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2007 Top Small Workplaces 
Analysis

Introduction

When we began the Top Small Workplaces project, 
our goal was to identify “exceptional small organiza-
tions that foster teamwork, flexibility, high productiv-
ity and innovation while also treating their employees 
with respect and providing benefits, both traditional 
and nontraditional, that make the employee experi-
ence better.” What we have found are organizations 
that have achieved their success by operating in 
ways that often defy common wisdom, and their 
innovative approaches can provide leadership for 
other organizations in defining how work gets done 
in the early 21st century. 

Who are these companies and what makes them 
different? They are healthy, going concerns, steadily 
growing their revenues, often outperforming their 
industries, commonly taking on and competing effec-
tively with giants. In many ways they look like a lot of 
small businesses: 

They’ve identified niches and specialties where 
they can compete effectively and add value. 
They see themselves as part of a global econo-
my and seek to define what that means for their 
business.
They know that they must adapt and change 
as their environment, market and the economy 
change.

But they distinguish themselves from others through 
their employees and the workplaces they have de-
veloped, sometimes in surprising ways. 

Background

Winning Workplaces and The Wall Street Journal 
have collaborated to identify exceptional small orga-
nizations – private, nonprofit or publicly held – in our 
first annual listing of the Top Small Workplaces. 

To qualify for the Top Small Workplace competition, 
candidates needed to meet basic criteria of being 
headquartered in North America and independent 
(not a unit of a larger corporation), having no more 
than $200 million in annual revenue and no more 
than 500 employees, and being in business at least 
five years.

•

•

•

Over 850 organizations were nominated and 437 
completed more thorough applications, the second 
step in the process. Each application was evaluated 
by three readers affiliated with Winning Workplaces 
and scored according to criteria that included both 
metrics and qualitative information:

Success in business, particularly growth in rev-
enue and numbers of employees
Employee tenure and turnover 
Investment in employees: benefits, training and 
leadership development
Ability to develop and sustain a stable work 
culture characterized by a high level of employee 
engagement, commitment and innovation
Employee participation in business decisions 
and in the rewards of financial success

Through this process, the larger pool of candidates 
was narrowed to 35 finalists. Finalists were further 
scrutinized through a series of rigorous due diligence 
interviews with randomly selected employees, cus-
tomers/clients and business advisors.

A panel of eight judges selected for their expertise 
and perspective on entrepreneurship, leadership and 
workplace practices reviewed all of the information 
and selected the 15 Top Small Workplaces winners.

Over the past several months, Winning Workplaces 
has analyzed the data from the applications and in-
terviews in an attempt to identify the critical defining 
criteria that separated the 15 Top Small Workplaces 
from the larger pool of 437 applications. This report 
represents a summary of what we have learned. 

The report is organized into the following sections:

Analysis of the statistical data submitted in  
applications
Description of the qualitative themes that 
emerged from the Top Small Workplaces
Additional application data
Summary descriptions of the 15 Top Small  
Workplaces
Judges who selected the Top Small Workplaces

•

•
•

•

•

•

•

•
•

•
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Analysis of Statistical Data

The Top Small Workplaces recognition conducted 
by The Wall Street Journal and Winning Workplaces 
attracted 437 applications from 45 states and repre-
senting a breadth of industry (Figure 1). 

Applicants clustered on the smaller side – 64.5% 
had 100 or fewer employees (Figure 2) and the 
mean revenue for 2006 was slightly more than $23 
million (Figure 3). The average company had been 
in business 24 years, and the age of the businesses 
varied widely, reflecting patterns commonly seen in 
industry: 30% are less than 10 years old, nearly 30% 
are 11 to 20 years old and 28% are 21 to 50 years 

old. All but 15 applicants are less than 100 years old 
(Figure 4). 

The 15 Top Small Workplaces represent 13 different 
industries, including nature safaris, water treatment 
chemicals and equipment, wind measuring systems 
and banking. On average, the Top Small Work-
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places are somewhat more mature and larger than 
the averages for the application pool. Their mean 
revenues in 2006 were a bit more than $32 million, 
and they have an average of 138 employees. Forty 
percent (40%) have between 51 and 100 employ-
ees; another 30% have populations of 101 to 250. 
Those selected have been in business an average 
of 31 years, six years longer than the total pool of 
applicants. Four or 26% have tenures of 11 to 20 
years; the remaining winners have been in business 
between 21 and 50 years (Figure 4). These are all 
organizations that have demonstrated an ability to 
sustain themselves through good times and chal-
lenging business climates. They represent a national 
cross section, coming from 12 states. Massachu-
setts, with three Top Small Workplaces, and Penn-
sylvania, with two, are the only states with multiple 
representatives on the list. 

Business Growth and Ownership

For the 437 applicants, the 2004-2006 years have 
been good. Nearly all experienced revenue growth, 
with the average annual growth over the 2004-2006 
period at 42%. This reflects a small number of hyper-
growth companies (22 companies growing more 
than 100% annually) and a comparable number 
(23) that reported negative growth. The bulk of the 
applicants (76%) reported growth in the 20% to 50% 
range. 

The Top Small Workplaces are not organizations 
that would be commonly found on a list of the fast-
est-growing companies. Growth, per se, was not a 
key criterion for selection as a Top Small Workplace. 
Judges looked at a variety of criteria indicating 
healthy organizations. On average, this year’s Top 
Small Workplaces posted annual revenue growth 
of 20% between 2004 and 2006. While this rate of 
growth is smaller than that of the total pool, it reflects 
the relative maturity of these organizations and the 

fact that few are in high-growth industries. There is 
also evidence that these organizations understand 
the implications and systemic impact of growth – that 
growth in revenues brings a parallel growth in the 
employee population. 

Of the 437 applicants, 359 or 82% are privately held; 
19 (4%) are publicly traded and 59 (14%) are non-
profit organizations. Of the 359 for-profit businesses, 
42% provide some form of employee ownership of 
company stock (Figure 5). 

The 15 Top Small Workplaces include 13 privately 
held organizations, one publicly traded firm, and 
one nonprofit organization. Among the privately held 
companies, there is a mix between those that actu-
ally share ownership with employees and those that 
have created a culture of shared ownership without 
sharing equity.  In seven or 53.8% of the 13 private 
companies, employees are stockholders. In the re-
maining firms ownership is held by the CEO, family 
groups, or shared by the CEO and other investors.  

Often sharing financial information with employees is 
a first step on the pathway to sharing ownership, and 
it is a trend that has gained significant momentum in 
the last few years. Of the applicants, 273 or 63% of 
the companies open their books. Here the winners 
separate themselves as a group: 12 or 80% share fi-
nancial information with employees. Companies that 
try this quickly learn that the value of sharing infor-
mation is realized when employees understand what 
the numbers mean and they come to understand 
how their actions can affect business outcomes. 
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Seventy-seven percent (77%) of the applicants 
opening their books teach their employees how to 
read financials; 92% of the winners do so (Figure 6).

Workplace Metrics

Measuring employee tenure and turnover offers one 
way to understand the degree of employee engage-
ment in an organization. Turnover rates vary wildly 
by industry: among the applicant pool the turnover 
rates by industry ranged from 10% to 38%. It is 
difficult to normalize these numbers, and the diver-
sity of the pool adds to the variability of this factor. 
Nevertheless, the 15 Top Small Workplaces differ 
significantly from the pool of 437 around key work-
place statistics:

The average turnover rate for the 2004-2006 
years for the Top Small Workplaces is 8%, less 
than half the average for the entire pool of 437 
(18%) (Figure 7).
Employee tenure for winners is seven years, 
compared to the pool, for which it is five years 
(Figure 8).

These are mea-
sures that Top 
Small Workplac-
es pay attention 
to and use to 
understand how 
employees per-
ceive their work-
ing experience. 
In a number of organizations these figures serve as 
key performance metrics that help the organization 
measure its progress.

Employee Development

Eighty-eight percent (88%) of all Top Small Work- percent (88%) of all Top Small Work-
places applicants reported that they invest in em-
ployee training, ranging from new employee orien-
tation to courses for specific skill development to 
reimbursement for college and university courses. 
The average number of training hours provided 
annually for new employees was 93; for continuing 
employees in subsequent years, the average was 46 
hours. The pool demonstrates an understanding that 
employee development is a valuable component of a 
healthy workplace. 

•

•

Those compa-
nies selected 
as Top Small 
Workplaces go 
even further: 
Their average 
training hours for 
first year em-
ployees is 144; 
in subsequent years, the average is 100 hours. The 
Top Small Workplaces provide an average of 50% 
more training time per employee than the applicant 
pool (Figure 9).

Hours invested offer only one perspective on the 
issue. The Top Small Workplaces have created 
employee development programs that are custom-
ized to their business needs and use a wide variety 
of tools and resources to help employees learn 
through their jobs. Virtually all of the organizations 
have structured new employee orientation programs 
and on-the-job training. For many companies there 
are training courses for specific skill development, 
cross training, peer learning opportunities, knowl-
edge sharing from internal subject matter experts, 
mentoring programs, external coaches and leader-
ship development initiatives. They supplement these 
with professional conferences, external training and 
educational reimbursement programs. A number of 
organizations define their approaches to training 
through the development needs identified in employ-
ees’ individual development plans.

The data show that employee development is a pri-
ority for the Top Small Workplaces. Their approach-
es to the topic are as varied as their industries. They 
describe processes that have grown organically, 
often by trial and error, to develop employees in 
ways that will sustain the business. They believe that 
employee development is a key way to develop a 
strong culture through which the company can grow 
and prosper. They perceive this as an investment in 
the infrastructure of the business rather than a short-
term cost.  

