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How your business can become the 
employer of choice to attract top talent 
and retain the best employees
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Summary
This whitepaper aims to provide employers of all sizes with insights into how to create actionable 
HR strategies which place employees and potential employees at their core, enabling them to 
position themselves as an Employer of Choice.

Exact definitions of an Employer of Choice are not that easy to come by, but in a nutshell it means 
creating a working culture and environment that makes people want to work for you

This is getting harder - with unemployment heading towards 0% in some cities and the 
expectations of younger employees quite unlike anything today’s managers remember, it is 
increasingly the employees who hold the cards. However, there are some universal principles that 
any employer can apply to make their company more attractive to new employees and more likely 
to retain existing ones.
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Introduction
If you’re an HR professional and you’re having trouble sleeping, this may be due to the 
interconnected problems of recruitment, engagement, retention and absence management. 
According to Cascade HR this is a continuing problem - HR Directors had similar concerns last 
year, with over 45% of them citing recruitment as their number one headache.

Research from the CIPD and Hays shows that more HR Directors than ever have seen the 
competition for well-qualified talent increase over the last year, with recruitment getting 
progressively more tricky. Add in the uncertainty caused by Brexit, and 60% of organisations 
expect increased difficulty in recruiting skilled people. 

Employee expectations are also changing as the world switches to app-based decision-making, 
using platforms such as Glassdoor and Indeed to measure other people’s experience of a potential 
employer. In fact a whopping 94% of job seekers in the UK now want to know about every aspect 
of a company before accepting an offer.

This change in expectations has come about very quickly in organisational terms - Glassdoor only 
went live ten years ago, but has fundamentally changed the relationship between companies and 
their employees, who can now find out how good their current package is at any moment via the 
‘know your worth’ feature. 

It’s no good being misty-eyed about how, in our Grandparents’ day, people were happy to sign 
up to one company for a lifetime at a low wage, we have to take on the new world and work out 
exactly how to make employees want to be with us. 

“Becoming an Employer of Choice involves careful work in 
the areas of employee experience, employee engagement 
and employer brand.” 
 
BELINDA GANNAWAY, STRATEGY DIRECTOR, FATHOM XP

At the moment, a lot of the competition for staff happens in the arena of salary and benefits. 
These dominate many employees’ decision-making process, and why would they not, if other 
things are equal. Other things are not equal, though, and there are relatively inexpensive changes 
you could make that would make people join and want to stay with you. 

WeThrive’s 4C model is one practical tool you can use to understand what people love about your 
organisation, and what needs to change for them to find it a great place to work. 

So we’ll leave salary and benefits until last and start with the cultural and environmental factors 
that can make all the difference to recruitment and retention.
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The characteristics that employers of 
choice have in common
So why do people want to be with some companies more than others? How is it that some 
organisations, like the NHS, can get away with moderate salaries and often terrible working 
conditions, while other companies struggle constantly with retention even though they pay well 
and offer multiple benefits?

There are multiple elements at play here, often with trade-offs between them. Data from WeThrive 
shows, for example, that most NHS employees find their work extremely meaningful, and have a 
strong sense of connection with the patients they are ultimately working for. This sense of mission 
or purpose is clearly a powerful factor in some employees’ unconscious calculations about how 
much they can cope with a lower salary and less glamorous environment. Conversely, we see many 
employees in highly-paid positions who don’t find work meaningful at all, who are making a very 
different set of calculations about where to work and why. 

These calculations can change with time - the charity Now Teach was set up by a City journalist 
who had spent many years in a highly-paid post and wanted to do something more useful with 
her life. Now Teach now works with over 50 schools, helping seasoned professionals find a more 
satisfying, if worse-paid and harder, second career.

Similarly, Escape the City is basically an online jobs board with the strapline: ‘Life is short. Do work 
that matters to you.’ The business has over 300,000 community members worldwide and 7,500 
inspirational employers on their books. The emergence of companies like this shows that it’s not 
always high wages that employees are striving for. 

