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Market Make Work Perks a Must
■ By BRITTANY MEILING
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Jamie Scott Lytle
Power Digital Marketing employees Bill Wilkinson, left, and Ryan Larkin play Ping-Pong at the 
office. With the Great Recession fading in the rear-view mirror, employers are having to offer 
more amenities to retain quality employees. Perks range from recreational activities at work to 
companywide vacations.

Local Retail Market Stays Safely Insulated

Bridge Fund’s Aim Is 
To Get Cash to Cos.
FINANCE: Funding’s Focus
Is New Crowdfunding Option
■ By SARAH DE CRESCENZO

New federal regulations that went into effect 
earlier this year have loosened the rules around 
how startups seeking capital can leverage indi-
viduals’ interest in supporting new enterprises 
—  and some local businesspeople are positioning 
themselves to bene� t.

The changes, intended to make it easier for 
private companies to raise money from indi-
viduals, were part of a bipartisan bill called 
the JOBS Act, for Jump-Start Our Business 
Start-Ups, signed into law by President Barack 
Obama  in 2012.

The U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission , 
as mandated by Title IV of the bill, adopted rules 
last year to allow smaller companies in the U.S. 

Healthy Course
Government and busi-

ness interests on both sides 
of the border are boosting 
efforts to align San Diego’s 
world-renown life science 
industry with Tijuana’s 
medical manufacturing. 
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Special Report: 
Health Care

Marketing Division Gives 
SDG&E Voice on Issue
ENERGY: CCA Energy Buying
Option at Center of Utility’s Move
■ By JOHN COX

Karen Totaro has 
been named senior 
vice president and 
general manager of 
the San Diego Con-
vention Center. She 
will oversee opera-
tions with a focus on 
all customer-facing 
experiences. 
Page 12

Gene Shi of Learn-
ing Genie Inc. and his 
wife Lala Zhang give 
their daughter some 
credit for inspiring the 
software they created 
that eases the burden 
of � lling out devel-
opmental pro� les 
for  early childhood 
workers.
Page 8

long-term investments. After all, talent 
was easy to come by when millions of 
Americans were desperate for work.

But now, as the economy rights itself, 
companies are grappling with how to 
compete in the latest war for talent. This 
time around, the game has changed.

It’s sad, but true: many workers feel 
disposable, and employers do little to 
discourage the feeling, according to 
market research.

Keeping good workers happy moved 
to the backburner over the past decade, 
as the Great Recession forced companies 
to focus on cost-savings rather than 

Just two years after Brixton Capital  ac-
quired a vacated former Target  store site in 
Chula Vista, four major retailers will soon 
be sprouting up to take its place.

Following Brixton’s multimillion-dollar 

renovation of what is now called Gateway 
Marketplace, the property near state Route 
54 will be home before year’s end to newly 
opened locations of Party City , Hobby Lob-
by  and Smart & Final , to be followed not long 
afterward by discount grocer Aldi .

It’s an indicator of high local demand for 
well-located retail space in San Diego County 
amid low supply, which itself is one reason
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San Diego Gas & Electric Co.  has become 
the � rst investor-owned utility in California to 
create a shareholder-funded marketing division 
to speak up about the growing number of local 
organizations being proposed to sell electricity 
to residential users.

Question is, why bother? Why did the Sempra 
Energy  subsidiary —  a company that doesn’t 
generally make money retailing power — stick its 
neck out on an issue some observers say presents 
no real threat to its business?

It depends on whom you ask, of course.
Critics have dismissed SDG&E’s insistence 

the move simply allows it to “educate” cus-
tomers about community choice aggregation 

 Cali Baja page 15



AUGUST 29, 2016Local breaking news: www.sdbj.com28  SAN DIEGO BUSINESS JOURNAL

from page 1

Retention:
New World of Work

While companies have been pouring 
over balance sheets and dialing down to 
survival mode, the world has transformed 
around them. Economic recovery is cata-
pulting businesses into the � ght for good 
workers, and companies are realizing that 
the workforce (and what they need to be 
happy) looks a lot different than it used to. 

“There’s been a dramatic shift in the 
makeup of the workforce over the last 
10 years,” said Brett Good , senior district 
president for Robert Half . “Boomers are 
retiring and we’ve seen a massive in� ux 
of millennials enter the workforce.”

And the new workforce isn’t baited 
with reasonable compensation, a savings 
plan, and casual Fridays, Good said. The 
“new world of work” looks very differ-
ent, according to a 2015 Deloitte  report.

“(Millennials’) expectations are vastly 
different from those of previous gener-
ations,” the report states. “They expect 
accelerated responsibility and paths to 
leadership. They seek greater purpose in 
their work. And they want greater � exi-
bility in how that work is done.”