What About Benefits?

Many lists of “best” workplaces focus on the perks 
and benefits offered to employees, and many people 
believe that good workplaces are synonymous with 
generous employee benefits. This group of small 
businesses reinforces this perception. 
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1. Health Insuranceealth InsuranceInsurancensurance

As a group, the 437 Top Small Workplaces ap-
plicants provide generous benefits, exceeding the 
general population of small businesses in offering 
the basic benchmark benefit of health insurance. A of health insurance. A. A 
remarkable 98.2% of all Top Small Workplaces ap-
plicants offer employees health insurance, and they offer employees health insurance, and theyoffer employees health insurance, and theyey 
pay an average of 84% of the employee insurance 
premiums; 67% of these organizations pay at least 
part of dependent premiums, the average amount 
being 68%. All of the 15 winners offer their employ-winners offer their employ- offer their employ-
ees health insurance, and they pay an average of 
83% of the employee premium and 64% of depen-
dent insurance.  

According to the 2007 Employee �enefit Survey bythe 2007 Employee �enefit Survey by 2007 Employee �enefit Survey by2007 Employee �enefit Survey by by 
Business & Legal Reports, around 70% of employers, around 70% of employers around 70% of employers 70% of employers 
among small (fewer than 200 employees) and medi-
um-size (200-500 employees) firms offer health insur- firms offer health insur-firms offer health insur-
ance (Figure 10). The same report indicated that 57% (Figure 10). The same report indicated that 57%Figure 10). The same report indicated that 57% 10). The same report indicated that 57%10). The same report indicated that 57%). The same report indicated that 57%The same report indicated that 57% 57%57% 
of all employers pay 80% or more of health insurance 
premiums for exempt employees and 58% pay 65% or 
more for exempt employees’ dependents (Figure 11). (Figure 11).11).).. 
Thus, those companies in the self-selected pool of ap-
plicants for Top Small Workplaces are more generous 
in providing the most basic and most costly of benefits. 

2. Domestic Partner Benefits

As the national debate surrounding same-sexs the national debate surrounding same-sex 
marriage continues, domestic partner benefits (to 
same-sex partners, opposite-sex partners, or both) 
has become an issue for businesses, big and small.ig and small. 
According to Business & Legal Reports�� 2007 Em-Business & Legal Reports�� 2007 Em-
ployee �enefit Survey, 22% of small and midsize, 22% of small and midsize 22% of small and midsize2% of small and midsize% of small and midsizesmall and midsizeidsize 
employers indicated that they offer health benefits to 
domestic partners of exempt and non-exempt em-
ployees. The percentages of Top Small Workplaces. The percentages of Top Small WorkplacesThe percentages of Top Small Workplaceshe percentages of Top Small Workplacespercentages of Top Small Workplaces 
participants are 31.6% of all applicants and 46.7% of 31.6% of all applicants and 46.7% of 
the winners (Figure 12).12).). 

3. Paid Time Off/Vacation/Holidays/ 
Personal Time

Paid time off is another benefit in which these orga-
nizations are demonstrating leadership. There is a 
growing trend toward packaging paid time off, which 
includes vacation days, sick days and personal 
days, so that the employee can determine how best 
to use the time. Of the organizations in the applicant 
pool, 95.9% offer paid time off/vacation/holidays//vacation/holidays/vacation/holidays/acation/holidays/holidays/olidays/
personal time, with 83.8% offering paid vacation,ersonal time, with 83.8% offering paid vacation,time, with 83.8% offering paid vacation,ime, with 83.8% offering paid vacation,, with 83.8% offering paid vacation,with 83.8% offering paid vacation,83.8% offering paid vacation,offering paid vacation, paid vacation,, 
58.1% offering paid sick leave and 58.8% offeringoffering paid sick leave and 58.8% offeringpaid sick leave and 58.8% offering and 58.8% offering 58.8% offeringoffering 
paid personal days. On the average, a one-year On the average, a one-yeara one-year 
employee is offered 18 days off, which, when broken is offered 18 days off, which, when broken18 days off, which, when broken 
down, includes 10 vacation days, four personal days 
and four sick days. Nearly 87% of winners provide 
paid vacation; 66.6% provide paid sick leave; and 
40% provide paid personal days. Winners offer a. Winners offer aoffer a 
one-year employee 20 paid days off, broken into 15 
vacation days, one personal day and four sick days. 

By comparison, according to the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics (BLS), 77% of all workers in private indus- (BLS), 77% of all workers in private indus-, 77% of all workers in private indus-
try have paid vacations, and 57% are entitled to paid 
sick leave. The Society for Human Resource Man-
agement's (S���) 2007 �enefits Survey �eportS���) 2007 �enefits Survey �eport) 2007 �enefits Survey �eport 2007 �enefits Survey �eport 

*Statistics for TSW Applicants and Winners are spe-
cially calculated to match the measure of Business & 
Legal Reports.

* *
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provides another benchmark: The survey found thatThe survey found thathe survey found that 
among small and midsize organizations, 84% offeridsize organizations, 84% offer organizations, 84% offer84% offeroffer 
paid vacation, 74% offer paid sick leave and 51%, 74% offer paid sick leave and 51%74% offer paid sick leave and 51%offer paid sick leave and 51% paid sick leave and 51% and 51%51% 
offer paid personal days (Figure 13). paid personal days (Figure 13). (Figure 13).3).). 

4. 401(k)/Profit Sharing/Employee Stock 
Purchase Programs

These organizations also provide funding for retire-
ment, and there is little difference between the 437 
applicants and the 15 
winners: 93.6% of appli-
cants offer 401(k)/profit 
sharing/employee stock 
purchase programs; 
100% of the winners do% of the winners dowinners do do 
so. The design of the 
programs is far from 
uniform, however. For 
some the company 
contributes a percent-
age of the employee 
salary to a profit shar-
ing plan, which rewards 
company-wide and/or 
business-unit-wide 
performance. For oth-
ers, there is a company 
contribution to a 401(k) 
plan, with or without 
a match to employee 
contributions. Finally, for 
some of those organiza-
tions that are employee 
owned, the contribution 
becomes an investment 
in the company stock. 
The patterns follow the 
broad trend of mov-
ing away from defined 
benefit pension plans 
to defined contribution 

plans that encourage, if not require, employee invest-
ment and reward organizational performance. 
Other Benefits

Top Small Workplaces applicants offer broad-based 
benefit packages as well, and they are quite gener-
ous, particularly when compared to national averag-
es and norms. While the applicant pool is generous, 
those selected Top Small Workplaces are more so in 
nearly all cases. 

Work/Life Balance

Many of these organizations reported in their appli-
cations that they have developed plans and pro-
grams that help address other issues. For example, 
to support healthy and productive workforces as well 
as respond to continually growing health insurance 
costs, eight of the 15 Top Small Workplaces offer 
employee wellness benefits. These include:
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Fitness centers/health club memberships/fee 
subsidizations
Wellness classes/wellness day
Health screenings
Flu shots
Weight management programs

The opportunity for flexible work arrangements is 
common at the Top Small Workplaces. Eight of the 
15 companies identify flexibility as an important 
benefit that they offer, and the approach is consis-
tently designed to meet the needs of the employees 
and the industry. For example, at Alaska Wildland 
Adventures, year-round employees who are outdoor 
people doing indoor jobs have personal time off that 
they can take as “powder days” to go skiing in the 
winter months, the off-season for the business. Sum-
mit Aviation has instituted four-day work weeks to 
save commuting time and costs for employees with 
long commutes. Point B Solutions designed its busi-
ness and work model to allow employees to deter-
mine their own schedules and have the flexibility to 
take long periods of time off without pay. 

It is clear that many Top Small Workplaces have 
put generous benefit plans in place to be competi-
tive in attracting employees. Those that use these 
employee-focused investments to optimal advantage 
have integrated them into the broader purpose of 
the business. Employees who join often identify with 
the business, and the benefits reinforce that sense 
of purpose. In this way, the investment in benefits 
helps develop the cultural core of the organization, 
and employees join the business not just because 
the benefits package is generous. They join because 
there is a match between the focus of the business, 
its core mission and values and the benefits that 
come with employment. 

A good example of this is Guerra De�erry Coody 
(GDC), an advertising, marketing and public rela-
tions firm in San Antonio, which established itself 
believing that investing in family life at work means 
happier families and a healthier bottom line.  As a 
result, GDC has its own on-site childcare center, 
staffed by parents and subsidized by GDC so that 
employees pay a fraction of the actual cost, and 
child-to-caregiver ratios average 2:1. When chal-
lenged by a state regulatory agency requiring that 
the center become licensed, employees success-
fully lobbied for legislation allowing private centers 
such as theirs that provide childcare as a benefit to 
employees to be exempt from the licensure require-
ments. GDC undertook this initiative not only for 

•

•
•
•
•

themselves, but also for the other small businesses 
that want to provide onsite childcare for employees 
but cannot afford to meet the regulatory standards 
for public concerns. To further reinforce its commit-
ment to families, the company also provides paid 
maternity and paternity leave.