It’s obviously more complex than a simple trade-off between pay and purpose, though. According 
to Belinda Gannaway, Strategy Director at Fathom XP, becoming an Employer of Choice 
involves active listening and a sustained commitment to improvement in the areas of employee 
experience, employee engagement and employer brand. Central to each of these; a leadership 
commitment to involving people in a continuous process of exploration and evolution. Staying 
still is not an option. We’ll look at all of these in the following pages. First, here’s a run-down 
of the characteristics often found in employer-of-choice companies that find it easier to retain 
their people. You have to think hard about how to nurture these elements of the workplace 
environment and culture - uncertainty about any of them will make people anxious, with the 
resulting stress reducing their ability to concentrate, think straight and perform well. It will also 
make the job seem less attractive, turning what might have been a fixable problem into yet 
another potential recruitment scenario…

Security

Employees need to know that their job is reasonably safe. This covers a number of considerations 
- is the firm financially solid, is the role secure (this is likely to become increasingly uncertain if 
and when the threatened advance of AI and machine learning becomes a reality), and will the 
employee be able to do the job well. 
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Autonomy

Like many of these categories, autonomy is an abstract term and has to be unpacked to have 
any value to employee or company. Some people might call this empowerment, or think of it as 
employees having authority or flexibility. What it comes down to is being able to make decisions 
about how to work, and having responsibility for the result. This is one of the big levers in the Dan 
Pink or Frederick Herzberg Models of Motivation, and it means giving people a clear framework 
within which they can decide how to work best.

A related need for employees is the ability to get involved and contribute to the organisation 
alongside their core duties, by making suggestions for improvements in products, processes or 
services. The more people can contribute to the company and have some control over their own 
working life, the happier they will be. Of course, this means…

Recognition

We all know that a ‘thank-you’ goes a long way - at work, among friends and at home. 
Acknowledging people’s successes is a powerful motivator, and a really good way to encourage 
desired patterns of behaviour. This is only one strand of the regular feedback a good employer will 
provide, though - areas for improvement have to be discussed regularly and fairly, using language 
tuned to promote positive change. Like everything else, recognition should be handled fairly - 
treating some people better than others without good reason is inevitably going to cause upset.  

 
Recognition schemes based on performance can run into trouble here - if 
the same few people monopolise employee of the month because they are 
the strongest sales people, it is not very motivating for the others. Of course 
recognition is just part of a good employer’s continuing programme of…

Communication

It is no longer enough to have one-way comms promoting company messaging - the days of 
the big ‘values statement’ on the wall that most people quietly ignore will soon be over. People 
are happier and more motivated when they feel part of something bigger than themselves, so 
employers of choice are increasingly sharing information of all kinds, right up to the company’s 
results and financial position, through two-way platforms that help staff feel trusted and 
interconnected.

Growth

We human beings are born with an insatiable appetite for learning, and we are extremely 
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good at it. Done right, developing our knowledge and skills is not a chore, in fact it is actually a 
fundamental need - we feel better when we learn or master something. So, an Employer of Choice 
must nurture its employees’ careers with learning or training opportunities whenever possible. 
This need not be hugely expensive - consider finding ways to place staff in special projects, or 
attachments to a new department. Mentoring can be immensely useful, often to both parties. 
This regular connection with employees helps to keep their interests aligned with those of the 
employer, making compensation and feedback fairer.

Atmosphere

A good atmosphere is essential, and can easily be ruined by difficult individuals. Where anyone 
is souring the atmosphere it is crucial to act straight away, especially if they are in a position of 
authority. It’s often said that people leave managers rather than jobs - this isn’t always true, but it 
is certainly important to know which managers have unhappy staff, and to coach those managers 
until they know what to do about it. 

Data is key, and ideally finely-segmented data; an average picture across the company is of limited 
use as it conceals the local variations that show where the coaching opportunities lie. There has 
been a fashion for recruiting for ‘cultural fit’ in the hope that this will make relationships easier to 
build, but this can be short-sighted; a homogeneous population that fits culturally is less likely 
to come up with new ideas, or have the flexibility to deal with difficult situations, so it is probably 
better to recruit more diverse staff and do the work to help them integrate. 

Work-Life balance

This really falls under autonomy - employees increasingly want things like flexible working,  or 
even a results-only environment where they can work when and where they want as long as they 
deliver the expected amount of work. It doesn’t always work as planned - given the flexibility 
to take as much or as little holiday as you like, some employees take none and others take 
advantage. As with everything it is a matter of communicating really thoroughly to set the right 
expectations, then starting a discussion the moment there’s an issue developing.