The Cost of Unhappy Workers
The millennial generation, those aged 

18 to 34, are now the largest segment 
of the workforce as of 2015, according 
to Pew . And com-
panies are largely 
failing to keep them 
happy and produc-
tive.

Gallup  recently 
reported that an es-
timated 71 percent 
of millennial work-
ers are not engaged 
while at work. Dan 
Negroni , CEO of 
San Diego’s millen-
nial-focused consult-
ing group Launch-
box , said disengage-
ment is what leads 
smart and educated 
young people to bail 
on their employers. 
Unhappy workers 
can be quite costly to businesses that 
ignore them, Negroni said, costing com-
panies $15,000 to $25,000 each time a 
millennial quits.

Last year, the top concern for human 
resource managers was � nding skilled 
workers, and the second-greatest concern 
was turnover rates, according to a recent 
study from Spherion , a recruiting and 
staf� ng company.

That’s in stark contrast to previous 
years, in which HR managers were more 
worried about paying for talent than 
anything else.

Not Just Millennials
But the shift in worker demands isn’t 

just about millennials. An arguably big-
ger impact to the “new world of work” 
is the boom in technology since the 
pre-recession days.

Think back to 2008. Net� ix  had just 
launched its video streaming service, 
and new members were likely watching 
“Law & Order” on the grainy screen of a 
Blackberry Curve. In technology years, a 
lot can happen in a near-decade.

“There’s been an explosion in mobility 
since then,” Good said. “Today, there 
are more cloud-based services, free and 
abundant Wi-Fi, and a plethora of de-
vices that allow for greater � exibility.”

As the Deloitte report put it, “The 

barriers between work and life have been 
all but eliminated. Employees are “always 
on” — hyperconnected to their jobs 
through pervasive mobile technology.”

Now workers across all generations 
expect more � exibility from their em-
ployers.

“In the new age of mobility, you don’t 
have to be chained to a desk for 55 hours 
a week to get stuff  done,” Good said. 
“People want the � exibility to do work 
from the road, plug in at a Starbucks , 
or even take a break during the day to 
work out.”

Attract Talent or Die
Negroni said smart companies are 

learning what the new workforce wants 
— both millennials and older generations 
— and restructuring the workplace to 
appeal to them.

“Most people care about purpose, 
and transparency, and vacation, and 

work-life balance; 
it’s the new world 
order,” Negroni said. 
“If  you do noth-
ing to change, your 
company will die. If  
you go overboard, 
you could go out of 
business (employee 
benefits and perks 
can be expensive). 

It’s about balance.”
Good said that a wide variety of 

companies are morphing their practices, 
from law � rms to tech startups. The tech 
� rms, obviously, are on the cutting-edge 
of attracting top talent.

Culture Drives Results
San Diego-based ad-tech � rm Zeeto  

has ranked third in the nation by Entre-
preneur.com  for creating a company cul-
ture that draws top talent. The company, 
whose staff includes about 70 percent 
millennials, offers its employees an unreal 
set of perks. On top of a generous 401K 
match, full health care bene� ts, and free 
annual tax service, Zeeto offers its em-
ployees unlimited vacation, a pets-allowed 
policy in the of� ce, and pays an in-house 
chef to prepare breakfast and lunch daily.

“If  you’re not doing this stuff  now, 
you’re not going to get the talent,” said 
Zeeto’s Brian Jones , director of public 
affairs. “Culture is important these days 
considering the amount of startups that 
are out there � ghting to get the same 
talent. When you’re competing with cities 
like New York and San Francisco, you 
have to be on top of your game to entice 
them (employees) to come out here.”

Say what you will about the cost of 
“culture,” but it’s working for Zeeto. The 
company reported $41 million in revenue 
last year, and expects to do roughly $100 
million by the end of this year.

Know Thy Millennials
San Diego’s Power Digital Marketing , 

which employs 100 percent millennials, 
made the younger generation a focus of 
research. The company’s leadership, all 
in their 30s, know exactly what drives this 
generation, and they are harnessing this 
knowledge to grow the company.

The � rm, which more than doubled 
its revenue from $3.4 million last year 
to $7.5 million this year, offers a host of 
employee perks, including a hugely pop-
ular annual trip to exotic locations. Last 
year, the team took a party bus to LAX 
before � ying to Costa Rica for the week.

Perhaps most popular of the perks, 
Power Digital Marketing offers employ-
ees quarterly pro� t sharing, distributing 
25 percent of pro� ts each quarter.

The company has been extremely 
thoughtful in its approach to inspiring 
the younger generation to perform.

Leadership for the Win
Market research shows that a top 

priority for millennials is professional de-
velopment, meaning feedback is crucial 
to feeling ful� lled at work. It’s something 
that Negroni said is often missing from 
modern workplaces.

