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“The biggest lesson I’ve learned
over the past five years is to let
go and encourage others to go
for it.” 

SENIOR MANAGER, LARGE CORPORATE,

SOUTHEAST ENGLAND

48

However, only one in four corporate
employers (25 per cent) and only slightly
more SME leaders (28 per cent) believe
that managing employees’ work–life
balance will be critical to future success –
yet almost two-thirds (64 per cent) of
employees see this as central. 

Tellingly, employees in loss-making
companies are less inclined to view a
focus on keeping and attracting the best
people (51 per cent) and on work–life
balance (57 per cent) as crucial to future
success.

Some 18 per cent of employees would not
say their employer is ‘fair’ and 41 per cent
of employees say that hard work and
loyalty are not rewarded – harking back to
similar findings from the earlier Working
Nation ‘Loyalty at Work’ report.

Just 36 per cent of SME employers
believe that social and ethical
responsibility will be a key factor in future
growth, compared with 52 per cent of
employees.
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There is broad agreement among UK
business leaders that harnessing the latest
technology, spotting new business
opportunities and innovating are crucial to
their companies’ future success. How are
UK business leaders ensuring these
priorities are acted on throughout their
organizations?

Among large corporate employers, nearly
two-thirds (64 per cent) believe that
harnessing new and emerging
technologies to work effectively with
clients, customers and employees will 
be crucial to future success. Nearly half 
(47 per cent) of SME leaders agree.
However, only around one-quarter 
(27 per cent) of employees believe their
organization is better than average in
harnessing IT and telecoms. Among
employees who rate themselves as very
satisfied in their current roles, the picture
was rosier: 42 per cent rate their
organization’s IT and telecoms as very
good.

Over half (53 per cent) of business leaders
in large corporates, two-thirds of SME
leaders (65 per cent) and over half 
(55 per cent) of entrepreneurs believe that
identifying new and emerging business
opportunities ahead of the competition is
vital to their companies’ future success.
About half (49 per cent) of all employees
agree – rising to 64 per cent of employees
who work for profitable businesses, and
59 per cent of very satisfied employees. 

Nearly one-third (32 per cent) of
employees think their organization is a
follower, rather than a leader. Among very
dissatisfied employees, however, this
figure rises to 53 per cent. By contrast, 
85 per cent of very satisfied employees
characterize their employer as a leader. 

When it comes to innovation, UK
employers and employees present 
a mixed picture. 

Ahead of the
curve?
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Most corporate employers (52 per cent)
describe their organization as innovative.
Nearly four-fifths (78 per cent) of
entrepreneurs say they encourage
innovation at all levels. And nearly two-
thirds (64 per cent) of SME leaders say
their organization compares favourably
with best practice in terms of innovation
as a culture.

Among large corporate employers, 
29 per cent say they lead the market in
product and service innovation, while 
19 per cent say their organization is
market-leading in research and
development. Among SME leaders, nearly
one-third (32 per cent) say they are market
leaders in product and service innovation,
and 17 per cent believe their organization’s
R&D is market-leading. Entrepreneurs are
more bullish: 36 per cent say their levels of
innovation are better than average, while
30 per cent say their R&D is better than
average.

Overall, 71 per cent of all employees say
their organization encourages innovation
at all levels. Tellingly, this figure falls
dramatically to 37 per cent among
employees who rate themselves as very
dissatisfied, and rises to 91 per cent
among very satisfied employees. 

This indicates a shift towards greater
encouragement of innovation among the
UK workforce when compared with the
findings of the June 2005 Working Nation
‘Ideas at work’ report. This found that only
46 per cent of employees were actively
encouraged to come up with new ideas 
in the workplace.

There is still work to be done, however.
Only 12 per cent of employees overall 
rate their company as above average 
in research and development, while 
30 per cent rated their organization’s 
R&D as poor. The good news is that 
44 per cent of employees believe that their
organization has become more innovative
over the past five years.
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“Our company has become
more flexible in accepting staff
members’ innovation. We’ve
built better communication and
understanding by getting all the
employees involved in their
charges and in improving
working habits.” 

MANAGING DIRECTOR, SME, SCOTLAND
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“When it comes to winning our customers’
hearts and minds, service is at least as
important as product quality,” says Hugo
Warner, co-founder with his brother Ben of
sandwich bar and catering company
benugo. And he should know: since benugo
first opened its doors in Clerkenwell, London
in 1998, the company has grown to a 
350-person business with turnover last year
of around £15 million.

The Warner brothers’ original concept for
benugo was to combine the ‘urban cool’ 
of a New York deli with the freshness of 
top-quality produce. “We wanted to offer
something different from the pre-prepared,
pre-packed sandwich formula offered by
most UK sandwich bar chains,” continues
Warner. “Our food is made to order using
fresh ingredients that we buy every day. But
our key ingredient is customer service: we
want to make a visit to one of our stores the
highlight of our customers’ day, so they keep
coming back.” 