Meaning

People are showing more interest in their organisation’s culture and values, to the point where 
Google workers recently staged a global walkout - not over pay, as is usual with strikes, but in 
protest at the culture of the management. This followed the company’s reported protection of 
executives accused of sexual misconduct. Bloomberg News described this as a moral-political 
protest directed as much against the general culture as against management, which would be 
something new in the history of employee relations. In an era when people commit themselves 
publicly to their values via social media, it is really important that company values are clearly 
communicated and are truly consistent with the employee - and customer - experience.
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It is no coincidence that these characteristics of an Employer of Choice are 
also what Herzberg or Pink might call intrinsic motivators - motivating factors 
that are part of the work itself or the company culture and environment. 
Provide all these things, and if the salary is sufficient for an employees’ needs 
they will stay. They might be attracted by higher pay elsewhere, but if they 
find their new place is less pleasant, they could well come back.

However, in the real world the position is less clear; the extrinsic motivators 
such as salaries, benefits or perks do affect people’s affection towards their 
employer, at least in the short term.

 
Recruitment

An Employer of Choice will have all these characteristics, right from the start. Even when 
candidates first turn up for interview they should experience the same level of care. In fact, even 
thinking about potential employees as ‘candidates’ is probably the wrong mindset. In the new 
world, they are effectively customers, buying your work and your salary with their time and effort, 
and you have to treat them with the same care you treat any other customer if you want to keep 
them.

As recruiter Samantha Maxwell-Reed of Expand Executive Search points out: “The recruitment 
process is now a sales pursuit, and interviews are a two way dialogue, or even a wooing process. 
Employers need to be able to articulate their value to candidates, because candidates have 
choice!”

However an interview goes, thorough feedback from both successful and unsuccessful candidates 
should be taken to check that the process is fair and really engages the potential employee. It will 
also tell you something about the value-for-money of your hiring method - and according to CIPD 
research less than one in five organisations have any idea about their recruitment 
process’ ROI. 
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Businesses who are staking their claim as Employer of Choice

 

 
Uncompromising view that employees shouldn’t have to choose 
between raising a family and work

Best known in the US for its colourful fleeces and wardrobe-staple backpacks, Outdoor apparel 
maker, Patagonia, has also been making waves in the world of business ethics and employee 
engagement. One of Patagonia’s biggest insights is that culture matters equally through good 
times and bad. Employee engagement and core values aren’t something that get switched on 
when finances are in good shape and the market buoyant.

Perhaps Patagonia’s biggest success story when it comes to culture and employee engagement 
is its belief that employees shouldn’t have to choose between raising a family and work. The 
business spends around $1 million every year subsidising onsite childcare facilities for employees.

The policy has enabled mums (and this remains at 100%) to return to work after maternity leave. It 
has also encouraged equal responsibility between mums and dads in raising their children.

Patagonia are passionate about the outdoors and also actively encourage employees to pursue 
a sport they love. Employees are allowed to be out in nature or surfing any time they want. 
An internship programme pays for employees to work for up to two months for a non-profit 
environmental organisation of their choice.

This is a company that genuinely cares about the environment and its employees. This is reflected 
in every aspect of Patagonia from its core values to its everyday operations. Last year Patagonia 
announced they were giving away $10 million in unplanned cash in response to irresponsible tax 
cuts, which only benefit the oil and gas industry.

Patagonia relish feedback from their employees and use frequent employee surveys to gather 
data on morale. Dean Carter, Head of Shared Services, said in an interview with Fortune: “What 
you want to watch out for is change. If someone has been weighing in often, or regularly, and then 
suddenly stops, that’s when you might have a problem.” In his experience, Carter says holding on 
to key talent requires a commitment from companies to capture the voice of the employee.
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How do you implement an effective 
employee engagement strategy
Engagement is a crucial component of the Employer of Choice calculation, alongside Employee 
Experience, Employee Voice and Employer Brand. 

For something so important it unfortunate that there is still so much confusion about how 
engagement works, and how to improve it. So how can you decide what would work for your 
people in your particular circumstances? The answer to that, like any effective people strategy, has 
to start with the question: 

What do human beings need in order to be happy and perform well? If you understand the 
biological, psychological and social needs of the human, and everything else starts to make sense. 