“The number one thing millennials 
care about is learning and growing,” 
Negroni said. “And learning and growing 
requires feedback.”

Grayson Lafrenz , founder of  Pow-
er Digital Marketing, said this was a 
no-brainer for his team. “When millen-
nials start feeling like they’re not getting 
better and learning more, you’re going to 
have problems,” Lafrenz said.

The company instituted a series of 
programs focused on development, in-
cluding a leadership program in which 
employees get together monthly to dis-
cuss management theories. The company 
is collectively reading “The One Minute 
Manager” this month, Lafrenz said.

Power Digital also does monthly one-
on-one meetings between employees and 
management to provide guidance and 
feedback to workers.

Start With Wages
Perks and culture aside, Good said 

that competitive wages are still where 
companies should start when trying to 
compete for talent.

“If  organizations have not gone back 
and reviewed their compensation plans, 
they’ll � nd themselves quickly outpaced 
by the market,” Good said. “Counter 
offers and multiple offers are the norm 
across all industries, and wage in� ation 
pressures are on.”

Good said that businesses that stay 
current with compensation trends and 
work hard to better understand their 
employees will fare well in the war for 
talent. 

“The new workforce wants it all,” 
Good said. “And that’s OK. The in-
� uence of technology and the younger 
generations on the business climate has 
been very healthy.”

Brett Good

Dear baby boomers: It’s time to play 
nice with millennials in the workplace.

That’s the theme of Dan Negroni ’s 
new book, “Chasing Relevance,” an ode 
to the truly novel disconnect between the 
millennial gen-
eration and its 
predecessors.

Negroni, CEO 
of San Diego’s 
m i l l e n n i a l - fo -
cused consulting 
group Launch-
box , said millen-
nials are the gen-
eration that most 
managers love to 
hate. The gener-
ation, ages 18-34, are often characterized 
by their superiors as lazy and needy, with a 
strong sense of entitlement and a frankness 
that verges on insubordination. 

But the frustration goes both ways. 

Addressing the Disconnect
Millennials often grumble about the 

inefficiencies of their baby boomer bosses, 
Negroni said. They also disparage older 
generations for not giving the feedback or 
training opportunities that millennials crave.

But it’s time to set aside stereotypes 
(both of millennials and non-millennials), 
and address the very real disconnect 
between the generations.

“We are disconnected from the largest 
generation in human history,” Negroni said. 
“It’s time for businesses and their leaders 
to change with the times because we have 
a big problem.”

Millennials represent 2.4 billion of the 
world’s population, 83 million strong in the 
U.S. alone. In only nine years, they will 
make up 75 percent of the workforce, and 
they already control almost $700 billion in 
spending today. 

“(Millennials) decide what businesses 
will live or die,” Negroni said. “They are our 
customers, our employees, and our future.”

According to Negroni’s book, more 
than 60 percent of millennials leave their 
employers within three years, and it costs 
businesses $15,000-$25,000 to replace 
each one. Negroni said the lack of loyalty 
and engagement has much to do with man-
agers misunderstanding millennials, and 
millennials misunderstanding managers.

The Parental Approach
The disconnect is a costly problem for 

businesses, and Negroni said the solution 
is to take a more “parental” approach to 
leadership.

“Being an employee and being a child 
are very similar things,” Negroni said. 
“People hate it when I use that language, 
but it’s completely true. To be successful, 
a business needs to care about their em-
ployees as parents care about their kids.” 

For managers, identify what drives 
millennials, how they learn, and adjust 
management styles accordingly, Negroni 
said. For millennials, learn how to best 
communicate what you need, and don’t 
be afraid to ask for feedback and guidance 
when you’re not getting enough of it. 

Negroni said a good place to start is 
to address the top disconnects between 
managers and millennials.

MANAGER’S TOP FRUSTRATIONS 
WITH MILLENNIALS
• Lack of initiative and problem solving
• Sense of entitlement
• Overly self-focused
• Too emotional
• Unrealistic advancement goals
• Impatient
• Inability to remain engaged and loyal
• Poor work ethic
• Not taking responsibility

MILLENNIAL’S TOP FRUSTRATIONS 
WITH MANAGERS
• Unavailability or “being too busy”
• Lack of timely response
• Lack of positive feedback
• Lack of training and development
• Lack of consistent check-ins
•  Lack of communication, transparency, 

and consistency
• Ineffective business planning
• Lack of trust

Dan Negroni

Photo courtesy 
of Zeeto

Wagging tails 
are a more 
common 
sight in the 
workspace as 
companies 
such as 
Zeeto, 
pictured, have 
an open door 
pet policy 
among its 
long list of 
employee 
perks.

Brian Jones

Grayson Lafrenz

It’s time to play 

‘Parental Approach’ 
Can Bridge This 
Workplace Chasm
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