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I
t was a little more than a year ago that 
Axios HR President Kellie Haines decided 
to give herself the day off.

It was Haines’ birthday, and she simply 
wanted to take the day off to celebrate.

“She came back (the next day) and said, 
‘From now on, no one works on their birth-
day,’” said Shannon Burkel, executive vice 
president of staffing solutions for Axios HR, 
a Grand Rapids-based company that provides 
human resource services to about 400 mid-
sized businesses. “That cost our company no 
investment. It cost us very little money, we had 
low loss in productivity, and it was the biggest 
mover to our employee retention.

“It was a simple, kind of accidental benefit, 
and it’s now in our handbook. It’s a policy. I love it.”

And with unemployment rates hovering 
around the 3 percent mark in West Michigan, 
companies are increasingly taking creative 
steps — such as Axios’ “birthdays off” policy 
— to recruit, retain and promote employees.

Extra Steps, Creativity Required
The first step, which can often be the most chal-
lenging, is finding the right person for the job. 
HR professionals like Burkel have had to take 
extra steps to find candidates because of the 
low unemployment rate across West Michigan.

“When unemployment was 8 percent and 
I was recruiting, I could pretty much put a 
job description or ad out there, sit back and I 
would be flooded with resumes,” she said. “It’s 
not that simple of a process anymore. I now 
know that I have to try to attract people who 
aren’t really looking.”

That often means reaching out to people 
who are already employed, and who are likely 

happy with their current job, Burkel said.
Recruiters agree that the prolifera-

tion of job search websites such as Indeed.
com, ZipRecruiter and Monster has been a 
gamechanger for their industry. Kevin Johnson, 
director of talent search management for the 
HR Collaborative, says because of technology, 
the job has become more about selling poten-
tial employees on a company.

“Can you pique that person’s interest in 
your opening? Can you articulate a compel-
ling benefit in your job over the one they have? 
Can you be respectfully persistent and over-
come objections? That’s where the value lies 
today,” Johnson said.

Connecting via job fairs,
training councils
Some companies, such as Lacks Enterprises, com-
plement their online recruiting approaches 
with in-person events such as job fairs and 
community events. 

“We do work with groups that have inroads 
into various cultural communities, such as our 
work with the San Juan Diego Academy,” said 
Jennifer Rose of Lacks’ employment center, a 
15-year company veteran.

Job search organizations also are doing 
their part in helping connect companies 
with job candidates. For example, the Area 
Community Services Employment and Training 
Council (ACSET), the Michigan Works! agency in 
Kent County, annually holds Career Quest, an 
event for local high school and middle school 
students at DeVos Place.

Career Quest promotes viable, well-pay-
ing career options that don’t require a four-
year college degree. Earlier this year, about 
9,000 students and 115 employers attended 
the event, ACSET marketing and communica-
tions director Jane Kreha said.

“As parents and educators, we’ve devalued 
the skilled trades, and said the only way forward 
is a four-year degree and professional career,” 
Kreha said. “We’re trying to get kids to realize 
that you can get an associate’s degree, you can 
get a training certificate, and you can have a 
really good career without that college debt.”

For employers, Career Quest gives them an 
opportunity for companies in specific indus-
tries, such as construction, to band together 
to recruit potential workers. “You’re not pro-
moting your business, you’re promoting your 
industry,” Kreha said.

The Thompson M-TEC Career Training Institute, 
located between Holland and Grand Haven, 
offers similar training opportunities for people 
looking to get into manufacturing, industrial, 
healthcare and information technology jobs. 
The school, which is affiliated with the Ottawa 
Area Intermediate School District, has strong rela-
tionships with the business community. When 
it comes to finding out what each company 

needs from its workforce, nothing beats a 
good face-to-face discussion, according to 
Doug Bagley, a corporate training supervisor 
at Thompson M-Tec.

“The primary way we work with businesses 
is through an in-depth discussion of their needs 
at their business facility,” Bagley said. “We take 
a tour of their operations and speak with a 
variety of departments within the company to 
learn what their skill gaps are and what types of 
training they require. From there, we continue 
working with the company to create the best 
possible training plan for their specific needs.” 

Culture matters for retention
But finding good, quality employees is only part 
of the equation. In a competitive job market-
place, companies need to find ways to make 
sure their best people not only stay, but also 
grow in their skills and responsibilities and rise 
to increased roles. Johnson says the culture of 
a company is important in retaining and pro-
moting employees.

“Employers need to be intentional and hon-
est about what their true company culture is, 
what skills and attributes people need to be 
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How West Michigan firms 
are meeting the demands 
of today’s workforce

Axios HR has taken creative steps to recruit new employees and train 
clients’ existing workforce for successful advancement. Pictured (L-R): 
Shannon Burkel, Jay Ofield, Wes Spencer and Blythe Kazmierczak. 

