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Executive Summary
Employee Engagement

According to a recent study by Entrepreneur magazine, successful companies, and the successful implementation of 
changes and initiatives at those companies, require leadership and greatness at the top of the organization.  But how 
do you translate your vision to your employees?  If you feel overwhelmed managing just a small number of employ-
ees, you’re not alone.  Finding quality employees, training them and monitoring their performance are frequently 
cited as major stresses on an entrepreneur.  Those employees are your lifeline, and the success of your business is 
often, like it or not, in their hands, not yours.  Investing in your employees is referred to as ‘employee engagement.’  
Large companies spend a lot of money to help keep their employees engaged, and with good reason.  Engagement of 
employees can potentially mean higher productivity (they work harder), higher retention (they don’t quit), and 
higher satisfaction (they enjoy their jobs, and research shows that when someone enjoys their job, they do it better).  

Engaging your employees to become partners in the triple bottom line can help you to energize your employees to 
think as partners in the business and to become vested in its success.  

Ray Anderson, founder and former CEO of Interface Carpets, arguably one of the greenest busi-
nesses in the world, said, “In my 52 years of business, I’ve never seen an issue galvanize people in 
a company like sustainability.”1  Anderson’s employee engagement efforts, which focused exten-
sively on sustainability, led directly to the development of their award-winning Entropy carpeting 
product, which now accounts for a majority of the company’s overall sales ... all because their em-
ployees were motivated by a sustainable engagement.

Employees Who Seek Green Jobs

A survey of 2700+ recent college grads showed that roughly 4 in 5 of them would prefer to work for environmentally-
friendly companies2.  The respondents said they would be more likely to accept a job offer at a green company over 
another company when evaluating similar offers, though only 16% of them currently were working or interning at a 
green company.  That leaves 62% that would love to work for your company.  

Indeed, green businesses have a tremendous advantage over conventional competitors in this regard — better quality 
employees mean better quality work, and better quality work means better customer satisfaction.  These, of course, 
translate into good things for your bottom line.  Taking advantage of these trends, however, is easier said than done.  

Document Summary

This document will take you through a variety of approaches in engaging your employees around sustainability.  In 
part 1, we discuss employee motivations and management strategies to provide incentives for workers that capitalize 
on your triple bottom line focus while keeping the success of your business at the forefront.  In part 2, we give you 
the tools you need to engage your employee(s) to think like managers by taking on sustainability projects of their 
own, benefitting your business in very tangible ways.  Part 2 also provides case studies on employee engagement 
practices that succeeded at other small businesses.  The document closes with a glossary of relevant terms for your 
reference, both current and future.  
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Part 1 — Managing Your Employees and 
Creating Incentives for Success

The Power of Employee Engagement and Sustainability as a Tool

Employee engagement is a crucial element of success in most companies.  Employees who are not ‘engaged’ in their 
job tend to have low morale and poor job performance.  For employers, employee engagement is a key factor in com-
pany innovation, performance and workforce turnover (how many employees quit and need to be replaced, and the 
expensive and time-consuming process of recruiting and training a new person)1.  

Large companies invest heavily in employee engagement for exactly these reasons.  Typically, an employee engage-
ment program centers on an initiative.  Ford Motor Company, for example, had a well-publicized employee engage-
ment program centered on quality (you may remember their commercials with the tagline, “Quality is Job 1”).  They 
were able to track several metrics around this issue, and incentivized workers to maintain high levels of quality by 
reducing mistakes made in their manufacturing facilities.  Duke Energy, a public utility based in Charlotte, NC, had a 
successful initiative around safety.  This initiative was woven into the fabric of the company, such that company 
meetings now begin with a ‘safety minute,’ wherein employees are reminded to be safe in their work, both for their 
own sake and their customers, and updated on any happenings around the company surrounding this issue.  This 
practice also demonstrates to employees that upper management is concerned about their well-being, one of the great 
keys to the success of the initiative.  

