attending, despite many working remotely.
We hold our team meetings at exciting external venues, entirely
financed by the company. This is key time for our people to
communicate and build relationships, that’s why it’s a blend of both a

If an employee has their head turned, it’s because something is lacking.
This could be money. However, I often find it’s a different factor such as
progression or company culture. So often the candidates I talk to are
looking to retain their current salary or see a reasonable uplift, but they
aren’t looking for a £10k increase. There is so much more to employee
happiness than just the financials (but don’t get me wrong, if you’re
underpaying people, that could well cause them to leave, you need to
maintain market rates!)
our research found

81%

said if they were to
join a start up or
scaleup , work life
balance is most
important to them
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section three - Q&A

CARMEN
BEACHER
HEAD OF HR

What approach does JudoPay take to
enhancing employee retention?
Last year we introduced an employee feedback
platform to help us gauge what our team is feeling
on a regular basis, and understand what we can
change to make them happier and more effective.
The weekly anonymous survey covers everything
from relationships with managers, recognition,
personal growth and wellbeing through to
satisfaction with rewards.
The results have been fantastic. Our internal
employee Net Promoter Score (NPS, a measure of
loyalty and satisfaction) has skyrocketed,
increasing +3 to +44.

judopay is a payment
solution company
founded in

2012.

currently there are
approx .

45 employees

This increase in employee satisfaction has been
driven by changes as a direct result of listening to
feedback. We listened to desire for wellbeing
benefits; and introduced Vitality Healthcare,
coaching sessions and office massages. Other
changes include improving our monthly
breakfast meeting content to align better to
employee interest and enhance transparency. On
an ongoing basis we’re able to check in on the
mood of the office and capture grumbles before
they become issues.

www.islrecruitment.co.uk

The link between frequently listening to our team,
actioning change and our increasing employee
NPS has been an eye opener. We believe this
process is playing a significant part in creating
that all important company culture and, ultimately,
aiding our ability to keep our most valuable
asset - our people.
One piece of advice to a tech startup or
scaleup to help them retain talent?
Be honest and transparent. From your first
interaction at interview stage, be clear on your
current stage of growth, company goals, as well
as the positives and challenges you’re experiencing. We’ve found this to be the biggest factor in
making sure the first 12 months (and beyond!)
unfold as the employee would have expected. By
being honest we’re not misselling the reality and
hope to inspire them to see their opportunity for
ownership in driving forward the vision they’ve
bought into.
Your biggest lesson learned when it comes
to tech retention?
The importance of having clear alignment within
teams and across the business. Everybody needs
to be empowered by a shared ethos, unpinned
by a clear understanding of what great looks like,
2020, ISL Retention Report, Tech Scaleups, All rights reserved ©
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clarity of the company vision and a plan for how to work together to
achieve that.
Our technology team has grown and its makeup changed
significantly over the last year. We’ve learnt from that experience the
massively important roles communication and alignment play in
successfully achieving growth, and the consequences of letting that
slip. When we were smaller, communication and alignment
happened naturally.

“The link between frequently listening
to our team, actioning change and our
increasing employee NPS has been an
eye opener.”

The biggest misconception when it comes to tech retention?
That everyone wants to only work on the newest technologies. While
your strategy on new technologies should play a key role in talent
retention, it needs to be well planned and actively managed. Otherwise it can quickly have the adverse effect due to the complexity it can
introduce, frustrating teams that are confused over competing
directions.
Looking into 2020 is there a project or initiative on your
agenda to enhance employee retention?
A full review of our benefits package. The aim is for our benefits to
continue to wow and delight. We’ll be using custom polls to find out
what our people really want and how to best invest in benefits.
A review of our company mission, vision & values to realign with the
team. We’ll be holding a workshop, inviting anyone from the business
who wants to be involved. Shaping the future of the business should
be for the team, by the team, not dictated by leadership.

our research found

However, with growth comes the need to reinforce these practices by
introducing new techniques and tools. We also made a clear effort to
encourage everyone to simply speak to each other. Face-face
conversation will always be our preferred way of communicating.
We have team goals that are cross-functional and cross-company.
If these goals are hit we host a companywide reward (bowling and
games night most recently). These massively help with alignment on a
project or company priority and reinforces the need to work
collaboratively to achieve success.

When it comes to company culture...

