












Innovation & Creativity 
 
Facilitating innovation and creativity was a widespread practice among NorthCoast 99 winners in 2009. 
Winners are using practices such as idea and suggestion programs, teams, and more to generate new 
ideas to encourage innovation to improve their businesses.  
 
Idea and suggestion programs 
 
As described previously, winners actively solicit employees’ ideas and suggestions for improving the 
organization. Employees are encouraged to come up with innovative and creative ideas and sometimes 
offered incentives for doing so.  
 
Akron Children’s Hospital has several methods by which 
employees can submit ideas to improve the company in general, 
such as the “I Have an Idea” program.  Additionally, Benesch 
Friedlander Coplan & Aronoff LLP has an employee suggestion 
system on their intranet called MyDea.  Any employee is welcome 
to share an idea with the company, and adopted ideas are 
rewarded. Finally, Equity Trust Company has a program called 
POISE—Power of Internal Suggestions Examined.  This program is 
designed for suggestions that improve productivity, processes, 
business quality, and revenue generation. Employees are also 
rewarded for good ideas. 
 
 
Teams 
 
Winners provide employees with opportunities for creativity and innovation within teams.  Some 
organizations even have teams specifically designed for creative thinking.   
 
At Foundation Software, departments were broken into two teams and asked the following question: “how 
would you improve the sales department?”  These teams had three weeks to answer this question through 
brainstorming, meeting, and presenting results. This process led to many creative ideas. Additionally, in a 

program called “The Marketer” (based off The 
Apprentice), teams of employees were formed at 
InfoCision Management Corporation. These teams 
worked with the organization’s creativity department in 
creating deliverables for its clients.  In the end, many of 
these projects were used. Finally, OEConnection has 
formed an Innovation Team as a way to foster innovation 
and establish a process to solicit, review, and track ideas 
for improvement.  This team is the point of contact for 
new ideas.  

Flight Options has a “Grand 
Idea” program in which 
employees can submit ideas 
and receive a $1,000 cash prize 
if their idea is implemented. 

 
ACMC Healthcare System has several teams and 
committees in which creativity and innovation 
are fostered, such as the Spirit Committee and 
the Patient Experience Council.  New ideas 
constantly emerge from these groups to the 
benefit patients and the community.   



Company retreats 
 
Annual retreats are another forum for creative thinking, facilitated at winning organizations. Company 
meetings and retreats bring employees together to brainstorm about how to improve their work areas and 
the organization.  
 
At Bellefaire JCB, some departments hold simple retreats, such as a picnic at a park, to gather new ideas 
and input from the staff.  In addition, Ciuni & Panichi turned its firm’s annual meeting into a breakout 
session to solicit employee suggestions on many major topics impacting the company, such as 
recruitment, wellness, and performance evaluation. 
 
 
Games and activities 
 
Winners use work games, activities, and exercises to get their employees thinking in creative and 
innovative ways.  Periodic creative games and exercises can help exercise employees’ minds and foster 
out-of-the box thinking. 

 
The Cleveland Clinic often has art shows and photography contests 
to enable employees to use their creative talents.  In addition, 
employees at Community Health Partners could creatively design an 
“I Promise” brand wall, where they posted pictures and art on a wall 
to demonstrate how their department embodied the brand of CHP.   
Employees at Diebold submitted photos, posters, videos, and 
PowerPoint presentations to demonstrate how they “bleed Diebold 
blue,” and live the brand.  Employees found this to be a fun outlet 
for creativity.   
  
 
Physical work environment 
 
Winners realize that the physical work environment can help or hinder creativity.  That is why some winners 
design their workplace with innovation in mind, providing open layouts and special rooms and areas to 
allow for brainstorming and collaboration. 
 
The Cleveland Cavaliers’ offices to allow for brainstorming and meetings to occur in the hallways.  The 
organization has large basketball tables on each office floor which tend to be meeting places for random 
conversations that foster creativity and new ideas. Similarly, at Dots, there are specially-designed 
collaboration areas and huddle rooms, many of which are equipped with Idea paint, paint that allows 
employees to write directly on walls. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

At Ben Venue Laboratories, teams 
are asked to creatively share their 
success stories.  Teams created 
stories, skits, or short presentations 
on video, and shared during an 
employee meeting.   
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Training and professional development 
 
Winners cite that professional development is another way in which creativity and innovation is fostered at 
their organizations.  By developing their skill sets, employees can approach problems in different ways and 
potentially come up with new ideas. In addition, some winners even offer workshops or courses on topics 
related to creativity and innovation. 