Increasingly, companies are looking at sustainability, both personal and company-wide, as a galvanizing force to get 
their employees to become more engaged in their work.  Sustainability provides one of the most engaging topics for a 
theme of an employee engagement program.  People are naturally curious about it, and it is quite utilitarian (i.e., it 
has something for everyone).  Sustainability encompasses people’s health (healthy food, clean drinking water, etc), 
the health of the environment (clean air, clean water, healthy ecosystems providing ecological services like keeping 
disease and extreme weather at bay, etc), societal issues (safe public parks, walkable communities, connecting with 
our neighbors, getting people together and away from the TV), and economic sustainability (people’s paychecks, 
business success, etc).  It’s so ubiquitous, in fact, that it lends itself very well to improving employee satisfaction, mo-
rale, productivity, and retention.  And just as importantly for the entrepreneur or manager, it also has terrific potential 
for contributing to the bottom line of the company.  

Wal-Mart, in a well-publicized effort, spent millions of dollars on an employee engagement program with Saatchi & 
Saatchi S, a sustainability consulting firm based in San Francisco that not only improved many metrics of employee 
satisfaction, it also personally motivated 1.3 million Wal-Mart associates (employees) across the U.S. and Canada to 
live a healthier and more sustainable life at home and at work.2  One employee returned to work after his training in 
sustainability, and found a way to save the company over a million dollars a year in electricity costs by making a 
simple adjustment that Wal-Mart was able to implement company-wide.  
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What Motivates Your Employees?

While the answer to this question may seem obvious (paycheck), there is always more to the story, and employee 
motivation is one of those well-studied yet little understood phenomena that have puzzled psychologists for years.  
Money is an obvious motivator.  But beyond a certain level of pay (a livable wage, perhaps), or after a certain amount 
of time, employees shift their focus from money to other factors that influence their satisfaction and provide them 
motivation to work.  

Which characteristics of a job or a company contribute to an employee’s job satisfaction?  One study1 found that one 
of the most important factors influencing job satisfaction was ‘thinking that all employees are treated equally by their 
boss and employees seeing themselves having a future in their present job.’  A survey by Salary.com 2 found that 
while HR professionals thought benefits, friendly co-workers and fair compensation, in that order, were the top three 
factors influencing job satisfaction, employees in the same survey responded that friendly co-workers were most im-
portant, good managers second, and a desirable commute third.  

Suffice to say, there are numerous factors that influence employees’ perceptions of their workplace and whether they 
excel or simply punch their time card and count the minutes until they clock out.  Results of surveys like those men-
tioned above vary significantly by industry, though there are many common themes.  When it boils down to it, hu-
mans are not so different than our animal ancestors.  Humans are social beings and therefore our relationships with 
our coworkers, our bosses, and our customers tend to be very important in our job satisfaction.  Individual factors 
can’t be overlooked, of course.  We tend to have a sense of pride, and predictably, being good at our job is extremely 
important to many employees.  A janitor who is good at his job is likely to have much greater job satisfaction than a 
lawyer who is not, despite the obvious pay difference.  Here and in Exhibit 1, we’ve attempted to summarize the 
most common factors that influence employee satisfaction.

Exhibit 1 — Factors Influencing Employee Satisfaction at Work

ORGANIZATIONAL FACTORS PERSONAL FACTORS

A reward and incentive program that is perceived as fair Self-concept of job performance

Recognition for work done well Personal motivation/alignment with business mission

Effective leadership that provides clear direction and 
guidance

Gender - females tend to score higher in employee 

satisfaction

Clear expectations for the position Stable home life

Having the appropriate tools to get the job done Commute and other unpaid time related to job

Opportunities for advancement and development Disposition - happy people are happy workers

Perception that co-workers are qualified and competent Desire to please (and receive recognition)
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Given the list in Exhibit 1, it should be apparent that you may have little control over many of the factors that influ-
ence employee satisfaction.  It’s hard to change an employee’s personal disposition once they are already on the job.  
If you are hiring, or have to replace an employee, however, you have more of a blank slate to work with in terms of 
motivating employees.  But many would argue that the right employee doesn’t need motivation.  

According to a BusinessWeek1 study, there are personal traits you should look for when hiring an employee that are 
strong predictors of job performance.  

