
 

e: customers@distinctivepeople.co.uk 
www.distinctivepeople.co.uk 

 

“I wish I could always work here!” 
 
 

By Karen Harper (Armitage) 
 

Former Housing CEO and Governing Board member of the 
Chartered Institute of Housing January 2021 

 
 
 

 

Is that what we would want our colleagues in work to say? 
 
Work takes up so much of our lives. It is not just a place to earn a living but a place where we 
meet other people, use our talents, achieve great things, compete with others, care for 
ourselves and the people around us, shine with success and sometimes even fail. (I’ll say a 
little more about failure later on). 
 
Effective Leadership happens when a leader understands that the success of the Company is 
not just a vision or objectives but when the people delivering the Vision and Objectives are 
doing so with passion, using their skills and delivering outcomes successfully. 
 
Mahatma Ghandi said “A Nations’ culture resides in the hearts and the soul of its people”.  
 
How true this is for a Company - a sort of ‘mini nation’ with all the players ’bought in’, doing 
their bit, working hard, being recognised for their skills and celebrating success. 
 
If a Leader creates a place where people want to be and more importantly where they want 
to give of their best, then the end product or service is also a success. In the public and quasi 
public sector choice isn’t always available to customers. They can’t always choose who they 
want to provide their service, so it is even more essential that those providing the services 
are in a great place to deliver a great service and create that feeling of having been provided 
with an excellent experience. 
 
Stephen Covey author of ‘The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People said “Strength lies in 
Difference not in similarities”   
 
In all my years leading organisations and indeed in other parts of my life I have believed a 
person can achieve so much by “Being the Best they can Be”.  
 
Everybody can’t be the best. Organisations need those hard workers whose skills are 
necessary to deliver the everyday tasks, some of which are more mundane but eminently 
necessary. These contributors are delivering ‘the best they can be’ and making an essential 
contribution to the infrastructure of the Company.  As are those delivering in a job against 
significant challenges. How wonderful is it when they are safe and empowered to succeed 
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despite obstacles? Even more relevant in these current very challenging times when 
independence of thought, adapting and being inventive is so important.  
 
So many times when we get to know people at work we discover in our teams people with 
other skills we haven’t known about. Volunteers doing great works, people who work in Food 
Banks, dance, teach, sing, compete, invent things, paint and many other wonderful talents. 
My favourite colleagues are those often described as ‘Mavericks’. A little different, sometimes 
seen as ‘geeky’ but they are really talented, creative, adventurous and even occasionally a 
little ‘risky’. From them comes so much that shouldn’t be missed in a Company. 
 
In great organisations the Culture enables these gifts to be used time and time again to great 
benefit; and if this is not possible it enables the gifts to be given to a social purpose outside 
of the organisation by giving time or materials to add to these talents and provide even 
greater social outcomes.  
 
One of the most interesting and rewarding people I ever employed had experienced a 
complete breakdown. Their courage was gone and the ability to work severely challenged. 
The environment of a good caring culture nurtured them, made it safe to make mistakes and 
to thrive when overcoming challenges. They are now a very capable successful deliverer 
making a valuable contribution to their workplace. 
 
Nelson Mandela said “Do not judge me by my success, judge me by how many times I fell 
down and got back up again” 
 
Earlier I mentioned failure - seen so often to be the end of something when actually it is the 
beginning. When a person fails at something, and believe me we all do at some point, the 
most wonderful uplifting thing that can happen is that they get straight back onto the problem 
own it and resolve it. In a good cultural environment, it is possible. Most people are mortified 
when they get it wrong and want nothing more than to put it right. They don’t need to be 
‘told off’, shouted at or made to feel inadequate - they need the courage to own it, the 
responsibility to tackle it and the support to put it right. What a wonderful place it is when a 
person’s most scary moment is the time they come and say “I have got this wrong” and they 
are asked “so what are you going to do about it” and are advised “I am here to help if you 
need me”.  
 
Brian Kristofek President and CEO of Upshot said “Being a great place to work is the 
difference between being a good company and a great one” 
 
“Hear, hear” Brian. 
  
When a colleague says “I always want to work here”.  It is important to be both pleased and 
worried. “I always want to work here” might imply I love it here, I am bought in but I don’t 
want the challenge of change. That isn’t good. Sometimes it is important not to be defined by 
staff turnover figures. High ones can be a result of talented people wanting to get on and 
often because they are sought out by others, and colleagues must not be afraid to look for 
opportunity elsewhere.  
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I have always been keen to encourage colleagues to say when they want to move on and not 
be afraid to advise their managers before applying elsewhere. This enables the Company to 
plan for their departure. How wonderful for an employee not to have to sneak around to find 
another opportunity but to say I am ready and I want to try for another opportunity even 
when they are happy where they are.  Upskilling them for interviews, mentoring and assisting 
with preparation and then proudly letting them move on with no feelings of disloyalty or 
broken relationships is empowering. The greatest leaders surround themselves with talent 
and then let that talent grow in a supportive and empowering culture. 
 
Mark Zuckerburg CEO of Facebook said “I think as a Company if you can get two things right 
– having a clear direction about what you are trying to do and bringing in great people who 
can execute it – then you will do pretty well.” 
 
The journey of working somewhere with a great culture starts with the advert and the 
recruitment. This is not just aimed at the Management structure but at every vacancy. So 
many times, we have abandoned traditional interviews with the same questions to 
everybody. Not because of fairness or equality but because of individuality and the need to 
understand the person who has applied. Going to work for a Company is a two-way contract. 
Is the position and the Company right for you and are you right for the position and the 
Company? I constantly advise people I am mentoring on the equality of the interview - that 
gives you real confidence when you know you are equal on both sides of the interview 
process.   
 
People want to be clear what their job is. They want to be relied upon and they want to be 
trusted. If the Vision is clear, the Objectives are measured and the Culture is a Golden Thread 
which is understood and shaped by everybody the results will happen. And as importantly the 
Company will be a great place to work and customers and partners will see this and feel it 
when they walk through the door.  
 
Larry Page CEO of Google said “Make sure everybody in the Company has great 
opportunities has a meaningful impact and is contributing to the good of society”  
 
In other words, make your place a great place for great people to ‘be the best they can be’. 
 
If that is your culture it enables people to be responsible, resilient, smart, emotionally 
intelligent and aware of differences and the team can then run just about anything. 
 
Just as importantly “I always want to work here” becomes a compliment that is understood 
by all and lets great people move on with confidence when the time is right.  
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