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‘The Thriving Workplace’ Community 

Research Report 2017 

 

What It’s All About  

‘The Thriving Workplace’ movement was borne out of a colossal need for people leaders across 

Australia to buck the trend of disengagement and poor employee wellbeing at work. Did you know 

that only 13% of workers worldwide are actively engaged in their work (Gallup, 2016) and that this 

costs Australian business around $54.8 billion a year due to low performance, high absenteeism, 

presenteeism and staff turnover (Gallup, 2013)? 

‘The Thriving Workplace’ movement is a container where brave and bold leaders question the status 

quo in business, empowering individuals and organisations be the very best they can be. A movement 

that fights against the atrocious rates of disengagement, absenteeism and productivity we see in 

workplaces in Australia and beyond.  

And this movement has already begun… 

 

The Founding Architects 

In May 2017, a diverse group of organisational leaders came together as the founding architects of 

‘The Thriving Workplace’ movement. Their mission? To pick apart the ingredients for a thriving team 

or workplace and identify the challenges that are preventing them from transforming employee 

engagement and wellbeing. In the following pages, we will provide an outline of their insights and 

ideas. First, here’s a snapshot of who contributed: 

• CEOs and other Executives leading high-pressure teams including Sales, Clinical Research, 

Digital Transformation, Volunteer and Customer Solutions. Paired with their strategic people 

advisors - HR Directors and Heads of People, Culture, Diversity, Inclusion and Wellbeing 

 

• From both small businesses and large multi-national organisations, ranging from 80 people to 

over 10,000 employees 

 

• Representing industries including NFP, Government, Banking, Financial, Healthcare, IT, 

Recruitment, Insurance, Construction, Consumer Goods, Retail, Telecommunications, 

Gaming, Software and Education 
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Organisation Job Title 

4mation Technologies CEO 

AbbVie HR Business Consultant 

AbbVie Director Corporate Communications & Patient Relations  

AMP Head of Organisational Development 

Arcadis HR Business Partner - Infrastructure 

Bayer Talent and Organisational Development Manager, ANZ 

Bayer Country Head of Clinical Operations - ANZ 

Bluefin Resources Founder and CEO 

Bupa Head of Inclusion 

City West Water Manager Org Culture, Diversity & Inclusion 

Commonwealth Bank Head of Health Safety & Wellbeing 

Cotton On Group Health & Wellbeing Manager 

GREE Melbourne HR Director 

Hanson Compensation and Benefits Manager 

IAG Senior Manager IAG Foundation 

InvestSMART Group Ltd Human Resources Manager 

InvestSMART Group Ltd Head of Member Services & Sales 

La Trobe University Wellbeing Manager, Health & Safety 

Lion Digital Transformation Director 

Medical Channel Head of People & Culture 

NAB Associate Director Global eCommerce and Advisory 

National Tiles General Manager - Human Resources 

Opturion CEO 

Optus Manager Health & Wellbeing 

Royal Flying Doctor Service of Australia GM People & Culture 

Salesforce Employee Success Business Partner 

SAP Director, Customer Solutions 

Service NSW Director, Organisational Change, Capability & Development 

The BlueRock Performance & Culture Manager 

The Smith Family National Manager, Volunteering 

Vinomofo Head of Culture 

Westpac Group Head of Health, Safety & Wellbeing 

Westpac Group Manager Wellbeing 
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Start With Why 

Who really wants to lead a team or organisation where the majority of team members are apathetic, 

or worse, actively working against you? Does it inspire you if your team members are unhappy, 

unhealthy, bored and disinterested? Don’t you have a responsibility as a people leader to ensure the 

physical and mental wellbeing of your team? 

Everyone has a unique ‘Why’. According to Simon Sinek, “Your ‘Why’ is the purpose, cause or belief 

that inspires you to do what you do.” Why it is important to executives and people leaders for their 

team or organisation to thrive?  