So, for example, we all have an innate need for security, and this plays out in several ways. This 
means it is essential to have sufficient salary to live somewhere we find pleasant and secure, 
and anyone who does not have that will feel unhappy and be biologically stressed, though they 
may not be able to put a finger on why. The 4C Model that underpins WeThrive is based on a 
comprehensive understanding of these human needs, and the particular ways they play out in the 
workplace. 

As Maslow and Herzberg pointed out, once the basic needs like security are fulfilled, the 
question of whether to stay in a workplace moves on to other considerations, like whether work 
is meaningful, whether people are valued, and whether people feel part of a community. If these 
boxes are ticked then, quite simply, these employees are more likely it is that they are engaged 
with the organisation in question.

It seems quite simple written out like this, but it’s also easy and common to overlook these factors. 
And the changes to the job market since this research was done make the need for effective 
employee engagement strategies even more imperative.

Considering this, our first hint is to think holistically. We often spend more time working than we 
do with our families, so it makes sense to consider all the features of the working environment. 
It’s not just all about the money: it’s how comfortable we feel where we work, how we feel around 
our colleagues, how we feel about the value of what we do. Notice we use ‘feel’ a lot: subjective 
impressions have as much (if not more) clout than our cool, objective opinions, when it comes to 
work.
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Businesses who are staking their claim as Employer of Choice 

 
Creating a wellbeing strategy which 
is truly tailored to the individual 

The ambition of Expand Executive Search is simple: to be the best recruitment company in the 
sector by being a remarkable employer, retaining amazing people.

To improve the experience of staff and reduce staff attrition, Managing Director, Samantha 
Maxwell-Reed, has worked to address employee engagement, sickness absence and staff 
turnover challenges. 

The business has designed and implemented a wellbeing strategy to be proud of.

Specifically, Expand Executive launched the following in 2016:

• Flexible working (core hours 10-4pm)

• Unlimited holiday

• A programme of physical activities

• An online perks service

• An extended range of fruit and snacks

• Peer nominated profit share

• Quarterly WeThrive employee engagement surveys

• Bi-annual feedback mechanism for wellbeing plan improvements

At the end of the year satisfaction surveys indicated what was and wasn’t working. As a result of 
the continuous feedback loop, the programme is regularly reviewed and revised accordingly. In 
2017, the business identified unhealthy levels of financial insecurity, and that mental wellbeing 
was a concern. As a result, the business invested in specific measures, including mindfulness 
workshops, which received 100% positive feedback.

The future for Expand Executive Search? Samantha recognises that there is always room for 
improvement:

“Everyone has benefited from the wellbeing programme, and while not every metric is being 
achieved yet, a robust feedback system, using WeThrive surveys and employee engagement tools, 
ensures our business is always listening to and supporting its staff.”

This year Expand Executive Search were shortlisted for two awards at the annual Reward & 
Employee Benefits Association Employee Wellbeing Awards in recognition of the great work they 
are doing. 
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Seven steps for increasing employee 
engagement 
Having looked at the background, let’s consider some strategies to improve employee 
engagement.

1. Start from the employee point of view

Top-down strategies are good for irritating employees, but if it’s better employee experience 
you’re after you’ll need to think bottom-up. This means starting with the people, who are the 
foundations of the company. Once you understand what they think and feel, you’ll be in a much 
better position to improve employee experience and so become an Employer of Choice.

If you have more than a handful of employees, understanding their thoughts and feelings is 
going to begin with a survey. Unfortunately, a lot of employees groan when they see surveys, and 
many will ask out loud what the point is, as previous experience tells them it doesn’t really affect 
anything when they fill one in. Historically, a lot of staff surveys were designed in a ‘top-down’ way 
to produce a report or board pack, rather than to feed directly into improving employees’ lives.  
They also tended to follow a management agenda rather than covering the whole spectrum of an 
employee’s life at work.

