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			About this book

			Treat your people like rockstars and be surprised by the results. Any company can apply the Rockstars Method to become a magnet for talent and achieve strong results, just like Team Rockstars IT did. If, that is, you are willing to put employee satisfaction at the very forefront, and ingrained into the smallest veins of the organisation.

			 

			In this book, Raymond de Looze and founder Laurens Simonse unravel the fundamental building blocks of the Rockstars Method. Using concrete examples, the authors show not only what works, but also what challenges you may face when radically putting your people first. How do you find out what people really want? How do you make sure they share the core values? And how can you translate a dating service and hand-painted leather jackets to your organisation?

			 

			Laurens Simonse is founder and owner of Team Rockstars IT. Raymond de Looze is people strategy expert and founder of Double-OO, which helps organisations make more impact on their people. Together they offer a unique insight into the success and dilemmas of Team Rockstars IT, and take you on the path to working differently.
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			One day, Raymond de Looze asked me how I would feel about writing a book about Team Rockstars IT together. What we had managed to achieve with the company was, after all, nothing to sneeze at. Could our approach of putting people radically first become an inspiration for other companies? Soon, the idea for the Rockstars Method and for this book emerged.

			Answering the question of what lay at the core of the Rockstars Method proved to be as complex as dissecting a love affair, trying to figure out what it is that makes your lover the be all and end all. You may get the general concept, but putting it into words is a whole different kettle of fish.

			What followed was a process lasting one and a half years during which we thought about the form, timing, and structure of the Rockstars Method and the book. We decided to involve a few mates who helped us with ideas about what the book should look like. We interviewed dozens of Rockstars and conducted extensive research among hundreds of employees.

			We decided to create a book with Ray being the expert and scholar who would write from an external perspective, and me being the man in the street, recording examples from within the company. And modesty aside: we ended up doing a pretty good job. Fair enough, the book is twice as long as we initially envisioned, but I am super proud of the result!

			We consider this book to be the starting point for the Rockstars Method. That means it kicks off the spread of the ideology of putting your employees first. Ray and I are of the firm belief that this will make many companies into better and successful businesses, not to mention much nicer places to work.

			The fact that you have this book before you is largely attributable to Raymond. Not only did he have the experience of two previous books, but with his perseverance and discipline, he made sure that it actually got finished. Furthermore, my heartfelt thanks to everyone who contributed to the book. All of the Rockstars, our co-workers at Marketing, Haystack Publishing, Tijs, Bart, Bjorn, Simone, and of course Mariken.

			Laurens Simonse 
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			I have had the privilege of being able to follow Team Rockstars IT from the very beginning. Laurens and I have been friends for about twenty years. We regularly talk about entrepreneurial plans and dilemmas, and I always enjoy listening to his perspectives. And to be completely honest, I was a bit sceptical of Team Rockstars IT at first.

			To me, it seemed like a difficult market, with an established dynamic, and I assumed it would be hard to break into. Not to mention that some knowledge of IT would surely be required to be successful in this market? But as I considered Laurens to be an excellent entrepreneur I was cautiously optimistic, and above all, curious.

			In the years that followed, my curiosity grew along with the organisation, because it became clear to me fairly quickly that they had something special going on. I was intrigued by how well they managed to further develop the company with a radical people-first strategy, thus affecting the lives of so many people. The clear starting points turned out to be more of a turbo engine than a brake.

			When Mariken Kooi, my co-founder at Double-OO, and I included Team Rockstars IT as a 'Champions Case' in our Yellow Paper on retaining good people longer, it was game on. The energy that was released was incredible! Hundreds of thousands of views on our socials, tons of requests for the Yellow Paper, and countless questions from curious readers wanting to know how they managed to do with they did. Not long after, Laurens and I decided to thoroughly dissect the Rockstars Method, to really investigate what makes it tick. To share it widely and make it accessible to as many organisations as possible. The result is what you see before you.

			I have thoroughly enjoyed the journey, during which I could indulge my professional curiosity by figuring out the organisation to the finest details, like a fly on the wall. It was a privilege to do this together with Laurens. He turned out to be not only a talented writer but also genuinely willing to show so many aspects of the organisation and himself. The good, the bad, and the ugly. The fifty inside stories and dilemmas kiss the Rockstars Method to life.

			We owe a great deal of gratitude to all the people who helped make this book what it is. Laurens already mentioned them in his preface, and I can only echo that. The team at Haystack Publishing, who successfully guided us through the process. Tijs, Simone, and Mariken for critically reading the manuscript and their countless valuable additions, fact checks, and striking examples. Tijs and Simone from within, Mariken from without. We are also deeply thankful to Bart and Bjorn for brainstorming with us about the structure and concept of the Rockstars Method. The marketing team of Team Rockstars IT made a significant contribution to the visuals, the bonus track about the events, and the overall Rockstars vibe. And finally, we owe a lot to the dozens of IT and HQ Rockstars who, during the invariably inspiring interviews, were willing to share their insights and perspectives. This was crucial for understanding the Rockstars Method.

			I sincerely hope that our book inspires you to also put the people in your organisation first and provides you with the tools to do so successfully.

			Raymond de Looze

		

	
		
			#1 - STORY: TIME FOR RADICAL CHANGE…

			So there I stand. At Amsterdam Central Station, in the rain, waiting to get on tram 7 to our office. I had spent my entire train journey brooding: Was it really that bad? Hadn’t I always been exceptionally good to our employees? It had sure been my intention. One thing was clear: it certainly didn’t come across that way. ‘The King of Spreadsheets, ‘Laurens’ primary focus is numbers’, and ‘The only thing he cares about are the results’.

			Did I even have the courage to go into my office, if this is how our people saw me? This was not at all how I had wanted things to go. I had sensed a different vibe recently, but it was a real slap in the face that their experience was quite this bad.

			We had engaged a renowned firm to help us with the required turnaround. The members of our management team were in need of training, as they were quite inexperienced, that much was clear. The project manager from GITP wanted to start with me, with a 360-degree feedback analysis. The bottleneck usually sits at the top etc. etc., yadiyadiya. But hey, leading by example is kind of my thing. More than 30 people were surveyed anonymously. It’s bizarre that this should apparently lead to 20 pages of garbage.

			The harsh words from the feedback keep echoing in my head. I see tram 7 making its last turn towards my stop. It is time. I picture myself walking into our office, with the piercing looks of my co-workers pointed at my back. People I had personally hired, now the judges of my character. Guilty. It feels like a firing squad. Something about a den and a lion.

			‘I’m going back.’ I can’t face people like this.

			That very day, I decided that it was time for a change. For radical change.

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION 

			In 2015, Laurens starts off Team Rockstars IT in quite a saturated market: IT services, where the prizes are seemingly divided among a few major players. A market that the young company will shake up with fundamentally different choices.

			Team Rockstars IT literally treats its employees like rockstars. You can probably imagine that the IT Rockstars love this. But what does it bring the organisation? In summary: a lot. In seven years, the organisation grew from zero to 500 IT professionals, with a staff turnover of 12.1 percent, a sick leave rate of 2.4 percent (2019-2022), an employee Net Promotor Score (eNPS) of 79 percent, a Rockstar satisfaction score and customer satisfaction score of 8.4 or higher, and an average annual revenue growth of 54 percent since its establishment. These are impressive figures. If it sounds too good to be true, it probably is, as the saying goes. But these are the facts. The purpose of this list is not to boast about how great this company is, but to give you an idea of what an organisation can achieve when it truly prioritises its people.

			It will not escape the attentive reader that we are not just talking about people-related benefits, such as low staff turnover, high Rockstar satisfaction, and high eNPS. In its as yet short lifetime, the organisation has also shown strong results in customer-related and business indicators, such as customer satisfaction and revenue growth. 

			BUT HOW?

			The contrast could hardly be greater. One minute, Laurens Simonse was afraid to enter his own office because of the enormous load of misery that is about to be poured over him, the next minute Team Rockstars IT manages to attract and retain a heap of people in the challenging IT market. From the King of Spreadsheets to an exemplary people-first organisation.

			This brings us to the question: but how? What happened in the meantime, to get from one end of the spectrum to the other? What does it take to truly make an impact on your people and with your organisation? The short answer: by not prioritising the customers, but rather the employees. Put people at the top of the list. To the smallest detail. People Focus 2.0. Preceded by a tough self-reflection, incidentally.

			This sounds wonderful, an organisation that puts its people first, especially in these times. Potential coworkers like to hear that and we’re in a historically difficult job market, so there is little to argue against. But what does that look like in concrete terms, and what does it yield? For instance, this means that as an organisation, you prioritise the interests of your people, even if they are not completely aligned with the customer's interests at a certain moment in time. It means that the management does not impose its own opinion on how the world should be, not even with the best intentions. And it means that the organisation is willing to pause or even take a step back if choices turn out differently than intended.

			What it yields is what you have been able to read above. This is a list of results to be proud of. But that is not what this book is about. Because that is all very nice for Team Rockstars IT, but what do you get out of it? If you are in a different situation, or in a different market, or an organisation with an existing structure and a history, maybe with more conservative stakeholders or decision-makers? With many senior employees who resist change? Or if you are a non-profit organisation? How can you benefit from this then?