Conclusion

Altogether the data that we gathered from applicants 
demonstrates that the applicant pool is committed 
to building good workplaces, and as such has cre-
ated a competitive arena from which to select the 
Top Small Workplaces. Along a number of dimen-
sions the applicant pool exceeds national averages 
in workplace metrics and investment in employees. 
From a quantitative perspective, the Top Small 
Workplaces winners differ dramatically from the pool 
in a few areas: 

With an average age of 31 years, they are older31 years, they are older years, they are older 
than the applicant pool. These are organizations 
that have weathered economic downturns and 
business changes and remain vital, competitive 
and growing.
On average, they are growing more slowly than 
the applicant pool, but they report that they are 
growing more quickly than their industries.
They invest highly in employee development, 
providing 50% more training time for employees 
than the applicant pool.
These organizations successfully hire and retain 
employees: On average their turnover rate is half 
that of the applicant pool, and employee tenure 
is two years longer.
The Top Small Workplaces are leaders in shar-
ing business information and ownership oppor-
tunities with employees. Twelve of the 15 com-
panies use open book management, and seven 
have employee stockholders.

The metric data contained in the Top Small Work-
places applications offers hints about elements that 
have differentiated these organizations, such as 
generous benefit plans, a commitment to employee 
development and adoption of progressive practices 
such as open book management and employee 
ownership. Yet, alone the data doesn’t provide real 
insight into what has made these companies great. 
In a selection process that evaluated both measur-
able and qualitative elements, it was through the 
qualitative descriptions and interviews with employ-
ees, customers and advisors that the winners differ-
entiated themselves from the applicants.

•

•

•

•

•
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What Makes These Top Small 
Workplaces Great: 

Themes That Emerged

�enefit and metric analysis provides modest insight 
into the defining elements of the Top Small Work-
places. That’s only part of the story. As Point B’s 
CEO stated, “�oping that compensation or innova-
tive benefits alone will improve retention could be 
wishful thinking and may be counterproductive in 
the long run. Small firms that build strong relation-
ships and a shared sense of ownership with em-
ployees will retain the critical means to grow over 
the long term.” 

An analysis of the responses to essay questions 
and the perspectives gleaned from interviews with 
employees, advisors and customers shed greater 
light on what stands out about these 15 Top Small 
Workplaces, and what separates them from the 
larger pool of 437 companies.

For all of the winners, employees are understood 
to be critical to the success of the business, un-
derpinning the business model. To sustain their 
competitive advantage and take on the “giants” in 
their industries, these small companies have wisely 
invested in developing their staff and intentionally 
built supportive and flexible workplaces. In order to 
foster commitment and engagement, they actively 
involve employees in issues that affect the success 
of the business and their work lives. 

There are a handful of themes that consistently 
emerged in studying these organizations. Some 
are specific practices, but they go far beyond an in-
dividual program or policy. These companies have 
found a way to institutionalize and integrate many 
of these critical practices so they become a part of 
the companies’ culture and operation.

1. These organizations are driven by clear 
values and a sense of mission and 
vision that permeates the culture, is 
shared by everyone in the organization 
and serves as a unifying purpose. 

Corporate ethical breaches in the last few years 
have led organizations to define and clearly articu-
late their mission and values. In addition, employ-
ees seek work that has purpose and adds value 

and are attracted to an organization whose mis-
sion resonates with what they believe is important. 
For these reasons and others, companies have 
come to believe that a shared vision and a set of 
common values are tools that can help them be 
competitive. 

At the Top Small Workplaces the established val-
ues serve as a moral compass for the workplace. 
They are expressed through the behavior of all em-
ployees, from the top of the organization to the bot-
tom. For them, the values serve another purpose: 
They provide a framework for decision making that 
facilitates delegating decisions to the lowest pos-
sible level within the organization.

The leaders of these winning workplaces spend a 
great deal of time communicating the importance 
of their culture, and they work to institutionalize 
and reinforce these values by incorporating them 
into the company’s programs, practices and pro-
cedures. Most importantly, they consciously work 
to maintain their unique culture as the organization 
changes, expands and grows. 

These leaders understand that through creating a 
compelling vision and living by their organizational 
values, they create a more meaningful workplace, 
resulting in greater employee loyalty, commitment 
and engagement. The work becomes much more 
than just a job. 

Restek, a 270-employee-owned designer and 
manufacturer of products for the analytical science 
industries – particularly gas and liquid chroma-
tography – states that their “corporate success is 
directly related to employee motivation and job 
satisfaction.”

This culture is based on a set of seven core values 
that define how employees relate to each other 
and hold one another accountable. Their core 
values include: 

Plus 1 (exceptional internal and external cus-
tomer service) 
Mutual Trust and Respect 
In the Light (open book management) 
Constructive Disagreement 
Fast Failure (learn from failure and quickly 
move on) 
Celebrate Success 
Pride in Our Work

•

•
•
•
•

•
•
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These values are commonly understood by all who 
touch the company:

	It’s	a	unique	place	to	work	in	that	everything	is	
very	open.	They	call	their	philosophy	“in	the	light,”	
meaning	everybody	knows	what’s	going	on,	which	is	
very	unusual	for	a	company	of	their	size.	
– Restek attorney 

We	really	stress	that	+1	concept	–	do	everything	to	
satisfy	the	customer	and	giving	it	+1	in	everything	
we	do.	
– Restek employee

NRG Systems: As an 81-employee manufacturer 
of wind measurement technology for the global 
wind industry, environmental protection is central to 
N�G’s mission. Company values of environmental 
stewardship, fair employment, profitability, integrity, 
innovation and dedication are acted upon consis-
tently and affirmed through workforce practices, 
benefits and products in big and small ways. 

For example, all employees carry wallet-size cards 
that include the company mission statement and 
core values. In addition to working in a “green” 
manufacturing facility, NRG employees receive 
cash incentives of up to $2,300 per year for engag-
ing in actions that encourage them to live lightly on 
the planet.
	
Environmental	ethic	permeates	everything	we	do	
– even in our manufacturing processes. Benefits revolve 
around	doing	good	–	if	you	buy	a	Prius	you	get	money	
from	the	company.	They	also	give	money	for	solar	hot	
water	systems	you	install	at	home.	
– NRG employee
 
Exactech’s vision is to be the world leader in bone 
and joint restoration products that make meaningful 
differences for patients. According to one of its 261 
employees, “When you first come to the company, 
they make it very clear they’re a value-driven 
company. Integrity, teamwork, compassion, excel-
lence…all employees are really evaluated on the 
practice of the values. It’s really everywhere – on 
the walls, talked about at every meeting.”

2. The values of these organizations  
extend beyond the workplace and  
impact the larger society. 

For some organizations, pride and purpose are 
derived from influencing issues outside the work-
place that may affect the business, the lives of 
employees, or the community in which they live. 
According to a Center for Corporate Citizenship 
2004 survey of small, medium and global American 
corporations, 82% of executives believe corporate 
citizenship needs to be a priority. The 2007 Top 
Small Workplaces embody this approach through 
their generous philanthropic activities. 

At Alaska Wildland Adventures, a 76-employee 
nature safari business, there is a deep passion for 
the outdoors, a passion that is woven throughout 
the workplace. According to employees, “All trips 
are delivered with a spirit of appreciation, partici-
pation and sensitivity for the land and its inhabit-
ants.” To demonstrate that commitment, each year 
they donate 10% of their pre-tax earnings to local 
non-profit environmental organizations that work to 
keep Alaska wild. Over the years, they have do-
nated over $100,000.

AWA	has	a	solid	history	of	environmental	steward-
ship	among	its	employees,	management	and	own-
ership.	AWA	has	a	year-in,	year-out	devotion	to	
showing	the	best	of	Alaska	to	those	who	might	not	
normally	ply	the	muddy	trails	in	June	on	the	Kenai,	
kayak	the	forgotten	corners	of	Skilak	Lake	as	the	
fireweed pops in July, or take joy in the rare unveil-
ing	of	Mt.	McKinley	between	August	storms.
– Former Alaska Wildland Adventures manager 

Gentle Giant, a moving company with 246 em-
ployees, identifies community service and social 
consciousness as part of their company values. The 
Gentle Giant Charitable Foundation (GGCF) was set 
up in 2005 with the goal of strengthening their focus 
on community involvement. The GGCF concen-
trates on youth development through athletics and 
education, homelessness prevention and housing 
assistance, and the arts. The commitment to com-
munity extends to their employees, several of whom 
serve as coaches to inner-city high school teams. In 
addition, a number of their office staffers also act as 
reading mentors for area elementary schools. 
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3. Open, honest, transparent communica-
tion helps these companies create trust, 
enhance commitment and encourage 
innovation.

If mission and values create a cultural foundation 
for the Top Small Workplaces, intentional, respect-
ful communication provides the mortar that holds 
the organizations together and assures that they 
are working smoothly. These companies under-
stand that employee engagement requires trust, and 
that trust is developed through sharing information 
and creating opportunities for employees to par-
ticipate in problem solving. �aising difficult issues 
is accepted, and employees are encouraged to try 
new things, make mistakes and learn from them.

A powerful tool in support of open, honest commu-
nication is open book management, in which the 
company’s financials are shared with all employ-
ees. Along with making critical business informa-
tion available to all employees, the process creates 
a shared discipline of intentional decision making 
throughout the organization.

Owned by its 494 employees, Reflexite develops 
and manufactures reflective products and display, 
lighting, instrumentation and telecom optics. As the 
largest of the Top Small Workplaces companies 
with a 22-year-old employee stock ownership plan 
(ESOP), experience has taught both the value and 
the importance of intentional communication. The 
company has all-employee meetings with open 
book financials at all sites every month. Employees 
are made aware of the conditions of the busi-
ness, major initiatives and key financial drivers. In 
addition, when the company faces a major deci-
sion (move a process, partner with external party, 
financial restructuring, etc.) they employ a practice 
called “leave no questions unanswered” to assure 
that employees understand the issue. 

