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senior level executives, business leaders, and bestselling authors around the world on the 
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learn more about Jacob and the work he is doing please visit www.TheFutureOrganization.com. 
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Jacob: Hello everyone. Thanks for joining another episode of The Future of Work Podcast. My 

guest today is actually a repeat guest. Some of you might remember her from podcast 
we did almost two years ago. It is Francine Katsoudas, who is the Chief People Officer 
over at Cisco. Francine, thanks for joining me. 

Francine: Thank you. It's great to be back with you. 

Jacob: So the last time we did a podcast we were both in person I think in San Francisco. 

Francine: That's right. 

Jacob: We were just talking about the people, deal you are doing [00:00:30] and some really 
interesting projects. So I'll definitely check in with you and see how things are going 
there, but one of the things I realized I never asked you before is what is the day in the 
life of Francine looked like. So starting from when you first get up to when you go to 
bed, what is a typical day for you? 

Francine: Well, it's funny. This won't surprised you. There isn't always a typical day. My days start 
pretty early. I'm a morning person and so [00:01:00] typically I'll get up about 4:30 or 
5:00. 

Jacob: Oh my God. 

Francine: I know it's sick, but that’s like my time. It's an opportunity to read, to catch up on a few 
things. If I'm good typically within about 30 minutes, I'll work out for a bit, see the kids 
for a little bit and then head off to work. Then usually in the office around 7:30 or 8:00 
and then the close part of this role as you would imagine it's just really different day by 
day. So typically [00:01:30] I'm spending time with the leadership team, with 
employees. Sometimes I'm talking to customers. Usually there's always a surprise or two 
throughout the day that will be there. If I don't have a dinner with colleagues or 
customers, which I try to only do twice a week if I can, then I'm home for dinner. I have 
two kids, they're teenagers. Then in the evening I do my best to force them to tell me 
about their day. That's what a typical [00:02:00] day looks like. 

Jacob: Trying to get them off their phones, off their Instagrams and SnapChats.  
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Francine: Yes. It's hard. 

Jacob: Oh, yes I'm sure. Well, we were just talking before I pushed the record button that I've a 
16-month old now. So I can only imagine what devices and technologies she is going to 
be using when she gets to be a teenager. It's scary to think about. 

Francine: She'll be fluent at two and a half or three on some of the things that we didn't see until 
we were adult, which is crazy. 

Jacob: That's freaking you out already. [00:02:30] One of the other things that I realized I never 
asked you and this is something; and I'm starting to do with the podcast because a lot of 
listeners have asked me about this, is asking a little bit more about the guests and what 
they did to become successful in their careers, any unique practices that they've 
implemented. So I want to maybe spend a couple of minutes talking about you before 
we jump in to some of the stuff that Cisco is doing. First question for you would be in 
your role, the Chief Human Resource Officer, essentially the highest level that you 
[00:03:00] can get at big global company. Everybody knows it, you are one of the top 
executives there. I think you've been at Cisco for over 20 years now, right? 

Francine: That's true. 

Jacob: So for people that are listening to this that are thinking, how can I ascend to the peak of 
my career the way Francine did? Is there anything that you've learned during the course 
of your career that you think helped to make you successful that other people should 
do? 

Francine: The most important thing for me was I was always so hungry to learn. It fueled 
[00:03:30] the career decisions that I made. Most people may not know that when I 
started at Cisco, I started in the Contact Center. I was answering 80 to 90 calls a day. It 
was a great opportunity to hear from customers to get to know a bit about our 
products, what we do. I had to interface across the company to resolve these issues. I 
used it as an opportunity to learn and almost have a blueprint [00:04:00] at the time of 
a much smaller company. I continue to move role by role, asking the question around so 
what don't I know. So I haven't had a direct customer engagement; let me do that for a 
little bit;  I haven't led a large-scale program; let me try that; let me try a technical 
implementation. So that fueled my path. I share that because I never had a goal or 
dream of becoming a Chief Human Resource Officer. [00:04:30] I had a goal of having 
tremendous impact anywhere and everywhere that I could. 

 I try to just stay as open as possible when opportunities came up, not be so kind of clear 
on a path that I would say no to things. That was meaningful for my career. 

Jacob: So you were pretty open-minded it sounded like and just kind of experimenting with 
stuff. 

Francine: Yes, and I was okay with the fact that there could be a role that was a bad [00:05:00] fit. 
I was okay with the fact that I could fail somewhere along the way in that path as well. 
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Jacob: Were you ever bored or burned out or scared during this process? Because a lot of 
people and I get these comments on LinkedIn all the time, they work for a particular 
company and they're either bored or they feel burned out and sometimes they struggle 
getting past that, so I'm curious. During your 20 plus years in Cisco, did you ever get 
those feelings of [00:05:30] I don't know if this the right fit for me? How do you get past 
those? 

Francine: Oh my gosh, all of the above, absolutely. I think that's normal in career. I think what I try 
to do was when I found myself in that type of situation, I try to take action quickly to 
either remedy the situation I was in, find something new. Something that I accidentally 
fell into and I don't know if I've ever shared this with you. When [00:06:00] I joined 
Cisco, I thought I was going to be here for five years. So when I hit five years, I went out 
and interviewed. I received a couple of job offers. I had this really funny moment where 
I looked at the job offers and said, "Oh my gosh. I love what I'm doing more than these 
roles. I'm going to stay." I remember I said, "Okay, for sure that you have to leave by 10 
years." [00:06:30] So at the 10-year mark, I did the same thing. I went out and there are 
companies, one job at the 10-year mark that was really compelling. When I compared it 
to what was in front of me, I like what I was doing here even more. 