31%

said that the
alignment of company
goals and personal
goals is most
important
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section three - Q&A

BEN
BROWN
HEAD OF ENGINEERING

Intuit has been recognised for its employee
first culture and diverse workforce,
something that many tech scaleups strive
towards. What drives that success?
Putting employees first is our True North goal.
Intuit is centered on the core belief that happy
employees equal happy customers, which
equates to happy shareholders.
Our employee first philosophy promotes inclusion
for all, underpinned by two key methodologies.

intuit is an accounting
software company
founded in

1983.

currently there are
approx .

9,500 employees

Our Design for Delight principal evolves around
creating deep empathy for the people we’re trying
to help. Our founder started the Intuit ‘follow me
home’ method, putting ourselves in our
customer’s shoes to understand the problem and
potential solutions from their perspective. We’ve
evolved this method internally to apply to our
employees, really getting under the skin of how
they feel, what delights them, the frustrations and
problems they experience, and what would make
a real difference for them.
The second core element to putting employees
first is our Employee Resource Groups (ERGs).
These are Intuit’s networks for like-minded
individuals who we support in coming together
www.islrecruitment.co.uk

around certain minority topics. We have 11
networks globally that all employees can access,
however, there are currently three ERGs with UK
chapters, the Abilities, Pride and Women’s
Network.
On a practical level, how do you support
diversity and inclusion?
ERGs are key to showing our support for our
diverse teams. ERGs encourage anyone who
identifies as, or wants to support, a minority to
meet monthly. This could be to offer support,
share experiences or drive action to promote that
network in order to thrive. We’re really proud that
our ERGs include Allies (those that want to
champion the group despite not fitting the
minority demographic). Our Pride ERG consists of
50% allies.
A recent example of an ERG impact is a program
launched by our Pride Network. The training
program helps allies across the business
understand what they can do to make Intuit more
LGBTQI+ supportive, promoting those actions
in and outside of the business. This program has
been rolled out across Inuit UK.

2020, ISL Retention Report, Tech Scaleups, All rights reserved ©
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We Care & Give Back is one of our longest-standing core values and is
reflected in the ways employees give their time and talent to further the
causes close to their hearts. This includes promoting greater diversity
and inclusion in tech, both within Intuit and in the wider world.

the training to give an indication of the inclusivity of the workforce.
Through our annual employee survey we measure employee
belonging, our UK office scores 80/100 to the question “I feel a sense
of belonging at Intuit”.

Partnering with Code First:Girls we host a weekly evening coding
school to help women with no tech experience break into the world of
coding. Employees volunteer as tutors to cover a different topic each
week, providing practical training. Initiatives like these are fantastic to
demonstrate commitment to diversity, and encourage that all important
opportunity for employee involvement across shared values.

Our approach is never to rest on our laurels. Whilst employee
retention and employee satisfaction is high, suggesting that our
employee first philosophy is indeed creating that all inclusive culture,
we’re always asking ourselves for more. Where are the gaps? What
could help our people feel greater belonging?

”Our employee first philosophy
promotes inclusion for all”

What impact do those initiatives have on retention of diverse
talent?
It’s important to say that we don’t do the above in an effort to retain
diverse talent. We do these things because every employee experience at Intuit should be a great one, inclusive of all of our people.
When it comes to reporting retention as a result of our employee
first culture, it can be difficult to put an exact figure on it.
We report each year on our diversity across the business, and that
certainly helps us to see progress and also alerts us if progress isn’t
on track. We look at the success of ERG itiatives, using the Pride Ally
Training as an example, we monitor how many people have attended

The trend you predict when it comes to retention of the future
tech talent generations?
The new generation viewing jobs as projects, spending 18-24 months
in a role before looking for the next challenge. Companies will need to
adapt to retain that future generation through increased mobility and
flexibility, providing those learning opportunities internally by changing
projects, secondments, team rotations and individual development
projects.

our research found

70%

said that their
potential employers
approach to diversity
and inclusion was
important to them
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OUR RESEARCH FOUND:

71 percent
were dissatisfied with their
relationship with direct
management

26

section four - the solutions

As a growing tech company time is precious and therefore
practical, tried and tested advice is gold dust.
We’ve taken the top three reasons tech employees are leaving roles
and have given our advice to combat each area. We’re not talking
about theories and policies, simply achievable, practical and quick
changes to keep your top talent happy and staying in your business
for the long term.
Three solutions to focus your efforts on:

POOR
COMPANY
CULTURE

LACK OF
PROGRESSION
& DEVELOPMENT

RELATIONSHIP
WITH DIRECT
MANAGER
27

section four - the solutions
poor company culture:
what to S T A R T doing

poor company
culture

80%
said poor company
culture is their main
motivation for leaving
a job role

Communicate goals, vision and values. It’s inevitable - growth
equates to change, in people, practices and unfortunately, sometimes a
change in culture too.
You need to go back to the basics: why was your company created? What
does it mean to work at your company? Create clarity and recommunicate
this across the business. This isn’t the time for an email or a PDF. A
company conference or offsite meeting is a great way to pull the team
together and communicate your message with impact. Make it visual,
concise and inspirational.
Listening: Never underestimate the power of asking for feedback. If your
culture isn’t where you want it to be, your people are best placed to tell
you how it’s missing the mark. Ask them what’s good, what needs
improvement, and what they would change. Give them guidance by
exploring key themes such as trust, autonomy, development, leadership
and support.
Use pulse surveys to make feedback regular, easy and anonymous. But the
most important part - react to what you’re being told. That doesn’t mean
action every suggestion, but evaluate the responses, decide what’s viable
and what will have the biggest impact. Communicate what action you’ll be
taking. Speed is important here, don’t ask for feedback and then respond
in three months’ time. Show your team this is important by moving swiftly.
The same applies for driving that change.

www.islrecruitment.co.uk
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poor company culture:

poor company culture:

what to S T O P doing

what to C O N T I N U E doing

Hiring on skills. You might have some highly-skilled people, but
having the right skills will not necessarily mean they share your
values or will positively contribute to your culture. If you’ve made hiring
mistakes, face up to these.

Prioritising transparency. As you continue to grow, communication
and honesty play a vital role in bringing your team on the journey
with you.

Retaining the wrong people will be highly detrimental to your culture
and company success. Prioritise hiring on values. Hire talent that
reflects your values and this will reinforce your culture as you grow.
They may lack some of the immediate skills you need, but invest in
training, and in the long term these hires will be valuable assets, both
highly skilled and culturally aligned.
Values living on the walls. You had the best intentions. You created
company values, shared them with all new starters and made a
beautiful mural on the wall. Unfortunately, that’s where they now live,
rather than in the daily behaviours of your team.
Integrate values into your hiring process, understand how that person
works and what is important to them, besides their technical skills.
Make values part of your promotion criteria. Create competencies that
underpin each value and assess those alongside technical skills.
Give praise for excellent performance, but don’t forget to celebrate
those who demonstrate values. Your employee of the month should
be a combination of those that have achieved fantastic results, as well
as those reinforcing your values and behaviours.

At least annually highlight your ambitions with clear success metrics.
Use monthly or quarterly meetings to communicate results against
your metrics for success.
Holding regular director surgeries are a great way to check in with your
expanding team, offering opportunity for any employee to gain insight
into an area they’re unsure of by asking any question. Be sure to use
your employee feedback system to sense check you’re delivering the
transparency your team wants.

Support your people. Feeling like your manager or director doesn’t
care about your wellbeing is a sure fire way to create unengaged and
unhappy employees. With a smaller team, people who are struggling
are easier to identify. As your team expands you need to have
mechanisms for support.
Use monthly 1:1 meetings, try asking on a scale of 1-10 how happy are
you this month? If there are people you now have less contact with as
a result of team growth, invite them for a coffee. Check in with them,
hear what they’re struggling with and where they’re having success.
Give them the opportunity to share difficulties.
www.islrecruitment.co.uk
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section four - the solutions
lack of progression / development:
what to S T A R T doing

lack of progression
& development

78%
said lack of progression and
development is their main
motivation for leaving
a job role

Show people the future. You have grand plans for your business or
team and have mapped out the exciting career opportunities ahead. That’s
all very well, but if you’re not sharing that vision with your people they can
become disillusioned.
Your annual conference is the ideal time to highlight your one, three and
ten year growth plans, highlighting how the business will change and the
opportunities for progression throughout that journey. Organisation charts
are fantastic at demonstrating how your teams will look as you grow.
Following the conference, host workshop sessions to answer all questions.
Keep the development conversations regular, dedicating one employee
1:1 meeting a quarter to focus purely on progression and development.

Alignment across leaders. A situation where an employee feels unfairly
restricted by their manager is a dangerous one, and ultimately they will
leave. As you grow and leadership extends to your middle managers, your
people need to know that regardless of who their manager is,
expectations and judgements are aligned. Training with your leadership
team is key.
Host sessions to share and align expectations and set key criteria for under
performance, performing and out performing. Document this and make it
accessible to all. Encourage your leaders to regularly hot desk, as
exposure to different employees and team standards helps
continued alignment.
www.islrecruitment.co.uk
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lack of progression / development:

lack of progression / development:

what to S T O P doing

what to C O N T I N U E doing

Limiting development conversations to high performers. It
might feel far more relevant to talk to high performing employees
about progression opportunities, but what are you doing to inspire or
motivate average or struggling employees?