1. Shared values.  Your business is built on values, as are most businesses engaging the triple bottom line.  If pro-
viding sustainable food is a core business mission, make sure your employees or potential hires share these val-
ues and have a passion for them.  It should show from their previous work history, their past experiences and 
volunteer activities, and their personal hobbies (i.e., organic gardening as a hobby would be a terrific predictor of 
an employee’s commitment to sustainable food.  If you’re a green builder, perhaps your potential hire has played 
around with making furniture out of bamboo or some other renewable or salvaged materials).  

2. Self-motivating.  Micromanaging by employers is often the unfortunate result of employees who are simply not 
motivated by their work, and it is almost universally disliked by employees and managers alike.  If an employee 
or potential hire shows a history of taking on a project and bringing it to fruition, it is likely that this self-
motivation will help your business as well.  With current employees, you’ll need to find out what motivates 
them, and if you can find a way to work that into their role, it should improve morale, productivity, and, hope-
fully, profitability.  

3. Self-responsibility.  Employees who view their job as ‘just a job’ are not going to be engaged, and they’re going 
to miss the big picture.  BusinessWeek highlights the difference as one where an employee views his or her job as a 
series of tasks, rather than a set of responsibilities.  This speaks to the importance of setting clear expectations 
(more on that below), and letting employees know that the ‘buck’ for x-y-z responsibility rests squarely with 
them.  If they don’t accomplish a particular goal or responsibility, then the business as a whole suffers, despite 
the fact that they may, on paper, accomplish a series of tasks surrounding the issue.  

4. Follow-through.  It’s hard to overstate the importance of commitment.  If people commit to something and do 
not follow through, they do a great disservice to others who are relying on them to accomplish their responsibili-
ties.  Someone who ‘flakes’ on commitments will be likely to do so in your business, too.  Again, clear expecta-
tions are tantamount, as is getting employees to spell out what they’ve committed to, and following up after they 
have or have not achieved their goal.  

5. Assignment of blame.  BusinessWeek calls this “window-and-mirror maturity” - good employees will often give 
credit to others when the organization is succeeding, and fairly take their share of the blame when things do not 
go well.  

None of this means you shouldn’t try to continue to engage your employees.  Even the best employees can lose mo-
mentum over time.  What motivates an employee to remain engaged is subject to a great deal of uncertainty (with 
companies spending billions to find out).  For instance, JetBlue, a discount airline, measures engagement, in part, 
with a metric they call a ‘Net Promoter Score’ (NPS), or how likely an employee is to say that they’d recommend 
working at JetBlue to someone else.  In a recent study, they found that “Belief in Leadership” and “Direct Manage-
ment (Immediate Supervisor)” were factors highly correlated with a higher NPS.  In other words, if employees like 
their management and leadership, they are likely to be happier, more productive workers.  
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Part 2 — Tools for Empowering Employees 
to Think Like Partners

Tool #1 — Soliciting Employee Feedback

One way to find out what motivates your employees is to ask them.  This should be done in a way that allows you to 
gather information not only on employee engagement, but also on business operations.  People love to give their 
opinion, so the act of doing so will likely fire up your workforce.  As we’ll discuss in detail later, this momentum will 
quickly fade if you are seen as not addressing their concerns or utilizing their feedback.  But in addition, your em-
ployees may have some good ideas for you that they’re afraid to share unless asked.  Remember the adage:  It is en-
tirely possible your employees know better how to run your business than you do.  It is entirely probable that at 
least they think they do.  The reality, however, is somewhere in between, and you may learn some incredibly valu-
able insights that you may never have thought of or seen — perhaps they are too micro for the macro view you often 
take with your business.  Regardless of the ideas that come out of soliciting employee feedback, the overall result will 
likely be a more engaged employee ... if you handle the process well.  

Exhibit 2 — Effective Use of Employee Feedback to Generate Engagement

The key to success here is to use employees’ feedback.  Employees who feel their bosses listen to them will have a 
temporary uptick in satisfaction, but that momentum will fade quickly if they feel you are not listening to them 
and considering their ideas.  If an employee mentions that they think customers would appreciate cloth napkins as 
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opposed to the disposal paper ones, do a quick analysis to see if it’s feasible for your business, and show them the 
results.  If it’s feasible, implement it!  If not, the effort of doing the analysis will still let the employee know that you 
value their opinion.  Further this by asking them if they can think of any other initiatives that might be sustainable 
and help keep customers happy.  They will then keep an eye out for others that might be easier to implement, and at 
the very least, they will know a little more about how you have to think as a manager - analyzing a cost-benefit situa-
tion, managing employees, and keeping customers happy.  Voila!  Your employee is now thinking for the betterment 
of your business without perhaps even being cognizant of it.  