 
Developers Diversified Realty created a workshop called 
Innovation 100—Creative Thinking for Innovative Solutions.  
This training focuses specifically on providing tools for 
innovation and creativity.  In addition, employees at Gardiner 
Trane are given unlimited training and development options so 
that any employee can develop their skills. Development has 
resulted in enhanced creativity throughout the organization. 
 

 
Idea contests and competitions 
 
Idea contests and internal competitions are another avenue by which winners foster innovation and 
creativity.  These contests or competitions, which encourage employees to come up with the most creative 
idea possible for a given issue or problem, often result in some form of recognition of reward. 
 
A monthly competition is held at Embrace Pet Insurance to generate new ideas.  A list is posted on the wall 
of all the ideas, and employees vote on the new ideas.  The winner receives a monetary bonus. 
Additionally, Pease & Associates had a contest in their tax department to determine who could come up 
with the most tax savings ideas.  The winner won a $300 gift card.  Finally, Independence Excavating has 
two programs called the Safety Value Added Contest and the Buggy Name Contest.  Employees were asked 
to offer their suggestions and ideas for the tagline to be added to the newest value of the organization as 
well as creative names for the newest piece of equipment to be sold by the company. 
 
 
Innovation awards 
 
Several winners offer major awards and recognition for innovation, 
demonstrating how much their organizations value creativity and 
innovation. Though only a few employees are recognized with these 
outstanding awards, they are major achievements in the careers of 
any employee. 
 
The Federal Reserve Bank introduced the Spirit of Innovation 
award in 2009.  This award honors an individual or team that 
demonstrates commitment to innovation through the 
implementation of creative ideas that contribute to the bank’s 
strategic goals and exemplify Bank values.  Similarly, The National 
Association of College Stores has an Innovation Award program 
that provides a cash incentive, a trophy, and company-wide 
recognition to an innovative person or team. 

FedEx Custom Critical 
recognizes their employees for 
creativity and rewards them for 
their ideas.  The 5-Star Award is 
given to a team member who 
shows high levels of creativity 
and innovation. 

 
At Hathaway Brown, the Osborne Catalyst Fund 
provides funding for professional development 
of the innovative variety, focusing on traveling, 
field work, special studies, writing projects, and 
more. 
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Creative positions 
 
To encourage creativity, some winners have special management or professional positions with the 
primary responsibility of fostering organizational innovation.  These positions, which focus on innovation 
management, are increasing in popularity among winning organizations. 
 
Findaway World has a leadership position called The “Manager of Product and Innovation,” which is 
designed to manage innovation in the workplace.  This manager works with other employees to support 
and assist with implementing creative and innovative ideas. Additionally, Lachina Publishing recently hired 
a Creative Director to influence staff and spark creativity and innovation in their work by focusing on 
growth and artistic assets.   
 
 
Forums 
 
To give employees an outlet for creative energies, some winners have forums for presenting creative 
information, whether this is a bulletin board or an online tool. 
 

At Majestic Steel, employees can be creative by posting 
inspirational statements and clever sayings about the 
company. The organization’s Essential Steel webpage is 
an outlet in which employees can describe what a world 
would be like without steel, noting important products 
that we rely on. Hyland Software created an innovation 
blog in which employees can share their great ideas 
with everyone in the company, and other employees 
can comment, add to, or disagree with any idea in this 
collaborative online setting.   

 
Finally, Wellman Products Group created a Continuous Improvement Board.  On this board, employees are 
able to give recommendations on how the company can save money in different areas. By doing this, the 
company saved a substantial amount of money. 
 

At Lubrizol introduced WikiZol, an internal electronic 
encyclopedia that can be edited by employees. 
WikiZol stores Lubrizol’s internal knowledge and 
expertise for all employees to access. It provides 
employees with the opportunity share their 
knowledge and expertise with coworkers. 
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Top Performer Perceptions of Innovation & Creativity 
 

Top performers at winning organizations say their organizations support innovation, creativity, and 
continuous adaptation to new ways of doing things, a testament to winners’ tremendous practices to 
encourage, promote and facilitate innovation in their workplaces. 
 

• 88% of top performers at winning organizations say their organizations support innovation and 
creativity, compared to 83% of top performers at non-winning organizations.  