The new approach, as outlined in our Employee Engagement Evolution model, is completely 
different. The survey is just the start - what is important is feeding the results back to teams and 
individuals as quickly as possible, looking for solutions, grabbing the ‘quick wins’ and empowering 
everybody to contribute to the work that makes everyone’s lives at work better. The more 
your people can be part of the process, the happier and the more engaged they will be, and 
consequently sickness, retention and productivity rates will improve. 

2. Listen more, and more often

Another idea that is gaining ground is more regular 
listening activity. The old annual staff survey is heading 
the way of the dodo, but how often should you now 
be surveying? We think the ‘always-on’ and weekly or 
fortnightly pulse survey approach can be useful in some 
circumstances, and we encourage WeThrive users to 
hold tactical surveys when there is something going on 
they need to know more about. There is a risk of survey 
fatigue, though, and we think that you should generally 
stick to a proper learning cycle, where you listen, 
review, consult with the team, plan and implement 
changes, then give them time to bed in before doing 
anything else. This gives a sense of connection 
between cause and effect, and prevents the breathless 
feeling of continuous change that overwhelms some 

Have your say, 
we’re listening!
Tell us how you feel about work

SURVEY LAUNCH DATE:

Powered by
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organisations. There is still room for parallel feedback systems, though - any opportunity for the 
employee’s voice to contribute will give people the chance to engage, grow and be recognised by 
the company and their peers.

3. Be open

It’s often tempting to play safe in case the sleeping dog opens a can of worms, to mix a metaphor 
slightly. It’s almost always a mistake though, as everyone knows the sleeping dog is there, 
and many employees will have been bitten by it. So when issues are identified they should be 
discussed, and dealt with as far as they can be. If something should be done, can be done and 
will improve people’s working lives, do it straight away. If it can’t be done now, acknowledge 
the problem, apologise if appropriate, thank the team for being heroic and fix it and tell them 
when you’ll be able to do something and what hat will be. For the issues that will never be sorted 
out because they are endemic to the industry or whatever, simply acknowledge the team’s 
contribution. Make the thanks and acknowledgement public, through the notice board, Slack 
channel, town hall meetings etc. 

4. Give credit

Very often the people best placed to come up with solutions are the ones with the problems, 
but traditional hierarchical structures tend to assume that improvement work, learning and 
development, etc. will be handed down from above. However you do it, try to foster opportunities 
for your people’s good ideas to spread into other areas, and make sure they get credit for their 
contribution. This brings people together and meets several bio-psycho-social needs at one 
stroke, improving engagement and loyalty in your employees.

5. Harness the power of the group

We humans work really well in small groups. Recently there has tended to be one person in the 
role of leader in each group, but that’s quite a new idea; in traditional societies leadership shifts 
according to who has the skills needed in a particular situation. So, instead of standing at the 
front and instructing the group, get the group themselves to take more responsibility for directing 
training. Collaborating to develop new ways of working, with people contributing what they 
can and being acknowledged for their contribution, is a great way to foster engagement with 
new ideas and embed new learning. It also helps meet people’s need for social connection and 
recognition. 

6. Make room for the individual

Remember that people have different learning styles, stamina, concentration, attention span and 
so on. Some people are shy in group situations and need careful nurturing to get them engaged in 
activities like workshops, while others are too gregarious and may dominate groups if they are not 
managed carefully. 
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7. Committing to the company brand

Employer Brand is another crucial component of being an Employer of Choice. Let’s say you have 
everything under control - comms are good, people have what they need, they are stimulated to 
learn and grow, everyone respects each other and so on. What a culture; what a great place to 
work. But it’s not doing you any good publicly until you commit to it, making it part of everything 
you (and your employees) say about your great company culture. We know that younger 
employees are particularly interested in the ethics and values of organisations, as well as the effect 
they have on the environment and customers’ lives. In fact, according to Glassdoor, they want to 
know all about the company before committing to working for it. So, be sure to roll everything 
you can think of that genuinely makes your organisation a good place to work, including the great 
internal environment and culture, into the way you project the employee brand of your company. 
Then it would be hard not to become an Employer of Choice, provided the compensation is right... 

How to deal with negative reviews 
Organisations that don’t have social media and/or communications experience can be tempted to 
ignore poor reviews of an employee’s experience on, for example, Glassdoor. However tempting 
it might be to let sleeping dogs lie, it is almost always a mistake - once a company has acquired a 
few negative reviews it becomes more likely that other disaffected employees will join in. 