The best way to solicit employee feedback is to set up one-on-one time with an employee, once a week, just to check 
in.  If your organization is a little larger and this is impractical, have supervisors check in with the people they super-
vise, then report back to you on what people are saying. Employees must be reassured that conversations with a su-
pervisor are completely confidential so that they feel free to say things that may not be in alignment with the com-
pany’s current paradigm.  Sometimes, that’s where the best ideas come from.  And again, at the very least, employees 
feels that management is listening to them and that their supervisors can be trusted.  But the crucial step remains ... if 
no action comes on those suggestions, employees will quickly realize you’re not taking them seriously.   

Tool #2 — Clear Expectations

Expectations about performance at work are crucial for a smoothly operating organization.  Your employees expect 
certain things of you, even if they don’t consciously know it or communicate it to you: Direction, instruction, support, 
payment, and understanding are perhaps the most common.  But it’s not so simple.  What method of support do they 
want?  How much leniency is effective before it becomes something to take advantage of?  How important is money 
as a motivating factor?  Where is the threshold between instruction and direction, and micromanaging?  What you 
expect of your employees is a job well done.  But it’s also not so simple.  What, exactly, does a ‘job well done’ mean?  

The key is to set your and your employees’ expectations, communicate them with your employee, and make sure 
that everyone understands their roles in meeting expectations.  

So how do you set clear expectations for yourself and your employees?  Writing a job description or manual often 
helps them figure out exactly what is expected of them, what roles they are responsible for, etc.  Be sure to place their 
job in the perspective of the entire company, and emphasize the value of the positions to the greater whole.  This 
should also help improve satisfaction as they become more comfortable in their jobs.  This can help elucidate any 
communication breakdowns that have previously occurred, such that problems that you’ve had may simply disap-
pear as a result of putting the ‘process’ of your business down on paper with your employees.  To reiterate: Engaged 
in this process, they have all of a sudden started thinking about operations, how their role fits in with and interacts 
with others around them, and what you’re relying on them to do so that their outputs can be used as inputs for other 
aspects of the business.  Voila.  Your employee is thinking like a manager.  
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Exhibit 3 — Sample Job Description for Internal Company Use

Market Education Associate
Aspiration Architecture Associates
Baton Rouge, LA

Position Overview: 

The Market Education Associate supports the Chief Education Officer in main-
taining strategic relationships with key industry organizations and partners to ad-
vance the company’s sales of education-related software.  This position assists the 
Chief Education Officer to identify and delivers opportunities for education 
among prospective partner organizations to ensure that all relations contribute to 
advancing the Aspiration Architecture Associates vision and yield the maximum 
benefit for all parties. 

The key responsibility is coordination of fulfilling the customized and bundled 
education agreements for Aspiration Architecture Associates major end-user edu-
cation targets within corporations, government, associations and higher 
education.  The Market Education Associate coordinates the Education Provider 
Network program and activities. 

Responsibilities:

• Assist in maintaining database for marketplace, industry trends, education 
clients and provide feedback.

• Serve as administrative assistant to Chief Education Officer in consultative 
sales activities including record keeping and meeting notes.

• Assist in follow-up with large-scale clients to leverage opportunity for 
additional sales.

• Develop reports that track communication and sales to engaged clients for 
weekly, quarterly and year-end reports.

• Assist in Education Relations business planning, budgeting, performance 
tracking and reporting efforts to Director of Education Review. 

• Represent Aspiration Architecture Associates on Education Events 
Working groups as required.

• Support Aspiration Architecture Associates education preparation for in-
dustry conferences, meetings, and presentations.

• Other duties as assigned.

Travel Requirements:

• Up to roughly 15%
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The next step is to set your employees’ expectations of you as a manager and make sure that channel of communica-
tion is clear.  After you lay out your employees’ tasks in their job descriptions, ask them how they would like to be 
supported in each of those roles or, in other words, what they need from you to get those things done.  This will give 
you an idea of how they prefer to be managed, and give you some insight on what will contribute to improved job 
performance.  This process takes away from guesswork in motivating employees.  Early conversations like this can 
make it easier for you to deal with potentially uncomfortable follow-up in the event that employees are not perform-
ing up to par.  

