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Barry is a long-time employee — 
I trust him completely on his vendor selec-
tion decisions.

Marge really knows what this company 
needs when we purchase materials.

Rick always really does his homework —  
he researches every possible opportunity to 
save us money.

Can you say this about your employ-
ees? We’d like to think so, but the 
harsh reality is that even with the 
best of intentions, employees are 
not always working to save your 
company money. 

Limitations of employees
In my line of work, I often think I’ve 
heard it all. I’ve talked with company 
owners who discover that their long-
time employees — their “Barry’s” if 
you will — are enjoying premium 
seats at  (insert athletic event name 
here) in exchange for keeping a 
vendor in the door. After “Barry” 
leaves, they discover that they are 
overpaying for supplies — to the 
tune of 40 percent, in one instance. 
In other cases, a company’s honest 
employees — their “Marge’s” — don’t 
really understand what the company 
needs. So, they often make inappro-
priate purchasing decisions, like using 
a product specifi cation that is well 
beyond a team member’s needs.
       The issue here is very common 
among business owners and manag-
ers. You’re entrusting your company’s 
wallet to several different people 
with varying skill levels and time 
constraints. At the same time, you 
need to make sure that they stay busy 
and productive so you can success-
fully manage staffi ng levels. It’s a dif-
fi cult balance to strike. In fact, CFO 
Research Service’s Leading Practices 
in Expense Management reports that in Expense Management reports that in Expense Management
while 75 percent of CFOs say that 

controlling expenses remains a top 
priority, only 7 percent are “very sat-
isfi ed” with expense management in 
their company.         
       The end result is less than ideal: 
less supervision, more work and 
higher demands for each employee. 
To make a sports analogy: You need 
employees to play offense and 
defense in a game where sometimes 
a few minutes get added to each 
quarter — and the coach is often busy 
with a completely different sport.

A game plan
So what do you do? You continue to 
play the game, but with better equip-
ment, more enthusiastic team players 
and a more comprehensive playbook. 
Here are some ideas:
   • Motivate employees to get in 
the game. When your employees 
save you money, give them a bonus. 
Would you pay someone a penny to 
get back a dime? Remember that you 
only pay that penny once, and in 
most cases you’ll get that dime back 
again and again.
       • Provide regular coaching. Sit 
in when your employees are meeting 
with vendors. Sure, it takes time, but 
so does sorting out the mess of an 
employee who’s taking unsanctioned 
tickets in exchange for a vendor con-
tract. And, the extra few minutes you 
spend in that meeting might give 
you ideas for process improvements 
or cost savings in another area of the 
company.
       • Make sure employees see the 
entire fi eld. They should know how 
each division in your company

operates. Explain why shipping 
needs a certain type of box but cus-
tomer service might be able to get 
away with a cheaper envelope. Or 
that you won’t tolerate cheap coffee, 
but any deal you can get on bottled 
water is a good one.
       • Form an all-star team. Bring 
together out-of-the-box thinkers who 
meet regularly to brainstorm profi t 
improvement and cost reduction 
ideas. Players who have different 
skills, along with a unique under-
standing of the needs of each team 
position, will be better able to design 
successful action plans. 
      • View game tapes. Many com-
panies are known for their best 
practices. Study these practices and 
consider visiting other teams that are 
especially adept at cost-cutting, and 
then apply what you’ve learned to 
your own organization.
       • Hire another coach. Use an 
outside cost management improve-
ment consultant to audit specifi c cost 
centers, such as accounts payable, 
transportation, insurance, fi nance 
fees and health care. They can then 
show everyone how to optimize 
these costs. These coaches can bring 
you to new levels and train your 
people at the same time. Because 
most consultants work using a col-
laborative team approach with a 
success-based pricing formula, there 
is no risk of injury to your team.  
These consultants tend to be very 
effective change agents. Most impor-
tantly, they are focused on only one 
team at a time and have the resources 
to streamline your game quickly. ◆

Cost savings is a team sport
Get your employees into the game — and on the same team

As printed in Serious About Small Business by Media 3 Publications 2004
Kevin J. Gray is president and founder of J. Galt Associates, Inc., which designs and implements no-risk cost improvement programs that bring 
bottom-line results. Reach him at kjgray@jgaltinc.com or visit www.jgaltinc.com. Colleen Duerr is president of Tall Cow Associates, a consulting 
fi rm that provides sales and marketing support primarily in the Financial Services industry. Reach her at cpduerr@att.net.


