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While speaking recently at an HR forum in Denmark, I learned a Danish word that perfectly captures
a common trap that companies fall into when they onboard new hires: bjørnetjenste. The term can
be translated literally to “bear favor” and means “an attempt at aid that does more harm than good.”
The origin of the word is the fable of the bear and the gardener. In this story, a gardener discovers a
tame bear in the woods and begins to care for it. They become companions, and all is well until one
day when the gardener falls asleep under a tree. The bear notices that flies are disturbing the
gardener’s rest. Unable to drive away a particularly troublesome fly, the bear picks up a stone to
strike it and crushes the gardener’s skull.
The word and the story reminded me of something we I see all the time in my work: well-meaning
efforts to “help” new hires that turn out to do more harm than good.
The most pernicious of these is the belief that new hires should be given time to get established
before they get corrective feedback, even when it’s obvious they are making significant mistakes.
The logic goes that new hires inevitably need some time to find their feet and that they should be
given nothing but encouragement early on.
However, this turns out to be a bear favor for many new recruits. Why? Because by the time they
are given real feedback, they already have made substantial mistakes, damaged relationships, and
undermined their credibility. It’s like a sailboat that is going off course. The longer this happens, the
more difficult it is to get back heading in the right direction. Unlike a sailboat, which can be
redirected, negative impressions of a new hire tend to stick and can be virtually impossible to
turnaround.
The best way avoid this, unsurprisingly, is to give new hires real feedback earlier. However, this
should not be done in a haphazard, ad hoc way that makes new hires feel that they are being
singled out or already are in serious trouble.
The right way to do it is to incorporate a streamlined, verbal 360 assessment into your company’s
standard new-hire onboarding process. The right time for the assessment and feedback is around
the 60-day mark. At that point, enough time has gone by for the new person and the organization to
get to know each other, but it happens soon enough to catch early indications of trouble.
The process need not be (indeed should not be) bureaucratic or onerous. It can be done by the new
hire themselves, so long as they receive clear instructions and worksheets or can use an online
tool, and so long as key stakeholders understand this is part of the standard process. For
executives, the process can be facilitated by HR business partners or coaches, either internal or
external.
Does your organization do bear favors for new hires? If so, what are they, and how can they be
avoided?

Michael D. Watkins is Professor of Leadership and Organizational Change at IMD. He co-directs
Transition to Business Leadership, a program designed for experienced functional managers who
either have recently transitioned or will soon transition into a business leadership position.
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Related Programs

TRANSITION TO BUSINESS LEADERSHIP - http://www.imd.org/tbl
Turning functional managers into business leaders
Program Directors Phil Rosenzweig and Michael Watkins
•
•
•
•
•

Understand your strengths and areas of development relative to leading a business
Formulate and implement a business strategy
Design and structure business units to deliver results
Build and lead cross-functional teams
Part of IMD’s Program for Executive Development (PED)

ORCHESTRATING WINNING PERFORMANCE - http://www.imd.org/owp
The global business program for individuals and teams
Program Directors Michael Wade and Dominique Turpin
•
•
•
•
•

Get exposed to the latest management thinking and to practical and innovative solutions for
your business
Anticipate global business trends
Boost your performance, broaden your perspectives and expand your global network
Design the program that suits you and your team
Become a complete executive through activities that develop your mental, physical, and
emotional health
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