			WHAT TO EXPECT

			If you ordered this book expecting it to provide a detailed recipe for solving all your strategic staff problems, then this is a good time to disappoint you. You will not find that recipe in this book. Not because we don't want to share it, but simply because it doesn’t exist. You see, the Rockstars Method is not actually a method, in the sense of a step-by-step plan with concrete decisions that you have to make about your organisational structure or the reward system. It is our firm belief that the essential fabric needed for a successful and sustainable people strategy cannot be captured in a step-by-step plan. 

			What you will however find in this book, are examples of choices that Team Rockstars IT has made and the considerations that preceded them. Stories from within the organisation regarding decisive points in its development. Things that went wrong or experiments that turned out differently than hoped. But also success stories, funny anecdotes, and sometimes downright vulnerable descriptions of the considerations behind dilemmas. In addition to the stories from within the organisation, you will also always find an analysis of what we see in the organisation, what this means or what stands out, and where you can start within your own organisation tomorrow morning, should you choose to do so.

			See it as a documentary about Team Rockstars IT, an organisational biography with an observing narrator. Our goal is not to put the organisation on a pedestal, but to unravel what makes this organisation so successful, unearth the underlying floats and building blocks and how they can benefit you. This is exactly why we wrote it together. Laurens, as the founder and owner, knows all the ins and outs, backgrounds, stories, and dilemmas, and Raymond is a people strategy expert. With his company Double-OO, he has been analysing and researching a plethora of organisations for years, bringing a critical observing perspective from the outside. 

			FOUNDATION, STARTING POINTS, BUILDING BLOCKS

			We have had many conversations and brainstorming sessions about the Rockstars Method, supplemented with extensive data analysis based on Double-OO’s smart algorithms and dozens of interviews with people from within and outside of the organisation - with the sole purpose of unravelling what it is, exactly. Because it's not a gimmick. The challenge lies in making the underlying tissue visible. Because only then it will be accessible and useful to others, which is what we aim for.

			That is how we created the Rockstars Method. Not a step-by-step plan, but a foundation, three starting points, and twelve building blocks that are essential for being a Rockstars organisation.
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			The building blocks help you tackle your specific challenges, not as the only correct answer, but as Lego bricks that are laid out on the table for you to play with. You can pick them up, use them, and combine them as you wish. It’s not a universal step-by-step plan, but practical guidelines.

			The building blocks are underlying values that are not dependent on the specific context of an organisation. You can consider and use each of the building blocks separately from the others. We have highlighted three for each float, bringing the total to twelve building blocks. These are not 'the' twelve building blocks for the Rockstars Method. We could have come up with more building blocks. But we also wanted to keep it manageable, and with 73 building blocks, we won't be making anybody happy. So we have chosen twelve. It is our belief that each of these twelve building blocks is essential for the creation of a Rockstars organisation.

			However, it may be that some of the building blocks are more important or challenging to your specific situation. Or maybe, on the contrary, they are not that relevant. That is for you to determine. Hence the term building blocks: you can pick them up and do with them what you think will help you. We do not claim to encapsulate the truth, your truth, in a twelve-step plan. We do not know your context and your people. 

			LET US SHOW YOU

			Besides the fact that the Rockstars Method is not a method, it is also most definitely not finished and it never will be. This book is not an endpoint, but a beginning. Our ambition is to inspire as many organisations as possible to put their people first. To guide you along the path of the method, and to develop and shape it together. To create a platform of Rockstar organisations that share our foundation and starting points, with leaders, entrepreneurs, and professionals who are willing to share their own inspiring stories and examples, so that others can learn from them as well. With the courage to also put dilemmas on the table, however painful that may be, from the conviction that it is the only way to move forward together. To have the greatest possible positive impact on the lives of as many people as possible. That is ultimately what we do it for.

			#2 – STORY: NOT JUST SPORTS

			A good friend of mine is a manager for various athletes. He doesn't flaunt it, but big (Olympic) champions like Tom Dumoulin, Marianne Vos, and Gianne Romme were among his clients. For years, I regularly joined Orlando to various competitions, and I noticed that he had a different dynamic with his athletes than we did with our employees back then. Orlando was busy building a career together with an athlete, to ensure that people reached great heights - sometimes literally.

			What struck me about the way he worked was that Orlando did so much more than just closing a sponsorship deal or ensuring that someone had a contract with a new cycling team the following year. It ranged from arranging a dietitian for someone who wanted to lose a few kilos to better tackle the mountains, to making sure the hotels were booked for a training camp. Orlando's partner Rik is an accountant and tax specialist and takes care of all the financial matters, including investments and tax returns. It’s a 360-degree approach, allowing the athlete to fully focus on the sport rather than having to worry about all kinds of peripheral matters. Even when something important happens in the life of one of his stars, such as the loss of a loved one, a birth, a marriage or divorce, or just a difficult time, Orlando is there with them too, supporting them in every possible way. Because only once these types of highs and lows have been dealt with, can someone continue to build on delivering top performances.

		

	
		
			THE FOUNDATION 

			Previously, you read about the results on the people side: high Rockstar satisfaction, low turnover, low absenteeism, many IT Rockstars bringing in new colleagues (referrals, in jargon), high eNPS. This leads to questions from curious entrepreneurs and managers from other organisations. Something we have frequently heard: 'Can you explain what your referral programme looks like? Because we too are working on redesigning ours.' And: 'How do you ensure that people don't leave in droves again?' But also: 'How do you get people to actually come to the events?'

			These are all important and understandable questions, because these are the kind of things organisations face today. Simply put: how do you attract talented people, how do you retain them, how do you ensure continuous development, and how do you prevent them from burning out? These are questions that came up several times during the initial brainstorming sessions about the method. And quite quickly, we came to the clear conclusion: this is not what it's all about. This is not something you can influence. These are the outcomes, things that happen when you change your decisions surrounding the underlying core questions. They’re not the cause, but the consequential damage. Consequential damage of the good kind, of course, but you know what we mean. 

			THE REAL STARS

			Team Rockstars IT was never created with the idea of working towards low staff turnover with clever tricks - offering cool bits and pieces to high-quality professionals in exchange for positive LinkedIn posts. No. That did actually happen, but it was the result, not the foundation. So what was the foundation? The Rockstars Method is based on the firm belief that it essentially revolves around the people. These are the stars, the Rockstars. They have the knowledge, the talent, the drive, and the personalities to magically transform organisations' wishes into software, programs, apps, and systems. They are the ones who organisations line up for, and who - to stick with the analogy - draw full crowds with ecstatic fans. Think of the manager of a rockstar in the music world, the one who arranges the venues, the conditions, and the promotion for the tour of a number of stars. It would be very strange if that manager put themselves before the rockstar. As if it's about them, and not about the rockstar. This has always been the image, this belief, which guided all decisions for the small team with which Team Rockstars IT started in 2015. The company literally derives its name from it. 

			#3 – STORY: THE NAME TEAM ROCKSTARS IT

			We wanted to establish a brand that was exclusive. We knew we wanted to work with the absolute top performers, and that it had to be rebellious. But what name do you attach to something like that? Various names were considered: 'Elite...' While we were pretty enthusiastic about that one, we knew that it wasn’t quite right.

			Our former intern Tijs came up with the company TenX. They focused on IT developers who were ten times better than the average developer and called their developers Rockstars. ‘Isn't that something we should be doing?’ said Tijs. ‘Why don't we just call our whole company that?’ was my reply. And thus the name was born. Initially, I was convinced that a name is not decisive for the success of a company. Just look at the countless successful companies that simply chose the founder's last name as their company name (Ferrari, Heineken, Disney, Citroën or Philips) or even worse: are an abbreviation (ASML, IKEA, LEGO).

			In retrospect, this name actually was decisive for our company. Because although we didn't really know it at the time, that name encompassed everything we wanted to stand for. Exclusivity, a rebellious image, and it immediately indicates who it's all about: the IT Rockstar. It's all about him or her! This was worth its weight in gold, and just really born by chance.

			Nowadays, the company is running smoothly and the results are good, so it’s easy to talk the talk now. But in the early years, it was not all that obvious. During that period, the team – similarly to almost other every start-up - struggled to shape and convey the philosophy step by step, and to get (potential) IT Rockstars and clients on board. But even in those early years, you would never hear: ‘Shouldn't we just go and...’ with the dots signifying something that was not in line with the Rockstar philosophy. The conviction that this had to be the starting point was rock solid. 

			LIFE OR WORK?

			The aforementioned belief that the employees are the stars is fundamental. The IT Rockstar stands at the centre of it all. This person, that individual. And therefore also their life. Just like with the Orlando’s athletes, it's not just about arranging their professional or business matters, it's about having the greatest possible positive impact on their lives. Because only then can they flourish. This goes beyond work.

			This may sound a bit exaggerated at first glance and you might think: 'Okay, all well and good, but in the end it's just a business transaction, employment. So it's about their work.' But management doesn't see themselves as employers, let alone as 'bosses' of the IT Rockstars. Compare it again with the role of a manager of a rockstar in the music world. The manager is hired by the rockstar, not the other way around. And wouldn't you, as a manager of a musical star, do everything to support and facilitate your crown jewel in all aspects of life, whether it's in terms of health or lifestyle, development or anything else that can help the rockstar feel on top? That's exactly what Team Rockstars IT does. 

