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Honest Conversations 

An In Practice™ Article by Helen Kelly 

 

  

Best Small Workplace questions are about what drives results:  

how executives manage people and run the business in order to 

serve clients and create a culture where people across the 

organisation think, act and succeed as business leaders. Corporate 

Ink, a public relations firm in Newton, Massachusetts, was a top 

2007 winner.  

 

Judges selected Corporate Ink from among eight hundred applicants and four 

hundred qualifying contestants. It was the smallest company among the four 

hundred – seven people at the time, though now twenty more - and stood out, 

reviewers said, for these among other features.  

 Staff longevity  

 Commitment to training – more than 100 hours yearly – including training in 

sales and new business research and ongoing opportunity to deepen skills 

in writing, account management, social media or analyst relations  

 Growing the staff from within  

 Everyone – including the newest hire - owning at least one initiative  

 The CEO’s assumption that everyone will succeed  

It was noted that in a prior downturn, the CEO had invited staff to grapple with and 

decide jointly the solution to a dilemma: cut pay or risk a layoff.  The CEO had 

already cut her own pay by a third, though she didn’t reveal her cut until after a 

majority of the staff had elected the same.  

So, we know a bit about why Corporate Ink was a Workplace Winner. But what 

fuels the energy and management practice that stand out among hundreds of 

companies?  

The answer may surprise you: it’s all to do with honest conversations. That is, 

saying – however gently - what you really think rather than hiding it behind polite 

smiles and politic words. It is being at ease speaking your mind – trusting that you 

are accepted as you are, and that above all, others have your best interests at 

heart. People give and receive feedback good-naturedly yet frankly, which 

prepares everyone to be frank with clients. Innovation is the province of all 

employees and people seem actually to like where they work.  

Honest conversations helped CEO Amy Bermar grow the company, but this isn’t a 

fairy tale and speak your mind wasn’t always in place. Amy says the culture shift 

was hard work. Here’s why she started the journey and how she led the change.  
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Getting started with honest 

conversations 

 

I realised that my style 

intimidated staff and I 

couldn’t become someone 

else, so I made it official: 

everyone has authority to 

speak up.  

 

  

Amy Bermar. Founder and CEO 

Corporate Ink 

Best Small Workplace Winner 2007 

Amy Bermar believes that every person she hires will succeed. Everyone is client-

facing immediately - and Amy means it when she encourages ideas, innovation, 

and intuition. Yet despite feeling complete confidence in managers and staff, she 

didn’t see the easy exchange of ideas and feedback that nurtures potential and 

strengthens relationships. After a time of reflection, Amy wondered whether her 

own style – strong, naturally impatient, and even at times inadvertently brusque – 

could be intimidating staff and driving them to play it safe. 

Amy brought everyone together and proposed that the company would be stronger 

if virtually all conversations were honest, including those about difficult truths such 

as performance, personality and style. She spoke frankly about the possible 

impact of her own style and suggested that three things could promote a change.  

 speaking up without fear of retribution  

 asking what’s really going on  

 always getting a straight, truthful answer  

This wasn’t a new style of performance review, she said; instead, honest 

conversation would become the company’s day-to-day way of life – and it would 

start at the top. After the meeting, people said they were glad she understood and 

believed that she meant what she said.  

Later Amy introduced management practices to support 

the new culture and make it crystal clear that individuals 

are respected, valued and rewarded. The company 

would reward the person who succeeds, rather than a 

person’s manager. People – managers and colleagues 

- would speak plainly when someone is meeting 

expectations, or isn’t; when some is helping to progress 

plans or is getting in someone’s way.  
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Amy asked people to pick up, however gently, if someone glosses over what’s not 

pretty. She asked everyone to say things as are in order to address matters 

directly as they come up instead of dancing around them or waiting for review 

time. And she spoke directly about some difficult things. If you offend someone, 

own up. If you’re hurt, say so.  And when you say “I didn’t realise I’d offended you, 

and I’m sorry," say it if you mean it or don’t say it.  

And when there’s a problem, yes we’re responsible for speaking the truth; we’re 

also responsible for offering help, seeking guidance and if need be, continuing the 

conversation or making a plan.  

A work in progress 

Amy leads by being entirely herself and opening the 

way for everyone here to work the same way, 

Michael McDonough, a Senior Account Manager 

said.  What a gift. What a breath of fresh air. What a 

relief. Virtually all our time is for clients.  

 

If Amy sets me a deadline for Wednesday, Vice President 

Susan Bassett says, I can set my watch by her call on 

Monday morning, early, asking whether I’ve started on the 

tasks. Do I mind? Not at all. Amy gets anxious. That’s Amy.  

 

 

It’s Corporate Ink’s culture now and by and large it’s working. Every employee has 

a mentor within the company to help with professional skills and organisational 

issues. People are more likely to ask managers to step aside when it’s time to take 

over accounts. Senior managers have frank conversations about ideas and also 

about challenges – with staff, with one another, and with Amy herself.  

At the last planning meeting, someone asked Amy about the long-term - and 

whether she plans to sell the company. She wasn’t expecting the question.  

I knew in my bones that if I told anything other than the real truth, everyone 

would know. So I talked about my plans, and the follow-on questions 

included whether I wanted to sell the agency to staffers. Everyone was 

definitely paying attention, and there was no dress rehearsal. Folks would 

know if they got the honest answer.  

In most environments, people learn early to dodge difficult truths and substitute 

polite replies, so this is a big cultural shift, and some staff still see speaking up as 

personally risky. “It is a work in progress,” Amy says. “The more we live it and 

praise it, the more it becomes part of our DNA.”  
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Leading and honest conversations about yourself 

Amy says that the ease among people has released time and energy for her to 

lead. She says:  

Leadership is a funny balance between hands-on 

and hands-off. Hands-on, so you know what’s really 

going on; you certainly need to know enough to 

poke a hole in an empty promise, just in case 

someone still thinks you don’t want to know about 

problems they’d rather not tackle.  

Being a leader also means learning and growing, which is exactly what we tell our 

youngest employees; being fallible is a humbling lesson in its own right. I’ve had 

to take a look at my own motivations, and face up to some drivers I don’t 

particularly like.  

It also means getting out of the way so people can do their jobs. Yes, I may be 

able to do it better, and faster than a junior staffer, but when I insist on doing 

everything my way, let’s face it: I’m playing to my own ego or avoiding things I 

don’t want to see about myself.  

Being a CEO means working on the business – where it’s going - and motivating 

people to get there. It also means speaking the truth, which may be unpopular, or 

unpleasant. It is by definition direct, even blunt. It is also honest. It doesn’t help 

anyone if you withhold critical information about performance, or potential, just 

because what you want to say isn’t pleasant.  

In fact, being indirect isn’t fair to the teams - and what’s more, doesn’t work. 

People look to the CEO. They need to know where you stand, and where they 

stand. Your biggest responsibility is keeping the company growing, especially in 

unforgiving environments. It takes time to learn: saving people’s feelings – or 

dodging hard conversations – simply isn’t part of that equation.  

At most PR firms, Kristen Waples, Account 

Executive says, you start out bringing coffee and 

anxiously work your way up to seeing a client. 

Not here. On day one, my first week out of 

college, Amy arranged for me to meet a client on 

my own. I was nervous. Corporate Ink serves 

clients, Amy said, smiling. If we didn’t think you 

could work with clients, we wouldn’t have hired 

you, so go get started.  

To learn more about Corporate Ink visit www.corporateink.com   

Write to Amy Bermar at abermar@corporateink.com   
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