 At that time, too, in the 10 years, I probably worked in three or four different 
organizations, so I was moving a ton. At that moment, I realized there was something 
really powerful that happened at the five and 10-year mark and that was [00:07:00] I 
was able to test myself externally. I was able to see how the market viewed me. I was 
able to understand what other companies were doing and to see if that was of interest. 
Then most powerfully, I was able to say, "This is where I choose to be." Even though it's 
10 years and I did it again at 15 and at 20, I continue to sign backup. I would share that 
with people. I think even if you're [00:07:30] 10 years, three years, so if you're 10-year 
or six years, this concept of signing up understanding your value and then choosing that 
path, it was very empowering. 

Jacob: You also had the ability that sounds like to move around. So 20 plus years ago, I'm 
assuming you weren’t obviously as senior as you are now. 

Francine: No. 

Jacob: To be able to take these different projects, did you need to keep going your manager 
and saying, "Hey, can I do this? Can I do that? I'm bored here. I want to do something 
else," or did you just kind of [00:08:00] do it? 

Francine: Both, both. I remember when I would start working with a new leader. I remember 
being really overt around some of the career goals that I had and doing my very best if I 
had to if they were not already there to engage them in that and to ask for their support 
and someone who loves observing people I always have been. So I would look at my 
leaders and I [00:08:30] would understand those places where they really stood out. I 
have asked if they'd be willing to kind of teach me and help me understand how they do 
certain things. So it's kind of funny because I looked back Jacob and realized in my own 
way of contracting with my leaders. What that meant was that whether it was a year 
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and a half or two years down the road when I wanted to do something different, I think 
they felt we were on the journey together. 

 I found a lot of support, not always, [00:09:00] but in most cases. It was a very 
supportive leader that when I got to a point where I was probably as tired of doing some 
of the stuff that I had been doing and this was probably about eight years in, she 
recommended HR. I didn't know anything about the function at the time. So it was 
things like that and conversations like that that made that journey a bit easier. 

Jacob: That's interesting. I don't know any of those things. [00:09:30] So it's interesting that 
looking for other jobs also helped convince you to stay at Cisco. So I'm wondering if that 
even might be a practice that companies could implement after a three-year mark or 
they encourage their employees to look elsewhere just so that they can realize how 
good to have it where they are currently, might be kind of a weird thing. 

Francine: It's weird, but I believe from a philosophy perspective. [00:10:00] I will tell you that I 
have encouraged folks that I sponsor or that I lead to do that from time to time, because 
I either felt they didn't understand their value or I felt they need a bit to understand 
kind of a broader context. As a manager telling someone on your team that you want 
them to do that, it is different. I think ultimately it's good because you want people to 
be in the best place you want to be yet [00:10:30] at their very best. I think at times you 
have to realize that may not be with you. 

Jacob: I totally agree. I love that you actually encouraged people to sometimes look elsewhere 
just so that they can kind of get that external perspective because it's free. You're stuck 
in a big company and you're just in that one little bubble. The second you start looking 
for jobs elsewhere you're like, "Hey, you know what? I got a pretty good setup here. I 
think I'm good." So I [00:11:00] love that you sometimes encourage people to do that. 
Was there a particular moment at Cisco where you realized that this wasn't just going to 
be kind of a job but it was more of a career for you? I know this is something a lot of 
people struggle with where they take jobs and they say kind of what you did, "I'm just 
going to be here for a year or two years and then learn as much as I can and then I'm 
out of here." So when did you know that you weren't going to be out of there? 

Francine: I [00:11:30] don't know if I would say it that way because I think part of what hopefully 
keeps me hungry and in my best is realization that I may not be here. I think that's how I 
have to think about it. To the point of what point did I realize, well, this is beyond a job. 
This is something bigger. I had to say it was probably two or three years in and there 
was this realization that I had that I was incredibly passionate about [00:12:00] what I 
was doing. I was passionate probably even more so about the impact that I could have 
and along the way as you would imagine had some amazing mentors and managers that 
actually helped me to see myself differently. 

Jacob: That was going to be my next question is did you have any mentors? 

Francine: Yes, I did. I did. So I had one leader early on and her name was Peg. She was really 
[00:12:30] cool. We were leading this system implementation. Of course, as you would 
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imagine, I came in and things were kind of going array as they normally do. I was by far 
the most junior person on the team. She would ask my opinion all the time and so we 
would be having a team discussion and she'd say, "Fran, what do you think?" It caught 
me off guard in the beginning. What started happening Jacob is that I started to say, 
"You [00:13:00] know what? Peg is going to ask you for your opinion so push yourself 
friendly. Put yourself out there a little bit more. Take more risks in what you put out 
there." Something is simple and I try to remind myself of this. Something is simple if 
someone asked me for my opinion when they really didn't have to and probably most of 
the people in the room would say, "Why is she askin, this junior member of the team." 

 So there were little things like that where I realized just how impactful they were. Then I 
would say as [00:13:30] my career continue to grow, there were people that I felt 
started to understand maybe my work and what I had done, and then some of those 
relationships evolved into more of a sponsor relationship if you will. 

Jacob: Did you ever work for bad leaders or bad managers? We hear all sorts of stories, the 
people that take credit for your work, people that are commanding can full, people that 
even sometimes put you down. [00:14:00] If you've ever been in that kind of a situation, 
how do you navigate your way out of that into kind of seeing past it because I know this 
is again regardless of the seniority level,  I get tons of comments on LinkedIn and via 
email and social media, all of the time from people that say, "You know what? I love the 
company, but I'm just stuck in this situation where my manager, my leader were not, 
they're not good for me." So how do you get past that [00:14:30] to find the right 
people? 