			A LITTLE LOVE

			What does it look like? An example is the creation of their own PA service package a few years ago to support IT Rockstars in various aspects of their personal lives as best as possible. For instance, they noticed that some IT Rockstars had a strong desire to share their lives with a partner. However, not everyone was interested in Tinder adventures, especially if you’re more introverted, which applies to a portion of IT professionals. For this reason, the organisation set up a dating service to truly assist its employees in that area. Of course, everyone is free to decide whether or not to use it. Another striking example lies in the overheated housing market. It is quite stagnant, especially in major cities, and young professionals are greatly affected by it. The same goes for IT Rockstars. Additionally, a substantial part of their financial compensation consists of a flexible bonus, which will be discussed later. So they made arrangements with a financial institution to better understand the flexible portion of their income, and now they can largely include it when applying for a mortgage. This makes a significant difference when you need to outbid others for your coveted dream home.

			These are examples. It is not about simply arranging a few practical matters in the lives of your people, but actually understanding what is important in their lives at this moment. What drives them, what holds them back, what keeps them awake at night? And then, to see what options you have to allow you to make a positive contribution to it. Not as a transactional deal (‘If I make sure you can buy that house, I want you to commit to us for at least three years’), but as a relational starting point, to really have meaning for your people. 

			RELATIONSHIP, CONNECTION, BOND

			Something that we learned through trial and error is that a lot of things need to go right before you can actually make a substantial positive impact on the lives of your people. You have to be close to them, curious and open, have people's trust, listen, listen, listen, be creative in considering possible solutions, other interests and motivations, develop the right form and implementation, genuinely evaluate how it turns out and adjust if necessary. The inevitable downside is that things often go wrong too. 

			Nevertheless, it always comes down to the relationship, not the transaction. People can tell within three seconds which one of the two you, as a leader or manager, really care about. This relationship will be reciprocal. If, in collaboration with your people, you succeed in creating an organisational culture, a working method, and the type of mutual interaction that allows for solutions that benefit both the people and the organisation, you will have gained a lot. Because from that relationship, the connection and bonds will also arise. From person to person, and (thus) also from your people to the organisation. This bond will be a whole lot stronger than an employment contract and a business card. 

			I JUST KNOW

			It is best compared to a solid friendship. Just think about your best friend and answer the following question: how do you know for sure that this person will be there for you? Simply because you are you? Out of love, friendship, or personal involvement, not as a transaction or in exchange for something else? ‘You can come cry on my couch about your broken-up relationship for the next two weeks, but only if you help me clean up the attic next month.’

			The chances are quite high that after careful consideration, you might think, ‘It’s kind of hard to pinpoint exactly. I just know.’ It may feel like an unsatisfying or incomplete answer, but that's how our system works, how our intuition is designed. We can process many more signals than we are consciously aware of. Our intuition throws all observations into a big barrel filled with our knowledge, talents, and experiences. Just blend it with the magical intuition blender, and voilà: ‘I just know!’

			This is also a statement that frequently emerged in interviews with Rockstars. When delving into a remark about the authenticity of the organisation's foundation or the subtle difference between doing something for the people or for the positive consequences it can have.

			‘I just know.’ 

			THE FOUNDATION IN BRIEF

			The Rockstars Method is based on the firm belief that it essentially revolves around people - they are the stars, the Rockstars.

			The idea is to have the greatest possible positive impact on their lives, as it is only then that they can thrive. This goes beyond work. It requires a relational starting point instead of a transactional deal. People can smell within three seconds which of the two is ultimately your intention as a leader or manager.

			 

			Rockstars challenge

			At the end of each section, we present you with a Rockstars Challenge. This challenge consists of a number of questions and aims to challenge you to assess to what extent your organisation aligns with the Rockstars Method. Whether you do or don’t do it is not necessarily good or bad, but it will have different consequences for you, your people, and the organisation.

			The goal is not to judge yourself, to determine whether you are a decent person or whether the organisation is good or bad. We do invite you to be truly honest, even if it may be uncomfortable at times. So take a deep breath and give yourself an honest answer. You can also complete this challenge online. 

			 

			•How do you recognise whether the connection between your organisation and people is essentially transactional or relational? What examples come to mind?

			•In what way did your organisation have a positive impact on your own life or that of a colleague, without any concrete (business) benefit in return?

			•What question, key performance indicator (KPI), or criterion is the guiding factor when evaluating a business initiative or investment? What stands out to you?

			•Do you primarily focus your energy on the positive impact you can have on the lives of your people, or on what you hope it will yield (such as reduced turnover, lower absenteeism, more new hires, increased efficiency)? 

			•How often did you think while reading this chapter, ‘Right, that’s not going to work for us because...’? 

		

	
		
			STARTING POINT 1: RADICALLY PUT YOUR PEOPLE FIRST 
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			The Rockstars Method is about maximising the positive impact on the lives of your people, as mentioned in the previous chapter. It sits on a relational rather than a transactional foundation. From this foundation, three starting points follow. Without any of these three points, you cannot call yourself a Rockstars organisation. The first and probably most obvious starting point is: radically put your people first.

			Nowadays, you don't have to try very hard to read in the (social) media about organisations that put their people first. Or rather, organisations that claim to do so. Often supported by inspiring quotes, such as Richard Branson's 'Take care of your people and they'll take care of your business.'

			BUT FIRST JUST THIS....

			Piece of cake, right? Just put your people first and you're done. If only it were that easy. Because any organisation can willy-nilly claim to put its people first, and as long as that doesn't conflict with another interest, you can get away with it.

			In practice, we find examples of organisations that put their people first – right until something else comes up that is more important. Then you hear: 'Our people come first, but of course not if it deviates from what a customer wants.' Or: '...except during the first quarter, because that’s crunch time.' Or: '...as soon as we’ve implemented the new system.'

			These are all important examples and arguments, and we say that without irony. Naturally you have to keep your customers satisfied, because ultimately they also pay your people's salaries, right? Even a Rockstars organisation is deeply focused on the customer's interest. Without it, an organisation cannot be successful, which is a prerequisite for a sustainable business model. If we draw a parallel here with the world of artists, you can compare it to the difference between a manager and a booking agent. The latter arranges performances at a certain location and receives compensation for it - a purely commercial role. Whether that performance fits in with the development or image of the artist, results in an overbooked diary and travel schedule, putting the artist's health at risk, the booking agent couldn't care less. For a manager, it's a whole different story. They have a much longer-term vision with the artist, including artistic, business, and personal development. They work together towards shared dreams. For one, it's about the person, the artist, for the other, it's about the gig.

			If you prioritise your people until it clashes with another interest, it’s a fair conclusion that you do not prioritise your people. Because it is precisely at the moment when two important objectives conflict with each other that you have to take a stand. The and-and strategy then no longer works. The key question is therefore which choice you make at that moment. That choice defines your organisation.

			#4 - DILEMMA: Rockstar says no

			After months of acquisition, we secured a large financial institution as a client. It was a euphoric moment, so pull out the champagne! A project request followed immediately. The first IT Rockstar went to visit, but found the project uninteresting. The second and third came to the same conclusion: I don't want this project. The problem, in short, was that it involved very specific and outdated software, which they considered to be detrimental to their development. Besides, the culture didn't match either. So what do you do then? Because the knee-jerk reaction of a business owner is: the customer asks, we deliver.

			We decided to stick to our starting point: the IT Rockstar is the one making the decision. Thus, at that time, we did not fulfil the client request. This starting point had already been discussed with the client in advance, and they were actually pretty impressed by it. In theory, at least, because naturally, the message that we could not fulfil their request still led to a big disappointment. This was certainly true for the sales team too, who saw their hard work undone. It led to a lot of frustration. The relationship with the client was ultimately preserved, although it required some dialogue. But we didn't do many projects together, as it never became a match for our IT Rockstars. 

			WHAT ARE THE CHOICES YOU MAKE?

			It is not necessarily better to prioritise your people over your customers or other interests. However, it does have different consequences. Because what if you gently force a job onto a professional that does not align with their development path? Possibly with some sugar coating? ‘It is an important client and I am so happy I can rely on you,’ or ‘The next exciting job will be yours,’ or ‘I won't forget this during your next evaluation!’ It may persuade a professional to agree, but is the organisation better off? And what does it mean for the people?

			The firm belief is: what is best for the Rockstar is best for everyone. Because if you force a professional to do a job against their will, there is a high chance that the professional will leave the organisation in the near future, and then everybody loses. Plus, all professionals will realise: when it really comes down to it, we do not come first..

			DO AS YOU SAY, SAY AS YOU DO

			It's not a gimmick. You cannot proclaim the motto 'We put our people first' expecting to reap all the benefits, while deviating from it when it doesn't suit you. 'Look, surely they’ll understand!' On the contrary. We firmly believe that it's better to tell people that you prioritise your customers over proclaiming that you put your people first when that's not the case. In the latter case, your credibility is at stake and that is downright harmful.