• 82% of top performers at winning organizations say their organizations continually adapt to new 
ways of doing things, compared to 77% of top performers at non-winning organizations. 

 
When asked why they choose to remain with their current organization, many top performers speak of their 
organization’s commitment to creativity, innovation, adaptation, and continuous improvement as a primary 
driver of their satisfaction. 
 
Top performers say that winners: Quotes from top performers at winners: 

Encourage creativity and innovation 
 

• The organization encourages creativity, 
innovation, and supports the learning process 
which I believe overall supports great problem-
solving and our ability to continually grow year 
after year. 

• The culture encourages and supports 
innovation and creativity and empowers me to 
contribute my thoughts and talent in the 
shaping of solutions to each opportunity that 
comes along. 

• This organization supports creativity, 
compassion and self determination.   

• I feel that this is a great place to work, not least 
because of its values and the creativity and 
innovation that is encouraged from the highest 
levels on down. 

• My organization values creativity and 
performance. 

• We really value the ability to look at ideas 
outside the box, creativity is welcomed. 

• Innovation is a core value at my organization, 
and it shows. 

• Management listens to new ideas.  They 
welcome continuous improvement and 
innovation. 

• I enjoy being a part of new and creative 
innovations in our products and services. 

• My organization fosters innovation and 
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Top performers say that winners: Quotes from top performers at winners: 

encourages a commitment to excellence, 
through nonstop improvement initiatives.  
These aspects of this workplace influence in 
me wanting to remain at this organization.   
 

Continue to adapt and expand • We are a rapidly expanding company that is in 
an exciting time of product development and 
industry adaptation. 

• The group I work with constantly strives to 
improve and adapt to the needs of the agency. 

• The opportunity to improve and expand 
programming to other avenues. 

• The constant changing nature of what we are 
doing as a company and where we are 
intending to go in the future. 
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New Programs & Initiatives 
 
In their efforts to continuously improve, adapt, and innovate their workplace practices, NorthCoast 99 
winners continued to add new programs to attract, retain, and engage top performers despite the 
hardships of the economy.  Below are some examples of what winners did in 2009 to enhance their 
workplaces: 
 
• Premier Therapy developed the PRIDE program.  This program provided an incentive bonus for 

employees that hit a productivity level with no call-offs for that period. 
• Akron General added new technology with their Information Systems department.  It adapted its 

internal systems so that employees can access key information and databases using their Blackberry. 
• Barnes Wendling started the “Tour of Services” Program.  This program allowed employees to interact 

with other business professionals and help these employees build referral sources, giving them 
opportunities to grow in their industry.   

• CASNET created the Spirit Award, which is given out yearly to an employee who exemplifies the values 
of the organization.   

• Deloitte introduced a new Sabbatical program, which allows their employees an opportunity for a 
partially paid leave of absence to pursue educational or community involvement interests.   

• Diebold introduced Diebold Engaged, their new electronic on-boarding portal.  Most employee 
documents are now online and the portal provides a wealth of information about the company to new-
hires. 

• Gardiner Trane started the Associate Skills Analysis.  Using this program, the organization was able to 
identify top performers and analyze where training needs existed. 

• InfoCision launched a childcare initiative in which they opened up two InfoKids Early Learning Centers, 
providing affordable, high-quality child care for their employees located right next to the office. 

• Jennings Center for Older Adults began an apprenticeship program in 2009, which provided on-the-job 
training to new graduates in the field.   

• Lexi-Comp began working on a project called the Best Talent Initiative (BTI) that involves a complete 
review of all aspects of how it recruits, staffs, retains, and engages its employees.  

• The Medical Service Company instituted the “You Make a Difference” award, recognizing employees 
who go above and beyond their roles to provide service to their customers, referral sources, and their 
employees.   

• Park Place Technologies started the President’s Club annual award trip.  High performers were given a 
trip to Mexico as a reward for their hard work.   

• PRC Medical began the Competency Development Program in 2009.  This program allows for 
participants to gain knowledge and competencies through mentoring and general experiences, which 
will create growth opportunities.   

• Progressive began two Employee Resource Groups, the Progressive African American Network and the 
Progressive Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual and Transgender Network. Progressive encourages and supports 
employee resource groups as a way to provide opportunities for employees with common interests to 
come together and share ideas with each other and with Progressive. 
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• In 2009, the Ross companies’ introduced its Wellness Buy Back Program. The objectives of this 
incentive program are to improve the overall health, physical, foster positive associate morale and 
relationships, reduce health care costs for associates and the companies, and invest in its associates. 