The senior management team learned that no 
matter how much they work to break down barriers 
between management and other employee own-
ers, some people are reluctant to voice concerns. 
Therefore, whenever a major change is commu-
nicated, at the end of the meeting all employees 
break into small groups. The groups independently 
generate an exhaustive list of questions and reac-
tions. Then, the larger meeting reconvenes to 
answer as many questions as possible. Once the 

meetings have occurred at every site, the company 
publishes a “FAQ” document that is distributed to 
all employees and answers every question from 
every group at every site. 

On	the	management	side,	one	thing	that’s	remark-
able	is	the	amount	of	time	and	effort	spent	at	com-
munications,	reinforcing	the	message	of	employee	
ownership,	so	that	everyone	knows	what	is	going	
on	at	the	company.	People	really	have	a	sense	of	
what’s	going	on	and	feel	good	about	it.	
– �eflexite advisor

Exactech: In 2005 the publicly-traded developer 
and marketer of orthopedic implant devices and 
surgical instruments was challenged when short-
ages of raw materials led to increased operating 
expenses. This forced the company to miss a 
quarter’s revenue target, disappointing financial 
analysts. To get back on track, the leadership team 
determined that in order to better control expenses 
the business needed to develop improved disci-
pline and accountability at all levels. The leadership 
team forfeited pay to be able to retain employees, 
committed to “no layoffs” and fully disclosed the 
details of the situation. Employees participated in 
refining and improving processes to become less 
dependent on vendors. By the end of 2006, the 
company had met revenue targets for each quarter, 
and employees earned profit sharing for the year.

Recently	we	started	breaking	up	into	business	
units,	and	each	is	really	empowered	to	take	over	
their	area.	We’re	an	open-book	company.	Every-
one	knows	what	is	happening	in	the	business.	
– Exactech employee

4. There is an extraordinary focus on the 
customer and an emphasis on building 
long-term relationships. 

While all companies say that they put their custom-
ers first, these winning companies make it a driv-
ing force behind all that they do. They distinguish 
themselves, in large part, by building a highly 
capable workforce and empowering employees to 
make decisions directly with regard to customer 
issues. Customers notice the lack of bureaucratic 
layers, the forthright and ethical decision making 
and the staff’s attentiveness. In particular, since 
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there is far less turnover at these companies, 
customers appreciate the fact that they are able 
to deal with the same knowledgeable and reliable 
employees over time.  

Phelps County Bank, a 100% employee-owned 
community bank with 85 employees, prides itself in 
its excellent level of customer service. They de-
scribe it as being their “number one ethic.” There 
is no transferring of customers from department to 
department to get a question answered. If a deci-
sion needs to be made, the employee dealing with 
the customer has the authority to make the decision 
that he or she considers is best for that customer. 

It’s	an	incredible	bank	to	deal	with.	The	customer	
service	is	outstanding.	There’s	no	comparison	with	
other	banks.	They	don’t	have	an	answering	tree,	
and	I	love	it.	You	immediately	get	someone	who	
can	usually	answer	your	question.	
– Phelps County �ank customer, owner of an area 
medical clinic

Summit Aviation is a 95-employee aircraft modi-
fication and maintenance company serving gov-
ernment special operations, general aviation and 
corporate aircraft with “customer-centric manage-
ment.” The company understands that their long-
tenured and highly skilled mechanics are key to 
their success, since they have the closest con-
tact with their customers. The mechanics are the 
primary source of feedback on customer concerns 
and needs in the fast-changing aviation business. 

Employees are invited to make critical sugges-
tions and offer new ideas to improve systems and 
processes. Their ideas and concerns are reviewed 
and analyzed to determine their impact on the com-
pany’s long-range business and marketing plan, a 
process that Summit believes is vital to its success 
and growth. 

I	was	amazed	at	the	service	I	got.	I	was	a	new,	small	
customer,	and	I	expected	to	be	treated	like	the	little	
guy,	which	is	not	what	happened.	Every	mechanic,	
every	receptionist,	everyone	who	works	there	–	I’ll	
walk	in	and	they	already	know	who	I	am.	They’ll	
greet	me	by	name!	I	get	treated	like	I’m	Mr.	Boeing.	
I’ve	owned	an	aircraft	for	30	years	and	I’ve	never	
been	treated	like	this.	I	don’t	know	how	their	culture	
got this way, but I wish I could figure a way to instill 

their	culture	into	my	business.	They	are	exemplary	
in	how	they	do	it.	Perhaps	it’s	because	they	have	
real	longevity;	I’ve	never	seen	turnover	in	six	years.	
– Summit customer

The goal of Gentle Giant is to make every customer 
a “customer for life.” Like Summit, this means prepar-
ing the front line employees who deal most directly 
with the customers to be sensitive to their concerns. 
This firm hires and trains employees who “will treat 
customers with respect and who will care for their 
homes and belongings as if they were their own.” 
They recognize the unique position of a mover, who, 
in many situations, works with a customer who is 
dealing with a stressful or emotional life change. Their 
crews work hard to set their customers at ease with 
their professionalism, courtesy, humor and care. Em-
ployees are empowered to make decisions in favor of 
the customer. For example, an employee may deduct 
up to $50 off the bill during the move for a scratch 
on a table leg. There is no penalty or punishment for 
causing damage.
 
I	was	living	in	a	very	tricky	house	and	I	had	a	new	
piano	coming	in.	It	was	the	piano	people	from	Stein-
way	who	were	bringing	it	in	and	when	they	got	there,	
it	was	these	huge	guys	moaning	and	complaining	
from the get-go. Griping and huffing and puffing… it 
gave	me	so	much	anxiety.	It	was	so	unpleasant.	And	
at	the	same	house,	the	next	day,	Gentle	Giant	was	
bringing	in	all	my	stuff	and	it	was	such	a	change	in	
attitude and professionalism. It’s not just service, it’s 
how	they	make	you	feel.	It’s	like	they’re	on	your	side,	
because	their	boss	is	on	their	side.	
– Gentle Giant customer
 
5. They have created a sense of  

community within their organizations.

In these companies there is a sense of belong-
ing, where people are responsible to one another 
and care for one another. Companies consistently 
refer to their “family-like” cultures. Consequently, 
employees identify with the organization at a 
level that is more than contractual or transac-
tional which, in turn, translates into greater pride 
and employee engagement. Finally, it creates a 
social network that invites employees to support 
one another through the inevitable stresses of life. 
Combined, this leads to higher employee reten-
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tion and productivity. In addition, these companies 
acknowledge the struggle many employees have 
balancing the demands of work and family so they 
invest in progressive measures to help them do so.

Alaska Wildland Adventures’ employees feel that 
they have built a real community, including a network 
of past staff that stays in touch. Most employees 
began as seasonal workers and have returned year 
after year, some eventually becoming year-round staff 
members. Often they have had many roles. 

We just had our 30th anniversary. One hundred fifty 
people	came,	probably	a	lot	of	people	who	wouldn’t	
have	made	it	to	their	family	reunion.	There	was	
everyone!	The	guests	are	surely	number	one	here	
–	they	pay	the	bills.	But	the	staff	are	a	really	close	
second.	I	think	it’s	Alaska	and	how	the	company	
envisions	Alaska.	People	are	inspired	by	that.	
– Alaska Wildland Adventures general manager

FRCH Design Worldwide, a 285-employee de-
sign firm specializing in architecture, interior de-
sign, graphic design, brand consulting and new 
media communications, prides itself in having a 
family-friendly culture in which kids and family 
members are always welcome, employees can 
have flexible work schedules and they donate 
their personal/sick time to others in need. They 
celebrate birthdays, anniversaries, weddings, 
births and have regular company-wide parties 
throughout the year, many of which include the 
employees’ families. The office is decorated 
with employee project work, and photos of em-
ployees and framed employee sketches hang in 
the lobby.

The	organization	is	family-friendly,	career-friendly	
and	has	an	open	book	policy.	The	core	value	is	the	
employees,	so	doing	events	is	a	great	example	of	how	
the	organization	shows	appreciation.	
– F�C� employee

6. They take the long view of their  
business and focus on sustainability, 
both when the business is challenged 
and when it is growing rapidly.

The Top Small Workplaces are growing at a steady 
pace but, as a group, they are not organizations that 

would commonly be found on a list of the fastest-
growing companies. However, they have stood the 
test of time, overcome many challenges and proven 
they are viable, competitive businesses. They have 
been in business an average of 31 years, and 11 of 
the 15 winners have been in business between 21 
and 50 years. 

These organizations understand that growth comes 
with potential hazards: Rapid expansion can result 
in a decrease in quality, an increase in customer 
complaints, a decline in employee morale (due to 
feeling overworked and underappreciated) and a 
continual crisis-mode mentality. These Top Small 
Workplaces work to maintain their culture, better 
adapt to the inevitable economic and business 
changes, and retain their well-groomed talent. 
Their strategy and investment decisions are aimed 
at sustaining the business over the long haul. 