Francine: I will tell you the first time that I found myself in that position, I didn’t handle it very 
well. I was working for someone that was a really poor people leader. Sadly the way that 
she treated individuals on the team was just honestly inappropriate. Now at this stage 
of my career, I would have fired the person easily. So [00:15:00] this happened and it 
would happen to me from time to time. The part where I feel I did a poor job Jacob was 
that I didn't come forward. Again, it was probably my, I'm guessing my third job here. 
The reason I didn't come forward was that I was scared. I felt this person finds out I've 
done this. If something doesn't happen [00:15:30] what's going to happen to not only 
me but the rest of the team. Eventually I came forward, but it took way too long. Then 
over the years, I learned to be more courageous to give feedback to understanding 
those moments where I needed to ask something. Then as we all do, I've became 
incredibly thoughtful and hey, who do I want to work for and why. 

 I find that [00:16:00] over time what happens is people know who the amazing leaders 
are and they flock to them. At Cisco, when we talk more about this in a bit, we've done a 
tremendous amount of work to really say, "Hey, what does it mean to be a leader at 
Cisco," and what are the expectations that we have of you to prevent situations like the 
one I had early in career. 

Jacob: That's actually a great transition into what you guys are doing at Cisco. I know you 
recently had a Leader Day. I think it was in- 

Francine: That's right. 



   

 

Francine Katsoudas on 2018-01-11 at 13.08 Page 6 of 18 

 

Jacob: ... [00:16:30] in September. So maybe let's talk a little about what that Leader Day was 
or is and what it means to be a leader at Cisco and how you encourage a lot of these 
desired-behaviors that you want to see. 

Francine: So I'll tell you. So Leader Day was a day where, if you can believe this, we brought about 
8,500 leaders together around the globe in a 24-hour period. It came from- 

Jacob: Physically in the same spot? 

Francine: No. [00:17:00]We had about 17 locations around the globe where people gathered and 
then we also had people joining us from the homes, remote offices, and I'll explain how 
it worked because we used our technology to really create this seamless experience 
when we designed it. We designed it not only for the folks that were going to be in the 
room, but the folks that may be were dialing in from their home office. We wanted 
them to feel a part of something much bigger. [00:17:30] I'll kind of get to that, but that 
was one of the takeaways was on that day we created this community of 8,500 people 
really striving to be better. Where it came from, as I was having a conversation with our 
CEO Chuck Robbins, and we were talking about some of the expectation that we have 
leaders and just the importance of really being clear, ensuring those expectations with 
them. He said, "Why don't we just tell them all together?" [00:18:00] That started the 
concept of Leader Day. 

 So basically what we did was we had the leaders predominantly that report to our CEO 
lead Leader Day throughout the globe. All of us started off the day with the same 
keynote where we talked about the expectations of leadership and where we are as a 
company, why we were doing this. [00:18:30] Then if you can believe it we went from 
8,500 people to groups of 10. In these groups of 10, we had realized scenarios and we 
had a video with the leader by the name of Alex. Alex talked about some of the stuff 
that she was dealing with. Then we would have an exercise where we would talk about 
what we thought Alex needed to do. So we had one breakout that was really about 
team leadership. Alex was a leader who stepped [00:19:00] in to a new team. There 
were some things happening on the team and so we all figured [inaudible 00:19:05] 
diagnose what's happening, what tools do you have, how do you handle that. 

 Then we come back into the main group and then we would discuss what we learned. 
We did a nice session also on kind of the financial business model and ensuring that all 
of us have the same understanding of our financial model. In this situation, we talked 
about some of the prioritization [00:19:30] and planning that managers have to do. 
Then in the last breakout, we talked about some of the conversations you have as a 
leader. Alex had a few difficult things as she had to talk to the team about and we 
worked through that. It is funny Jacob because in the groups of 10 you had vice-
presidents and you had first-line managers. Every one was really working through these 
issues, sharing some of their a-has, talking about the tools that we have. [00:20:00] The 
feedback from our managers on the day was incredibly positive. I want to say the net 
promoter score was in the 80s, which we were thrilled by. 

Jacob: Wow, that's quite tremendous for anybody that's trying to get high and then promoted 
to work. So is this going to be an ongoing thing for you or is this just kind of a one off? 
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Francine: No, it is. So we will make this something that we do on an annual basis. What we're 
doing in between, of course, is that on a quarterly basis we come [00:20:30] together to 
talk about hot topics as a team to really focus on some of our best practices. Our last 
leadership quarterly was actually in December. We focused on how do you retract, how 
do you retain and how do you share your talent. So that was a little snippet of 
something that we did. We have some learning labs that we're doing now in the spring. 
We'll have our next leadership quarterly. So we'll continue to have these big Leader 
Days because our learning was we came together [00:21:00] in a very powerful way as a 
community. It's funny to think of a community of 8,500, but we did. It was really 
meaningful and that's something that we want to continue. The nice thing was we 
looked at the first as a credibly basic and foundational. Now we're going to be able to 
get a lot more sophisticated as we move forward. 

Jacob: Can you share a little bit about some of the various leadership programs that you have? 
Because I know you do quite a bit. I know this annual Leader Day is one, but you 
[00:21:30] have quite a few things that you do for leaders. I think listeners would be 
very, very interested in learning about some of the various programs that you have. So 
maybe you can give us just a very quick rundown of all the different things that you do 
for leaders and encouraging the leadership and mentorship and how you bring about 
that mentality in Cisco. 

Francine: If I step back for just a moment, since the last we talked, something that we did was we 
really started to get more focused to [00:22:00] look at our talent. So we have three 
lenses that we look at. As you would imagine, all three engaged the manager 
significantly. So the first thing that we looked at was what do we want the individual 
experience to be. We want individuals to feel, "Wow, I'm growing. I'm supported in my 
career and I'm contributing to our mission." We want people to feel really connected 
but also this feeling of, "Oh my gosh. I'm getting better while I'm here." [00:22:30] The 
second area of focus for us was around teams. I think that's something we talked about, 
too. It's a huge focus for us at Cisco. Here we want to have an environment where we 
build and develop world-class teams. Our leaders act as talent magnets. They really just 
focus on getting the best of every one. Then the third focus for us is team on teams. 
Here we're really focusing on how do we work dynamically across Cisco, 73,000 
[00:23:00] employees to drive alignment and teaming and innovation. 