One final key is that this discussion must be a living relationship.  Nothing in business is static, so as things change, 
your relationship to your employees, and your mutual expectations will also change.  

Case Study:  Greyston Bakery

The Greyston Bakery in Yonkers, New York, under the umbrella organization Greyston Mandala (a Sanskrit word for 
‘circle’), has a social mission that includes hiring individuals with significant barriers to employment.  Homeless, ex-
offenders, and others who couldn’t find a job elsewhere are given opportunities at Greyston Bakery to prove them-

selves on the job, and in the meantime, make a living wage and learn transitional job skills.   
In order to counter the problems that may occur with employees who are not used to having 
to show up on time, be presentable and free of drugs and alcohol, and maintain basic hygiene 
on the job, the bakery sets clear expectations at the outset.  It strives to be completely clear 
with what the new hires have to do in order to keep their jobs.  If employees do not follow the 
guidelines, they lose an opportunity to get their lives in order.  The program, by all accounts, 
has been wildly successful, helping many people get their lives on track, and demonstrates the 

immense value of setting clear expectations for employees.  For more information on Greyston Bakery, visit 
www.GreystonBakery.com.  

Tool #3 — Building Trust with Radical Transparency

A more controversial tool being implemented by some businesses is ‘radical transparency.’  Effectively what it sounds 
like, radical transparency allows the company’s inner workings to be exposed to employees and other stakeholders.  
It’s the subject of a well-reviewed book called The Naked Corporation - with some exceptions, such as data kept for 
security purposes (logins, passwords, sensitive personnel data, etc.), the company’s day-to-day operations are avail-
able to the public.  Key decisions are made public, often through a CEO blog, and arguments for and against a par-
ticular company initiative are similarly publicly discussed, most often in web forums.  

Radical transparency seems to be gaining traction in many companies’ board rooms, with good reason.  Instead of 
spending a lot of money on ‘counterspin’ and aggressive PR campaigns to deflect bad publicity, companies are choos-
ing radical transparency as a proactive approach to nip bad publicity in the bud.  If you are radically transparent, you 
are more likely to get a higher perception of honesty and integrity from your customers and employees, who may 
write about you in social media platforms.  People are far more likely to talk positively about your company’s ap-
proach, even if they don’t necessarily agree with your decisions, if you are radically transparent.  Positive web press 
and PR will raise your search engine ranking with the kinds of reviews and links that are good for your online pres-
ence.  A PR campaign to counteract bad publicity, no matter how much you spend on it, will be nowhere near as ef-
fective as this, and really, what is your company’s reputation worth?  Right.  Pretty much everything.  
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Employees, similarly, have higher opinions of their companies if they feel that there is openness, honesty, and integ-
rity throughout the organization.  Without radical transparency, there will always be a veil of secrecy behind which 
‘bad things’ may lurk, and employees will have all the reason they may need to be suspicious.  

So how do you begin?  Create a blog, or put one on your website.  Set up a Twitter account and a Facebook page for 
your business.  And in the rare circumstance that your business doesn’t really ‘do technology,’ put up a bulletin board 
for staff only.  In these public places, post information regarding the business, where it’s heading, and what’s going 
on.  Invite constructive feedback, but do not censor negative postings (publicly engaging these negative comments 
gives you a perfect opportunity to tell your side, since it was someone else that cast the first stone).  Let people know 
there are no dumb questions, and that hardly anything is off limits.  Once you have a conversation going, slowly but 
surely open more and more of your business, its operations, and your decisions as the owner and manager to the 
general public.  Should you invest some of your proceeds in creating a new website, or should that money be spent 
for a partnership with a local non-profit?  If so, which one?  Have you made any management blunders (and who 
hasn’t)?  If so, blog about it, humorously, and detail what you’ve learned from it, and how you’re going to make up 
for it.  So you’re thinking of a crazy new promotion for your business that will be a 50% off sale for certain items on 
certain days ... what do your stakeholders (employees, customers) think?  Is there a better way to organize it?  