Corporate Ink, a 12-employee public relations firm 
that specializes in working with technology firms, 
forges its own path. Faced with downturns in the 
economy, such as the 2001-2004 period, or loss of 
clients due to acquisition by larger organizations, 
Corporate Ink retains employees rather than fol-
low the more common pattern of cutting staff. In a 
business downturn, they use the extra capacity to 
strengthen the team’s skills and abilities, improve 
client services and identify new markets. The result 
has been a stable and loyal workforce. 

We	were	small	when	everyone	was	chasing	growth.	
We	stuck	by	our	team	when	layoffs	made	sense.	We	
hired	for	the	future,	and	invested	(some	would	say	too	
much)	in	employees	because	we	share	a	strong	com-
mitment	to	each	other.	Our	hope	–	and	conviction	–	is	
that	there	is	an	enormous	opportunity	for	small,	cre-
ative companies as the end-point, not just a stepping-
stone,	for	a	lifetime	of	mutually	satisfying	work.	As	a	
team,	small	companies	create	their	own	future.	For	
us, it’s an exciting, challenging, profitable company 
that	provides	growth,	opportunity	and	reward	over	the	
long	haul	–	for	everyone.
– Corporate Ink CEO 

Point B Solutions, a 340-employee consulting 
firm specializing in project leadership and execu-
tion, has found growth to be one of its greatest 
challenges. Starting out as a small firm in Seattle 
in 1995, they have since opened four offices on the 
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West Coast, with plans to open more offices. This 
expansion has had an impact on staff: Many em-
ployees expressed concerns as the firm grew from 
a small, familial firm where everyone knew each 
other’s name to one where that was no longer the 
case. This launched an ongoing dialogue among 
employees and managers about how to preserve 
the company culture, its core values and emphasis 
on relationships that had made it a success. 

As a result, the company, which has no brick and 
mortar offices and relies on online and offline op-
portunities for associates to connect and share 
information, structured smaller interest and practice 
group “communities” for associates to network with 
to share ideas, seek insights into problem solving 
and learn about new practices. These supplement 
the teams working on client accounts to help em-
ployees connect with other colleagues. Point B is 
thriving with smaller networks of employees building 
relationships and sharing strategies. The company 
has sustained its 20% growth rate and the lowest 
employee turnover in the consulting industry.

There	are	a	variety	of	[communication]	channels,	
and	as	we	grow,	we	are	always	trying	to	improve	
it.	We	have	a	lot	of	people	working	together.	Small	
focus	groups	meet	every	Friday	with	people	in	the	
firm discussing random topics. Networking inter-
nally,	keeping	connected	with	other	people	in	the	
firm, sharing information and getting feedback all 
help	keep	us	connected.	
– Point B employee 

Healthwise, a provider of health information for 
consumers with 215 employees, has experienced 
the challenges of rapid growth. In the last few years 
its workforce has increased by 51%, its product 
lines by 60% and its revenues by 42%. 

To sustain its valued culture and its focus on the 
mission, and to ensure high-quality products, the 
organization has initiated several measures:

Developed a comprehensive training program/
rewards system called “The Healthwise Way” 
to deepen and extend the culture of “Respect, 
Teamwork and Do the Right Thing.”
Reorganized the entire company into cross-
functional teams to be able to remedy product 
and process challenges more collaboratively.

•

•

Established employee feedback mechanisms 
through regular surveys and team-based “cul-
ture check-ins,” discussions that raise issues 
and identify concerns at an early point. 

Usually	with	rapid	growth,	you’d	expect	things	to	
become	more	corporate,	more	rigid.	But	with	them	
you	see	a	great	attempt,	and	success,	in	growing	a	
business	and	maintaining	that	remarkable	internal	
service	and	culture	of	integrity.	
– Healthwise customer

7. They understand that their competitive-
ness is tied to the talents and commit-
ment of their workforce, so they invest 
in their workforce at every step.

Too many organizations resist investing in their 
workforce, fearing that their skilled employees will 
leave to work for the competition. While this may be 
the reality for some, these Top Small Workplaces 
understand that their long-term success depends 
on their people. These winners have created cul-
tures of training and development, in which learning 
is as much a part of their activities as manufactur-
ing, marketing and selling. They understand that 
their ability to sustain and grow their businesses is 
largely dependent on the innovation, skills and flex-
ibility of their employees.

The leaders of these organizations commit the time 
and resources necessary to hire the right people, 
orient them to their culture and business, and build 
their capacity over time. This investment results 
in retaining top employees and helping them grow 
professionally, translating into greater innovation 
and quality and outstanding customer service.

What is also different about these firms is the de-
gree to which they encourage employees to grow 
personally as well as professionally in their job. They 
support employees as they seek to find their own 
path, explore their passions and other areas of inter-
est and, in some cases, recreate their own job. This 
flexibility and investment in the whole person makes 
for a far more engaged and innovative employee. 

Point B hires only about 3% of the people that they 
interview. As one employee said, “Clients will have 
a role they want filled but we don’t have the people 
for it. But if we relaxed our standards and hired 

•
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more people, we wouldn’t be the same compa-
ny.” Once hired, all new associates go through a 
40-hour orientation that assimilates them into the 
firm’s culture and expectations. New employees 
meet with firm leaders, talk to various associates 
and start building their own internal network. As 
ongoing professional growth is valued, the firm 
sponsors a variety of development classes, from 
specific “just in time” technical classes to a lead-
ership development curriculum. 

Gentle Giant is highly focused on the hiring, train-
ing and caring for their employees. Their mantra, 
“Putting employees first so they can in turn put 
customers first,” is often heard throughout the 
workplace. Employees are hired with the belief that 
each one possesses the character traits and in-
nate aptitude for emotional intelligence that, when 
combined with further training in moving, leader-
ship and customer service skills, can enable them 
to move into a leadership role. The company has 
successfully secured state training grants and be-
lieves their emphasis on training and commitment 
to a safe working environment contributed to a 12% 
decrease in damage claims in 2006. 

Our	customers	are	consistently	impressed	with	
our	employment	standards	–	we	receive	dozens	
of	comments	cards	(from	customers)	each	year	
recommending	that	we	“give	[our]	hiring	manager	
a	raise.”	
– Gentle Giant marketing manager

Cowden Associates: Despite its small workforce 
of 27 employees, Cowden has a structured learn-
ing and development system, providing formal, 
internal training programs and stressing continued 
education, including the pursuit of employer-paid 
professional designations. Mentors guide younger 
professionals and give them visible roles with 
clients. Their culture values performance and both 
professional and personal growth, encouraging 
staff to pursue their passions outside of the indus-
try, because it brings innovative “outside” thinking 
into the culture. The payoff for the business comes 
in staff-initiated innovations, such as benchmark-
ing studies and a trademarked business practice 
model that can be sold to clients. It also shows up 
in a very low turnover rate of 4%.

After years of conflicted feelings, when asked to 
prioritize people, clients and profits, I knew I had 
matured	when	the	simple	answer	was	“people.”	
– Cowden CEO

8. They grow their leaders from within.

Leaders of the Top Small Workplaces believe that 
most of their future leaders are already working for 
the company. They believe it is their primary role, 
not that of Human Resources, to develop leaders 
from within who will take the business to the next 
level. They emphasize building internal talent rath-
er than hiring skilled professionals from outside, as 
it is easier to teach these skills and much harder to 
instill a real commitment to the business’s mission, 
culture and values.

These winners vary in their approach to how they 
build leadership: Some have highly formalized 
internal leadership development programs that are 
supplemented with outside training, others are far 
less formalized. Most have established mentor-
ing programs, cross-training exposure across the 
company and peer learning and feedback sys-
tems. However, what all these winning workplaces 
have in common is that they have successfully 
cultivated learning environments that set high 
expectations, encourage risk taking and provide 
ongoing support all in the service of fostering ex-
cellence in leadership.

According to a Gentle Giant employee, “If one 
were to ask our President, Larry O’Toole, about 
the purpose of his business, he would not likely 
give any of the expected answers: deliver world-
class moving services, provide customers with 
a stress-free moving experience, offer custom-
ers all of the tools and services they need for an 
exceptional move. All of the above is true about 
this organization, but that is not what he sees as 
the core purpose. Rather, he would answer, ‘We 
develop leaders.’”

In 2005, feedback from an employee survey 
showed that employees wanted more opportunities 
to discuss professional progress with a manager 
or mentor, as well as to gain better clarity around 
compensation structures. This led to the develop-
ment of the Giant Steps program, a twice-yearly 
professional development conversation between 
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managers and employees, and the creation of the 
job ladder, in which skill sets and compensation 
levels for each position on the moving staff were 
clearly outlined. A similar process is being devel-
oped for the office staff. In addition, to provide 
more opportunities for exchanges between manag-
ers and employees, the Group Manager role was 
created, promoting nine members of the moving 
staff and assigning each of them approximately 10 
movers for whom they are responsible for coach-
ing, mentoring and developing. 

Management	moves	people	up	from	within	the	
company	if	they	can.	That’s	helped	to	keep	me	
here.	I	know	that	I	can	work	to	move	up	or	try	
something	different	if	I	get	bored.
– Gentle Giant employee

Restek defines leadership at all levels, not just 
formal management or supervisory positions. Each 
employee in a leadership role, or preparing for a 
leadership role, has a mentor on whom they rely 
for coaching and guidance. In addition to internal 
mentoring, outside expertise is brought in for formal 
on-site training in effective leadership skills and prac-
tices. Individual coaching is provided so that leaders 
learn how to effectively develop and manage their 
teams. Continuous learning opportunities and ad-
ditional training in communication, conflict manage-
ment and business/financial practices are identified 
through each person’s development plan, and the 
resources necessary to grow these skills are provid-
ed. Day-to-day coaching and guidance on individual 
issues is provided by co-workers and managers.
 