			An additional complication is that there is no such thing as 'the organisation'. An organisation consists of a (large) number of people, each with their own roles, responsibilities, preferences, and motivations. So it's great if a leader, an executive team member, or the person responsible for HR or People & Culture puts people first, but how does it actually play out when a sales manager has sold a project and needs to assign people to it? How do you ensure a good match and how do you safeguard the interests of your people?

			This renders its real-life implementation more complex, both from the specific circumstances of a case and from the actual observation of what is actually happening. Which choices do people in different positions make in their daily job? Because until people make different choices in their daily job, you haven't achieved anything. Ultimately, it is that behaviour that determines the outcome and the experience of people, not what is stated in the people section of your annual report or on the welcome page for potential employees. Or in the words of Winston Churchill: 'I no longer listen to what people say, I just watch what they do. Behaviour never lies.'

			A complete and honest assessment of this requires a lot of observation and reflection. The essence of observation is perceiving without judgment. What is happening? What can you see? What can you hear? It is probably not too hard to find numerous cases where the interests of people were heard and fulfilled in a good way. Nevertheless, we invite you to explicitly look for cases where the interests of people and the business (or something else) were in conflict, and observe what choice was made in that case. Keep an open, curious attitude, without fear of the conclusion. If your organisation does not really prioritise people, it will be good to know either way. From there, you can choose option 1: investigate what it takes to start changing its priorities, or option 2: stop communicating that you prioritise your people. 

			TWO-LEGGEDNESS

			What can you do with this? How can you truly prioritise your people and still closely monitor the interests of your business, customers, or other organisational objectives?

			Such a choice requires a solid foundation to be laid within the organisation. What challenges do you foresee in this path?

			•Minimise the number of cases where interests are in conflict;

			•Reduce the adverse impact on other interests when making a radical choice for people. 

			This requires two-leggedness from the entire organisation. We borrowed the Dutch version of this term to be applied within this context from Marjolein ten Kroode, former Prosecutor-General at the Public Prosecution Service, when she was looking for a catchier alternative to ‘ambidexterity’. The way we use two-leggedness here means that you not only develop the ability to truly prioritise and fulfil your people strategy, but also continue to give prominent space to your business interests or other organisational interests. So it's about and-and instead of either-or. However, this does not mean that when interests are (partially) conflicting, you can avoid taking a stance. You can't escape that. The first place only has room for one.

			#5 – DILEMMA: PRIMADONNA BEHAVIOUR VERSUS DOING BUSINESS TOGETHER

			If, as an organisation, you continually say that ‘you as Rockstar are #1,’ this is sometimes confused with: 'Everything has to be arranged for me.' This sometimes leads to misunderstanding and frustration among those who take care of projects for the IT Rockstar and maintain contact with the customer.

			In 95 percent of cases, it goes well. But occasionally the ‘IT Rockstar at #1’ philosophy leads to primadonna behaviour. Analogous to the iconic blue M&Ms that rock band Van Halen requested in the 1970s, demands arise such as, 'I only want an assignment where I can work from home five days because of my dog.' Or, ‘I only want to go on a project if I can go there by bike. Or finding a project is complicated by: 'I can't go on an interview next Tuesday because I have scheduled a haircut.' It also happens that an IT Rockstar who no longer likes a project prefers to drop everything right out of his hands without proper handover or completion, leaving the paying client in bewilderment. Because, ‘I'm #1, right?

			It is sometimes a thin line between IT Rockstar at #1 and an unworkable situation. Team Rockstars IT also has to deal with fluctuations in supply. For example, during the Covid period, it was common to work from home for five days. In times when the economy cools down a bit, when demand decreases and working in the office becomes the norm again, this also requires a shift from the IT Rockstar.

			This is by no means always easy. Sometimes an IT Rockstar has gotten used to the fact that previously difficult wishes can eventually always be granted. ‘We're going to see if it works,’ may then sound like, ‘We will make it happen!’ If it then fails in a subsequent project, that's tough. Sometimes expectations, implicit or otherwise, have also been created in the preceding process: 'We always try to find a project close to home.'

			The core of the solution here is to get the expectations, requirements and wishes of both parties clear early on. Therein lies an important task for the recruiter, no matter how eager they are to add someone to the team. At Team Rockstars IT, we do business together. That means we try to achieve great performance together and try to grow someone together. Both the organisation and the IT Rockstar have a big part in that. That also requires the discipline to say no to a potential IT Rockstar if we don't expect to be able to meet that person's demands and desires in the long run.

			To make this explicit, we developed ‘the voice’. A dynamic document in which the wishes and requirements are continuously tracked.

			And yes, it's still tough when first you have your dream project five minutes by bike from your home and then you spend over an hour in the car three days a week. Nobody likes going backwards, including our IT Rockstars. Staying in good conversation and creating expectations that are as realistic as possible is the best we can do.

			 

			STARTING POINT 1 IN BRIEF

			The first starting point of the Rockstars Method is: radically prioritise your people. It’s not an easy task.

			The question is what choice you make when the interests of your people conflict with another interests. The choice you then make will define the organisation.

			This requires you to become two-legged: truly prioritising your people while simultaneously closely monitoring the interests of your business, customers, or other organisational objectives.

			WHAT CAN YOU DO WITH THIS?

			An important part of this book is about what you can do to truly prioritise your people. For now, here are some thoughts on what you can do to effectively balance both priorities.

			 

			•Developing the best possible understanding of how your own people, your customers, and other stakeholders perceive the world and what’s important to them.

			•Identifying market segments that closely align with the preferences of your people and distancing yourself from customers or market segments that do not align well enough.	

			•Communicating transparently with both your people and your customers and other stakeholders about what you are doing to align these two interests as closely as possible, and what you are doing when that is not possible.	

			•Creating realistic expectations among (future) colleagues, customers, and other stakeholders: what can they expect and what should they not expect?	

			•Accepting that pursuing dual interests is challenging and complex, and that you will occasionally be forced to take a stand.

			 

			Rockstars challenge

			Below you will find five critical questions that can help you determine if your organisation is working according to the Rockstars Method. You can also complete this challenge online. 

			 

			•In recent cases, when were the interests of people in your organisation in conflict with other business interests? What choice did the organisation make in those cases? 

			•Who or what is the top priority in your organisation? How can you tell?

			•What question or criterion takes precedence in case of conflicting interests between your people and other interests?

			•To what extent is your organisation two-legged, and therefore capable of reconciling the interests of people and other interests?

			•How often did you think while reading this chapter, "Right, so that’s not going to work for us because..."?

		

	
		
			STARTING POINT 2: BUILD A RAFT 
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			#6 – STORY: COVID SCHEMES

			Just like any organisation, we were caught up in the uncertainty caused by Covid. What would it mean for our business and the projects of the IT Rockstars? And more importantly, what was the effect of remote working on their engagement? This was a completely new situation. How should we deal with it?

			We started off somewhat naively with a scheme: 'Brabant, you can do it'. The very first Covid-related policy decision was to isolate the Dutch province of North Brabant, to contain Covid to North Brabant. Little did we know... We came up with a scheme together with four friendly businesses in the region, with everyone receiving a home assistance package for free, including a cool work-from-home hoodie, a bag of crisps, Bavaria 0.0, and various other items that come in usefully when working remotely.

			It turned out to be the introduction of a new reality in which we could fully utilise our creativity to maintain engagement and motivation. From one moment to the next, salespeople couldn't get in touch with anyone anymore, and for anyone whom they did get through, IT projects were the last thing on their minds. This perturbed us quite a bit.

			For all remote workers, we came up with a Fitbit challenge (by coincidence, we had given everyone a Fitbit as a Christmas gift just three months earlier). Anyone who did at least 20,000 steps every day for two weeks, would receive a pair of customised Rockstars-Nike shoes. It seemed like such a ridiculous task to us that we were happy to go for it. In the end, we had to get over 100 pairs of shoes made.

			Our annual mega Christmas event was replaced last minute by a radio show, featuring such segments as ‘Letter to my Love” and  ‘I’ll Ask Me Mam’.  Our talent managers personally delivered all Christmas hampers throughout the country, trailed by a camera.

			We also developed fun postcards that allowed you to easily cheer up your nan or other loved ones. These had texts like 'Just roll with it', with an image of a toilet roll, 'I miss you, for real', with a digital heart, or 'Be awesome, stay inside' with a face mask. They became a huge hit!

			Do you want to know what else we did (baking cakes, cocktail workshop, personal training, you name it)? We shared it in a whitepaper 'Cope with culture in Covid crisis'.

			It challenged us to further sharpen our ability for continuous adjustment, and strengthened our confidence that we can always find a way – particularly when there is no clearly identifiable crisis situation.

			As mentioned, you will not find a recipe for the Rockstars Method in this book. This is closely related to the second starting point: build a raft. This means that you cannot see the Rockstars Method as a stable situation, and most certainly not as some kind of endpoint, but rather as a way to stay afloat, to move forward and move along, to bend and turn, to float and sway, and sometimes to drift away only to wash ashore later.