Varied development paths. Progression and development rarely
takes a one size fits all approach. Employees will want to develop
down different routes, so make sure you’re catering for all.

By ignoring this group of employees you potential hamper their
likelihood of reaching that out-performing level. Use development
conversations to inspire greater performance. Talk about development
routes at quarterly intervals, making it clear what an individual needs to
achieve and demonstrate to reach that next level.
Making development an annual conversation. In the 11 months
between these conversations focus, ambition and pace will dwindle in
even the most motivated of employees. You need to keep their energy
high, and regular communication is the key.
As your company grows, developing employees will be vital in
achieving your strategic milestones, so you need to invest in getting
people to that point. Using 1:1s for regular progression catch ups,
highlighting those close to promotion at monthly meetings, drop in
monthly training sessions, creating future leadership training and
introducing mentoring schemes all help to keep a regular focus
on progression.

As your company expands not everyone will be able, or want to,
progress into leadership roles. You need to develop a range of
development routes. If you don’t have the need for different paths
immediately, articulate what will trigger them and what those functions
will look like. Your future growth organisation charts are great to
visualise the different ways your team can develop.

Showcasing success stories. Never underestimate the power of
sharing success. Celebrate your promotions and use these stories to
inspire your team, making progression attainable. At team and office
meetings highlight the development journey an employee has taken,
how you’ve supported them along the way and what made
them successful.
Emphasise how important development of your people is to the
success of your business, and remind everyone of current and future
promotion opportunities (a great time to bring out those org
charts again!).

www.islrecruitment.co.uk

2020, ISL Retention Report, Tech Scaleups, All rights reserved ©

31

section four - the solutions
relationship with direct manager:
what to S T A R T doing

relationship with
direct manager

71%
said their relationship with
their direct manager is their
main motivation for
leaving a job role

Investing in middle managers. Your team is growing, so long gone are
the days when the majority of employees report into you. You now have
others who lead teams. These people are now your frontline, so choose
them wisely and invest proactively. While leadership may come naturally
to some, for many it takes effort and you’ll need to help them become
fantastic managers.
Invest in leadership development - help them understand their leadership
style through psychometric tests, educate them on the personality types
within their team and how best to interact with them, train them on offering
constructive feedback and tackling underperformance.

Focus on wellbeing. Your managers should motivate, guide and
discipline their team. Equally important is their ability to support their team
by knowing them well. That could mean supporting them with a work
problem or a challenging time outside of work.
Everyone wants to feel like their manager cares about them. Simple things
make a difference; talk about weekend plans and on a Monday refer back
to that and ask how it went, take the team for a communal lunch and talk
about what’s going on with them. Give your direct reports an opportunity
to share more than just work related problems or celebrations.

www.islrecruitment.co.uk
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relationship with direct manager:

relationship with direct manager:

what to S T O P doing

what to C O N T I N U E doing

Assuming your leaders are doing a good job. The relationship
you have with your middle managers may not be reflective of the
relationships your team has with them. As middle managers develop,
and new ones are promoted, be sure to evaluate and benchmark your
leadership team.

Offering leadership mentoring. As your business continues to
scale, you’ll need your leaders to continue to adapt. Offering ongoing
leadership mentoring is a fantastic tool to support continued
leadership development.

Use 360 feedback to capture a full picture of how managers are
viewed, critically including those that report into them. Consider skip
level 1:1s; every quarter personally conduct 1:1s directly with the team,
ask about their relationship with their manager, what works well and
areas for improvement.
Ambiguous leadership expectations. You need to prevent a
situation where your leaders have drastically different approaches and
expectations, with their peers or you.
Regularly realign leadership behaviours and practises and crucially set
triggers for a lack of alignment. Having clear processes and
actions agreed for different employee situations is key, and review
these regularly. Reinforce these agreed processes using visual
documents that can be easily referred to.
Recognise that you won’t get the clarity right from day one, keep
reviewing their capabilities and link this to a development plan

It might be that you take the role of leadership mentor yourself, or
identify a peer in a senior level role that could offer guidance, or outsource mentoring to a leadership specialist. Either way, ensure your
middle managers have someone to share their successes, ideas and
struggles with, that can offer relevant and trusted advice.