• TSG Resources implemented two new major software conversions that help attract qualified 
employees, and the savings produced by these programs allowed the organization to increase the 
base wage level to attract new hires. 

• U.S. Endoscopy began an official career development program where top performers were assigned a 
coach and given an individual development plan.   

 
 
Involvement of top performers in the creation of policies and programs 
 
It’s common for NorthCoast 99 winners to involve top performers in the creation and implementation of 
new workplace policies or programs. Ninety-eight percent of winners allow top performers to participate in 
the creation and implementation of new workplace policies or programs.  
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Communication & Performance  

 
NorthCoast 99 winners recognize the importance of providing employees with an understanding of how 
their work connects to the organization’s performance.  More than ever, in 2009, employees needed an 
understanding of how what they do contributes to the success of the organization. Winners provide them 
this understanding by communicating organizational performance effectively and frequently and also by 
showing employees how their work connects to the organization’s performance.  
 
 

Communicating Performance 
 
NorthCoast 99 winners made significant efforts to communicate organizational performance very 
regularly in 2009. Transparency regarding the organization’s performance – including how the 
organization is meeting customer needs, satisfying its customers, and meeting financial and business 
goals – served to engage employees.  

 
Winners provide regular and timely information about their organization's performance to ensure that it is 
transparent to all employees. Many winners typically communicate their organization's performance on a 
weekly or monthly basis. Some winners even provide daily updates.  

 
Winners use many different means of communicating organizational performance, most notably annual 
reports, quarterly brochures/scorecards, town hall or annual meetings, monthly meetings, postings on the 
intranet, monthly newsletters, electronic bulletin boards, and daily email updates. 
 
 

Connecting Work to Performance 
 
Winners connect work to performance using a variety of means including meetings, communication, 
profit-sharing/incentive programs, appreciation programs, and performance evaluations.  
 
 
Employee meetings 
 
Most winners use quarterly, bi-annual, or annual employee meetings to communicate the state of the 
business, linking successes of individual departments to the success of the organization. 
 
Pomerene Hospital has a quarterly meeting where the CEO presents slides on the quarter financials, and 
employees are given a chance to ask questions.  Similarly, at Technigraphics, monthly meetings occur in 
which performance is discussed. Specifically, issues of quality and accuracy are addressed. 
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CEO statements 
 
CEOs and Presidents of winning organizations communicate information to their employees using a variety 
of media.  Some CEOs send out periodic letters to employees’ homes, while others will record a video 
message to be sent to each employee.  These messages will typically summarize the state of the 
organization, as well as recognize successes and opportunities for improvement. 

 
At Akron General Hospital, the CEO started a campaign in 2009 where he sent 1–2 letters each quarter to 
employee homes.  The letters explain the roles that each employee would play in the success of the 
organization. Also, the CEO of CBIZ sends out a video-taped recording to employees that informs them 
about what CBIZ has accomplished, what the organization’s current goals are, and how employees played 
a role in achieving the objectives 
 
 
Incentives and bonuses 
 
Many winners use incentives and bonuses to link individual and organizational performance.  These pay 
for performance options help employees understand how they contribute to the organization’s 
performance. 
 
For example, at FedEx Custom Critical, employees receive incentives for great performance.  They can 
track their overall performance by accessing daily business metrics.  In addition, employees are incented 
at BCG & Company when they develop new clients or work to the organization. They are taught how their 
work impacts the organization’s revenue growth. 
 
 
Profit sharing 
 
As with incentives and bonuses, profit sharing is another way in which winning organizations clearly link 
individual performance to organizational performance.  When employees perform well, the company is 
able to share of these rewards.  
 
OEConnection has an Associate Profit Sharing Plan in which employees obtain a clear understanding of 
how their immediate performance is linked to the performance of the organization.  Additionally, the Ross 
companies has a profit sharing program that is directly tied to reaching operational goals, which provides a 
direct link between individual and organizational goals. 
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Appreciation events 
 
Winners often cite using employee appreciation events to communicate the link between employee 
contributions and organizational performance. 