There are several key items you’ll want to consider in your transparency.  It’s called ‘radical’ for a reason.  If you 
choose to do it, you go 100%.  If you claim transparency but in reality it’s incomplete, you’ll do more harm than good.  
For larger companies, radical transparency is becoming ever more crucial.  Search engines like Google work by taking 
the words you search for and finding the website with the most links to them and putting them at the top of the re-
sults.  This makes positive reviews by bloggers and forum attendees extremely important, as these reviews, com-
ments, and articles will start to show up higher and higher in searches conducted for your company’s name or re-
lated services.  Clive Thompson, in Wired magazine1, claims that, “Google is not a search engine. Google is a 
reputation-management system. And that's one of the most powerful reasons so many CEOs have become more 
transparent: Online, your rep is quantifiable, findable, and totally unavoidable.”  He concludes, “The reputation 
economy creates an incentive to be more open, not less. Since Internet commentary is inescapable, the only way to 
influence it is to be part of it. Being transparent, opening up, posting interesting material frequently and often is the 
only way to amass positive links to yourself and thus to directly influence your Googleable reputation. Putting out 
more evasion or PR puffery won't work, because people will either ignore it and not link to it - or worse, pick the spin 
apart and enshrine those criticisms high on your Google list of life.”

Radical transparency helps other people (specifically, your employees) see how you think.  It encourages and teases 
them to join you ... to think like a manager or small business owner.  It might stir their creative juices, generate enthu-
siasm, get them feeling like the company’s success is one and the same with their own success.  It might work on so 
many levels, but the bottom line is that your employees will become more engaged with your company and in their 
work.  

Tool #4 — Getting Personal

While some management consultants call what we’re about to describe as ‘empowerment,’ we prefer to call it ‘getting 
personal.’ 1  If an employee can feel a concept of ownership over a particular project at work, he or she is much more 
likely to take pride in its accomplishment, and will work harder toward that goal (remember the discussion on pride 
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as a motivating factor).  While traditional empowerment is more akin to giving employees the right to make some 
decisions themselves, getting personal starts the process off by finding out what is important to them, so that they 
have a framework for their empowerment.  

To get this done, start off by finding out what employees would do if they were you.  Invite them for a paid hour of 
brainstorming.  Employees love a break from their normal routine, and believe it or not, this hour may prove more 
valuable to you than hiring a high-priced consultant, since your employees are more attuned to your business than 
anyone outside the organization possibly could be.  Ask them to pretend they’re wearing your shoes that day, and 
(assuming they are fairly knowledgeable about the business) tell them there are no wrong answers, but that you’d 
like to hear what they would do in your place, on any of the company’s initiatives.  

Ask them to expand on any suggestions that you find interesting.  If certain employees seem interested in a particular 
project that you think will engage them and perhaps help your business as well, empower them to take ownership of 
it.  Support them as unconditionally as is reasonable in getting it done.  Give public praise early and often for a job 
well done (but be sure not to do it in such a way that is ‘over the top’ and may seem like you’re playing favorites with 
your employees).  

Personal projects can be discrete events, such as painting the front of your store, or they can be ongoing engagements, 
such as planting and maintaining a garden in front of your store.  A professional sustainability consulting firm that 
one of GreenBusinessOwner’s founding members worked for specializes in employee engagement around ongoing 
sustainability projects.  They encourage people to take on these projects with a couple of guidelines:  They should be 
ongoing, be inspirational, have an aspect of sustainability, and most importantly, be fun!  A great example is biking to 
work.  An employee can bike to work a couple of times per week (ongoing), inspire others to a healthier and lower 
carbon lifestyle (inspirational), have an aspect of sustainability (reducing vehicle pollution and gas consumption), 
and is unquestionably fun.  With those elements, the likelihood the employee will continue to do those things im-
proves.  