Here’s an insight of what some of ‘The Thriving Workplace’ founding architects had to say… 

 

“We need to challenge the status quo  

and contribute to something larger than self” 

 

“I love people and as founder and CEO I have a    

responsibility to create and lead an amazing workplace where 

they feel inspired to come to work everyday” 

 

“I have the privilege & responsibility for creating an environment 

 in which half a million people can flourish” 

 

“To build a team of passionate and engaged 

individuals that are the best version of themselves” 

 

“Unlocking passion, commitment, engagement  

and discretionary effort. People need to feel to be” 

 

“I want to build an organisation that has a positive 

impact on the lives of all it encounters” 

 

“Because we can! We have an opportunity to help people be better, do better and feel better. And 

because we can, we should” 
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What are the essential ingredients that make a team or organisation thrive? According to our 

‘Thriving Workplace’ founding architects there are nine key ingredients, described in detail below: 

 

1. Connected Leadership 
Leadership is a mindset, not a position. Leaders can come from anywhere in an organisation, they 

don’t need to be managing big teams or have a fancy title. However, it is important for your 

managers at every level to demonstrate leadership qualities if your team or organisation is going 

to thrive! Leaders at all levels of the organisation are the ones who keep engagement and 

wellbeing alive in the business, long after initiatives have ended.  

 

What does an incredible, connected leader do and represent? They are connected to purpose, 

the people around them and themselves. It’s someone who is bold and prepared to push the 

boundaries. They readily admit they don’t know all the answers and willingly demonstrate 

vulnerability. It’s someone who is present, committed to the service of others and regularly 

expresses gratitude and appreciation for those around them. They are coaches who focus on 

career development and have an awareness of what each person in their team needs, because 

they take the time to know them personally and individually. They openly talk about wellbeing 

and engagement and break down the taboo on mental health.  

 

Connected leaders are genuine, consistent, empathetic, open, transparent, passionate, 

courageous, curious, calm, composed and honest. They are authentic and build trust through 

leading by example and walking the walk. They also create a safe space by appreciating diversity, 

providing inclusive communication, talk and feedback.  

 

Incredible leaders drive and are immensely committed to the vision and purpose, because when a 

leader understands the “WHY” they inspire belief from their people. They actively encourage 

dispersed leadership, empowering people to take responsibility and be accountable for 

themselves. Leaders remove roadblocks. They give people the freedom and space to let people 

not only achieve, but also to fail. Consistent leadership is their brand, preaching the practice 

rather than the principles. 

 

 

2. Shared Purpose and Values 
Do your team members or employees truly understand your ‘Why’? Your vision and end-game? 

What success looks like? A clear purpose, set of beliefs and values that everyone buys into is the 

main ingredient that makes a team or workplace thrive. A common identity not only gives people 

a sense of belonging, but points everyone in the same direction and creates meaning in every 

single thing they do!  Merely outlining the values is not enough - they need to be consistently 

embodied by every leader and process within the business, whilst at the same time allowing each 

individual to have their own distinct identity. Recruiting individuals who are the right cultural fit 

for your team or organisation is key here – technical skills can be taught, but values and ethics are 

difficult (if not impossible) to change! 
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3. Healthy, Resilient People 
The only constant in life is change and it is essential that people can anticipate, prepare for, 

withstand, adapt and bounce back from those inevitable ups and downs of work and life!   

Numerous studies have shown that people who are physically and psychologically healthy 

perform better at work (University of Warwick, 2014, Get Healthy at Work, 2016). A thriving team 

or workplace is one in which people can have open conversations around health – both mental 

and physical. They empower healthy habits, offering programs around physical, mental and 

financial wellbeing as well as building resilience, purpose and direction for individuals.  

 

It is estimated that untreated mental health conditions cost Australian workplaces approximately 

$10.9 billion per year. This comprises $4.7 billion in absenteeism, $6.1 billion in presenteeism (at 

work, but not doing work) and $146 million in compensation claims (PwC, 2014)! Workplaces that 

thrive break down the stigma of mental health, attacking this important issue face-on and offering 

mental health support as a given, not an exception. Their focus on mental health doesn’t stop at 

diagnosed conditions like anxiety and depression, but helps people through any change, stress, 

adoption of new technology, dealing with increased flexibility and any other issues that arise at 

home or at work. They always cater to the specific needs and tastes of each individual, rather 

than offer a blanket approach. 