 So those are the three pillars within our talent strategy. Then within each of those, as 
you would imagine, we have [inaudible 00:23:16] managers to make them better. In 
that first pillar around individuals, that's a lot of what we actually did in September. We 
basically talked to our employees around the fact that it's your role as a leader 
[00:23:30] to understand what is unique and specialized about every single person on 
your team. It's really to understand how to deploy them and make them better and help 
them have a career. So anyway, we're framed and what we have is we have experiences 
within each of these areas for our leaders. We're having some fun right now with some 
micro-simulations where leaders can step into different scenarios via technology and 
see how they do. [00:24:00] That's not a weapon that we're using. It's a tool for them so 
that they can see how they're doing and then based on that they know where they can 
focus. Then we're using technology quite a bit to give our leaders feedback on how their 
teams are doing and what that means for them as a leader. 
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 Our goal is to ensure that the leadership training and everything else that we do is 
incredibly customized. 

Jacob: So I'm really curious. When you say technology, are you talking about [00:24:30] survey 
tools, virtual reality stuff? What do these simulations look like? 

Francine: So the simulations are more on the VR side of the house. We're planning around with 
that in a few different ways, which is really quite fun, as you would imagine. We also 
have the ability to survey our employees. A move that we made and I think most 
companies are making as well is we got away from the big bad annual survey, [00:25:00] 
because we want to hear how people are doing all the time. We want to [inaudible 
00:25:04] in all services and external sources and use that information in trending to 
really give us advanced intelligence on our people. So we really have quite a spectrum of 
things that we're doing from a technology perspective. 

Jacob: So when you think about the programs in general; so you have the leadership day, it 
sounds you have some quarterly things, you have some technology stuff that you do, 
[00:25:30] I'm just trying to get a sense of what ... If we had almost list of bullets of 
Cisco's leadership programs, the different options that people have, what would those 
options be at Cisco? 

Francine: So as you would imagine, they're in a few different areas. So part of the investment that 
we make in our people would be around some of the technical learning that they want 
to do and that's both our leaders and our individuals [00:26:00] as well. We actually 
have training that we offer around some of the key leadership expectations and 
outcomes. So I mentioned to you that was probably one of the most foundational things 
that we did. So there are eight different outcomes that we drive towards. They are 
around purpose, excellence, support, and the future. We look at what's best for the 
team [00:26:30] and we call that Best of We. Then we look at what's best for the 
individuals and we call that Best of Me. So just as an example, one thing that we realized 
is that the best of the team we need to have collective purpose. So one of the offerings 
that we provide and sometimes we'll do this as a standalone or to the leadership 
quarterly is we will bring leaders from across Cisco that do a tremendous job at building 
collective purpose. We will have them share [00:27:00] how they do that. 

 What's cool about that Jacob is it's also part of the culture that we want is this 
realization that we have so much that we can learn from one another. So the leader and 
the team outcomes I think are foundational. Then there are many vehicles that we 
leverage to help not only [inaudible 00:27:22] but to educate and then help people 
make [inaudible 00:27:27]. Something [00:27:30] that I think has evolved quite a bit is 
this realization that if the two of us were trying to drive collective purpose across our 
teams, chances are Jacob we would do it in different ways. Guess what? They're both 
really good. So that's a little bit of the focus that we have. So employees in addition to 
attending the quarterly leadership sessions or in addition to participating in Leader Day 
also have the ability to get deeper into each of these outcomes. There's [00:28:00] also 
some training that you would expect that we offer around some of the unique 
leadership capabilities that we need within the various functions. 
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 Again, I think what's so important is we're working hard at Cisco to get away from the 
big bad inventory of offerings to something that's tailored to where you are and where 
you want to be. 

Jacob: Very cool. We'll talk a little bit more about the talent cloud and some of that in just a 
minute. So I'm curious, [00:28:30] when you look at just kind of the state of work in 
general, what were your perspective is? So I asked that kind of imagine you're not in 
Cisco and you were looking for a job. Because it seems nowadays, there's a lot of 
instability. Companies around the world have gone through a lot of layoffs. I know Cisco 
has done some in the past. Virtually, every company in the world has done something 
like that. We have the gig economy. We have a new generation of worker. [00:29:00] It 
feels kind of crazy. It's sort of you walk outside and there's just a hurricane in monsoon 
and you're like, "Eh, I think I'm just going to stay in the house." So what's kind of your 
perspective, your take on just the world of work today? What pops into mind? What are 
you thinking about? 

Francine: I think the first thing that pops into mind is that we are going to have and we have so 
many [00:29:30] more choices now about how we want to work. I think that is going to 
continue. When you have larger companies like Cisco thinking about not only the 
freelance economy and what that means in bringing talent in but thinking about almost 
our employee base and creating a freelance employee or freelance marketplace within 
the company, I think is really interesting. So the first that I would say is that [00:30:00] I 
do think we're going to have a lot more choice about how we work. The second thing I 
would say is that I do think we're going to continue to get a lot more focused on unique 
capabilities and the understanding of how people stand out. 

 Something that I think we've talked about before is I'm not a big fan of job titles. I think 
they should and [00:30:30] will be going away. What we're going to get to is this 
understanding around some of really important skills and what work looks like and how 
we match people to certain types of projects as an example where they can be their 
best. I do think we're getting closer. We're not there yet to having a more consistent 
way to talk about skills and capabilities. Having people kind of [00:31:00] going back to 
your original questions around career, being a lot more deliberate about what they 
want kind of the left and the right turn to look like. 

