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OVERVIEW
UWE’s Bristol Business School hosted a fantastic conference 
recently, focusing on that all-important connection between 
employee engagement and performance. We loved hearing how 
such a wide range of businesses – everything from a children’s food 
brand to an accountancy firm – are getting employees pumped up 
about their strategies. Couldn’t make it? Then make sure you read 
our round-up…
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     People are not just your greatest 
asset; they are your ONLY asset!

     Only a 3rd of the UK workforce 
is engaged. We wouldn’t accept 
this from IT equipment.

     We used to see the people stuff 
as ‘fluffy’. Now, it’s a topic on 
most boardroom agendas.

BACKGROUND



Many businesses are still trying to 
manage people in the same way we did 
in the 20th century: units of production, 
command and control, bureaucracy, 
hierarchy… But this approach creates 
risk-averse monoliths. 

Now, pressures on workplaces have 
never been greater. The world is 
volatile, uncertain, complex and 
ambiguous – but it’s also  
more transparent, which is useful! 

Younger people are better at 
articulating what older generations 
wanted but were too afraid to ask. 
Employees used to say ‘how high’, 
but millennials say ‘why’. They want 
meaning and purpose driven by  
values and ethics. 

CHALLENGE
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Getting your organisation’s culture and 
employee engagement right is crucial 
for change – how can you deliver 
change if people aren’t engaged?  
Give your people a sense of ownership 
and the direction of change, and 
suddenly it’s a different ball game. 

We all have a choice. Do you think 
people are the problem (squeeze, 
monitor, control) or are they the  
solution (inspire, respect, trust)? 

APPROACH
CULTURE EATS 
STRATEGY FOR 
BREAKFAST!

“ “
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Willmott Dixon has 330 employees 
and a group turnover of 1.3billion. 
Established in 1852, it is now run  
by the 6th generation of Willmotts. 

BACKGROUND



Michael and his team wanted to change the 
construction industry, knowing it hadn’t always 
been particularly attractive. Having already placed 
at number 14 in the Times Top 100 Employers, they 
set their sights on doing even better. They made it 
happen by: 

     Regularly conducting surveys with employees 
and customers 

     Believing in the small, personal touches

     Rewarding excellence and promoting  
from within

     Working on the premise that if you’re not 
serving the customer, your job is to serve 
someone who is

     Using the military approach of ‘2 up 2 down’: 
‘Do I understand my line managers’ aims and 
their line managers’ aims? Do they understand 
mine and my direct reports’?’

     Recognising and acknowledging all their 
people, including partners

     Understanding that every almost every issue 
comes down to a failure in communication

Willmott Dixon’s new Chief Operating Officer and 
team of Managing Directors are all hugely people-
focused, particularly in the way they employ.  
They believe that ‘If you look after the people,  
the pounds will look after themselves.’

CHALLENGE
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RESULTS

They’ve also won many 
awards for the work they’ve 
done with their people. 

In terms of the bottom line, 
they achieve a high level of 
repeat business.  

4TH
TIMES 100 TOP  

EMPLOYERS LIST

92%
WOULD RECOMMEND 

WORKING AT WILLMOTT  
DIXON TO A FRIEND

88%
OF EMPLOYEES  

SATISFIED AT WORK

IS IT BETTER TO 
EMPLOY SOMEONE 
BECAUSE OF THEIR 
TECHNICAL ABILITY  
OR THEIR CULTURE?

IMPROVING EMPLOYEE SATISFACTION  
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Ella’s Kitchen was started by a 
father who wanted to feed his 
daughter in a fun and healthy way. 
They sell pouches of organic baby 
food and employ 80 people.

Ella’s Kitchen wants to create a 
great place to work. They know 
that having a happy/healthy team 
is a massive part of their business 
success. They believe that to  
achieve strong business growth, 
they need to nurture people.

BACKGROUND CHALLENGE
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APPROACH
THEY HAVE A UNIQUE SET OF VALUES:
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WE’RE CHILDLIKE
They have regular dress-up days 
and a focus on fun, openness and 
honesty. They also have quirky 
names for their teams e.g.  
‘Sums team’ for finance, ‘Friends 
team’ for marketing, ‘Keeping 
people happy team’  
for internal engagement

WE THINK DIFFERENTLY
They work on enabling a  
different mindset

WE’RE GOOD TO EACH OTHER 
They create a nurturing place to 
work with a focus on wellbeing  
and giving feedback

WE WANT TO WIN
They overcome obstacles  
and focus on the strategy

WE’RE BUSINESS-MINDED
They want to do things in the  
right/sustainable way



  BRINGING THE VALUES  
TO LIFE WITH… 
 •  Shout-outs at ‘assembly’ (their strategy 

meeting) such as ‘Who has lived one of  
the values this week?

  •  An avatar of a little boy called ‘Buddy’  
who personifies the values and guides  
their behaviours

  •  A bonus scheme that links each value  
to a KPI

  •  Choosing not to have values champions, 
as everyone needs to be one

  ENGAGING PEOPLE  
WITH THE MISSION  
The team wants everybody to be engaged 
with the mission. They know that people 
want to feel they’re making a difference 
and feel good about themselves. Part of 
this is an accreditation by B-Corp that says 
Ella’s Kitchen is a force for good – people 
feel fantastic about this accreditation.

  INVOLVING EVERYONE IN 
BUILDING THE STRATEGY 
 The team provides leadership, but it’s up 
to the individual teams to make the final 
strategy decisions. Even very junior people 
get involved with creating the overall 
strategy. They also have a strategy day 
every Thursday when each team does 
something wild and wacky to get their 
message across – including dressing  
up and songs!