 

 

4. An Inclusive & Collaborative Culture 
People crave a sense of belonging, purpose and accountability. An inclusive culture is a healthy 

organisational container of open conversations within which people can thrive. It is intrinsically 

driven – after all people create culture, not companies. An inclusive culture gives people a sense 

of belonging and community – they feel valued and part of a cohesive team. It is built on 

meaningful and trusting relationships where people collaborate, play, work and eat together. 

People are encouraged to bring their own identity and whole self to work – there is no difference 

between a person at work and a person at home because, after all, they are the same person.  

 

Inclusion is not acceptance; it is much more about embracing diversity to create superpowers! 

Diversity is actively promoted, bringing a greater range of ideas, insights and possibilities to the 

table. The inclusive culture leverages these differences effectively with a common purpose that 

holds the organisation together like a golden thread. Everyone has a voice and any conflict is 

healthy and productive. This culture is founded on transparency, respect, autonomy, empathy, 

compassion and forgiveness. 

 

 

5. Passionate & Engaged Individuals 
Your most passionate and engaged employees are the ones driving performance and innovation 

in your team or organisation. Whilst not necessarily managers, they are your true leaders because 

they challenge the status quo. They are knowledgeable about the business and advocate it inside 

and out. Highly self-aware, these often unspoken heroes are connected to themselves and 

everyone else. As a leader you need to not only recruit individuals who are passionate about your 

business and mission, but continue to nurture them through recognising their contributions, 

making their work rewarding and giving them the autonomy to thrive! 
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6. Freedom & Flexibility 
Thriving workplaces embrace technology to allow much greater flexibility in when, how and 

where people work. The digital workplace enables more effective ways of working raising 

employee engagement and agility. However flexibility comes in many more guises than merely 

working from home - including autonomy around processes, thinking, roles, work design and the 

ability to use specific skills and strengths. Freedom allows people to fail often and quickly. With 

freedom and flexibility comes empowerment and accountability – both key precursors to 

performance. It also goes both ways in an organisation – an employee offered flexibility also 

offers that back to the business. Thriving workplaces are built on trust and embrace change and 

autonomy rather than fearing them! 

 

 

7. Growth and Performance 
A thriving organism is one that continues to grow and change – a thriving team or organisation is 

no different! Engaged people intrinsically have a desire to improve and learn. Growth can be 

financial through winning new clients and building revenue. It can also be about keeping moving, 

busy and with plenty to work on and towards. It can be about doing good, contributing to society 

in some way or supporting charitable foundations. Thriving teams and organisations have a 

collective sense of achievement, but fulfillment is different for everyone. It’s important to 

recognise and reward people in a way that meets their specific needs, to support their personal 

goals and provide room for them to grow, develop and change. 

 

 

8. A People-First Focus 
Should you be favouring people over profits? One thing is for sure – you can’t have one without 

the other! Whether you are a start-up with two people or a multi-national with two million, your 

internal people either directly or indirectly look after your customers. By looking after your 

people, you are looking after your customers. Thriving organisations are human-centric in every 

way, whether those humans are customers, employees, the wider community or the human race 

as a whole! Thriving teams and organisations design processes around the needs of all these 

people, not the other way around. 

 

 

9. Healthy & Inspiring Physical Environment 
Through poor ventilation, uncleanliness, lack of lighting and exposure to chemicals, our 

workplaces can inadvertently make us very sick! Leaders of thriving workplaces know that 

physical environments are a reflection of and organisation’s values and culture. Your work 

environment needs to be a physical demonstration of what you say and what you believe, 

building trust and belonging. Working environments that offer flexible spaces, incorporating 

plenty of natural light, natural materials and plants are currently seen as the optimal ways to 

inspire people. 
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Now we’ve ascertained what makes a team or organisation thrive, what is it that’s been preventing us 

from achieving this in our own worlds? It turns out that there are many challenges we must 

overcome: 

 

1. We Have Managers, not Leaders 
We have already identified incredible leadership as the single biggest ingredient in making a team 

or organisation thrive, but sadly in most organisations our people leadership is severely lacking. 