62% of job seekers say their perception of a company improves after seeing an 
employer responds to a review, according to a Glassdoor U.S. Site Survey.

 
The advice is basically the same as with customer interactions: reply immediately, welcome 
feedback and asking for detail. Be positive and courteous, apologising where necessary and 
offering to put things right where you can. Responding well to complaints on review sites such 
as this takes the right experience and attitude - some organisations use their marketing teams to 
handle these sorts of comms as well.

Whoever you decide is going to be in charge of handling them it is essential that you show these 
current and ex employees that you are listening and that, where possible, you are taking their 
feedback onboard. However, this is not always possible. 

The Glassdoor site provides a huge amount of advice to employers about who to deal with 
negative reviews and advise businesses to:

“Look at each review as an opportunity to showcase who you 
truly are. If you do not want to validate the reviewer, don’t 
respond directly to accusations or statements made. Instead, 
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keep your employer response focused on showcasing your 
company’s values by using stories or examples of actual 
behaviour within the company.”

Businesses who are staking their claim as Employer of Choice

 
92% of staff agree that their manager cares 
about them as an individual

 
Churchill Retirement Living a familiar name in the Sunday Times Best Companies to work for run 
down. This year they were named Number 2 in the 100 Best Mid Companies to work for. 

Churchill Retirement Living aim to be the retirement housebuilder of choice for an independent 
and fulfilling lifestyle. Their core values are TORCH: trust, openness, respect, communication and 
honesty. The Chairman genuinely cares and believes in active listening, aiming to act on each 
issue that is brought up by staff, the Chairman’s Q&A sessions are a great example of this.

The business also boast a training programme that teaches managers about how to handle 
every aspect of the employee lifecycle: recruitment and selection; induction; performance and 
development; employee wellbeing; and reward and recognition. As a result, 92% of staff agree 
that their manager cares about them as an individual, which is a considerable achievement as 
employee-manager relationships are often a major fault line in organisations.

 

Badges and plaques
One highly visible way to portray your value to potential employees is through schemes like 
the Sunday Times Best Companies - and the winners’ citations are a great source of ideas for 
improving employee engagement, experience, voice and so on. 

To pick just one example, Churchill Retirement Living have a training programme that teaches 
managers about how to handle every aspect of the employee lifecycle: recruitment and selection; 
induction; performance and development; employee wellbeing; and reward and recognition. 
As a result, 92% of staff agree that their manager cares about them as an individual, which is 
a considerable achievement as employee-manager relationships are often a major fault line in 
organisations.
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Organisations in the Best Companies list tend to share many other positive characteristics, like 
having a good gender balance among senior management, offering staff time to do charitable 
activities and providing support and training for activities not directly related to work.

There are potential concerns about schemes like this, though, and the main one is keeping 
the employee experience consistent with the companies projected image; what if you pass an 
Investors In People plaque on your way in to work every day, but your own experience tells you 
that the company isn’t really following through on the IIP objectives now it has acquired the 
badge? 

In the end, very little beats the satisfaction of work that is enjoyable for its own sake, which is 
why we encourage companies to start with the employee perspective and take great care to 
understand what each person is experiencing and what needs to be done to meet people’s innate 
needs better at work.

The trade-off between salary, benefits, 
culture and brand
We humans like things to be fair. Time and again initiatives like the Harvard negotiation project 
have shown that we respect the idea of a ‘fair bargain’ or a ‘going rate’ for a job. We would usually 
like more and resent being given less, but if an employer offers a ‘fair’ amount we will stop 
worrying about it so much. Of course this only applies if we have enough to live on - as Herzberg 
and Daniel Pink have pointed out, it’s hard to focus on the job if you don’t have enough money 
to feel financially secure, and that’s one of the reasons for the security item in the WeThrive 4C 
model.

Glassdoor’s ‘Know Your Worth’ feature was created to satisfy our natural curiosity about the 
fairness of our pay - it estimates what we could earn in our local job market right now, and also 
plots trends over time. However it is still very hard to know if you’re being paid fairly, because 
there are many opaque practices and complicating factors like benefits packages, and we still 
don’t like discussing our pay with colleagues. 