ENGAGING THE TEAM THROUGH  
PURPOSE AND CULTURE
CATHERINE ALLEN



  PROMISING AUTONOMY  
AND LEADERSHIP 
 The leaders understand that they need to 
articulate how they want people to behave. 
They want to enable a culture of leadership 
– not through hierarchy. Anyone can lead  
at Ella’s.

  INVESTING IN A HAPPY  
HEALTHY TEAM  
When survey feedback told the team that 
some people felt stressed and overworked, 
they did some work on wellbeing, including 
a calendar of events that included:

 • Sleep workshops

 • MIND workshops

 • Health checks 

  They received amazing feedback and built 
on that by helping employees set personal 
wellbeing goals: ‘I want to stop drinking 
during the week’ etc. They regularly run 
bootcamps, yoga, walking 121s, cycling  
at lunch etc.

ENGAGING THE TEAM THROUGH  
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“ LEADERSHIP  
IS A CHOICE 
NOT A RANK.”
SIMON SINEK

  SUNDAY TIMES  
TOP 100 EMPLOYER

  67% NPS SCORE

  10% GROWTH,  
YEAR ON YEAR

RESULTS



WORKSHOP 

HOW TO 
GROW YOUR 
OWN HIGHLY 
PRODUCTIVE 
CULTURE



     Only 11% of the UK workforce are engaged 
– 68% don’t feel a meaningful attachment to 
their job or company

     UK productivity is 30% lower than USA and 
35% lower than Germany

     62% of people would be willing to take a pay 
cut to work for an organisation that offers a 
better culture fit

     Three quarters of business improvement 
projects focus on processes and tech,  
but don’t increase productivity

How to work on people, 
technology and processes 
integrally for peak productivity.

BACKGROUND CHALLENGE
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Highly productive cultures stem 
from leaders and managers who 
create an environment where 
individuals, teams and the  
company thrive and grow.

APPROACH

HOW TO GROW YOUR OWN  
HIGHLY PRODUCTIVE CULTURE

Apple was built around the DNA  
of Steve Jobs, his personal values. 
That’s what makes the business 
unique. Walk into an Apple shop  
and you can ‘feel the buzz’.  
They align the process and 
technology with the need to  
disrupt – creating the culture 
through their processes.

EXAMPLE
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HOW IMPORTANT  
IS MOTIVATION?
Employee disengagement costs £39billion 
per year in the UK. The best places to 
work on Glassdoor outperform the overall 
stock market by 115%, while 82% of senior 
managers regard disengaged employees  
as the biggest threat to productivity,  
profit and brand.

A DISENGAGED EMPLOYEE  
EARNS £30K PER YEAR 

     How much time do they spend relaxing 
on your time? (social media, chatting, 
smoking, extended breaks) E.g. 10%

     How much time do they spend 
consciously avoiding work? E.g. 20%

     Working but inefficiently and slowly  
E.g. 30%

     This means you’re losing about 60%  
of their salary

BACKGROUND EXAMPLE
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RESULTS

12%
MORE PROFIT

18%
MORE PRODUCTIVITY

A BETTER  
CUSTOMER  
EXPERIENCE

HAPPIER 
CULTURE

If employees don’t know what 
motivates them, their leaders have 
no chance of knowing it. You need to 
work out what motivates people – 
measure, monitor and maximise it. 

CHALLENGE
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PANEL DISCUSSION

PANELLISTS
     Professor Richard Bolden 

Director, Bristol Leadership and  
Change Centre, UWE

     Andrew Sandiford 
Managing Partner, Bishop Fleming

     Dave Clark  
Managing Director, NTT Fundraising

     Philippa Atkins 
Relationship Manifestor  
and Creator of Joy, Inspire Me

     Fiona Anderson 
Founder of valuingYOU  
and My Change Expert

     Nick James 
Partnership Director of CITB



HOW DO YOU ENGAGE  
PEOPLE FOR LESS MONEY?

     Engaging properly with your employees 
doesn’t cost any money

     The most profitable thing I can do right 
now is say ‘that was a great thing you just 
did’ and be very open, giving people kudos 
where it’s due

     Sitting and eating in the break room with 
the staff to find out what’s really going on

     Demonstrate what value your business is 
bringing to the world

     Involve your staff – they have the solutions: 
‘What’s the one thing that would have the 
biggest impact right now?’

     Saying ‘thank you’ is of huge value

     Think about the cost of not doing it

HOW DO WE BENCHMARK  
/ MEASURE ENGAGEMENT?

     Accept that you’ll have to include an  
element of faith

     If you’ve implemented an initiative,  
see if you can find a control group  
and compare

     Doesn’t happen overnight, give it at  
least six months

     You should be able to walk into a room  
and assess the levels of engagement 

     Bradford scale: patterns of  
sickness / lateness

PANEL DISCUSSION



HOW DO WE CONVERT THE CYNICS?
     We look for culture vultures to influence 

and involve a mix of people

     Involve, listen and include – give them  
a voice, they will turn

     Working in partnership with Unions,  
include them at a strategic level

     Change has to come from within,  
you can’t enforce a culture

     Not everyone will be in, expect to lose 
people that don’t want to engage

HOW DO WE BENCHMARK  
/ MEASURE ENGAGEMENT?

     There has to be a reason for doing this.  
Understand that reason, with an advocate  
from the top

     Make the incentive clear; that should carry  
people through. But if people aren’t up for it, 
why are you doing it?

     Look at where you’re feeling the pain,  
where are the costs?

PANEL DISCUSSION



READY FOR MORE?
Need some killer employee engagement stats to take to 
your leadership team? We regularly produce white papers 
on a whole range of engagement topics – get in touch 
we’ll whizz them over to you.



THANK
YOU

hello@synergycreative.co.uk
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