			If the Rockstars Method was a stable, final situation, we could hand you a blueprint of a beautiful building with a solid design. With the right number of floors and rooms, regulations for the number of square meters per residence, and underlying structural calculations for load-bearing capacity, durability, and safety. But it’s not. Instead, the Rockstars Method should moreso be compared to a raft, a floating vessel, with a number of floats that prevent the raft from sinking, but never staying completely straight or still. Sometimes the water may be calmer, sometimes more turbulent, depending on the wind, the tide, and the undercurrent. But if you build a raft with stable floats, it doesn't matter much which way the wind blows or which direction the current pushes you. You don't have to strive to stay in the same place.

			THE ART OF OBSERVATION

			This means that if you have the ambition to increase the Rockstars level of your organisation, you will always have to keep working. Which way does the wind blow, where is the tide and how are the currents? In other words, what are the external developments, what phase is the organisation in, and how are the preferences, motivations, and talents of the people developing? It requires sharp observation, a curious and open attitude, a lot of experiments, and thick skin. Because things go wrong as often as they go well.

			Sharp observation, without any judgment, is often more difficult than it seems, because our brain quickly fills up with thoughts about the cause of things and whose fault it is, and preferably a ready-made solution. Smart people in particular seem to struggle with this. It is precisely these thoughts and judgments, no matter how accurate and important they may be, that block our factual observation. Factual observation, however, is crucial, as it is only when you have a clear picture of the exact situation, which can you continuously anticipate and adjust. 

			#7 – STORY: CONTINUOUS ORGANISATIONAL CHANGE

			I don't know exactly how many times we revised our organisational structure in recent years, but it’s happened quite a bit. From a team to a setup in regions to chapters to partially centralising certain activities. And from a central management team to regional teams to different management teams per topic (business - support - CTO office - new business). The question of what an appropriate type of bonus for HQ Rockstars is has also been occupying us throughout. Sometimes we change things because our growth forces us to make a new consideration. In other cases, it follows from evolving insights, to use a fancy term. For instance, if we want to emphasise different aspects or if we simply misjudged something.

			Not everything changes. The starting point of putting the IT Rockstar first, for instance, has never been questioned. In line with this, the most important KPI has always been the same: Rockstar satisfaction. Our core values are also set in stone: they define who we are. Also, the role of the Talent Managers in their relationship with the IT Rockstars has essentially remained the same, although they have become more active in working with others again, facilitated by our Chief Talent Manager, to learn from each other and start larger initiatives together. We will also not deviate from the chapter setup, because this is precisely what enables people to be part of an intimate community.

			I have no illusions that our endless tinkering with the organisation and everything related to it will ever come to a halt. And quite honestly, I don’t see why that should even be a goal. We don't regard adjusting how we approach or organise things as a sign of weakness. On the contrary - it actually enables us to constantly do what is necessary to either move forward or take a step back. In the context of this book, you could say that everything may change, with the exceptions of the foundation, the starting points, and the building blocks. And that is no coincidence.

			Champions League

			Compare it to the work of the coach of a soccer team. Suppose you play Champions League. Well, congratulations to you. Well done. Then you probably have good players and work at a club with a strong professional infrastructure. And apparently, as a coach, you have also done some things well. But with that you haven't accomplished anything. Because you have to work with your people every day. Strengthening what is already going well to maximise that. Work on what is going less well to reduce your vulnerabilities. You train standard situations, talk to individual players, ensure better coordination and communication per line, keep an eye on the team dynamics as a whole, make sure the injured remain involved and pay attention to the relationships with the club management, supporters and media. You need it all. And what if you deliver a stellar performance in the eighth final and advance to the quarterfinals? Then you are happy and proud, and celebrate together. A day later you focus all your energy on the next game, on what you can do to be as strong as possible at the start there. And should it all go great and you win the coveted cup? Then you get to celebrate it big and bold, roll out into the summer feeling fine and get ready for the next season. And then you just start again empty-handed. 

			FLOATS AND BUILDING BLOCKS

			Which are the floats of the raft? After the three starting points of the Rockstars Method, of which this is the second, you will find four floats. Those are:

			FLOAT 1: ORGANISATION is about matters such as the distribution of tasks and responsibilities between central and decentralised teams, about reward and evaluation, about how the different roles relate to each other, and about the role that the organisation plays for its people.

			FLOAT 2: CULTURE is about matters such as the core values of the organisation and how they come to life, about how a strong culture relates to diversity and inclusion, about how the organisation presents itself to the outside world, about how to ensure that people feel free to express themselves, and about the importance of a positive vibe.

			FLOAT 3: LEADERSHIP is about matters such as what people value in the leadership of the organisation, about the link between leadership and culture and how to maintain it during rapid growth, about how leaders create the conditions for a Rockstars organisation, and about how to avoid becoming distant from people.

			FLOAT 4: DEVELOPMENT is about matters such as how to establish a strong feedback loop for realising people's dreams, about the role of a genuinely open attitude in that, about how everyone follows their own path, and about the value of shared meaning and energy in this context.

			Each of the four floats consists, as you saw earlier, of three building blocks, resulting in a total of twelve building blocks.

			These floats all require attention and must be carefully designed to keep things running smoothly. The challenge we have set for ourselves is to share what the universal building blocks of the Rockstars Method contained within these floats are: so a maximum of independence from the type of organisation or market conditions. 

			STAYING IN MOTION

			What can you do with this? What can you do to ensure that your organisation becomes a floating vessel instead of a fixed structure? This mainly involves what you should not do. For example, thinking that you have control. Because you don't. For many managers or entrepreneurs, this is a difficult step to take: letting go of the idea of control. "But haven't any studies been conducted to find out what the new generation wants, so that we can meet their needs?" Of course, studies have been conducted, and you can absolutely gain valuable insights from them. But the question is not so much about what "the new generation" wants, but rather what is happening in your organisation, with your people, at this moment.

			"Good is the enemy of great," wrote Jim Collins in his bestseller Good to Great at the beginning of this century. Successful organisations often seem most attached to control and their status quo. Based on the fundamental idea that you must make the right choices, because otherwise you risk jeopardising what you have. And that is naturally terrifying. However, you cannot be a Rockstar organisation with a classical, control-oriented governance model. If you continue to make essentially the same choices, you will continue to get the same results.

			Furthermore, it does not help to think that you have by now figured out how the world works and how things roll. This hinders an open, curious attitude. You may be absolutely right on many points, but that is not what is moot here. The point is how well you continue to listen, and continue to search for new opportunities based on what you hear.

			The good news is that it doesn't matter in which direction the organisation ultimately drifts. As long as you keep floating, even if it's a bit wobbly and swaying on the waves of developments in the world or the preferences of your people. 

			#8 - STORY: De workation

			Five years ago, we would not have thought of giving people the opportunity to work from a nice location abroad, better known as a workation. Because, well, people needed to be nearby for meetings with co-workers or clients when the situation required it, and working in the same physical location could only be beneficial for team cohesion. That's what an organisation like ours needs, was our thought.

			But then came Covid and everything changed. A global crisis is a great magnifying glass for your adaptability. Because if you can dial in from home, you can do it from any location, right? From conversations with IT Rockstars and from research, we knew that many people had dreamed to work from a sunny island for a while. You know, like you see in those inspiring Insta posts. Sunglasses, mocktail, laptop. In that sense, Covid showed us that we did actually have the option of facilitating this, that we could rely on people to make the right choices and take responsibility.

			And so, that’s what we did. Since then, many IT Rockstars have enthusiastically taken advantage of the opportunity to work remotely, including members of the management team and others in leadership positions. And the Rockstars have not been shy about sharing how great this option was for them on social media, creating tremendous traction and further strengthening our attractiveness to new talent. Honestly, it became a better referral campaign than we could have ever imagined. It might not have been the initial goal, but let's be honest: it was a very nice side effect.

			 

			STARTING POINT 2 IN BRIEF

			The second starting point of the Rockstars Method is: build a raft. You should not see the method as a stable situation, and certainly not as some kind of endpoint. It's more like a continuously floating raft, rather than a fixed building.

			This means that if you have the ambition to increase the Rockstar level of your organisation, you will always have work to do. The Rockstars Method has four floats: Organisation, Culture, Leadership, and Development.

			You cannot be a Rockstars organisation using a classical, control-oriented management model. The good news is that it also doesn't matter where the organisation ultimately drifts to. As long as you keep floating.

			WHAT CAN YOU DO WITH THIS?

			What you, as the business owner or leader, can do to shape this floating nature to its max:

			•Be willing to question every aspect of your organisation.	

			•Listen, listen, listen: continue to explore with curiosity what is happening in the world of your people (the wind, the tide, the undercurrents).	

			•Realise that it doesn't matter how smart you are or how well you have mapped out the organisation or the world: it's not about you.

			•Develop the ability to experiment with new possibilities and learn from them.	

			•Accept that maintaining a floating vessel is challenging and that things will often turn out differently than you had hoped.	

			 

			Rockstars challenge

			Below, you will find five critical questions that can help you determine if your organisation is operating according to the Rockstars Method. You can also complete this challenge online. 

			 

			•To what extent is your organisation able to continuously listen with a genuinely curious attitude to what people find important?

			•Is your organisation a floating raft or a nailed-down building? Which examples come to mind in this regard?

			•To what extent are you able to accept that you have no control over the direction in which the organisation drifts? 

			•To what extent is the organisation willing to reverse decisions if they turn out differently than you had hoped? What indicates that?

