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Jere thinks we’re the best in the business.  
Otherwise, we wouldn’t be here.-- Bob Crnjarich, Actuary 

 

People are honest, hard-working, and trust-
worthy; people welcome a challenge - and in 
challenging situations, people support one 
another and treat one another fairly. That means 
my energy goes to the business, and to helping 
out, not to checking up.  

   

 

                                         Jere Cowden 
                                         Founder and CEO, Cowden Associates  

In a suite of pretty ordinary offices in gritty-city Pittsburgh, 
actuarial firm Cowden Associates have enjoyed an average year-
on-year growth of 15% over the last five years. Clients describe 
Cowden as supremely professional in demeanour and practice, 

unshakably honest, gifted in their field and lovely people to know.  

If Cowden recommend a course of action, it’s the right one, David 
Thomas, Director of Employee Benefits at Development 

Dimensions International said. Every invoice represents time that 
top-notch professionals have spent working hard on my behalf. 
They have character, spirit and integrity.  

Here’s a closer look at four aspects of management that help make Cowden a 
workplace winner 

 mature people in charge 

 confidence is the watchword 

 things are straightforward 

 executives expect success 

There’s also a brief on the company’s core values, hiring and employment practice, 

and culture of trust. It all starts with people at the top.  

http://212.100.241.220/articles/detail.asp?ArticleNo=275


Mature people are in charge 

The focus is on delivering for clients. Employees feel trusted to make good decisions. 

Consultation and collaboration are routine. Turnover last year was three people - who 
left to: organise and manage a Beer Pong Tournament; become a cleric; and pursue 
a degree in creative writing. Jere Cowden’s partners Vince Wolf and Elliot Dinkin 
share his approach to managing.  

 Vincent Wolf  

We are collaborative and open. We work together. 
We talk openly about anything. What a relief from 

the lip service about collaboration, where people 
talk about working together and are actually just 
busy looking out for themselves.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

        Elliot Dinkin  

Confidence is the watchword 

The management watchword is confidence - in individuals and in the company. This 

starts with the CEO, who sets the tone and leads the way.  

I expect of everyone what I expect of myself, CEO Jere Cowden said. For example, I 
don’t ask people to account for time. If your daughter has a soccer game and things 
are OK for you to go, you go. If you have competing pressing responsibilities here, 

you make a judgment call. I don’t micromanage and I can’t recall a time I was 
disappointed. Same with money. Most people don’t have budgets. We hire the right 
people to do the job and expect they’ll spend money responsibly.  

People here are mature. They 
understand the responsibilities of the 

job, they know the deadlines and they 
know how to act. They do the job and 
get the job done.  



Melanie Franklin told me she knows that 
management respect her integrity and trust her 
judgment – and she offered this story to illustrate.  

Once I misplaced a deposit slip. I found it but not 
where it should have been. Jere’s reaction: the 
important thing is, you found it. That’s all he had to 
say because I knew I needed to look at my systems 

and figure out why I’d misplaced the slip. I knew that if 
I needed help, I’d ask. Jere knew that too. People 
believe in me and I believe in myself. I don’t know 
exactly where it starts; I do know how great working 

life is that way.  

It’s not complicated. I’m the same guy at home and at 
work, Cowden continued. I treat people at work as I’d 

treat my family, in that I trust them to have our best 
interests at heart. You don’t always feel great, but 
there’s usually someone or something to lighten the 
load.  

Things are straightforward 

What makes it possible to focus on professional excellence and retain best-in-class 

employees? Part of the answer is that things are straightforward.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
In the daily life of the company, people are 

spontaneous, Greta Kelly, the firm’s Marketing 
Manager says. You walk down the hall to check 
out an approach or idea. People are happy to 
share what they know. When the road is rough, 
we work it out - not later at formal meetings or 

performance reviews, but as and when 
something comes up. No politics, no pettiness, no 
pretence.  

That starts with our CEO. Here’s an example of 
his leadership. A report I’d prepared went to the 
client with a slide no one liked. At the review 
meeting a consultant asked why we’d included it. 

Jere spoke up. ‘Greta didn’t have another slide 
because I didn’t do my part on time. She had 
asked me for something else, I’d promised to 
deliver it and didn’t.’ Jere apologised to the 

account manager and all of us. We moved on. 



Executives expect success 

Elliot Dinkin commented on managing people at Cowden. We are responsible for 
hiring the right people and being available to help. We provide the tools to do the 
work and to get better at it. Then we ask people to take charge of their work. We 
expect that they will succeed. By and large, they do.  

The Company 

Cowden is a privately-held firm of twenty nine employees owned by four executives. 
They are actuaries and consultants who provide retirement planning, compensation 
and health benefits, and labour management services. Employees talk freely about 
their work issues and have their projects formally peer-reviewed. They often joke and 
laugh about each other's foibles, both work-related and personal.  

Organisationally it’s a flat structure that’s threatening to expand with managers and 
titles. Elliot Dinkin is thinking about how to retain the culture as the company grows. 
He wonders whether they will need more managers or a more formal performance 
review, and what the consequences would be.  

Core Values 

The company’s values: Deliver measurable results with integrity. Mr. Wolf said: We 

recommend to clients only what we can defend. We have pointed out to clients on the 
occasion they do something out of line with our own financial best interest.  

Gail Gerono - Vice President, Human Resources at Calgon 

Carbon and a long-time Cowden client – describes the 
company’s values as commitment to excellence. She 
illustrated with a story.  

Not long ago, late on a Friday I called Cowden. We needed 
something urgently for Monday morning, and it wasn’t 
going to be a quick job. Monday morning we had it. Later I 
found out how this job got done. Jere Cowden’s daughter 

was going to a prom and Jere had signed on as one of the 
parent drivers. He dropped the kids off at the dance, went 
to the office to work on our request, and went back in time 
to drive the kids to the after-prom party. Unless he 

couldn’t do it himself, Jere wouldn’t ask an employee to 
give up a weekend. That’s the kind of firm this is.  