“WHEN UNEMPLOYMENT WAS 8 
PERCENT AND I WAS RECRUIT-
ING, I COULD PRETTY MUCH PUT 
A JOB DESCRIPTION OR AD OUT 
THERE, SIT BACK AND I WOULD 
BE FLOODED WITH RESUMES. IT’S 
NOT THAT SIMPLE OF A PROCESS 
ANYMORE. I NOW KNOW THAT I 
HAVE TO TRY TO ATTRACT PEOPLE 
WHO AREN’T REALLY LOOKING.”

— Shannon Burkel, Axios HR

See HR/TALENT, page 1
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successful and invest in those individuals to 
keep them engaged and satisfied in their jobs,” 
Johnson said.

Jay Ofield, executive vice president for 
Axios’ insurance advisor division, agrees that 
honesty and transparency are important in 
making sure employees stay engaged. Axios is 
an employee-owned company, and holds regu-
lar meetings with employees to explain how the 
company is doing.

“This allows us to not let issues surprise us. 
We identify areas that need work and react 
quickly,” Ofield said. “We try not to run from 
problems, but we embrace them and work on 
them as a whole.”

Formal incentives, company events
Lacks Enterprises uses a combination of 
formal incentives, such as profit sharing, 
company match on 401(k) contributions 
and tuition reimbursement, combined with 
a wide array of company-sponsored events, 
such as Lacks Day at Fifth Third Ballpark 
where employees go to a West Michigan 
Whitecaps game, and a company-wide well-
ness fair, Rose said.

In addition, Lacks offers a variety of oppor-
tunities for employees to gain additional skills 
and experience to help them move up in the 
company. “We try to look in-house before going 
outside (to hire for new openings),” Rose said.

Entry level manufacturing workers at Lacks 
can bid on promotional opportunities to work 
in departments such as quality control and 
shipping. The company also offers techni-
cal and supervisor development positions as 

well as a program to train truck drivers. But 
the training doesn’t stop at specific job skills, 
according to Rose.

“We have a robust internal training program 
that addresses things like critical thinking skills, 
selling ideas, critical conversations, goal setting, 
leadership development and more,” she said. 
“Most of the coaching happens informally with 
employees and supervisors or HR.”

Meanwhile, organizations such as Thompson 
M-TEC and ACSET can assist companies in 
training workers for higher-level positions. 
“With the increase in automation, the com-
pany needs to train employees to a higher skill-
level in areas of PLCs, robotics, electrical skills, 
hydraulics/pneumatics and computer program-
ming,” Bagley said.

Thompson M-TEC offers FANUC and 
ABB robotics certification, giving employees 
who are seeking to enter the field of robot-
ics the type of training they might otherwise 
have to go to Detroit or Chicago to access, 
Bagley said.

Training “up” for middle
management
Another key area which sometimes gets over-
looked is training for middle management. 
Burkel says a lot of middle managers aren’t 
equipped to help their subordinates succeed, 
and that’s an area where her company can step 
in and provide that training.

“During the (economic) downturn, many 
business took our best doers, our most loyal 
people, and when we all shrunk, we put them 
in mid-management roles,” she said. “They 
are doing pretty good, but we didn’t give 
them a tool belt. We put them in these posi-
tions, but we didn’t give them that diversity 
and inclusion training, we didn’t give them 
training on how to have great career conver-
sations (with employees).”

Technology will drive recruiting,
training, retention
What does the future hold for the HR indus-
try? Johnson foresees a continuing evolution of 
how recruiters find employees, and technology 
will be driving that evolution.

“Artificial intelligence will continue to auto-
mate parts of recruiting, especially those repet-
itive, high-volume parts of the process that 
keep us from those true value-added activi-
ties,” he said. “I feel there will be continued 
demand on organizations and ATS provid-
ers to provide smoother mobile application 

capability. According to LinkedIn’s mobile 
recruiting playbook, 72 percent of candidates 
have visited a company’s website via mobile 
while only 45 percent have applied for a job 
(through an app).”

Regardless of the tactics to be used, West 
Michigan employers will continue to work as 
hard as ever to bring in, retain and promote 
the employees they need to continue to remain 
competitive in the global marketplace. That will 
likely require continued creativity on the part 
of HR professionals to connect with current 
and future employees. n 

Lacks Enterprises’ Employment Center serves a work-
force of nearly 2,800 employees. Pictured (L-R): Sue 
Heffner, Tyler Sandner and Jennifer Rose.
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