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We have. So starting in 2004 
we’ve been researching the 
stories of the award winners; 
from those recognised as great 
places to work, to those making a 
big impact in the world, to those 
recognised for developing their 
people, and more. 

What has emerged are 7 habits 
that we just keep seeing again and 
again. We present the findings 
here in summary form to save you 
the trouble of doing that research 
yourself. Apply the principles and 
it’s a pretty sure bet you will see 
award-winning results.

Have you ever 
wondered what it is that 
makes some businesses, 
organisations and 
ventures so exceptional? of Award-Winning Organisations



The research across the range 
of awards models, backed up by 
direct conversations with award 

winners, identified seven key 
habits that helped organisations 

achieve their results.
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Once they’ve got beyond ‘make 
money’ (assuming there is 
something beyond that for you) the 
organisations worked hard to be 
clear on ‘What is the business really 
all about?’ They explored what 
their people engage with, what 
the people wanted to talk proudly 
about when they met their friends.

Sandy Bruce-Lockhart, former 
Leader of Kent County Council 
described this as ‘The Noble Goal’. 
He got it from a US General, of the 
opinion that ‘If you are going to ask 
people to die for you, you need to 
give them a good reason.’

Work is hopefully not about 
causing a death anywhere, but 
the extreme nature of the military 
situation revealed a useful truth. 
Everything starts with ‘Why?’ You 
can use this to strengthen your 
vision and planning. 

Tip: Ensure it has ‘heart’.

Sense of Purpose
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People want to know their work is 
actually achieving something. They 
want to know they are important.

Consistently winning organisations 
often make a simple and direct link 
between the activities of every 
individual and the purpose of the 
business. They tell people what 
the big picture of the business is all 
about and the contribution each 
person makes towards it. They 
involve people in the planning.

Oh, and listening (really listening 
to people) is possibly the most 
powerful thing you can do as a 
leader and manager if you want 
to build significance, loyalty, 
motivation and much more.

Sense of Significance
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People want to be associated with 
something they can be proud of.

Consistently winning businesses 
live by their values, and don’t just 
write them on posters. They build 
a sense of ‘we’ and ‘together’. 
They ensure the values of the 
organisation, their people, and 
their clients are aligned.

Social events that involve and 
engage, and fundraising for the 
community, are both often valued.

Above all, the behaviours and 
decisions of the organisation are 
seen as ‘fair’ and ‘right’.

Sense of Belonging
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The obvious examples are pay, 
bonuses and flexible benefits etc. 
The interesting ones are the
small solutions like personal notes 
of thanks from the top for a job 
well done.

It’s important to note that 
people vary tremendously in the 
way they like to be rewarded 
and recognised, so solutions 
that recognise their individual 
preferences naturally work best.

Reward & Recognition
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People value an organisation that 
has a genuine interest in their 
health and wellbeing. Some award 
winners pay attention to stressors 
and demands in the workplace, 
reducing issues at source and 
giving tools and solutions to help 
people deal with the situations 
they face.

Some provide access to fitness 
facilities and help and advice on 
healthy lifestyles. 

And they notice when people are 
not on top form; they listen and 
help provide solutions.

Several cases revealed the 
benefits of something as simple 
as providing a bowl of fresh fruit; 
a cheap, clear statement that’s 
constantly seen by staff and 
visitors as an expression of what’s 
important to you.

Health & Wellbeing
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As Geoff Glover said, who won HR 
awards at Ford before becoming 
VP for Talent Management and 
Learning and Development at 
Volvo said to us, “If you unleash 
people’s talents and capabilities 
you get the business results.” 

Most people feel there is more to 
them than they express at work. 
Part of the growth of coaching is 
driven by people wishing to make 
more of their potential. Winning 
businesses build capability of the 
whole person.

Questions you might ask yourself 
include: Is coaching available 
to those who want it? Do your 
appraisals look forward and 
explore potential and desire, 
and not just the past year and a 
higher target for next year. Do 
your managers support people’s 
development by giving them their 
time and personal interest?

Growth & Potential
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How much do you really trust and 
respect each other? Which of your 
behaviours support this? And, being 
honest, which behaviours in the 
business violate those values? 

Effective examples included 
involving staff when visitors come 
round, involving people in planning, 
and involving people in how the 
work will be shared. Do you notice a 
recurring word?

Deep trust is rare. As Professor 
Peter Hawkins describes, sometimes 
it starts with ‘Trusting each other 
enough to put our mis-trust on the 
table.’ Award-winning organisations 
enable fears and concerns to be 
raised, discussed and resolved. They 
learn how handle conflict in humane 
and effective ways that actually 
result in greater trust and respect.

An emerging theme is the danger
of ‘Heroic’ leadership, and the 
benefits of nurturing response-
ability at all levels.

Trust, Respect & 
Responsibility
...or should that be
Response-ability?
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You don’t have to score highly 
in all of these. Some winning 
businesses are very simple and 
clear. For example “We are here 
to make money, we recruit people 
who want to make money. We 
pay them well for their success. 
Everyone is motivated and happy.” 
Of course, you may want a more 
balanced approach.

Some activities score in many 
areas. For example, involving 
your people in the business vision 
and planning the future can 
score in building trust, purpose, 
significance, belonging and 
potential and growth.

And before we go...
a few things to point out

There needs to be alignment. 
For example an individual’s sense 
of purpose needs to align with 
their team’s sense of purpose, 
and that needs to align with the 
organisation’s sense of purpose. 
Do, for example, your recruitment 
and selection processes check this? 

Finally, don’t guess what people 
think or want – actually ask them. 
You might be surprised!
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