Summit Aviation employees who are identified as 
self-starters and who exhibit a “can-do” attitude are 
given the opportunity to temporarily fill leadership 
positions when employees are out for vacations or 
leaves. The employees are evaluated on a regular 
basis while performing these new functions and 
are provided with immediate feedback on their 
individual performance. This instills a desire for 
personal growth among the employees and gives 
them a sense of accomplishment about their ability 
to perform various leadership roles. The company 
has found that this program pays dividends for both 
the company and the individual when it comes time 
for promotions and upward mobility, as 97% of the 
company leaders have been promoted from within. 

9. They structure the organization and the 
work around teamwork and collabora-
tion, minimizing hierarchy and maximiz-
ing cross-functional goal achievement.

As Peter Senge pointed out in “The Fifth Disci-
pline,” teams are “the fundamental learning units 
in modern organizations.” While this may seem 
obvious, successful teamwork is rare in many 
work environments. At these winning workplaces, 
teamwork is considered a core competency and 
at the center of how these organizations oper-
ate, how they are structured and how they share 
knowledge. Collaboration holds the teams together, 
and healthy competition with other teams provides 
additional motivation. 

These companies have also learned that cross-
functional teams minimize the silos and intra-orga-
nization strife that has become a hazard in compa-
nies organized by function. As a result of the peer 
learning, feedback and camaraderie, teams drive 
the problem solving, innovation and execution of 
strategies at their companies. These teams are 
driven by clear performance goals, and are recog-
nized and rewarded for their accomplishments. 

The word teamwork is not something you would 
often hear spoken at Guerra DeBerry Coody 
(GDC). It’s embedded in the business practice. 
Nearly all employees are cross functional, so their 
interaction with members of other departmental 
teams is standard operating procedure. When a 
new creative project is initiated, a team of indi-
viduals from all relevant departments convenes to 
steward that work. 

Each and every one of us enjoys coming to work 
every day. You know that your job is important, but 
no	one’s	is	more	important	than	anyone	else’s.	We	
all	need	each	other	to	succeed.	It’s	a	great	formula,	
and	it’s	been	working	for	the	company	for	years.	
– GDC employee

Point B prides itself on being a “networked” 
organization rather than a hierarchical one. The 
result is the feeling of a flat organization of peers 
where all take part in fostering teamwork within the 
entire firm. There is a strong belief that both clients 
and associates benefit from sharing the collective 
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wisdom of the firm to get better outcomes. To that 
end, they have an extensive knowledge-sharing 
culture and an online knowledge management 
system that allows associates to ask a question of 
the entire firm, and colleagues can respond with 
tips, tricks and offers to meet and share informa-
tion. The knowledge management system is built 
on collaboration, not competition.

It’s	a	very	collaborative	environment.	Everyone	
has	a	voice.	In	the	past	I	worked	at	a	different	
consulting firm that had a very structured environ-
ment.	It	was	hierarchical.	You	had	no	voice	in	the	
firm or staffing. It was all different levels – work 
your	way	up	the	ladder.	Point	B	hired	experienced	
folks,	and	you	have	a	voice	here.	
– Point B manager

At Exactech, all new employees attend a class 
on the “Fundamentals of Teamwork.” Each team 
makes an annual Team Accountability Plan, from 
which employees develop their own annual goals. 
To promote cross-functional understanding, the 
company has developed “Walk this Way,” a lunch-
time series that features representatives from each 
functional department describing their work and 
helping attendees see where their jobs interrelate. 
 
We’re really a flat organization. We’re a team-
based	company	with	both	team	and	individually	
crafted	plans	for	goals.	
– Exactech employee

10. Employees act like owners and are 
committed to the long-term success of 
the company. 

�y employing the practices reflected in these 
themes, the Top Small Wokplaces achieve measur-
ably different business results than their competi-
tion – they grow faster and are more profitable. 
For each of the Top Small Workplaces, these 
core themes emerge in a unique way to result in 
a similar outcome: Employees make more of a 
personal investment in their workplaces. They offer 
discretionary energy and commitment and raise up 
ideas that can improve product quality or customer 
service, or result in innovative new offerings. They 
often make short-term sacrifices for the long-term 
benefit of the organization. In other words, they act 

like owners, even when they are not stockholders. 
As Point �’s CEO says. “Take a splash of self-
service culture, mix in an ownership mentality and 
sprinkle in a lack of hierarchy and you have got a 
powerful environment for bright, energetic associ-
ates.”

Phelps County Bank is one of only two 100% em-
ployee-owned banks in the U.S. Employee-owners 
are trained to understand the financial statements 
and gain specific knowledge about all departments. 
Once employees learn the banking business, each 
employee-owner has the authority to make deci-
sions on customer issues, which the bank believes 
is key to improving customer service. As these 
employees are invested in improving the efficiency 
of the banking operation, they routinely discuss and 
submit ideas for improvements – from changing 
forms to implementing a new product or service. 

From the time someone joins our institution, 
they	go	through	an	orientation	on	our	ESOP	
and	get	traditional	banking	education,	but	they	
also	take	courses	in	psychology,	team-building,	
leadership	and	communication	–	things	that	
build	an	ownership	mentality.	The	risk	of	em-
ployee	ownership	is	if	you	don’t	get	employees	
to	feel	and	act	like	owners.	If	you	don’t	have	
committed,	involved	employees,	then	your	prof-
its	from	year	to	year	or	the	growth	and	strength	
of	your	business	is	not	as	strong	as	if	you	didn’t	
have	employee	ownership	in	place.	
– Phelps County �ank CEO

At Barclay Water Management, their 89 em-
ployees-owners have invested in the future of the 
business in order to be competitive. As the organi-
zation grew, they found they had run out of manu-
facturing and office space. At the same time, the 
entry of General Electric into the water treatment 
business dramatically altered the playing field. To 
compete against a firm the size of GE, �arclay’s 
employees knew the company would need to grow 
larger, which would entail leasing more space, hir-
ing additional sales engineers and purchasing new 
equipment. 

The employee-owners discussed this dilemma 
during an Annual Stockholders Meeting and collec-
tively decided to forgo profitability for several years 
in order to make the necessary investments in ad-
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ditional space, people and equipment. They made 
these commitments knowing that the payoff, if any, 
would be years away. Today, their sales are grow-
ing at double digit rates and they are successfully 
competing against the industry giants. 

Conclusion

The Top Small Workplaces have discovered the 
“magic potion” or “secret sauce” that results in cre-
ating extraordinary organizations. They have done 
so through years of commitment to high ideals and 
through trial and error in their workplaces – not 
through employing a single “magic bullet” solu-
tion. Each has uncovered a unique combination of 
shared mission and core values, intentional com-
munication, and focus on developing and sustain-
ing relationships with customers.

But most of all, they have created business mod-
els that keep in focus the difference that engaged, 
continually learning, empowered employees can 
make in business results. They have embraced 
progressive tools such as workplace flexibility, 
open book management and sharing ownership 
with employees – and they have learned that in 
order for these tools to work, they need to have 
the right employees with the right skills, educated 
in how the business works and how they can 
contribute to desired results. These employees 
often operate in ways unheard of in traditional 
organizations.

The result is that these organizations, with an aver-
age of 31 years, have adapted in a quickly chang-
ing economy and are growing at above-market 
rates. They are models for all organizations, not 
just small businesses, in creating what Gary Hamel 
calls a “postmanagerial society” in which “new ap-
proaches to managing employees and organizing 
talent to maximize wealth creation” result in lasting 
competitive advantage and sustainable organiza-
tions.† They are successfully creating new ways to 
get work done.

The stories of these Top Small Workplaces dem-
onstrate another element: Through their commit-
ment to creating engaging workplaces, they have 
unleashed for their employees the satisfaction of a 
job well done, pride in accomplishment and joy in 
work – intangibles that surpass a paycheck. They 
are creating workplaces that are better for people 
and also better for business.

† “Innovative management: A conversation with Gary Hamel and Lowell Bryan,” The McKinsey Quarterly, Number 1, 2008.
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Additional Data



Summaries of the 15 Top Small 
Workplaces of 2007

Alaska Wildland Adventures  
Girdwood, Alaska

Based in the mountains forty miles 
south of Anchorage, Alaska Wild-
land Adventures has been sharing 
a unique passion for this land with 
outgoing travelers since 1977. Their 
president, Kirk Hoessle, began his ca-
reer by leading their original safari trip 

into the backcountry and has seen the business expand to 
include 76 employees, over sixty trip departures, and two re-
mote lodges (with a third in the planning and design process). 
He still considers himself “just an employee”. This is a busi-
ness that really honors its employees, while receiving great 
support from them in return. For example, it survived the 
post 9/11 travel depression in part through each employee 
volunteering to take a month of unpaid time off. During this off 
time, the company made its lodges available for vacationing 
and provided ski passes for the local slopes. With a remark-
ably strong community of returning seasonal guides and a 
dedicated group of core staff, the company remains actively 
engaged in efforts to promote sustainability in local business, 
environmental sensitivity, and enchantment for those who 
know them as hosts and friends.