			•How often did you think while reading this chapter, "Right, that’s not going to work for us because..."? 

		

	
		
			STARTING POINT #3: DOWN TO THE FINEST DETAILS 
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			#9 - DILEMMA: A FAIR PREGNANCY

			The model of Team Rockstars IT is based on honesty. If you bring in a lot, you will also receive a lot. If you do well and the client considers you worth a higher rate, you will benefit from it for 70 percent. Fair enough. It was one of the important frustrations that came up during our round of discussions before starting the company: ambiguity and unfairness in compensation. So clearly, we wanted to prevent it. That's how we came up with our 70/30 model, which you will learn more about later.

			But how does that work if you are pregnant, and cannot work because you are on maternity leave? Or once you’re back: where do the pumping hours for breastfeeding mothers sit? This can be done during working hours, which is great, but they are not billable client hours, and therefore do not count towards your bonus.

			If the timing of giving birth is inconvenient, it can even cost you two bonus years. How do we treat this? What is fair? What fits into the model? On one hand: women naturally bear the burden of pregnancy and childbirth. It is obviously not a choice, and we absolutely want to facilitate it, particularly as we also wish to be an attractive employer for women. On the other hand: our model is clear. If you don't bring in anything, you don't get a bonus. Pay for performance. Compensating women without any income in return is after all a significant outlay already. Additionally, it could set a precedent for other circumstances for which people may want to be compensated. Someone who cannot work due to a burnout or a car accident is also not making a voluntary choice not to work. Will those situations also require compensation in the future? And how can we make it all fair?

			We did choose to compensate pregnant women. We believed that we should follow the principle of 'what is best for the IT Rockstar is best for everyone', particularly for our female IT Rockstars. Any potential future requests due to precedent we will deal with when they arise.

			Previously, we mentioned the first two starting points of the Rockstars Method: putting your people radically first and building a raft. The third and final principle is: down to the finest details. In other words, to be a Rockstars organisation, you must consistently implement the principles and choices in every corner and detail of the organisation. You cannot make Rockstar-like choices only in certain aspects of your organisation. For example, by expanding training opportunities or giving your people the option to work online from abroad, as a workation. These are great things to do if they align with what people value, but that alone does not make you a Rockstars organisation. The same applies if you prioritise your people in many instances - except when it conflicts with your customer's interests or when you want to make a strategic acquisition. This means that you are not a Rockstars organisation. Or if you are always willing to listen to your people but only willing to act on it when it aligns with what you already had in mind or what you personally value. In that case you are, by definition, not a Rockstars organisation. 

			KINDA vegan

			Compare it to running a vegan restaurant. More and more people are choosing a vegan lifestyle, so it can be an interesting niche. But if you don't truly live it, it won't work. It will be just a gimmick, and people will see through it. And if you have a few nice vegan dishes but also dishes with meat, fish, or eggs on the menu, then you are not a vegan restaurant. You are a restaurant that offers vegan options. There's nothing wrong with that. You can have a good restaurant with a mixed menu that includes various vegetarian or vegan options. But it won’t benefit you to advertise yourself as a 100 percent vegan restaurant, because you are not. It will only damage your credibility, plus you probably won't make it to the top 10 recommended vegan restaurants. The parallel with the Rockstars Method is as follows:

			•You can only adopt the identity of a Rockstars organisation if you implement the corresponding choices down to the finest details.	

			•Such a choice is stronger when it stems from authentic beliefs.	

			•If you don't implement your choice down to the finest details, it will quickly become a gimmick, and that will affect your credibility. 

			I’D LIKE THAT REFERRAL PERCENTAGE PLEASE

			You are not a Rockstar organisation if you only make Rockstar-like choices in some areas; thus, you should not expect to reap all the benefits and results of one. For example, many organisations aspire to have high recruitment referrals or low turnover. They often ask, "Can you tell us how you set up your referral programme? We want to use it to attract more new people." However, a well-oiled recruitment machine with high referrals cannot be established in isolation. People will only wholeheartedly promote their organisation to potential future colleagues if they are genuinely enthusiastic about it, not because they receive a gift voucher or hard cash. While such incentives can help, relying solely on them will not yield the same results.

			When you put your people radically first, it becomes the starting point for all your decisions. This can only be achieved if the core principles are genuinely embraced throughout the organisation and actively promoted at all levels. One of the most striking aspects from the dozens of interviews with Team Rockstars IT members is that everyone sings from the same hymn sheet. They express it from different perspectives and in different words, but always from the same foundation. People consistently emphasise the importance of 'the IT Rockstar first' and openly discuss what else can contribute to their almost obsessive ambition for the '9-plus experience.' They view the central team (referred to as the HQ staff or HQ Rockstar) as supportive and facilitating to the IT Rockstar. Responsibility for keeping people on track does not rest with one specific team or a small group; everyone is involved every day.

			This is significant. Simply giving this book to HR with the comment, "I want this too," won't suffice. Achieving this requires fundamental choices and active contributions from the entire organisation. A Rockstar organisation also demands active commitment from senior management.

			PLAYING YOUR WILD CARD

			It is not always possible to predict how something will turn out or be received by your team. Implementing the Rockstars Method throughout the organisation requires a willingness to reverse decisions if they do not align with what people want. This demands openness and vulnerability from leadership at all levels, which can sometimes be confrontational or unpleasant, even to the point of irritation. This is particularly true if you have made every effort with the best intentions to make the best possible choice. In such cases, pride or ego can get in the way. You might think that people simply do not understand how smart your idea is, or that the problem is too complex for the organisation to fully comprehend. Or by playing your wild card as a reason to dismiss a request you do not want to meet, by using the general truth, "Sometimes you can’t have it all.”

			That latter statement is of course true. You cannot ensure 100 percent of the people being 100 percent happy with 100 percent of the decisions, not even at Team Rockstars IT. In any sizeable organisation, you can’t fulfil every individual wish list. But you can ensure everyone feels heard. Consider what preferences exist and how to cluster them. The two-leggedness, that we talked about before, requires customer and business interests to be considered, as only a successful organisation is sustainable. 

			DO YOU HAVE A YEAR?

			Implementing this in meticulous detail requires the involvement of everyone in the organisation. A well-known example of this comes from the American space agency, NASA. When President Kennedy visited in 1962, he encountered a janitor in the hallways of the NASA complex and asked him what he was doing. The man replied, "I am helping to put a man on the moon, Mr. President." 

			This places significant demands on the onboarding of new colleagues. You can't simply say on their first day, "Welcome. Here is your laptop. We have flexible workspaces, so choose one. Lunch is from twelve to one in the Rockstars café, and tomorrow you will receive an explanation about our systems. Oh, and by the way, people are our number one priority, so please keep that in mind in everything you do." Most new hires indicate that it takes nearly a year to truly familiarise themselves with the core principles and culture. This is challenging enough, but particularly complex in a rapidly growing organisation. How do you ensure there are enough culture carriers in all key positions? This dilemma is explored at the end of the introduction to float 3, which focuses on leadership. 

			#10 – DILEMMA: FIVE YEAR ANNIVERSARIES IN THE FUTURE

			It was a magical moment when our first IT Rockstar, Timothy, reached his five-year anniversary with us. Euphoria swept over us as we celebrated simply making it to the 5-year milestone. Apart from all the adventures we’ve shared with Timothy: with his long hair from his days as a guitarist in a metal band, his party spirit, and his amazing creative mind, Timothy is truly a unique personality and an all-around great guy!

			We had to celebrate in a big way. Despite the Covid pandemic, we went out. With his chapter colleagues we gathered at his house, ready with confetti and streamers to present him with a guitar hand-painted in Rockstar colours.

			Then came our next five-year milestone: Salsa Willy - more about him later. Naturally, we needed to have hand-painted dance shoes made for him. And then came another, and another, and another.

			We always strive to come up with something original for our IT Rockstars, giving them genuine personal attention.

			However, as we've grown quickly, the number of five-year anniversaries has increased significantly. Five per year is manageable, and even twenty is doable, but fifty or 150 anniversaries? At that point, you’d almost need a full-time employee just to handle the celebrations. We need to find a suitable solution because, ultimately, it's all about personal attention.

			 

			STARTING POINT 3 IN BRIEF

			The third starting point of the Rockstars Method is: down to the finest details. To be a Rockstars organisation, you must implement the starting points and choices consistently throughout every corner and detail of the organisation. This is only achievable if these principles are truly embraced by everyone in the organisation.

			It requires fundamental choices and active contributions from the entire team, including a strong commitment from top management.

			WHAT CAN YOU DO WITH THIS?

			How can you implement the Rockstars Method down to the finest details of your organisation?

			•Continuously explore ways your organisation can positively impact various aspects of your people's lives.

			•Recognise that your employees know best what benefits and improvements they need, rather than imposing what you think is good, wise, or smart for them.

			•Be honest with yourself: is a certain desire truly impossible from the perspective of the organisation, customer, or market, or are you using that as an excuse because it doesn't seem like a good idea to you?

			•Accept that implementing the Rockstars Method in every detail of the organisation can be challenging and complex.

			•Realise that there are always new developments, perspectives, preferences, and possibilities to make a positive impact on your people.