One final piece of advice on the ‘getting personal’ tool is that it is also good to know when *not* to get personal.  
There are boundaries to everyone’s lives, in and out of work, and we suggest you communicate well with your em-
ployees to let them know that if the line between personal and business gets crossed, they should let you know, with 
no repercussions.  
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Case Study — ”The Green Wall”  

Two employees came together in the break room on Friday afternoon at a small company that did 
consulting in social media engagements for other companies.  The conversation turned to what 
each was doing over the weekend.  One employee was going backpacking in the Sierra Nevada 
Mountains and the other was doing a bike ride in the Berkeley Hills.  Being a small company in 
Northern California, where outdoor adventure is king, and with a lot of young, tech-savvy em-
ployees, it was a fairly common conversation.  Both were interested in the other’s trip, route, and 
plan of attack.  At some point, they decided to write down the information they had found out 
about their trip for each other, so the other could try it out another weekend.  The exchange of in-
formation would spawn an idea that would become a company icon: “The Green Wall.”  As they 
were exchanging information, someone asked what they were doing, and when told, replied that 
they, too, would be interested in having more hikes and bike rides in their repertoire that others 
had tried and enjoyed.  Someone else chimed in that they would love for people to share their fa-
vorite eco-friendly restaurants, too.  The idea spread like wildfire.  They started with a small bulle-
tin board which they organized in the break room into ‘camping’, ‘hikes’, ‘bike rides’, ‘eco-friendly 
restaurants’, ‘city’ (for activities like neighborhood walks and other sightseeing), and a few other 
categories.  After the addition of ‘cafes with live music’ and ‘local musicians we love,’ the bulletin 
board was simply bursting at the seams.  People complained that there was way too much informa-
tion, and that it was jammed into a corner of the break room, making it hard to access and hard to 
read all the information that was increasingly jockeying for smaller and smaller space.  An em-
ployee asked management if they could move the bulletin board to a wall in the central hallway.  
Management considered it, then engaged the employee to make it happen.  They provided green 
paint (eco-friendly, zero-VOC paint, of course), and allowed the employee to do the job on work 
hours, so long as they had everything else wrapped up.  The wall was arranged in sections just like 
the former bulletin board.  Some employees jumped on board with decorations and the exhibit 
quickly became a 3-D attraction with lively colors, great pictures of employees in particular hiking 
hotspots, maps, trail guides, hanging folders where restaurant menus could go ... the list went on 
and on.  Employees learned a lot about each other:  So-and-so’s favorite restaurant became the 
regular Friday afternoon happy hour, someone else started a camping club, etc.  The Green Wall, a 
guide to local, sustainable living, had become a living entity and a community gathering place that 
kept employees looking forward to coming in to work.  If someone had discovered a great local hot 
spring over the weekend, it was quickly added to the wall upon their Monday return.  

What the employees weren’t even thinking about was that they themselves were taking part in a 
large experiment in social media.  In effect, they were learning about their work on the job in a fun 
and engaging way, and that enthusiasm spread to their work with their customers, who were try-
ing hard to figure out social media, and how ideas can become social epidemics.  The company’s 
management would never have conceived of a more effective way to engage their employees to 
learn about social media, but they listened to their employees, and gave them the support they 
needed.  
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Tool #5 — Incentives: A “Balanced” Approach To Managing Employees and Incentivizing Great Work

So now that you know some of the many factors that motivate your employees, you should also start to realize that 
there are many ways to incentivize their work in order to achieve what you want from them.  There’s a tricky balance 
you must maintain, however:  Make sure that employees are rewarded for good work, without focusing too much on 
a particular aspect of their job (or the results thereof) such that employees focus exclusively on achieving that aspect, 
to the detriment of other key components of their job.

Let’s say, for example, that you were to tell your employees that if your sales go up this month, their bonuses go up, 
too.  Simple, right?  Ideally, this would encourage fantastic customer service, hard work, and focus on doing their job 
as well as possible, right?  Maybe.  What it will absolutely do is encourage them to maximize sales.  But how they go 
about it may be detrimental to other aspects of your business.  They may become too pushy with customers, hurting 
long-term customer loyalty.  They may neglect cleaning up the back of the store so they can spend more time out 
front with customers.  They may tell their friends to come buy merchandise and then return it later, after their bonus 
is set.  They may bend as many rules as possible to add perks to a sale (for example, using ingredients very liberally 
so that customers are happier ... with the result that your inventory costs shoot up, resulting in no net gain for you).  
They may not care if your lights are left on, if faucets are turned off, if pipes are leaking, if the A/C is cranking and 
the doors and windows are wide open ...  And what about employees whose jobs don’t directly relate to sales?   What 
will their motivation be?  