Traditional management serves operational outcomes over people. Many managers actually have 

no desire or skills to lead people – they are often technical experts who have been thrown into 

management with no training. If they do take a real interest in people, they are not equipped in 

emotional intelligence (EQ) and focus only on their team members’ professional goals as opposed 

to their personal needs and drives. In the worst cases, managers can in fact be the biggest 

laggards in an organisation and actually undermine the values! What can we do to inspire leaders 

around us to make people engagement and wellbeing a priority? How do we not only gain their 

initial commitment, but keep that commitment consistent over time? Does it come down to 

training individual leaders, or do we need to change the way the organisation is designed?  

 

2. Dealing with Conflicting Demands & Priorities 
Whilst we know that individual wellbeing and engagement has a huge impact on organisational 

performance, the reality is that in a workplace there are many conflicting priorities on resources. 

We are all ‘so busy’ and often have huge targets to reach and maintain. How much time and 

money should we spend on people engagement and wellbeing initiatives? Shouldn’t we be 

concentrating on getting ‘real work’ done? How can we spend the time looking after ourselves, 

when we believe the customer always comes first? Making wellbeing and people engagement a 

priority is challenging in any organisation or team. Changing a legacy of ‘we have always done it 

this way’ is no easy feat. But we must inspire ourselves and those around us to work and think 

differently and to innovate in the way we engage and inspire our people for organisational 

performance to improve. Making a commitment to wellbeing, as well as smart time management 

can enable this. 

 

3. Poor Communication and Engagement 
A strong collective purpose and set of values is key to making a team or organisation thrive, but 

does everyone in your team or company know what your mission is? What values they are 

expected to uphold? In many cases we assume knowledge rather than consistently and 

effectively communicating them! Many of the teams and organisations that we lead are 

dispersed geographically across multiple sites or are working remotely. There is often a perceived 

emotional disconnection from them and HQ, or to their people leader. How do we engage these 

valued people in our inclusive culture, our initiatives that engage, inspire and promote 

wellbeing? This is even more problematic in large organisations – you may have a cohesive 

wellbeing and engagement strategy in place, but how do you ensure every single person in the 

organisation knows what is available to them? There are many demands on the formal methods 

of communication – how can you ensure your people-first agenda competes against other 

priorities? In every case, it is essential to win the hearts and minds of every single team member, 

employee, contractor and in some cases even your suppliers and customers! 
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4. Maintaining a People Focus During Periods of High Growth and Change 
Whilst growth and achievement is actually one of our ingredients for a thriving workplace, it can 

also hold us back. In high growth periods, the focus is often on recruiting people quickly, rather 

than taking the time to find the right cultural fit for the role. In these circumstances, how can you 

maintain the quality of your inclusive team or organisational culture? Should you try to hold onto 

that culture, or acknowledge it will evolve and change as you grow?  How do you keep 

consistency and high levels of engagement? You may already have awesome initiatives in place 

for wellbeing and engagement – how do you scale them to be effective in your growing team or 

company? 

 

5. Lack of Senior Leadership Buy-In 
Anyone can be a leader and a catalyst for change, but every organisation has some level of 

hierarchy to navigate. It’s not sufficient to have good ideas around wellbeing and engagement, a 

program or initiative sponsored and embodied right from the top will always be more successful! 

We know how imperative employee wellbeing is to organisational success, but how do we 

communicate this upwards? What does an incredible business case look like? How have others’ 

secured funding? Budgetary issues extend further than getting sign-off – how do you maintain a 

consistent budget and program for change in the long-term when you are working with short-

term funding models? 