 

 



Hiring and Employment  

The basic criteria for hiring are expertise, experience, reputation and potential. 
Cowden look for people who are self-sufficient, reliable, poised and socialised. In 

addition the company hires people who are:  

 articulate  
 passionate about being really good at the job  

 able to make decisions and take action  
 willing to look for feedback and direction  
 wishing to work both independently and collaboratively  

Words matter a lot in this business, Elliot Dinkin says. We must all be clear and at 
ease talking with people. When people speak, we need to understand the words and 
intonation. We need to consider the implications of words. At the interviews, we pay a 
lot of attention to conversation, and spend a lot of time talking with candidates so we 
can learn about their facility with language, understanding and nuance.  

Occasionally we hire someone who is highly articulate yet shy. We help the individual 
work in spite of shyness. Usually that results in the person feeling less shy.  

Interviews  

CEO Jere Cowden and Executive Vice Presidents Wolf and Dinkin participate in all 

initial interviews. There are at least two interviews and probably more, separated by 
several weeks. Cowden may watch people who are at work in other companies and 
keep them in mind for future employment. They don’t poach or make their interest 
known; however, if someone becomes available, Cowden will contact that person for 

interview.  

Personality Test  

Cowden ask all candidates to take a personality test. The results go to a test expert 
who reports on the results. Cowden executives judge the probability of cultural fit.  

We used to rely too much on the test, Mr. Dinkin reports. Then we made a costly 
mistake. Here’s what happened. One candidate tested off the charts on 
independence. We value independence so we hired him. We didn’t realise it could 
mean he wouldn’t listen or work on a team, and might always want his own way. 
That’s how it turned out. We did everything we could but it wasn’t the right place for 
him to work.  

We are proud that people we hire are right for us and almost always want to stay. On 
the rare occasion when a hire does not work, we are devastated. We still ask each 
person to take the test. However, we ask more questions and spend a lot of time 
understanding what the results mean.  



Independence  

People are encouraged to develop. There is no approval process. On their own or in 
consultation with others, people decide when it’s time and what to do. It might be a 

course, a seminar or other opportunities.  

I believed it was important for me to understand more about the economic downturn, 
Greta said. So I went to a lecture at the University. I was able to free the time. I said 

I’d be going and when I’d be back. Elliot just said, ‘Let us know what you learn.’  

There are no individual budgets for development; attendance at courses and 
seminars is built into the larger company budget.  

Collaboration  

  

At least two professionals check 
everything that goes out of the office. 
That’s to get at least two perspectives 
on what Cowden are proposing or 

advising, and on how they’ve said it. 
Someone also does a copy check for 
spelling and punctuation errors.  

Strategic planning is a company event. 
Employees work in teams of five.  

 

Words for praise  

As a young manager, Jere Cowden said, he didn’t know how to praise someone. ‘Atta 
boy and good job’ didn’t seem enough. So he talked to people about it, hunted 

around for things to read and came upon a bestselling One Minute Manager.  

This was an important book for me, Mr Cowden said. It’s easy to talk about 
professional matters but not so easy finding the words to express appreciation, and 
to be specific about what you appreciate. I applied the guidelines to my own 
situation. I practised, and it took.  

Performance Review  

There is no HR Director. Executives and managers share the rest of the HR functions. 
There is a point person who handles payroll, benefits enrolment, and other 
employment administration. The company offers top of the line entitlements, benefits 

and flexibility.  

The company holds performance reviews in order to identify areas for improvement. 



This is one route to personal and/or professional development. People have 
performance reviews approximately once a year. We have a form, Mr. Wolf explained. 
There are only a few questions but they are about important things. The employee 
completes the form and I complete the form. Then we compare and discuss. We 

make some plans for improvement and development.  

There are informal or spot reviews on an as-needed basis to either plot a course for 
correction or recognize positive performance. From time to time, Cowden have 

engaged the services of a coach to assist employees in becoming better managers, 
communicators, or add other abilities that could improve performance. There is no 
direct relationship between discussions about improvement and salary, raises, or 
bonus. There is a direct relationship between performance and remuneration.  

Trust  

When I need someone, even if the chemistry isn’t perfect – and believe me the 
chemistry isn’t always perfect – that person is there for me, Melanie Franklin said. 
Personalities don’t get in the way of supporting one another. Mr. Dinkin said: We 
treat people as we’d like the others to treat us, which means fairly. That doesn’t 
mean you like how you’ve been treated, but you can count on it being fair.  

Executives lead by exhibiting trust in their own judgment. New hires are not on 
probation. Paid vacation time is available from the first day. Everyone in the company 
– including the owners - receives the same holiday bonus.  

People  

If you make a mistake, tell someone and try to learn from it, Jere Cowden says. 

When things come up, first we talk. After that, we talk. If we still haven’t worked it 
out, we may bring in a supervisor or other person to help us while we talk. It’s not 
always fun but it gets us to a better place.  

We don’t have to leave our personalities at 
the door, Greta Kelly commented. One day 
Elliot sent an email with a picture of a 
rainbow that he’d taken with his phone. He 
was at a meeting in the hills outside the city 

and thought it was pretty, so he took the 
picture. He thought maybe my colleague and 
I, who both work for him, would like it, too, 
so he sent it to us. It made me happy to see 

the picture. Most of the people I’ve worked 
for wouldn’t have noticed the rainbow, no less 
taken a picture of it – and certainly wouldn’t 
have sent it to employees.  

With thanks to Cowden Associates for their time and patience in the preparation of this article.    
www.cowdenassociates.com 

 



 


