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A company's culture can
help ensure the success of its
business objectives. However,
company culture is about
more than having free Coca
Cola in the fridge and allow-
ing employees to take their
dogs to the office. Culture is
how employees describe
where they work, understand
the business, and see them-
selves as part of the organiza-
tion.Building a strong compa-
ny culture will not itself guar-
antee business success, but
culture is a key determinant
in attracting talent--and it is
that talent that carries a com-
pany forward.

A "culture audit" can help
assess the culture that cur-
rently exists in a company. It
also offers insights into the
means to strengthen it. This
process is more commonly
referred to as an "employee sur-
vey," - it helps companies learn
what raison d'être keeps
employees at the company.

An effective corporate cul-
ture audit describes the overall
working environment, identi-
fies the unwritten "norms" and
rules governing employee
interactions and workplace
practices, determines possible
barriers to effective work prac-
tices and communication, and
makes recommendations for

addressing identified problems.
Not only will it help retain top
performers, it provides a blue-
print of what attributes to look
for in applicants.

Sample  questions  might  be:

Are you being compensated
fairly? 
Are your benefits comparable
to those of the company's com-
petitors? 
Does the company value your
work? 
Are you getting the training you
need? 
Does open communication

exist in the company? 
" Do you feel challenged? 
" Do your values match
those of the company? 

You might notice that a
culture audit asks ques-
tions typically asked dur-
ing an exit interview! Why
wait to ask these impor-
tant questions after the
company has already lost
its investment in an
employee. Audits uncover
potential friction points as
well as sources of synergy,
and generate possibilities
for internal process
improvements within the
organization. By uncover-
ing trouble spots in
advance, the audit encour-
ages fun and creative ways

for improving the already-exist-
ing culture.

Such creativity can be as
boundless. Growth oriented
companies are notorious for
coming up with notably unusu-
al ways to improve the work
environment-off-site retreats,
impromptu recognition pro-
grammes, and the creative use
of office space are all examples
of how companies implement
creative ideas to build their cul-
ture. These are just a few of the
ideas often generated from the
insights gleaned in a culture
audit.

No company wants to
lose its valuable sensitive
information to a competi-
tor, potentially creating
negative client situations
and compromising future
growth. The vigilant pro-
tection of company infor-
mation is an issue that
needs to be discussed with
employees during their
employment and, more especially, as
they are leaving your employ. What
practical and legal steps can you take
to guard your company's secrets?

Start at the beginning
The best time to have an employee

agree to confidentiality obligations is
right at the time of hire. Managers (or
HR professionals) should have
employees sign a confidentiality
agreement unless they have already
signed a document with confidentiali-
ty provisions during the interview
process.

At times, it may also be desirable
for a company to require stronger
post-employment restrictions, such
as non-compete obligations, on a key
hire. In most states, non-compete
agreements are fairly routine. For
example, in California, the conven-
tional wisdom is that enforceability is
limited-which is generally true. There
is, however, some belief for enforcing
agreements that do not actually pre-
vent that restricted employee from
earning a living within his or her field.

What are trade secrets, really?

The core of confidentiali-
ty obligations is the protec-
tion of trade secrets. While
many states have statutes
to help protect trade
secrets, specific confiden-
tiality provisions in the
terms and conditions of
employment re-enforce
those protections, calls
them to the employee's

attention, and binds the employee to
them using the employee's signature.

A trade secret may consist of any
formula, pattern, device, or compila-
tion of information which is used in
one's business and which gives the
employer an opportunity to obtain an
advantage over its competiton.
Generally, a trade secret is a process,
device, or information intended for
continuous use in the operations of
the business.

Trade secrets can include customer
lists, pricing structures, business
strategy, marketing plans, financial
information, product development
strategy, intellectual property, current
and anticipated research and develop-
ment, and inventions. Following are
some questions that should clarify if
you're not sure of some information, a
device, or a formula constitutes a
trade secret:

Is the information known outside of
the employer's business? 
Is the information known by
employees and others involved in
the business? 
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