 
For example, ACMC Healthcare sponsored two employee 
appreciation luncheons.  At these luncheons, displays 
were set up throughout the room for staff to see how 
their work contributed to the outcomes of the 
organization and patient satisfaction.  
 

 
 
General communications 
 
Winners constantly communicate the performance of the organization to their employees through a variety 
of media such as newsletters, email blasts, bulletin boards, and information posted on intranets.   
 
Akron Children’s Hospital uses internal newsletters, direct communication from supervisors, and 
departmental bulletin boards to communicate information about patient satisfaction. Mental Health 
Services uses email and the intranet to keep employees up-to-date on the most important performance 
goals and show how individuals can make an impact on the organization’s performance. 
 
 
Performance evaluations 
 
Winners cite that performance evaluation discussions are oftentimes used to help show employees how 
their individual performance is linked to organizational performance.  Employees can have a personalized 
discussion of their role in the organization with their supervisor and how it impacts the organization’s 
performance. 
 
At Diebold, employees can create their own performance 
plan with the requirement that they review the 
company’s objectives when deciding on their 
performance goals.  This helps the employee very clearly 
understand how their performance is linked to company 
objectives. 
 
 

 
During performance evaluation discussions at Ciuni 
& Panichi, partners explain the importance of 
individual goals on the organization and the 
individuals’ professional development. 

Premier Therapy has a yearly recognition banquet to 
thank employees for their hard work and to recognize 
top performers, which helps employees understand 
how their work benefits the organization.   
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Top Performer Perceptions of Communication & Performance 
 

Top performers perceive winners’ communication practices, particularly information communicated about 
organizational performance and how their contributions impact the organization’s performance or are 
linked to the organization’s strategy, to be extremely clear and consistent. It’s obvious that performance is 
very transparent at winning organizations. 
 

• 92% of top performers at winning organizations say they are aware of their organization’s 
performance, compared to 91% of top performers at non-winning organizations. 

• 95% of top performers at winning organizations say they understand how their contributions impact 
the organization’s performance, compared to 93% of top performers at non-winning organizations. 

• 94% of top performers at winning organizations say they have a clear understanding of how their 
work connects to the overall organizational strategy, compared to 89% of top performers at non-
winning organizations.  

• 81% of top performers at winning organizations say their organizations communicate consistent and 
clear information, compared to 72% of top performers at non-winning organizations. 

 
When asked why they choose to remain with their current organization, many top performers at winning 
organizations discuss the exceptional communication practices present at their workplaces and also take 
pride in how their contributions impact the organization’s performance. 
 
Top performers say that winners: Quotes from top performers at winners: 

Communicate honestly and openly 
 

• Straight talk, honest communication, integrity, 
and respect. 

• Communication with management. 
We all work together, and communication is 
very good. 

• Clear and consistent communication from 
management regarding activities, 
opportunities and challenges our agency is 
confronted with. 

• Regular communications from Quarterly 
Breakfast meetings, where news and results 
of the company are shared to participation in 
small group lunches with the CEO allow for 
everyone to share ideas and voice concerns.  

• Openness of communication.  The 
organization is an open book to its employees.  
We are always aware of financials, 
organizational projects, and changes. 

Provide the ability to affect or impact the 
organization’s performance 

• They have given me a tremendous opportunity 
to work on projects that directly impact the 
future success of the company. 

• I'm good at my job.  I get to directly affect 

© NorthCoast 99, 2010 | www.northcoast99.com 184



Top performers say that winners: Quotes from top performers at winners: 

store performance. 
• I also enjoy that my work directly affects the 

company’s performance and my ideas are 
consider no matter the level of importance of 
the project. 
The ability to make decisions that can affect 
the performance of the company. The ability 
for me to have a positive impact for the 
company. 

• I like the responsibility and accountability 
within the organization.  My responsibilities 
are clear and I am able impact the 
performance within these areas. 

• The aspects of this workplace or my job which 
influence my decision to remain at this 
organization is the accountability through 
performance metrics. 
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Measuring Performance 
 
NorthCoast 99 winners understand that having satisfied customers is an important part of attracting and 
retaining top talent. Top performers want to work for organizations that provide the best quality products 
and services to their customers and that have reputations for superior service. That’s why winners use a 
variety of methods to measure customer, client, or product satisfaction in order to ensure that they are 
meeting their needs.   
 