If your incentive structure is set up to focus on one or perhaps two metrics, employees will inevitably focus exclu-
sively on those metrics to the detriment of others.  So how do you keep employees from fixating on one specific 
thing?  One answer many companies use is a “Balanced Scorecard.”  The idea behind this approach is that you give 
employees many incentives based on many metrics.  For instance, sales is one metric.  Customer satisfaction (meas-
ured by positive feedback on comment cards, for example) is another.  Proper sorting of trash, recycling, and compost 
is another.  Cost of inventory is another.  Utility costs is another.  Properly filling out their paperwork is another.  If 
they have a personal pet project pertaining to the triple bottom line (as discussed in “Get Personal,” above), it can be 
another.  And so on.  Remember that ‘you get more bees with honey,’ so focus on incentivizing positive, holistic out-
comes and punish or penalize negative outcomes sparingly.  

If you are able to incentivize each of these outcomes, your employees will not simply focus their efforts on one aspect 
of their job, but take a more holistic view.  It will also show your employees that, in the big picture, you as the man-
ager or owner have a real balancing act to perform to keep the business running, and to continue to pay their salaries.  

But what if some outcomes (sales) are more important than others (proper filling out of paperwork)?  No problem.  
With the Balanced Scorecard, you can more heavily incentivize the ones that are most important to you.  For example, 
50% of an employee’s bonus may hinge on meeting sales goals, 10% on keeping inventory costs lower than x, 10% on 
reducing utility bills, 10% on meeting some customer satisfaction metric (e.g., 80% positive reviews), etc.  So at the 
end of the bonus period, you can tally up the metrics goals your company achieved with those that your company 
did not, and divvy out bonuses accordingly.  

Perhaps the most important part of the Balanced Scorecard for social entrepreneurs and green businesses is that 
the values you want your company to have can be at the top of mind for your employees.  If they know that their 
bonuses are tied to you never getting frustrated by seeing aluminum cans in the compost bin and food scraps in the 
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recycling bin, they will make sure that they sort waste appropriately.  They may even become engaged to help you go 
zero waste (thus saving you money on waste removal).  Putting themselves in your shoes, they may help you reduce 
utility costs with simple behavioral changes like closing the door when the A/C is turned on.  One major beer maker 
created a balanced incentive program that led a particularly interested employee to ask if the thickness of their alu-
minum cans could be reduced to be more like soda cans.  A simple change like that across a large company saves mil-
lions of dollars, and the employee, rightfully, got a nice bonus out of it.  

Voila and presto change-o.  Your employees are now partners in the triple bottom line that you love, and that 
helps your green business thrive.  You can see samples of Balanced Scorecards and read more about how to create 
one at www.balancedscorecard.org.  

Final Advice

Some of the tools discussed in this section will work better than others for your business.  Our advice is to read this 
document, put it away, and read it again a couple of days later to see which approach(es) you feel might work best.  
Each tool utilizes slightly slightly different methods, but the end goal of each is higher employee engagement.  As 
mentioned several times above, subconsciously, all of these methods will get your employees thinking like a manager 
or owner.  And when they do, your business has a better chance of success.  

As with many of our other documents, we also encourage you to have fun these tools.  Employees are also engaged 
by fun.  It’s just common sense: If employees enjoy what they are doing, they’re more likely to look forward to it, to 
think about it in their free time, and to focus on it while they are there working.  And that’s what we call ‘engage-
ment.’  So have a good time with this initiative.  It’s your business, and you got into it because it was a great idea and 
sounded fun.  Engage your employees around this principle, too!  
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Appendix 1 — Glossary of Terms

Balanced Scorecard — A method for creating an incentive program for employees so that they do not solely focus on 
one performance metric to the detriment of many others.  

Employee Engagement — How ‘into’ their job employees are.  If people are engaged in their work, they focus on it 
more, and as a result, do it better, and are more satisfied in doing so.   

Triple Bottom Line — Colloquially referred to as “people-planet-profit”, the triple bottom line is a business strategy 
that incorporates social and environmental responsibility as well as profit, which is what is traditionally referred to as 
*the* bottom line.  
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