Barclay Water Management, Inc.  
Watertown, Massachusetts

Almost 80 years ago, engineer 
Stanton D. Barclay and his 
brothers established a firm 
which would pride itself on 

unparalleled service and the value of investing in employees. 
These days, Barclay Water Management is the largest em-
ployee-owned firm in the water treatment industry, employing 
the single largest team of female engineers, boasting the 
lowest associate turnover rate among major firms, and main-
taining a pool of clients which have stayed loyal for decades. 
Described as a “true democracy,” each of their 89 employee-
owners has a vote in company matters large and small, and 
all are taught to read the company’s financials. Facing new 
pressures from General Electric’s entrance in the field, as-
sociates collectively decided to forego profitability for several 
years while making investments toward ensuring competitive 
facilities and staff. Today the decision is paying out in impres-
sive revenue growth. Associates applaud Barclay’s upbeat 
environment and family-firm atmosphere, where the phone-
book is organized by first name and employees swear that 
the president knows every one of them. An old-line company 
with timeless values, Barclay continues to impress clients 
with their solid culture of involved employee-owners.

Corporate Ink 
Newton, Massachusetts

Specializing in quickly-growing 
tech businesses, Corporate 
Ink is a public relations firm 
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made “boutique by design”– intimate, focused, agile and 
distinctive. That’s the name of the game here, and a dedica-
tion to staff development and engagement has ensured that 
they remain one of the hottest PR teams in the Boston area. 
In a period of downturn when many PR companies were 
cutting staff size by half, each of their 12 employees were re-
tained, involved even further in company vitals and expected 
to identify new options for acquiring skills and experience 
in terms of winning new business. Roles are designed to 
match employee strengths and individuals are given author-
ity to make decisions from where they stand. There’s much 
exposure of junior staff to executive players, and employees 
admit they’re involved in “more financial decisions than most 
agencies’ managers ever see.” Hiring and orientation involves 
the entire team’s participation, so it’s always a right fit. Selec-
tive acquisition of clients and clearly defined, group identified 
goals assure projects which are always engaging and a staff 
which is always pushing itself.

Cowden Associates, Inc. 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

The staff at Cowden As-
sociates approach their 
consulting with a high 

degree of pride and ownership, and their passion has clients 
openly commending them as partners in delivering solid 
results. In providing quality consulting services to meet the 
compensation, health and benefits, retirement, actuarial and 
technological needs of their clients since 1986, independence 
and the use of bottom-up strategic planning define this firm’s 
approach. Younger staff are paired with mentors and incorpo-
rated directly in client planning. Almost all of the 27 employ-
ees attend each of the monthly two-hour training sessions on 
industry topics, and many employees take advantage of the 
company’s support through financing and flexible scheduling 
for further professional development. Employees with family 
rave about their flextime options, and, as one employee puts 
it, “above all, it’s about autonomy and respect.”

Exactech  
Gainesville, Florida

Exactech has grown a 
lot since it began in 1985 
with initially just a single 

warehouse bay for production of orthopaedic implant devices. 
The company went public in 1997 (our only publicly traded 
winner) and now operates with 261 employees inside its own 
Gainesville facility, with global sales and huge revenues. The 
company continues to respond quickly to customers and 
remains nimble in the market even with their rapid growth. 
Great care is given to preserve this quality of service made 
in hand with efforts to preserve their people-first, non-hierar-
chical culture. When faced with a particularly stiff period of 
production constraints, the company committed itself to “no 
layoffs.” Each team came forth with innovative means of re-
ducing expenses, leadership agreed to forfeit predicted salary 
increases to provide funds for rewarding the hard work of em-
ployees, and subsequent revenues regained the confidence 
of analysts and ensured strong employee profit-shares. 
There’s a sentiment described by all the employees we spoke 
with here, fundamentally that “every person counts.”
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FRCH Design Worldwide 
Cincinnati, Ohio

F�C� Design Worldwide has been provid-
ing fresh concepts for clients since 1968. 
With projects integrating architecture, 
interior design, graphics, brand consulting 
and new media communications, the firm 

focuses on enhancing that space where people choose to 
spend their shopping and leisure time. Successfully evolving 
with the changing face of modern retail, F�C� has exceeded 
expectations in both profits and staff size over recent years. 
Unprecedented growth has been achieved through asser-
tive and careful recruiting, with close attention to metrics 
assaying employee experience and performance. Training 
is paramount here, with various programs made available to 
its 285 staff, including the “F�C� University,” which involves 
in-house teachers, professional trainers and external profes-
sors. Employees relish the freedom they’re given to be cre-
ative, outwardly appreciative of the high degree of flexibility 
and trust present at the company.

Gentle Giant Moving Company  
Somerville, Massachusetts

It began in 1980 with an ad 
in the Boston Phoenix, a 
borrowed truck and healthy 
dose of gusto. With much dust 

and sweat, a lot of laughs and more than a few precarious 
stairwells to follow, Gentle Giant Moving is now one of the 
premier moving and storage companies on the East Coast, 
conducting over 12,000 moves each year with 246 employ-
ees. Founder Larry O’Toole reasons the core of such success 
rests with the respect and compassion nourished throughout 
the company’s culture, confident that his employees will 
in turn pass on such attention to clients. With 25% in new 
revenues between 2004 and 2007, and 80% of all business 
derived from repeat clients and referrals, one can indeed infer 
that Gentle Giant’s formula works. Staff are expected to make 
billing decisions even at the lower levels, all with the end goal 
of minimalizing the trauma of moving. Employees enjoy a 
solid benefits package, including a formal mentoring program 
and a generous 401K plan, and most participate in events 
organized through the company’s own community develop-
ment foundation.

Guerra DeBerry Coody  
San Antonio, Texas

Since its inception in 1995, Guerra 
De�erry Coody (GDC) has fought 
for the working family while secur-
ing premier clients in both the U.S. 

and Mexico. With steady growth over the years in advertis-
ing, marketing, and public relations, this full-service firm 
has pioneered the shape of the family-friendly workplace. 
When the state of Texas challenged the company’s efforts 
to continue on-site childcare for their employees, parents 
and partners successfully lobbied the state to have laws 
changed allowing every small business in the state the 
same opportunity. Whereas the atmosphere in business 
may have once been cold to any mention of children, GDC 

is a gleaming example of how profitability and success 
need not come at the expense of people as both profes-
sionals and parents. Family culture is at the very core here, 
and its 61 employees consider their on-site, parent-driven 
and partner-supported childcare program fundamental to 
the nature of the organization as a whole. With 100 percent 
paid maternity and paternity leave, transportation reim-
bursement and emergency employee loans, team members 
“go home happy and come in to work happy.” Open book 
finances and a health and wellness program for “�ind, 
Body and Soul” support the notion that the group is all in it 
together, functioning as a high quality outfit, and yes, one 
big family.

Healthwise  
Boise, Idaho

Conceived in 1975, �ealthwise 
was one of the first companies to 
lead the consumer health move-
ment. With its mission to “help 
people make better health deci-

sions,” this nonprofit has grown to 215 employees, all of 
the top three disease management companies, hundreds 
of hospitals, and most of the large web portals. With dogs 
in the workplace and cruiser bikes in the lobby, Healthwise 
has long been seen as something of a promised land by 
professionals in the health information industry. A shift from 
paper to Net-based documents and phenomenal growth in 
both revenue and staff numbers have resulted in rethink-
ing work processes to create cross-functional teams, thus 
avoiding a siloed dynamic. Most importantly, the organiza-
tion has institutionalized its culture “The Healthwise Way” 
around the pillars of respect, teamwork and “do the right 
thing.” The company consistently attracts top talent and 
transplants to its �oise office.

NRG Systems Inc.
Hinesburg, Vermont

Renewable resources have become 
a hot topic in the press these days, 
but David and Jan Blittersdorf have 
been hip to wind energy solutions 
for 25 years now. From its origins 

as a two-person shop in a rented Bristol home, David and 
his wife Jan have seen NRG Systems Inc. become the only 
company in the industry to manufacture and sell complete 
wind assessment systems, now shipping products to more 
than 110 countries and every continent. Wind energy has 
become the world’s fastest-growing renewable energy 
source, and NRG Systems Inc. has enjoyed consistent 
double-digit sales growth over recent years. Careful recruit-
ing has allowed staff numbers to increase 50% since 2004 
while preserving a solid benefits package and close-knit 
company culture. On top of a profit-sharing program provid-
ing income up to 35% above their base pay, the 81 NRG 
employees take advantage of non-traditional cash incentives 
which allow each employee up to $2,300 per year for select-
ing sustainable lifestyle options.
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Phelps County Bank
Rolla, Missouri

The local bank used to be a corner-
stone in community relations. Before 
cash machines, online checking and 
global outsourcing, your bank was as 
familiar as the local grocery, and your 

banker knew you and your family like an old friend. Walking 
into Phelps County �ank today, you’re going to understand 
what quality banking can still represent, and what employee 
ownership can mean to a community. Founded in 1963, this 
establishment is now one of only two banks in the country 
which are completely employee owned. Bonuses represent-
ing 5% - 20% of salary and lucrative ESOP options of 20% 
- 30% of salary explain why this team of 85 bank employee-
owners claims the longest average tenure among our Top 
Small Workplaces. Better business is a shared goal, and the 
bank supports exceptional training for all new hires and paid 
coursework for continued education. Ownership is at the 
core here, and it is this which has grown the bank despite 
new competition and lean times. Clients and employees rel-
ish the comfortable atmosphere and pervasive attention to 
quality work.

Point B Solutions 
Seattle, Washington

Success through flexibility may de-
fine the approach adopted by Point 
B Solutions, a premier professional 
services firm based in Seattle. 