			 

			Rockstars challenge

			Below are five critical questions that can help you determine if your organisation works according to the Rockstars Method. You can also complete this challenge online. 

			 

			•What examples do you have that show the Rockstars Method has really been implemented to the finest detail of your organisation or not? 

			•Is your Rockstars organisation based on authentic drivers or are you primarily interested in the benefits of being a Rockstars organisation? How can you tell?

			•To what extent do you feel that the leadership in your organisation is able to accept that you cannot always foresee everything and can backtrack on decisions where necessary? What examples come to mind?

			•What examples show whether the people in your organisation have a clear shared vision, or in other words, are you putting a man on the moon? 

			•While reading this chapter, how many times did you think, ‘Right, that obviously won’t work for us because...’? 

		

	
		
			FLOAT 1: ORGANISATION 

			The first float of the Rockstars Method is ORGANISATION. This deals, for example, with the division of tasks and responsibilities between the central and decentralised teams, with pay and assessment, with how different roles relate to each other, and with the role the organisation plays for its people.

			Below is a description of how Team Rockstars IT is organised and what three building blocks we have distilled from them for the Rockstars Method. These are home base, shared interest and transparency. The description of the organisation below is a snapshot in time. In fact, this element is also constantly changing. Sometimes driven by the development of the organisation ('The group is getting too big, we have to move to a chapter structure'), sometimes by external circumstances, such as the Covid pandemic, and then again by changed preferences or advancing insight. Nonetheless, this description gives a good picture of the organisation's set-up and its principles and considerations. 

			What does the structure of Team Rockstars IT look like?

			The organisational structure is based on the idea that teams and groups should not be too large if you really want to put people first. The organisation roughly consists of two parts: the chapters where the IT Rockstars congregate, and the headquarters (‘HQ’) where all the support and central teams reside. 

			#11 - STORY: The cells of Eckart Wintzen

			The philosophy of Eckart Wintzen, renowned IT entrepreneur, benefactor and professional hippie including long hair, continues to inspire me forever after attending one of his lectures. The essence of his message is: keep everyone involved by dividing your company into small cells. People feel more engaged with 50 co-workers than with 2,000. These cells should be responsible for themselves and have their own profit-and-loss accounts.

			This ensures that you place as much decision-making power as possible low down in the organisation without too much central control. This leads to a high sense of responsibility within the cell and thus to high engagement, allowing you to keep growing rapidly and still maintain the culture and commitment. I quickly recognised that this absolutely had to become the foundation of our organisation!

			In conversations with managers of companies such as TMC and Incentro, which were also structured this way, we learned, however, that there are certainly disadvantages to this type of organisation. It often happens, for example, that cells compete with each other to bring in a customer and, partly because of this, there is no collaboration, but rather a hostile atmosphere within the company. Another disadvantage is that each cell reinvents its own wheel, resulting in double the costs. Furthermore, it is difficult to serve large customers with completely independent cells and to benefit from economies of scale in, for example, events or marketing.

			Gradually we sculpted our own model from this. It is regularly tweaked. Thus, we are continually looking for the Rockstars interpretation of Eckart Wintzen's theory, with a focus on preserving the culture, high engagement by our IT Rockstars and the benefits of a larger organisation.

			The premise is that HQ teams work for the IT Rockstars. Keep in mind where this idea came from: the manager works for the top athlete or DJ, not the other way around. Therefore, the primacy in the organisation lies with the chapters. You can think of these as independent businesses with their own people, clients, events and goals. The HQ professionals support the chapters in their entrepreneurship. Viewed this way, the organisation is an inverted pyramid: the IT Rockstars lead the dance via their chapters and the HQ team relieves and supports where possible. The term ‘HQ’ is perhaps somewhat misleading in this, as it is not a classic directing HQ. Then again, that term has simply crept in that way.

			This division of roles, in which the IT Rockstars take centre stage and support the HQ team, does not make the HQ professionals any less important as individuals, by the way. The organisation's starting point is that people come first, and so the HQ professionals come first too. For that reason, they are also often called HQ Rockstars today and are treated as much as Rockstars from within the organisation. While the two groups of professionals are equal in value, they are not the same because they have different roles. You'll read more about that in building block 7.

			In addition to actively facilitating chapters, the HQ team also ensures consistency across the organisation by providing actionable frameworks, such as the organisation's core values, strategy and vision, or central systems. HQ also takes care of everything related to terms of employment, the development of professionals and also the branding and profiling of the organisation as a whole, both on the job market and for (potential) clients. Simply put: an IT Rockstar from Arnhem has the same development opportunities as their co-worker from Rotterdam, they register their time in the same system and work from the same core values towards the same vision.

			THE CHAPTERS

			Each IT Rockstar is part of a chapter, an independently operating organisational unit of currently up to 50 IT Rockstars. Chapters have a geographic focus. They are named after the city in which it was established and the year in which it happened, so we have Den Bosch '15, Rotterdam '22 or Amsterdam '19. The guiding KPI of each chapter is: Rockstar satisfaction, which is measured quarterly. Chapters work on Rockstar satisfaction by facilitating the IT Rockstars in their lives, work and development as best they can. Chapters meet physically on a regular basis, combining substantive topics with drinks or something else. The exact format and frequency may vary from chapter to chapter.

			If a chapter becomes larger than 50 IT Rockstars, a new chapter will be established in that region or nearby. Initially, the existing chapter would then be split up in such a case. However, it subsequently turned out that the IT Rockstars prefer to maintain the bond with their chapter mates. After all, the many shared memories make for strong relationships. So since then, a new chapter has been formed where all the new IT Rockstars join together. That way you get a kind of year club of people who joined at the same time. The old chapter remains intact.

			Each chapter is led by a Chapter Chief, because we just love the alliteration. The Chapter Chief is ultimately responsible for the chapter, primarily measured in Rockstar satisfaction. Crucial to this is making sure there are enough interesting jobs. The Chapter Board also consists of a Talent Manager, a Sourcer (responsible for recruitment) and an Account Manager. This team of four functions as a management team and has weekly meetings.

			In the division of roles within the Chapter Board, there is a difference between a so-called growth chapter and a performance chapter. The former is one under construction; the latter is mature. The issue here is the balance between value for the IT Rockstars and efficiency. Performance chapters require less steering from the Chapter Board. In that case, a twosome facilitates the chapter: a Talent Manager and an Account Manager, with one of the two also assuming the role of Chapter Chief. An in-house recruiter is not necessary in a performance chapter, as open positions are generally filled fairly easily through referrals.

			The primary role of a Talent Manager is to properly facilitate IT Rockstars in their development and in choosing appropriate projects. A Talent Manager does not have individual commercial targets. Their focus is on the IT Rockstar and providing a bridge between the IT Rockstar and the client. Which, incidentally, does make the role very powerful on a commercial level. The Sourcer takes care of the recruitment of new IT Rockstars. For new chapters, this is often a full-time role, as at that stage the entire team of 50 is yet to be put together. Mature chapters share a recruiter, as the focus has now shifted on replacing professionals who have left the chapter.

			HQ

			The headquarters (HQ) is situated in 's-Hertogenbosch, where approximately 100 people are currently based to support a community of around 500 IT Rockstars across twelve Chapters. This ratio between HQ support team to IT Rockstars is 1:5 overall, though this ratio varies significantly between growth and performance chapters.

			A substantial portion of the HQ team is dedicated to managing anticipated growth within the framework of the Rockstars Method. This requires Talent Managers to onboard new employees, Sourcers to recruit fresh talent, and a commercial team to focus on expanding into new markets.

			Decision-making for matters concerning the entire organisation lies with the Central Executive Board. This group sets the vision and strategy, establishing foundational principles that all chapters can rely upon. To maintain alertness and relevance, the Central Board is regularly challenged by a Board of Excellence (our own people) and an Advisory Board with external experts.

			The Board of Excellence also serves formally as a works council, a necessity given the company's size, while retaining its original name. This arrangement streamlines the regular works council's agenda, allowing the Board of Excellence to concentrate on strategic discussions, testing new initiatives, and exploring avenues for improvement together. 

			#12 – STORY: Board of Excellence

			After a while, we realised: we're brainstorming all these ideas for our IT Rockstars, but maybe it would be handy to have a forum with representatives from the organisation where we could bring up the most important issues. Even though we always try to consider what our people find important and present things accordingly, our well-meaning interpretations don't always hit the mark.

			Initially, we hesitated. Something like that can easily turn into a works council type of setup, with all sorts of cumbersome procedures if we want to make changes. We'd experienced that during several reorganisations before Team Rockstars IT took over. It coloured our perception.

			So, what did we decide? We said, ‘Let's just start and see how it goes.’ Surprisingly, it worked out well. The ideas we used to brainstorm for our IT Rockstars were now collaborative efforts. This significantly boosted the quality! Many times, our ideas were either improved upon or altered. Remember when we wanted to discontinue an unfocused business line? It sparked discussion and delay, but the resulting plan was better than our initial one, and the decision had broad support.

			In addition to the Central Board, the organisation has a number of national management teams, each with a specific focus.

			•The Business MT facilitates and coordinates the chapters.

			•The MT Staff is responsible for all support functions.