Jacob: Do you think there's also a lot more uncertainty today? This notion of having a personal 
brand has always been something that I've been interested in. I know a lot of people 
that have had full-time jobs for big companies and then if they go through layoffs or 
they get fired or they quit or whatever, all of a sudden, "Oh man, I got to build my 
personal brand. I'm going to do my own thing." So [00:31:30] if you were not working 
for Cisco and you were on your own and you were looking for a job, would you also 
think it's a good idea to build up your personal brand on the side just in case? 

Francine: It's funny. I think we always have to be doing that. I think for many of us there's 
probably a fear-based element that makes us do that. When I look back to those 
moments where I kind of put myself out there those moment [00:32:00] where I felt this 
may not be right or maybe time for me to do something different, there's sometimes 
this realization, wow, have I been diligent about my brand, have I been thoughtful about 
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the network that I need. It's funny because I think if you look at it as a box you need to 
check, I think you do it wrong. I think when you look at it as what are those things that I 
should be aware of, who are those people [00:32:30] that I can contribute to and 
perhaps can make me better, I think it makes it less of this let me get my brand in place, 
if that makes sense. I think we all have to be doing it. 

 I do think that things change and the ability for us to say, "Hey, you know what? Maybe I 
want to do something different and doing this work has made it easier for me to make 
that type of move," I think is a wise thing to do. 

Jacob: [00:33:00] I agree. It should be something that a lot of people do. It's tough, because I 
don't think there are any companies out there that genuinely want to like fire people all 
the time and just let a lot of people go. It seems that this happens in the corporate 
world. At least for now, it's kind of a reality that a lot of companies go through. Sad to 
say it's almost we need to be prepared [00:33:30] that just in case that happens, what's 
your plan B, what else are you going to do. So having that personal brand I think is 
definitely important for us to think about. I want to transition a little bit to how you deal 
with fear at Cisco. Have you ever been, I don't know, scared for your job or scared that 
you had this really big project or idea that people are going to say, "Oh my God. This is 
stupid. [00:34:00] Who is Francine? Why did we hire this person?" Have you ever had 
those fear moments inside of Cisco? If so, how did you deal with them? 

Francine: I'm laughing because I do think that when you are someone that is going to take risk, 
when you work in a company where you're going to make bets, you are going to feel 
fear from time to time that one of those bets doesn't [00:34:30] play. I think that's 
important. At Cisco about three years ago when we launched the people deal, one of 
the pillars was around innovating everywhere. The thought there was we need to create 
a culture where we were comfortable taking risks but also okay when things don't pan 
out and we make mistakes. One of very basic things that I remember talking about at 
that time was asking managers in [00:35:00] a staff meeting share a mistake you've 
made and something you've learned from that because you want that environment. 
Personally, there have been some really big projects that I worked on where I said, 
"Well, Fran, you know that if this doesn't go well, it's not a good thing." 

 I remember times where I hope there was a safety net below me. I do think that's the 
role that leaders play. I always say as a leader, I [00:35:30] do think you want to 
encourage your people to take risk. You want to make sure that you can provide that 
safety net if things go wrong. 

Jacob: When we spoke almost two years ago after that podcast, there were two things that 
people were really shocked with when we spoke. To this day, a lot of them can't even 
believe that this happened, "Are you sure that's what she said? Really?" The first is the 
way that you got rid of annual performance reviews. From what I recall, it was 
[00:36:00] done in a three-day period. You decided you were going to do it and then you 
got approval for it and then it was done. 

Francine: That's right. 
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Jacob: So you're just confirming that I'm not crazy that you said that. 

Francine: No, and by the way that was one of my moments where I thought, "Oh boy, this one is 
big." This one is big. I didn't second guess the decision. I didn't second guess the speed, 
but I understood the repercussions of doing it in three days. 

Jacob: Just so everyone listening is clear, you decided you wanted [00:36:30] to get rid of 
performance reviews and three days later they were done. 

Francine: Three days later, we announced it to the organization. We stopped using the system 
that we were using. I think what we did Jacob based on kind of where you're going is we 
signaled to the company that we were going to make changes. We were going to be 
agile. We were going to take risk and maybe most importantly, we were going to engage 
[00:37:00] them in the solution. This was not going to be something that HR in the 
backroom worked on and then we present the 95% solution and say to die here it is. It 
was a really big moment for us. I think it ignited quite a bit of innovation in the HR 
function here, because it basically told our team we were willing to do things differently 
and take risk. So that was the first one. What was the second crazy thing? 

Jacob: The [00:37:30] second one was you also got rid of the annual engagement survey. A lot 
of people were, "Oh my God." I think it was a four questions that you used instead. Even 
today, when I speak at conferences, some people tell me that they do engagement 
surveys every two years, every three years. Then when I say, "Oh yes, Cisco doesn't even 
do that every year anymore." People were, "What? We do it every two years. What do 
you mean they don't do it every year?" So people were also pretty shocked by that, 
[00:38:00] so maybe you can just spend a couple of seconds looking at what you guys 
are doing there instead. 

Francine: It's funny because I'll tell you. When we did the ... When we stopped doing the annual 
survey, there were people that were really upset. They were kind of, "Wait, where is my 
annual read out on how my folks are doing?" This was one of those places where we 
basically said it's a data point [00:38:30] but it's not necessarily good data, because 
you're catching people at one point in the year. You're reviewing that data probably 
thoroughly two or three months later and the world is shifting minute per minute. So 
that was kind of the moment that I think we signaled in HR. Anything that has the word 
annual in front of it just think long and hard about that. Again, what we do today is we 
definitely survey our people [00:39:00] and sometimes we survey our people, which 
we're working on. We go out to 18,000 people a quarter and we get their perspective. 
We get their perspective from the monthly company meetings that we're doing, from 
the leadership quarterly. We look at some of the feedback that we get on external sites. 