With consulting focused on project leadership and execution, 
the company operates without any defined home office, and 
telecommuting allows associates in seven cities (Seattle; 
Portland, O�; Denver; Phoenix; San Francisco; Los Angeles 
and Chicago) to handle local clients with an increased inti-
macy and familiarity. The balanced work/life structure which 
defines Point � helps to explain an attrition rate below half the 
industry average. Just as it passionately seeks novel solu-
tions for its clients’ most demanding situations, so does it ask 
each of its 340 staff to “define their own Point �.” It’s a task 
which would seem daunting to many: carving out their own 
job description and charting out their year from a professional 
and personal perspective. But as one employee puts it, “I 
wanted to define what my life looked like, and they’ve allowed 
for that.” The company has filled all leadership roles from 
within, each new office has been opened by a Point � associ-
ate and employees continue to applaud their dedication to the 
Point B “sustainable lifestyle.”

Reflexite Corporation 
Avon, Connecticut

�eflexite Corporation has seen 
great success in operating what 
they call “The Management of 

Light.” Through the application of microprisms onto a variety 
of plastic substrates, �eflexite has brought optical engineer-
ing, microreplication, and polymer processing to wide markets 
in the U. S. and Asia. Sales have nearly doubled in the past 
five years, and their 492 employee-owners represent some of 
the most tenured staff in this year’s competition. �eflexite has 

maintained on ESOP program for over 20 years, and em-
ployees love it. It’s all open book at �eflexite, and company 
issues are hashed out openly in frequent “Town Meetings.” 
It’s here that all employees are asked to visibly stand at one 
end or the other of a debate while supplementary small group 
discussions further aid in communication of process details 
and concerns. There’s company support for programs from 
language courses to full MBA arrangements, and a 16-step 
hiring process ensures that it’s the truly entrepreneurial char-
acter that begins work with this corporation.

Restek Corporation 
Bellefonte, Pennsylvania

Founded in 1985, �estek was built 
on that classic vision of treat-
ing employees as the company’s 
primary asset. The group designs, 

develops, manufactures and services products for the analyti-
cal science industries, specifically gas and liquid chromatog-
raphy, and has achieved revenue growth triple the industry 
average in recent years. Arguing that their corporate success 
is directly related to employee motivation and job satisfac-
tion, managers are taught to view themselves as personal 
and professional coaches to their team. They adhere to the 
principles of servant leadership and are strongly proactive 
in helping their staff construct individual growth plans and 
further their career. The company’s founder, Paul Silvis, 
says, “It’s just a happy fest if the environment doesn’t lead 
to results,” and clients do indeed stand by Restek’s superior 
product and beyond-excellent customer service. Fantastic 
insurance packages for their 270 employees, flexible sched-
uling, ample shared bonuses and a popular ESOP program 
highlight Restek as one “employee-centric” company that is 
most certainly getting results.

Summit Aviation, Inc.
Middletown, Delaware

In addition to full-service airport 
operations, Summit Aviation handles 
aircraft modification and maintenance 

for government special operations, general aviation and cor-
porate aircraft. It’s demanding, precise work, and since 1960, 
Summit has performed with superb efficiency, wearing its 
family values on its sleeve. Private and corporate clients alike 
appreciate their dedication to warm customer service proving 
that even the little guy is treated with the same respect and 
dedication that is shown to much larger customers. Summit 
recently performed a time test that surpassed all expectations 
on the disassembly and reassembly of a Chinook helicopter 
in support of an Air Force contract. Over a third of their 95 
employees have worked with the company for a decade or 
longer, and nearly every leadership role over the years has 
been filled from within. �estrictions on flying patterns, rising 
fuel costs and a general dip in flying activity has meant tough 
times for the industry, but Summit has seen solid growth 
through recent years and has continued to offer its team 
admirable benefits and flexible work/life options. Employees 
and clients stay with them for the long haul, agreeing at both 
ends, “this is as good as it gets.”
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Colleen C. Barrett
Colleen �arrett is President and Corporate Sec-
retary for Southwest Airlines Co., a high-frequen-
cy, low-fare, point-to-point airline which prides 
itself in its excellent Customer Service qualities. 
In that capacity, she oversees management, 
leadership, and budget responsibilities over many 
areas/groups, including Advertising and Promo-
tions, Customer �elations & �apid �ewards and 
Leadership Development & Training.

Georgia Berner
Georgia Berner has led Berner International 
Corporation for 23 of its 48 years. She has cre-
ated an organization that engages the minds of 
her workers and puts trust at the foundation of its 
culture. Turnover is less than 5% and the organi-
zation, a union shop, has been able to avoid the 
kind of adversarial business-labor relationship 
found in similar work environments. Georgia was 
named a Winning Workplaces Best Boss in 2004.

Peter Cappelli
Peter Cappelli is Director of the Center for �u-
man Resources at the Wharton School of the 
University of Pennsylvania. In addition to his 
Wharton faculty role, Peter serves as co-direc-
tor of the U.S. Department of Education National 
Center on the Educational Quality of the Work-
force and research associate for the National 
Bureau of Economic Research.

Judith Cone
Judith Cone is vice president of emerging strate-
gies for the Kauffman Foundation, where she 
leads efforts to explore new program opportuni-
ties to advance entrepreneurship and education. 
Prior to her current role, Judith was vice presi-
dent of entrepreneurship and led a number of the 
Foundation’s signature entrepreneurship initia-
tives for youths and adults.

Timothy Faley
Timothy Faley is �anaging Director of the Zell 
Lurie Institute for Entrepreneurial Studies at the 
University of Michigan. He holds degrees from 
Northwood University - Richard DeVos Graduate 
School of Management, the University of Notre 
Dame and the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign.

Ken Lehman
Ken Lehman is a Managing Partner of KKP 
Group, LLC, a family office for the Lehman Fam-
ily Group, and Founder and Chairman of Winning 
Workplaces. �efore organizing the Lehman Fam-
ily office, Ken was Co-Chairman of Fel-Pro Incor-
porated, a family-owned and managed Skokie, 
IL-based automotive gasket manufacturer.

Michael Mulqueen
Michael Mulqueen is a retired brigadier general 
in the United States �arine Corps (US�C) and 
former executive director of the Greater Chicago 
Food Depository. �e assumed the leadership of 
the Greater Chicago Food Depository in Septem-
ber 1991 immediately upon his retirement after 
30 years of service in the US�C. �ike is a 2003 
Best Boss.

Jack Stack
Jack Stack is the Founder and Chief Executive 
Officer of S�C �oldings Corporation, an award-
winning, employee-owned organization based 
in Springfield, �issouri. Stack is also the author, 
with Bo Burlingham, of “The Great Game of Busi-
ness” and “A Stake in the Outcome.”

2007 Top Small Workplaces Judges
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Who We Are

Winning Workplaces, a nonprofit organization, was founded in 2001 by the Lehman family, former co-owners 
of Fel-Pro, Inc. The company was nationally recognized for its innovative people practices and outstanding 
financial performance and was consistently featured as one of the top 10 places to work in America. Winning 
Workplaces was created to provide affordable services for small and midsize companies, which generate the 
majority of American jobs.

Successful organizations provide an economic infrastructure that supports healthy, growing communities. 
Good workplaces develop employees and support their success in the many roles of their lives, helping 
them to become better citizens, parents and spouses.

What We Offer

To help create great workplaces, we provide:

A free, online clearinghouse of comprehensive information on workplace best practices,  
WinningWorkplaces.org, and a well-regarded e-newsletter, Winning Workplaces Ideas.
Expert and affordable training and consulting, including workplace assessment and diagnosis, as 
well as consulting and short-term coaching.
Recognition of visionary, people-friendly and successful small and midsize enterprises.

Board of Directors

Michael Faber, General Partner, NextPoint Partners III, L.P.
Matthew Goldberg, Vice President, Franchise Development & Partnerships, Consumer �edia Group, Dow 
Jones & Company
W. Jeff Jeffery, President and CEO, I��CO
Fran Johns, Senior Vice President, Demand Consulting
Ken Lehman, Chairman, Winning Workplaces, and �anaging Partner, KKP Group, LLC
Paul Lehman, Vice Chairman, Winning Workplaces, and �anaging Partner, Austin-Lehman Adventures, LLC
Elliot Lehman, Founding Board Member, Winning Workplaces, and �etired Co-Chairman, Fel-Pro, Inc.
Pamela Forbes Lieberman, Former CEO, TruServ Corporation
Michael P. Mulqueen, �rigadier General, United States �arine Corps (�et)
Barbara Murphy-Warrington, Former Chief �uman �esources Officer, Catholic �ealth East
Kimberly S. Scott, Director, �aster’s Degree Program in Learning & Organizational Change,  
Northwestern University
Adele Simmons, Vice Chairman and Senior Executive, Chicago �etropolis 2020
Fred Sturdivant, Former Executive �anaging Director, Navigant Consulting

Staff Members

Mary Corbitt Clark, Executive Director
Mark Harbeke, �anager of Content Development
Nuala Novak, Program Assistant
Diane Stoneman, Director of Consulting & Training
Fujiko Taira, Associate
Jason Ticus, Associate
Jing Zhang, Data Analyst

•
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Visit our website, www.winningworkplaces.org, for:
Consulting & Training and Webinars for your small 
business
Recognition opportunities for your workplace
Free content including small business Success 
Stories and Features, Podcasts and Video
And much more!
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847-328-9798 info@winningworkplaces.org