			•The CTO Office is responsible for technical development and strategy.

			The specialists from the chapter teams also work together at a national level to develop new solutions and exchange knowledge and ensure consistency, supported from HQ. This functions as a matrix structure.

			THE Tribes 

			Content specialties meet in Tribes. These are groups of professionals with a specific technical specialty (Java, Microsoft, Front-end & Mobile, Cloud & Devops, Automated Testing). The primary goal of the Tribes is to facilitate the technical development of the IT Rockstars by giving them a platform for exchanging experiences and for sharing substantive questions. The Chief Technology Offer facilitates the Tribes. Like the chapters, the Tribes also meet regularly, with the presence of the specialists not being mandatory. Which, incidentally, does not prevent good attendance.

			In addition, the organisation has a number of Special Agents, or IT professionals who disseminate their knowledge through various media and venues, allowing the organisation to shape technical leadership and encourage younger IT professionals to keep advancing in their field. There are also so-called Principal Consultants: experienced professionals who play a pioneering role within the various Tribes. 

			#13 – STORY: Region or Technology?

			Once Team Rockstars IT reached a certain size, we had to split according to the cell model and set up a new unit. The big question was: how do we go about it?

			Our management team quickly reached a consensus. We had two major technical streams: Java and Microsoft.NET. This division made sense for both our clients and IT Rockstars themselves. After all, clients typically work with only one of these technologies, and IT Rockstars are deeply technical and prefer collaborating with like-minded peers. It was a solid plan.

			Having fleshed out our idea, we decided to run it by our Board of Excellence. Surprisingly, they suggested a totally different approach: dividing into regions. Their rationale was to ensure IT Rockstars had local events, felt connected to nearby co-workers, and could establish regional roots.

			This was an unexpected setback because it's the least efficient option. Staff (sales, recruitment, marketing) wouldn't be able to specialise in a single technology, which is crucial for serving both clients and IT Rockstars effectively. Plus, we'd need to manage regional locations and still work heavily in a matrix model to exchange technical knowledge.

			But ultimately, it was the IT Rockstars' decision, and the argument about fostering stronger bonds and having a home base was compelling. So, regions it was. 

			PERFORMANCE REVIEW AND REWARD

			The Talent Manager coordinates the performance review of IT Rockstars. Each Talent Manager meets with each IT Rockstar from the chapter at least four times a year, usually for an hour and a half to two hours in person. Some Talent Managers prefer to meet more frequently but for shorter durations. These regular meetings focus on the IT Rockstar as a person, discussing their challenges and ambitions – how they are doing, what's going on for them right now, what do they want, what does success look like for them, what do they need to achieve it? Those sorts of questions.

			The review process is largely driven by feedback from the client where the IT Rockstar works on a daily basis. Typically, five co-workers of the IT Rockstar are asked to share their feedback, including at least the team lead from the client's organisation. This provides a comprehensive view. Of course, the Talent Manager also forms their own opinion based on these discussions and other information gathered.

			The review discussion is distinct from the development conversation to ensure clarity between the two. The starting point is that during the evaluation, the IT Rockstar does not hear anything new.

			HQ Rockstars are evaluated by their direct supervisor. Here too, the evaluator gathers feedback from across the organisation, in this case, their own organisation. During the evaluation, the assessed individual also gives a tip and a top to their supervisor, aligning with our core values of being open and ambitious. 

			Notable terms of employment

			Team Rockstars IT offers good working conditions, like so many other organisations. Without this foundation, it is almost impossible to be successful in today's job market. So what are standouts on the benefits list?

			An important element of the compensation system is the 70/30 earning model, which means that the IT Rockstar gets 70 percent of the revenue they generate. You'll find more details about this in the second building block: shared interest. Furthermore, every employee has an unlimited number of leave days. Previously, this existed only for IT Rockstars, but it was introduced for HQ Rockstars as well in 2022. The Covid pandemic has led to the possibility of a workation: working from abroad for an extended period of time. This option is also basically open to everyone, within certain frameworks.

			In addition, the organisation offers a wide range of perks that benefit all people in the organisation, such as a PA service, a healthy lunch at the office, ample training opportunities, a company car, a hairdresser, barber and nail stylist on-site, sports with a personal trainer, chair massage and a dry cleaning service. And let's not forget the many cool events, from trips abroad to festivals with epic parties. You can read more about this in the next float, which talks about culture, and in the bonus track about events.. 

			WHAT STANDS OUT ABOUT THE ORGANISATION SET-UP?

			Many aspects of the organisation, viewed in isolation, are not earth-shattering. Many organisations have a Central Board or a Management Team, decentralised responsibilities, teams of specialists with a specific focus (People & Culture, marketing, finance), and many larger organisations operate with a matrix structure, with a reporting line following the operation (the chapter or the business), and a dotted line within the discipline (Talent Management, Account Management). So what stands out about the way Team Rockstars IT is set up? We turn next to the role of the Talent Manager in the bottom-up approach. 

			THE TALENT MANAGER AS A SECRET WEAPON

			The central role of Talent Managers stands out. Whereas many organisations empower the support or development of their people with a Talent Manager or similar role, at Team Rockstars IT this is a guiding starting point. For instance, when deciding whether or not to accept an assignment, the IT Rockstar always has the final say, with their Talent Manager in an advisory and supportive role. The Talent Managers are part of the business, in their chapters, and therefore not part of a central People & Culture team or an HR team. The Talent Managers have no formal commercial KPIs. Thus, they do not easily run into conflicts of interest from their primary focus on the IT Rockstar. Incidentally, the Talent Manager's bridge function between the IT Rockstar and the client does make this a commercially powerful role, and a Talent Manager is certainly not blind to commercial interests either. The Chapter Board sets the goals for their own business, the chapter. These oversee both the primary KPI - Rockstar satisfaction - and the commercial goals.

			In any case, the IT Rockstars want to do beautiful and substantively challenging assignments, so if the organisation fails to find them, it will all end quickly. Also, commercial success is needed to maintain the strategy of people at #1. So much focus on people takes time, energy and money. That is sustainable only with a stable economic position. Or put another way: a reliable flow of good projects creates peace of mind. Interesting here is the point of departure that the organisation chooses by not so much asking for concessions from IT Rockstars when there are clients who have uninteresting assignments for them, or in some cases a work culture that our people experience as uninspiring, but by looking very specifically for clients who do match those desires and motivations. For example by investigating how client and project ratings can help create the best possible match. 

			
All this also means that Team Rockstars IT actively part ways with clients in some cases. Not out of arrogance, but out of the conviction that it is ultimately in everyone's best interest if there is the greatest possible match between the talents and preferences of the IT Rockstar and what a client has to offer therein. Because what is best for the IT Rockstar is best for everyone. 

			INVERTED PYRAMID

			Another aspect that stands out is the bottom-up approach, the inverted pyramid. The chapters are primarily responsible for the Rockstar satisfaction of their people and thus for the outcome of the organisation. The HQ team facilitates. The belief is that the chapters can, and do, get much closer to the people, and in doing so can fill in what is needed better than the HQ team. This is a fundamentally different starting point than an organisation where senior management sets the lines and determines what needs to be done and then leaves the execution and implementation to the teams. The chapters also have their own signature, because they make their own choices in many areas. It does have something of a franchise formula, a form of connected freedom. Think of JUMBO's seven certainties that franchisees can fall back on blindly. Of course, it is also important that customers know what they can expect from the organisation. 

			#14 – DILEMMA: CENTRALISED OR DECENTRALISED?

			Something that we constantly try to balance as an organisation, is whether to regulate something within the chapter (decentralised) or at HQ (centralised).

			In essence, this is often a choice between ensuring high engagement (chapter) or ensuring greater efficiency and consistency (HQ). Self-determination is always nicer, as my 4-year-old daughters know very well: ‘Daddy, why do you and mom get to decide everything anyway?

			But there are also things we solve mainly centrally, such as our marketing campaigns. We prefer to tackle those centrally because they affect everyone and the chapters are too small for in-house marketing specialists. Also, our recruiters obtain a strong motivation from making phone calls with twelve people in the office, which they much prefer over having to go at it alone from the kitchen table.

			Sometimes we look for a combination, as we did People & Culture (or P&C, our term for HR). We had initially set this up this centrally, until we found out that it works very well if they are closer to the people. This provides a fixed point of contact for the IT Rockstars, and the P&C person gets to know all the people in the chapter.

			Something that we run into - and this is also a discipline issue - is that it often seems easier to 'just' take things centrally. Many decisions are made at HQ and the reflex, especially if something is not going well for a while, is to pull a lot towards HQ instead of trusting the chapters to fill it in themselves to their full satisfaction.

			Conversely, chapters that have a lot on their plate and are growing fast and are regularly still understaffed often just don't get around to tackling things quickly and effectively. After all, if you still have eight co-workers without a project, do you still have time to put on a cool event for your chapter? Especially if you don't do it very often and therefore have less experience with it than people who do nothing else all day.

			It is a continuous struggle that we will probably never finish. In doing so, each period and each specific case requires careful consideration: centralised, decentralised or in co-creation. Always with the goal of remaining two-legged: maintaining culture and commitment combined with healthy efficiency and profitability.
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