 We bring all of that together and it gives us a sense for how we're doing. We have found 
that the data is pretty darn precise. I can see [00:39:30] where opinions start to shift on 
issues and that's meaningful. So yes, I think now there's probably more of an 
appreciation, but that was probably a little bit tougher from a change management 
perspective than I thought. 
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Jacob: Oh yes, I'm assuming that's not easy. Then for people that want to learn more about 
that, we talked more about the annual performance review in the previous podcast and 
talking about the engagement stuff. I did a whole section in my book The Employee 
Experience where we looked at what Cisco [00:40:00] is doing there. So we won't repeat 
that but if people are interested in that, check out the previous podcast or check out the 
book and you can see more of the story in there. Talking about the change management 
process, that's always tough whether you're redesigning a workspace or introducing a 
new practice. You mentioned that you had some people that were genuinely pretty 
upset. So what was that change management process? When you say it was tougher, 
what extra resources did you need to kind of overcome that? 

Francine: [00:40:30] I think all things. When you explain the why, when you explain the intent, 
when you basically share, "Hey, we're worried that asking your opinion once a year isn't 
enough," folks get that. In this case, I think what was most meaningful was our leaders 
were used to having [00:41:00] data at their fingertips around engagement and how 
their folks felt about things. It took us just a little bit of time to kind of catch up with 
some of the new things we were trying through that demand. So in retrospect, I think 
we could have done a better job explaining the why and explaining how things were 
shifting. The funniest thing is that for the leaders, they too know the difference between 
a data point and intelligence and [00:41:30] good data. I think the more from an HR 
perspective that we can lead and share in that regard, I think the business will come 
along with us. I think we just moved incredibly fast in that change. 

Jacob: Every time you move quickly, some people are always, sometimes you got to drag 
people along, which happens. Almost two years ago when we spoke, you were kind 
enough to allow me to share this in the book, the Cisco [00:42:00] moments that 
matter. How many, was it 10 or 12 of them? 

Francine: 11. 

Jacob: Oh, 11. Of course, I get to the one number that's kind of wrong. So I'm really curious, 
has there been any update since then with the moments that matter over the past two 
years? How has that been going? Maybe you can just give a brief summary of what are 
moments that matter at Cisco. 

Francine: The moments that matter at Cisco are [00:42:30] 11 moments that our employees 
prioritized. When we ask them about those moments that were meaningful in their 
career, they selected 11 moments. I think we've laughed about this before. It's a very 
diverse group of moments. Sometimes my peers tease me because I think a few of the 
moments actually are not really moments. However, there are things that are 
meaningful in your career. What we ended up doing was after identifying [00:43:00] 
those moments, we spend some time looking at are the things that we're [inaudible 
00:43:05] enough to the peak deal and who we want to be. Just as an example, there 
are moments around my first experience, so how you come in to the company. There 
are moments around my manager, my development, my team. There's a moment 
around my personal experiences. [00:43:30] What's really cool about that just as an 
example is that this past year we actually did quite a bit on personal experiences. So we 



   

 

Francine Katsoudas on 2018-01-11 at 13.08 Page 13 of 18 

 

increased parental leave at Cisco when it's incredibly competitive, which makes us very 
excited. We also offered something else called emergency time off. 

 At Cisco, we talked a lot about family. There's a realization that sometimes we come 
together and can feel a family. There was [00:44:00] this realization that we had that all 
of us in our personal lives we define family differently. There are folks or just best 
friends that are family. So the new offering that we have is emergency time off and 
basically this offering allows you to step away if you need to take care of your family, if 
you have an issue. A member of the team recently used it because sadly their house was 
broken into and they needed a few days to kind of sort things out. It was [00:44:30] 
really a nod to this realization that we all have family vacations. We have close friends 
that we need to take care of and this benefit will [allow 00:44:40] folks to step away and 
do just that and not have kind of the worry about, "Oh my gosh. My team is waiting for 
me." So there are things that we just continue to innovate. 

 I would say Jacob the biggest difference from the last time we talked about this is that I 
think there's just some good momentum. I think moments that matter [00:45:00] have 
now become part of our vocabulary. So there are times where I'll just see something 
really cool whether it's someone being from [inaudible 00:45:07], maybe on stage or 
surprised in a really cool way. You'll hear leaders say, "I hope that was a moment that 
matter," or you'll hear someone say, "Well, that was a moment." So what I think it has 
done is two things. One, it's made managers a lot more thoughtful about creating that 
and thinking about the moments for their [00:45:30] teams. Then I think the second 
thing that it's done is it's driven a level of just appreciation and a little bit of a different 
mindset around how we look at the world as well. 

Jacob: So if you look at the manager or the leader moments that matter, so what might some 
of those moments be for people that are curious? 

Francine: So if you think about my first impression, so there are things that my team within HR has 
done, as you would imagine, [00:46:00] to make the first day the best that it can be. So 
it's a lot of the behind-the-scene stuff around the first day. What we both know is that 
what makes a really good first impression is when you have lunch with your team on the 
first day, when you actually spend time with your leader, when your leader has been 
really thoughtful and has thought about a mentor maybe to guide your first 90 days. So 
what that shows is there are things that we will around [00:46:30] architecting a really 
good experience sometimes using our technology to really help do that. What you know 
is that it's the manager that it takes all the way forward. An example that we saw very 
early in the work was around an employee's anniversary. What we saw was that there 
are employees that said, "Gosh, you know what? No one says anything on my work 
anniversary," and then there were employees that said, "Oh my gosh. My team will be 
taking [00:47:00] flowers on my anniversary." 

 What it demonstrated to us was that there was just a big role for the leader to really 
create these moments that matter. 

