
 
 

Creating a Great Place to Work 
The Basics 

Helen Kelly  

People are happier at work when they can be themselves. That 
means the enterprise takes account of both emotion and intellect 
when setting policy, and employees can be transparent rather 
than political. That doesn’t suspend the need for mature 
judgment about appropriate behaviour; it does mean you needn’t 
park your personality before walking through the office door in 
order to assume a persona. 

By and large the rationale for sincerity at work is almost exactly 
that of animal welfare advocates who promote environmental 
enrichment: suppressing innate behaviour creates anxiety and 
stress, and whatever the species, those two uncomfortable states 
create a negative outcome.  

When it comes to lab animals, the response to sterile housing can 
be stress and stereotypies, and data that may be compromised. 
For us, suspending innate behaviour can thwart—among other 
natural, enjoyable acts—initiative, inquiry, learning, cooperative 
endeavour, thinking, innovation, a deep sense of self, significant 
connection with others, and trust that is the glue for all that. But 
what does it take to create such a workplace, and where do I 
start? 

To find some tips, I asked executives from two top Great Place to 
Work winners— profitable enterprises in diverse sectors and far-
flung countries with very varied cultures whose employees 
nevertheless share a common feeling. This feeling is a confidence 
that every individual has credibility and respect; that the 
employer is fair and absolutely trustworthy; that individuality 
makes for happy times; and that learning from one another makes 
a whole greater than the sum of the parts. 



CREATE VALUE 

Salem Samhoud, whose Utrecht-based 
consultancy &samhoud was voted Europe’s Best 
Place to Work 2011 among small and medium 
enterprises, respects and celebrates every 
person’s uniqueness and potential. Employee 
policy reflects Mr. Samhoud’s commitment to 
supporting individuals and bringing people 
together. 

“Every company creates value for its customers”, Mr. Samhoud 
says. “The trick is to define what the value drivers are for your 
employees—those who are the starting point for, and source of, 
value creation. And to get that right you have to have a culture in 
which people are individuals, with a chance to deliver their best 
and be happy”. 

“We think that a big driver for individuals is the opportunity to 
balance freedom and responsibility”, Mr. Samhoud said. “For 
example, at our company no one automatically gets a car. It 
depends on how needed it is. One of our employees, a young man 
who is a very talented soccer player, did get a car. It helps him to 
keep his working schedule and his training schedule. This sounds a 
bit like an unusual policy because it has nothing to do with status. 
But, when you look at it honestly, it’s the most usual thing to do”. 

“When my children came to light our lives, I was working very 
hard. I missed a lot back then”, said Salem Samhoud. “Later on, I 
decided that young fathers in our company must be able to 
balance their lives differently. They get a full paid father’s leave of 
two months when a child is born. That is unique, but it has so 
many advantages, even economic ones. Another part of working 
life is that we don’t count how many days for holiday people take. 
This rule is all about freedom and responsibility”. 

“We work very, very hard”, Mr. Samhoud continued, “and we are 
highly productive; we just use time in a different way. In three 
years’ time we tripled our income, we tripled our net profit, and 
we tripled the number of employees. And although we have 
grown quickly, I am proud to say that our employee satisfaction 
and our customer satisfaction ratings have both risen”. 

 



EMPLOYEE AS CUSTOMER  / PlanDoSee 

One of Japan’s top places to work is hospitality company プラン 

ドウー シー [], who manage fine hotels and restaurants and 
who plan and produce weddings and other special events. 

Kenji Hosokawa, newly promoted to senior management eight 
years after he started as a Tokyo restaurant dishwasher, told me 
about the company’s motto, I am one of the customers, and the 
way this motto influences life as an individual, a boss, and an 
innovator. 

  

Excerpt from PlanDoSee Employee Book of Wisdom (reprinted with 
permission). You may read the complete the PlanDoSee Wisdom Book online at 
http://recruit.plandosee.co.jp/recipe/index.html. 

“We are a hospitality company. We want our customers to enjoy 
happiness and laughter, trust and beauty.  

So, we must experience 
those feelings and live a 
happy life at work. Unhappy 
people could not create a 
world of beauty. Everyone 
would know; no one would 
be happy; no one would 
trust us. 

      Yutaka Noda 
      Founder and President, PlanDoSee 

 

http://recruit.plandosee.co.jp/recipe/index.html


“Part of our trust comes from bosses. As employees, we may 
always contribute ideas and we have the freedom to put our ideas 
into action. Yet, everyone has a boss. The boss’s role is to help 
people discover the best way to achieve potential and to achieve 
goals. Here is what I mean. For any goal, the way forward won’t 
be the same for everyone and our original ideas are welcome, but 
it is very important to think through ideas to see how they would 
work out in practice. My boss is a mature person who can and will 
help me contribute to my full potential. He is a model who can 
help me improve as a boss but also as a person”. 

JUDGMENT AND SHARED RESPONSIBILITY 

It is surely a great experience to work where the source of control 
is individual judgment and shared responsibility. However, make 
no mistake: in such a culture managers may need new skills. 
People who are open and trusting may also be confident, 
persistent, and vulnerable. Such a workplace requires mature, 
emotionally honest leaders and highly developed coaching, 
communication, and conflict resolution skills right down the line. 

The transition can be a smoother road if you begin to hire people 
who are confident individuals well suited to and prepared for a 
degree of self-management, a sense of fun, and a strong work 
ethic. 

So it seems that employee policy is one place to start creating a 
great place to work, and that hiring practice may be another. Next 
time I’ll talk with two other Great Places to Work winners about 
their hiring policies and practices, and after that two other 
winning organisations tell us about their training and 
development policy and practices. 

 

Helen Kelly is a business writer/editor who has been an executive 
coach, executive development manager, and strategy 
communications manager. Contact her at HelenKellyLtd@aol.com 
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