Prioritising praise and recognition. Perhaps when you were 10
people giving praise was natural, as you saw first hand something
great and celebrated it there and then. Now you’re growing there are
complications. You’re not always present to see the great work so rely
on feedback from others, or praise simply slips down your priorities.
Introduce an employee recognition scheme - empower everyone
to praise and celebrate, at leadership and peer level. Something
as simple as an employee of the month award could be invaluable.
Praise itself will always be welcomed, but consider offering a tangible
reward. A voucher for a shop they like, lunch out, or cinema tickets, it
need only be small but make it personal.

www.islrecruitment.co.uk
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section five - diversity and inclusion

w h at i s t h e o n e
t h i n g t e c h c o m pa n i e s
should be doing
b e t t e r to r e ta i n
underrepresented
groups?

40%
said to create an
inclusive culture at the heart of
the company leadership team
and company’s mission

diversity & inclusion
It’s no secret that the tech industry is crying out for greater diversity, on whatever
characteristic or identifier you care to test it against.
But what for many starts as a PR exercise or something that feels nice to do, has
become an essential strategic aim to grow successful businesses. Teams with
increased diversity generate 19% higher revenues. [10]
The tech industry is one where hiring great talent is often the number one
obstacle to growth. And if you’re not attracting diverse talent, you’re not
attracting the best talent.
Although attraction is difficult, with 38% of companies struggling to find diverse
candidates, it’s once again the retention that is overlooked. [11] So this year we
asked our candidates what matters to them when it comes to staying with
a business.
Our research shows that when it comes to diversity and helping opening tech,
four in ten (40%) said that creating an open, inclusive culture at the heart of a
company’s leadership team and company mission was the most important
action. This compared to only one in ten (11%) saying tools and systems to
eliminate unconscious bias would be most effective.
If creating an inclusive culture is the key, companies need to get this right from as
early a stage of growth as possible.

www.islrecruitment.co.uk
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section five - diversity and inclusion
The 2019 Tech Talent Charter report shows that diversity is at its
greatest in tech companies of under 10 people. Once over 10 it
steadily decreases as companies get larger. [12] The issue seems
to occur as companies scale, and behaviours and cultures get
harder to replicate. An inclusive culture needs to be solidly
embedded before growth happens.

Returnships and retraining could be the secret to success. Of tech
companies offering returnships and/or retraining programmes,
75% have an above average number of women in technical roles.
Companies offering both retraining and returnship programmes
had the highest percentage of women in technical roles, 27%.[14]

Supporting through culture & process
• Breakthrough the culture of risk
• Unconscious bias for all
• Inclusive leadership training

Know your data to understand where strengths and
weaknesses lie
Establish positive role models (you can’t be what
you can’t see)

Supporting retaining
• Get accessibility & communication right
• Offer existing staff other job & training opportunities
• Continuous career conversations

Give people permission to try ideas
Don’t get wrapped up in process & legislation or
just “have a policy”
CULTURE

Live the family-friendly policies at all levels

build an
inclusive
culture

Trian for unconscious bias at all levels
Build “inclusion for all” first, “bring whole self to
work”
Take time to secure internal buy-in & stakeholder
engagement – benefits for all

RETURNERS
&
RETAINING
support
returners
& embrace
retaining

Supporting returners
• Train managers on return approaches at point of
need (not annually)
• Focus on trust
• Ensure flexible working policies are understood and
really used- middle managers are key
Spread the word to women
• Simplify language & get rid of jargon
• Use storytelling- link to life experiences
• Find champions & ambassadors

(For further detail please visit TechTalent Charter Playbook 2019) [15]
(For further detail please visit TechTalent Charter Playbook 2019) [13]

The Tech Talent Charter has created a playbook with fantastic
practical advice on building an inclusive culture.

Tech Talent charter report the number of tech companies offering
retraining and returnship programmes is set to double over the
next year. They offer some great guidelines for introducing your
own returner and retraining program.

Creating an inclusive culture is the foundation to attracting and
retaining talent, but how can tech companies do more?
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section five - diversity and inclusion
Across the Tech Talent Charter signatories women hold 24% of technical roles,
compared with the UK average of 16%. [16] These are the top 5 most successful D&I
initiatives to create this success:

“If you’re going to look at diversity, you must
consider inclusion. We often hear that whilst
companies invest a lot in recruitment, they are

Training and education
Signatories attribute success to training initiatives, mentoring
programmes and outreach programmes at schools and colleges

unable to realise longer term success from it if

Events
Companies believe they have had positive results from attending;
Women In Tech, WomenHack, SheCanCode, Women of Silicon
Roundabout and other events

fantastic to see companies considering

Branding
Changing their branding to be more gender neutral and to target their
recruitment efforts specifically at women

not help you build a more diverse team.