Jacob: It seems the lesson there is for leaders to understand or for the company in general to 
understand what those moments are. You guys have them and it sounds 11 categories. 
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Under those categories, there are several moments that might exist, so. Is it more than 
11 moments? Are those categories where each one of them there's a couple, [00:47:30] 
so could be 50 moments? 

Francine: Yes, could be. That's right. So the 11 are categories. So here's another example. We 
have a moment around making a difference. This is how we give back to our 
communities. So over the last couple of years, there's been some really great programs 
that we've launched to make it easier to match, to give people 40 hours of time, to give 
back to their community, to school, church, whatever [00:48:00] they'd like to give back 
to. Then the request of the leaders to basically say, "Hey, make this a priority," and 
maybe if you're having an offsite, do a give back type of event as well. So for each of 
those, there's quite a bit there. I think the only thing that I would say is that this is most 
powerful when it's broader than HR. So on these moments, we're working across IT and 
we're working with marketing and [00:48:30] communications and our workplace 
resources. We all come together to really make these moments significant. 

Jacob: I wanted to ask now a little about the talent cloud. Then I have a couple of questions 
from people on LinkedIn that I promised I would ask you. So the talent cloud I thought 
was super interesting. You mentioned this a little bit earlier, but it's this notion of kind 
of building a freelance marketplace inside of Cisco. I remember reading the article that 
said something along the lines [00:49:00] of how Cisco is getting to know its 70,000 
employees. I think that was something like that. It was all about this notion of matching 
skills with strengths and jobs. So can you talk about that for a few minutes and what 
that is and how that works? 

Francine: Of course. I would start up by saying I think all of us are driving to kind of this concept of 
the liquid workforce. We're doing that because, one, we want our employees to have 
really great careers. Then we also want [00:49:30] to ensure that we have the right skills 
and capabilities in the roles that we have. There's just this realization that work is 
changing. Something that I like to think about a lot is the fact that work changes faster 
than people, so how do you ensure that you know your people and that they're 
preparing also for some of those changes. I'll tell you guys that in this space, it's been 
tricky. A member of my team talks about it around the Goldilocks [00:50:00] theory, 
which is sometimes you have things that are just away too big. They're really hard to 
implement across 73,000 people and then you have things that are too small and don't 
give you what you need. So we're trying to figure out do just right. 

 So we did a pilot. It's about a year ago now. We did it within the HR function where we 
really went taper on the skills and capabilities. We had folks kind of share their view. We 
[00:50:30] had leaders [provide 00:50:31] feedback. We drove to consistency within the 
function around skills and capabilities that are most meaningful. What we learned from 
that was it was still a little too heavy. It took us too long to go through that process. So 
we're using some different technology at the moment. We're using [inaudible 00:50:51] 
because we like the fact that it's kind of sourcing all of the data that's out there and 
helping us to really get clear in some of [00:51:00] the roles and the skills and the 
capabilities and so we have that work going on. Concurrently with that, we have some 
good work going on around workforce planning and understanding different talent 
pools within Cisco and getting clear around what do you do for each of those talent 
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pools. Then as we do that, as you would imagine, we continue to experiment with things 
internally around the freelance marketplace. 

 Then there are some interesting things that we're doing with the network visualizer 
[00:51:30] that's guiding us a little bit to how we work and how we're most effective. So 
those are some of the things that we're doing. I think we're getting [inaudible 00:51:40] 
capability perspective and [inaudible 00:51:47] agility around how we understand that 
and then how we help people move to those areas where there's need. 

Jacob: So does the talent cloud kind of the marketplace work the way people would imagine, 
[00:52:00] any manager or leader at Cisco goes on, puts up job posting that they need 
help with and anyone at Cisco bids on it or how does that work? 

Francine: So that's absolutely there and we've had that piece have been in place for quite some 
time. I think that piece of it is table stakes where we're wanting to go and what we're 
having some fun with. We had a pilot within my organization where we put out six 
projects to the organization. [00:52:30] We basically said, "Hey, we're willing to pay this 
dollar amount for this project and please feel free to bid on these projects." So we had 
folks bid on a project and so [in addition 00:52:40] to their, quote/unquote, "day job," 
they took on these projects [crosstalk 00:52:45]. 

Jacob: Anybody at Cisco could bid on them. 

Francine: Correct, correct. So those are the types of things that we're playing around with this 
ability to post and have people see roles and put themselves forward. It's really good, 
but [00:53:00] I do want to get to a place where we're getting better about tapping 
people on the shoulder where we could say, "Hey, we notice you have the skills and 
capabilities and you've been in your role for this amount of time. We have a great 
stretch assignment or great freelance project that you can do in addition and maybe you 
can decide whether or not you're ready for a change." I bet that's what we want to 
move, too, internally. 

Jacob: Got it. All right. Well, I know I could ask you another hundred questions, but I promised 
people on [00:53:30] LinkedIn that I would ask some of their questions, so I'm going to 
ask you some of these. First one is from Latiff and they said, "I'd love to know if she has 
identified a link between the cultural aspects of Cisco's customer audiences and the 
culture inside of the company itself. I'm finding in my research that when these are 
aligned there is less friction in the customer experience and an overall happier longer 
term business relationship." So kind of a big question but it sounds it's ... Is there a link 
[00:54:00] between the culture side of Cisco customers and the culture side of Cisco 
employees? 

Francine: Absolutely. I think that's incredibly powerful. It's funny I've read papers recently talking 
about how looking at sometimes your employees as a customer is kind of an interesting 
way to bridge those worlds. I think at the end of the day you have to connect them. I 
think we've all had experiences where we deal with a company and we know [00:54:30] 
that that company has a bad culture or a poor experience based on the experience that 
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we have with the employee. At Cisco, we're lucky in that. What we do internally, we 
leverage a lot of our technology as well and we're therefore able to connect those 
worlds. We're able to test things internally and understand the applicability of some of 
that technology. [00:55:00] Culturally, how we behave with our customers is how we 
behave and we want that link there. Then the last thing that I would say, which I think is 
really cool and different is that because we have collaboration tools, what that means is 
that anyone at Cisco, including my HR team is doing quite a bit of this, we're all in sales 
to a certain extent. We're all sharing how [00:55:30] we're using that technology. 