One thing we know for sure is that people will put up with lower pay than they would ideally like if 
the job is attractive for other reasons. The NHS, for example, pays many skilled staff far less than 
they could make in the private healthcare system or in other countries, yet still manages to retain 
(just) enough staff to carry on. We know from survey data that the NHS has a particular kind of 
employee experience that makes this possible - staff feel hugely connected to the aims of the 
organisation and the patients they look after, and find their work very meaningful, so they put up 
with the generally less-than-ideal pay and conditions. 

This kind of bargain sits behind every pay and benefits package - for many people pay and 
other benefits are really just a bribe for putting up with work. But as the NHS shows, if you have 
a working environment and culture in which people actually enjoy being at work, for whatever 
reasons, the bribes might not have to be so big. 
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The main thing to remember is that while we have the same underlying bio-psycho-social needs, 
they play out differently in different people, so benefits that suit one person may well irritate 
another. 

Gym membership, for example - very nice for those who like going to a gym, but what if that 
idea leaves you cold and you’d rather play netball? The company gets the same potential benefit 
from employees staying healthier, so why not give people a budget and let them choose a health 
activity they would enjoy? Then, every time they play whatever sport it is they like to in their spare 
time, they will be gently reminded that their employer is being kind to them.

 

Businesses who are staking their claim as Employer of Choice 

 16 trained Mental Health First Aiders 
across all offices

With 500 employees across a number of offices, top 20 accountancy and business advisory firm 
Kingston Smith are taking wellbeing at work seriously. Kingston Smith has an ethos of challenging 
its people to do things differently. Recent examples are hugely improved agile working to better 
support employees in managing their work-life balance; and implementing changes based on 
feedback from an annual employee engagement survey.

Underpinned by their charity partnership with Mind - the UK’s leading mental health charity the 
firm is dedicated to improving mental health and wellbeing in the workplace, it now has now 
trained more than 16 Mental Health First Aiders across all offices with more being trained. 

To raise awareness of mental health issues, the team has also been running staff activities based 
on the five tips for wellbeing: being mindful, learning, being active, giving and connecting. 
Employees have been taking part in yoga classes, study-aid swaps, lunchtime walks, posting 
messages of thanks and social gatherings. 

Kingston Smith named finalist for Employer of the Year in the Gatwick Diamond Business Awards 
2019. The award celebrates businesses that demonstrate a real commitment to employee 
engagement through innovative and inspiring staff initiatives.
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Conclusion
In the era of always-on feedback that the employer cannot control, it is essential to think carefully 
and constantly about what the employee’s experience feels like. This means starting by listening 
to employees, carefully and regularly but without the listening exercise itself becoming an irritant. 
That means that the outcome of every listening cycle should be a positive experience from the 
employee’s point of view, because it leads to their innate bio-psycho-social needs being met 
better in some way. 

This doesn’t mean that your listening project has to be grand, extensive or expensive; it just means 
constructing everything you do so that it works with the grain of the human beings you employ. 
By listening to what employees tell you you can then go on to provide the most suitable benefits 
and perks to the individual as well as ensuring that they know they are being actively listened to. 

We may or may not be round the corner from the AI era, when machines will take over most work 
as we know it and human beings will be looking for things to do with their vastly increased leisure 
time. We doubt it - Keynes predicted the same thing almost one hundred years ago and we have 
been busier than ever since then. 

Whatever happens, there is little doubt we will still need people to carry out complex cognitive 
work, and companies will still be competing for the people who do it well. Robots, if they ever get 
to that stage, won’t care if you are an Employer of Choice or not, as long as you have a decent 
internet connection and a good supply of AA batteries. But to the humans you employ, with 
expectations honed in the era of constant communication and individual feeds, the quality of their 
experience will be more important than ever before.



WeThrive is the agile engagement platform that uncovers how your people truly feel, enabling 
managers to create highly effective teams, retain key staff for longer and deliver better business 
results. 

At organisation, team or individual level WeThive’s unique 4C model leverages the latest 
psychological understanding to quickly and easily deliver insights, actions and learning content to 
help your managers become better managers, creating a high performance culture and improving 
business results. UK based, WeThrive has an average 91% survey completion rate and to date has 
made over 5000 company-wide recommendations. 
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