Flexible working
Success has come from reviewing their flexible working arrangements
Sponsorship
Appointing D&I sponsors or committees to focus on diversity matters

the work environment is not truly welcoming of
different strengths and needs. Whilst it’s
Inclusion & Diversity in their people strategies,
front-loading your entire D&I strategy to the
recruitment phase of the employee journey will
Building an inclusive culture is an important part
of retaining talent in general, but it is absolutely
critical in both recruiting and retaining
diverse talent.”

DEBBIE FORSTER
MBE, CEO

If sustainable growth is your goal, D&I needs to be on your agenda. Take a look at your
culture, employer branding and practices - are you as inclusive as you think you are?
Now is the time to drive change to ensure you’re attracting the best and broadest talent
out there.
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“London has always had a reputation for being a tough place to retain talent due to the physical proximity
of so many well-funded growing companies offering tempting packages. We’re now seeing the first signs
of similar issues in other cities. Home grown scaleups and big tech corporates are both pushing salaries
higher and aggressively recruiting. Fighting hard and smart to keep your best talent has never been so
important. For Tech Nation the solution is a balanced mix between:
Diversity and inclusion. People looking at the current makeup of tech companies workforce and
thinking that it isn’t for them, or those that work in tech and feel isolated, change needs to be
accelerated. Increased diversity across genders, ethnicity, economic background and neuro / physical
ability for starters.
International talent pool. Target the best talent from overseas; whether it’s a new AI PhD student with
exceptional promise or a C-suite Executive wanting to move to the UK, explore the now uncapped Global
Talent Visa Scheme for the tech industry (administered by Tech Nation on behalf of the Home office)
With the UK’s tech sector growing six times faster than the rest of the economy and creating thousands of
high skill, high wage jobs right across the UK - the next decade is going to be a fun ride!”

MIKE JACKSON, Entrepreneur Success Director

www.islrecruitment.co.uk

2020, ISL Retention Report, Tech Scaleups, All rights reserved ©

37

section six - the conclusion

The primary meaning of the word retention in the Oxford Dictionary
is explained as “the act of keeping something rather than losing it or
stopping it”.
This might create the impression it’s a containment issue. I’d argue that
when applied to talent, it misses the importance of creating the right
environment to retain, which is often a more complex issue.
It has been our intention in the second ISL Retention Report Tech Scale
Ups 2020 to break through this simplistic view and bring to the surface
how people working in the UK’s tech scale ups – and indeed those
organisations themselves – feel about their jobs. What makes them
stay, leave – and want to escape!
Now having the perspective of two years of research, it is fascinating
to see how consistently important a company’s culture is to the tech
sector. While there is, given the past 12 month’s political upheaval, an
increase in the importance of salary, it remains clear that people really
care about their work environment.
On one hand this is not surprising – the world has well and truly moved
on from the days of a job-for-life – it is also true that tech talent is in the
fortunate position of being able to pick and choose. This also perhaps
makes them more aware of their preferences and where they want to
spend their time.
However, there is a huge relevance for the sector in seeing how much
the desire for flexible working has increased. The fact that a lack of
this being available would make a further 12% leave their role is further

proof, if it were needed, that industry needs to move into a different
mindset.
The report also brings to life through testimony of the employers we
have spoken with that there is a deep understanding of the
requirements, challenges and benefits that changing thinking can
provide an organisation’s overall cultural development. And that small
shifts can often lead to major results.
We found this ourselves at ISL when moving to an incentivised 4.5
day working week, which ended up in a 40% increase in productivity.
We’d used financial reward as a default tool, but it was a change in the
working environment, emphasising what was important in our culture,
that transformed our productivity and employee engagement.
There are clearly many more areas for improvement to be worked on.
Each business is a unique set of people, opportunity and ambition
which have to be considered in often difficult circumstances. But I
hope that some of the solutions we have laid out in the last section can
be universally applied to help people work together more effectively.
It is worth noting that another reference in the Oxford Dictionary about
the word retention is “the ability to remember things”. In this
fast-paced sector, remembering that it’s about the people may be the
most important quality of all.

ALAN FURLEY, DIRECTOR
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