 So anyway, it brings the whole thing full circle, but I do think they're one and the same. 

Jacob: Next question is from Georgia. This is an interesting question. Nobody has ever asked 
me this before. She asked, "I'd be curious to find out how was automation seen on the 
context of lower cost countries where they hold their routine operations and have 
started to develop any data or cognitive abilities in relation to those. Will they ever start 
moving [00:56:00] strategic thinking in the lower cost countries if they automate all the 
routine operational tasks given that the bigger countries also have a big number of 
capable and educated people?" Even that question kind of confuses me a little bit. It 
sounds is automation ... Well, is some of the strategic thinking going to go elsewhere? 

Francine: I think we all move up to stack. I think automation, I [00:56:30] think data, I think 
intelligence. Let's say that there's a hierarchy of processes or work that happens within 
the company or organization. I think that the data, the insights intelligence, the 
automation allows all of us to work up if you will and it's going to change our tasks. I 
think that applies globally. I think that applies to work that we at one point considered 
[00:57:00] more of the task-oriented work. I think it is a global phenomenon that we'll 
experience. 

Jacob: All right, last couple of questions for you, this one from [Dharmender 00:57:11] who 
says, "It would be good to know how do they measure an enhanced business leader 
effectiveness." So looking at Cisco, how do you identify who's a good leader, who's not a 
good leader? Are there specific metrics used? 

Francine: Yes. So we, as you would imagine, again, those leader and team outcomes, we 
[00:57:30] have the ability now. We asked our leaders on a quarterly basis to put a 
survey out to their teams and that survey is on those same eight criteria that we talked 
about earlier. So what we get a good view into is team by team, how a leader is doing 
against something, collective purpose or creating safety and trust. Again, at Cisco, what 
we worked really [00:58:00] hard to do is I don't want that to be a weapon. So I want 
that to be more of a gift if you will to the leaders so the leader can say, "Wait a second. 
My scores on safety and trust are low, need to do." Then we have the offerings to help 
them, but within that there's a lot of great data that we are able to collect and leaders 
are able to see, to understand how they're doing and also how they're doing compared 
to the rest of Cisco leader across the entire company or by site. 

Jacob: [Matt Merrins 00:58:30] asks, " [00:58:30] I love to hear if their future talent strategy 
includes freelancers. If so, in what capacity? Is it purely project based as a means of 
quickly scaling up resources or both?" 
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Francine: I would say on this question that I think it will start more with project work because I 
think that is a very natural way for us to have clear problem statements, to have clear 
criteria around what [00:59:00] work is getting done and so my sense were going to see 
a lot of the freelance work start there. Then my senses, once we have some success and 
understand how we pay, how we evaluate work, I could see it as something more 
broadly that we do to bring in unique skillsets and capabilities. Something that we 
recognize is that not everyone wants a large and apprised company. There are people 
that would like to come in, solve a problem and do something [00:59:30] else for 
another company that we want to work with everyone. So that's something that we'll 
get to, but I think they'll start first from a project perspective. 

Jacob: Last question for you comes from [Akshay or Akshy 00:59:41]; sorry if I'm saying your 
name incorrectly, and it's, "How do you think automation in AI can help propagate the 
core values and the mission to ensure an employee experience, which is positively 
consistent in nature regardless of location, department or role differences?" So do you 
see [01:00:00] a role that AI can play in culture and values and mission? 

Francine: I do, I do and it's funny. We have been down this past of realizing that through 
technology, as counterintuitive as this is going to sound, we can create a more human 
experience. So that is something that we're definitely playing around with. What I would 
share with you is that we also believe very strongly, within my team we talked 
[01:00:30] about this choose your own adventure, we realized that every employee may 
have a different thought about what a successful career looks like. We want to help 
them with choosing their own adventure. We think there are things to the question that 
should be consistent regardless of where you sit in the world or regardless of your role 
or your level. So I do think technology can help [01:01:00] us with some of that, but we 
also want to make sure that we can be incredibly customized from a career perspective 
as well. 

Jacob: Fair enough. I think that makes a lot of sense. This whole notion of customization and 
personalized experience I think is great. I know we've been chatting for just around an 
hour. I could easily keep going in front of a lot of people and saying, "Wait. I have more 
questions for her." So we might have to have you as a guest next year as well. For now, 
working people go to learn more about you. I know that you are on LinkedIn. [01:01:30] 
I think some of the members of your team have written some blogs on LinkedIn. They're 
on Twitter. So anything that you want to mention, please feel free to do so. 

Francine: I would say please feel free to reach out via LinkedIn. My team is [inaudible 01:01:42] 
and I think I have a lot to say. I guess the last thing that I would say is that we're 
preparing at the moment for our next breakathon or hackathon at Cisco. It's one where 
we want to do this with other [01:02:00] companies Jacob. What we're thinking about 
are what are some of the people myths that we want to bust more broadly. We're 
plying around with thoughts around education and around diversity. So I would just say 
if you're interested, please reach out and just know that you'll be hearing more 
information about that as well. 
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Jacob: Oh, very cool. I'm excited to hear that, too. Well, Francine, thank you as usual for being 
so gracious with your time and for sharing all of your wonderful insights and ideas with 
every one. [01:02:30] I really appreciate it. 

Francine: Thanks Jacob. Thanks everyone. Appreciate it. 

Jacob: Thanks everyone for tuning in to this week's episode of the podcast. My guest again has 
been Francine Katsoudas, the Chief People Officer over at Cisco, and I will see all of you 
next week. 

 