 

6. Lack of Ownership & Empowerment for Wellbeing 
Who ‘owns’ wellbeing in your team or organisation? Our ‘Thriving Workplace’ architects believe 

that ownership should be distributed. There is immense power in peer-to-peer connection, 

learning and care for one another! How do we empower distributed leadership of wellbeing? We 

live in a world that is changing constantly and we need to adapt quickly and be agile. However, 

there is often red tape and bureaucracy that slows people down and in some cases prevents them 

from taking the initiative! Trust is an absolutely essential value in a culture of inclusion and we 

must build this in our own teams and organisations for people to work autonomously. Moreover, 

we need to equip people with the time, space, skills and personal accountability to focus on their 

own wellbeing and those around them. 

 

7. Acknowledging the Humanity of Our People 
Often, we forget that the people in our teams or organisations are complex human beings rather 

than a machine, or an asset to be sweated! How can we build a culture of inclusiveness and 

wellbeing when we refer to our people as ‘heads’, ‘human capital’ or an ‘FTE’? A culture of 

inclusion needs to be reflected in everything we do as a leader, including the way we talk about 

our people. We must ensure their basic human needs are met first and foremost – comfort, 

safety etc. The benefits of shiny fad-type initiatives wear off very quickly if we don’t get the 

fundamentals right. We should acknowledge our people are the same inside and outside of work 

– and should encourage them to do the same. There is no work/life balance – only one life! 
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8. The Technology Paradox 
The continued ubiquity of cloud technology and personal devices allows organisations and their 

employees more flexibility than ever before. However, the dependence on technology is not 

without it’s issues -  you need the resources to roll out the technology, followed by questions 

around access, reliability and security. But the biggest issue we have is around how to manage 

technology intruding on family and personal time. We are all currently connected 24/7 with the 

average person touching their mobile phones 2,617 times in a day (dscout, 2017)! How can we 

find the balance ourselves and help our team members and employees build a healthy 

relationship with technology too? Is the answer to turn off emails after 6pm and automatically 

delete emails on holidays? Do we need policies around this, or to equip our people with 

information and education for them to manage themselves? 

 

9. Consistency & Congruence 
For a workplace to thrive, we cannot rely on one initiative, or even a series of initiatives alone. We 

need to have a people-first focus in every aspect of team or organisational design! From 

recruitment, work design to performance management, everything must be aligned and pointing 

in the same direction. One simple incongruence can derail and undermine your entire culture and 

vision! A systemic view of every process (stated and implied) needs to be mapped, analysed and 

aligned. For this comprehensive perspective to be achieved, sponsorship and support from 

executives and every senior in the business is necessary! 

 

10. The Great Flexibility Debate 
Whilst the outside world has progressed incredibly in the last century, the command and control 

way that we design our company hierarchy, teams and the nature of work has changed very little. 

Many of the founding architects of ‘The Thriving Workplace’ have implemented some form of 

flexibility in their teams and organisations with mostly positive results. However, the majority of 

executives and managers remain reticent about embracing flexibility wholeheartedly and some 

have even backtracked on their flexibility policy having seen declines in productivity. Is there a 

true trade-off between flexibility and profitability, or is the problem a lack of trust? Like any 

transition, it is not clear-cut. For a flexible workplace to be successful, managers need to be 

equipped with the skills to lead dispersed and remote teams, whilst individuals need to be well 

trained in managing their time.  

 

What’s Next? 

Having identified the key ingredients to a thriving workplace and the issues that are holding us back, 

it’s time to make transformation happen in your team or workplace! 

We invite brave and inspiring leaders to come together in Sydney, 17-18th August at the inaugural 

‘Thriving Workplace’ event. Because face-to-face learning and connection is truly transformational! 

With a program based on peer-to-peer active learning, we will bring together inspiring speakers and 

awesome game-changing contributors to address the issues above. 

Join us in the launch of this movement to make teams and workplaces thrive! 

To find out more about the event, visit https://theserenitycollective.com/launch-event/  

https://theserenitycollective.com/launch-event/