This focus on the customer experience has
really paid off. benugo now has a high street
presence of five lively sandwich bars (and
counting), two landmark ‘bar and kitchen’
residencies at London’s Victoria & Albert
Museum and the British Film Institute, and 
a growing list of corporate catering clients in
the City. “Central to our success has been
our passionate – some would say obsessive
– focus on our core values. This is what has
helped us translate our success across our
three main business areas,” explains Warner.

How has benugo managed to maintain this
service culture as the business has grown?
“It starts right from the recruitment process,”
says Warner. “We hold half-day recruitment

sessions, where we put a group of applicants
to various tasks and see how they perform.
More important, we discover their attitude
and values, so we can find the team
members who share our commitment to
customer service.” 

Maintaining employee engagement and
rewarding performance are also central to
the benugo success story. “Ben and I
learned a lot about team motivation and
performance from our rowing days and from
our previous careers,” continues Warner,
“and we’ve put the best bits into effect at
benugo.” Every morning, at every benugo
site, there is an internal ‘buzz’ meeting where
people can bring new ideas to the table and
interact through games and open discussion.
Employees at all levels are even involved in
designing new store layouts. Employees are
rewarded and can make progress based on
clearly set-out targets and objectives. 

“We want a ‘hearts and minds’ involvement
from our employees,” says Warner. “We want
people to remember their time here as the
best job they’ve ever had. We don’t claim to
have the perfect formula for success or to
have all the answers. We’re constantly
learning from our employees, clients and
customers, and have not been afraid to bring
in senior expertise from outside the company.

“Our future is not limited by opportunity,”
Warner sums up. “We could double in size
tomorrow with the number of offers we have
from people wanting to establish a new
benugo outlet. But our focus will continue 
to be on building on the core values and
knowledge we have established, and let the
growth come from these – not the other way
around. That’s what makes us different.”

fresh values at 
benugo – case study
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This latest report in the second Working
Nation series has sought to identify the
organizational characteristics that are most
likely to produce business success, and
the leadership required to ensure they
thrive in the organization.

While there is consensus around many of
the ingredients for success – from product
quality and excellent customer service,
through innovation and risk-taking, to
having a clear business identity – there are
some areas of disconnect between
employers and employees in areas like
engagement, welfare and corporate and
social responsibility.

There are clear organizational approaches
that have a marked positive impact on
financial performance and staff retention.
The strongest performers are pro-risk early
adopters, strategists and innovators who
exhibit strong employee engagement.
These positive characteristics apply across
SME and large corporate organizations,
although SMEs are more likely to display
them all – particularly post start-ups with
51–250 employees.

Where SMEs differ most from their larger
counterparts is in their ability to diversify
successfully. Diversification would appear
to be the single most positive
organizational leadership trait for SMEs,
yet seems to have a lesser effect for larger
corporates unless it is well managed.

conclusion
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The study indicates that the biggest
organizational shift for UK business over
the past five years has been an increased
focus on customer service. At the same
time, businesses are placing renewed
emphasis on attracting and retaining the
best people over the next five years –
reflecting the growing importance of a
skilled and experienced workforce in
today’s global economy.

UK business would appear to be
competing well in product and service
quality, but is less adept in research and
development. 

The innovation picture is improving,
however. This study found that more than
two-thirds (71 per cent) of UK employees
at all levels are encouraged to innovate.
This contrasts positively with the June
2005 Working Nation ‘Ideas at work’
report, which found that 54 per cent of UK
employees were not formally encouraged
to come up with new ideas or processes.

What this study demonstrates clearly is
that when organizations do live and
breathe a positive organizational culture
day-to-day, they are more likely to grow
faster, hold on to their more satisfied
employees, and enjoy financial success.



This study is designed to provide a
genuine 360-degree view, backed by
vigorous and comprehensive research.
The research for this report was
conducted between October 2006 and
March 2007 and included:

1
Topics determined via in-depth interviews
with a think-tank of some of the UK’s
leading business consultants and
academics from business schools at
Henley, Lancaster, UCL, Newcastle
and Bath

2
Survey of over 500 SME employers from
the Institute of Directors

3
Survey of 100 leaders of large corporates
conducted by Henley Management
College

4
Internet panel survey of 1,500 employees
in the UK

5
Internet panel survey of 300 entrepreneurs
and employees in Small Office/Home
Office (SOHO) and One Man Band (OMB)
companies in the UK

Vodafone UK commissions the Working
Nation study to gain a deeper
understanding of issues that have an
impact on today’s workplace, helping
Vodafone to manage its own workforce
while informing the development of
services for customers. 

PREVIOUS VODAFONE UK
WORKING NATION REPORTS:

Young guns, mature minds
September 2004

Loyalty at work. What does it mean
today?
February 2005

Ideas at work. The untapped resource
June 2005

Changing faces. How we adapt our
identity at work
July 2006

To obtain any of the Working Nation
reports, please call 020 8759 0005 or
email vodafone@harvard.co.uk

approach
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