 
Surveys 
 
Customer and client surveys are the most common method that NorthCoast 99 winners use to collect 
customer feedback.  Smaller organizations tend to distribute these surveys internally, while larger 
organizations may partner with third party organizations to collect this information.  Regardless of how the 
data is collected, the goal of winners is to receive the most positive feedback possible from their 
customers.   
 
For example, AdvoCare sends out customer 
satisfactions surveys to their customers.  The end goal 
is to receive a rating of “excellent” on all of the items, 
and remedy any shortcomings noticed by its customers. 
At the Hospice of the Western Reserve, satisfaction 
surveys are sent internally to the families of all patients.  
The feedback gained from these surveys has helped 
shaped their response to the economic challenge of 
2009.  
 
Also, Progressive Insurance conducts exit surveys with customers who cancel their policy, and retention is 
measured on a daily basis as well as over the lifetime of the policy.  Finally, in 2009, J.P. Farley 
Corporation created a new client survey. Within the survey, they asked clients to rate their account 
manager, customer service team, products and services, and how the company assisted their plan 
performance. 
 
 
Tracking of customer feedback 
 
NorthCoast 99 winners keep track of all customer feedback, especially when this feedback revolves 
around product issues or other shortcomings.  Winners value this information so that they can take every 
opportunity to improve and provide world-class products and services. 
 
Aclara RF Systems has an online customer portal built into its website so that customers can provide real-
time feedback. This allows the organization to address any issues that emerge.  In addition, Dots is very 
focused on customer satisfaction, so much so that each store has “Customer Feedback” cards that 
customers can complete and mail in.  Senior management reads each card and ideas are considered or 
customer-follow up occurs in the case of complaints. At Embrace Pet Insurance, customer feedback is 
gathered from employee emails, and then posted to its internal blog for all employees to read.  
 

Noble-Davis Consulting sends out client surveys to 
its customers annually.  The surveys asked for the 
clients to rate them in the following areas: 
timeliness, professionalism, knowledge and quality. 
They also ask for areas for improvement. 
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Interviews and focus groups 
 
To obtain a more personalized, qualitative understanding of a subset of their customers, some winners 
conduct customer interviews and focus groups. This methodology enables winners to probe for additional 
information to enhance their products and services. 
 

For example, the Cleveland Cavalier’s Client Services team is 
responsible for conducting focus groups.  In these groups, Client 
Services assesses how they can improve their customers’ 
experience and retain their business. In addition, the Center for 
Health Affairs, following a member satisfaction survey, conducted in-
depth interviews with approximately 20% of the members regarding 
their perceptions of the organization and the value of the services. 
CASNET also conducts day in the life interviews with some of its 
clients. Finally, Cleveland State University gathers feedback via 
focus groups with its employees, which generates data on what 
changes and improvements should be made. 

 
 
Customer visits and follow-ups 
 
Visits and follow-up meetings are the most common among winners in the financial, legal, and 
professional service industry, as well as in smaller organizations.  After a completing a project, winners will 
meet with clients and assess satisfaction and future needs, as well as establish rapport.   
 
At Ben Venue Laboratories, customer feedback is very 
important, so much so that once a quarter, customers 
come onsite to meet with employees and explore 
opportunities for improvement.  Customers have been 
very useful in identifying both areas of strength and areas 
that could be improved. Benesch Friedlander Coplan & 
Aronoff LLP has a Client Assessment Program in which 
they make in-person visits to their clients and discuss how 
well the organization has served them so far, what can be 
improved, and how the organization can serve their future 
needs.   
 
 
  

Sage Quest LLC hosts customer 
focus groups to learn how it can 
best help its customers utilize 
the solution and what type of 
product enhancements would be 
most beneficial for them.   

 
Gardiner Trane met and spoke with their clients 
to determine what they value from their 
business partners, and the organization has 
aligned their values with those of the clients. 
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Top Performer Perceptions of Product & Service Quality 
 
One of the most engaging aspects of winning organizations for top performers is their organizations’ 
emphasis on superior product and service quality.  
 
• 96% of top performers at winning organizations care a great deal about customer satisfaction, 

compared to 92% of top performers at non-winning organizations. 

• 98% of top performers at winning organizations believe that their organization’s products or services 
provide value and benefit to its customers, compared to 96% of top performers at non-winning 
organizations. 

• 90% of top performers at winning organizations have a reputation for superior customer service, 
compared to 89% of top performers at non-winning organizations. 

 
Top performers are especially pleased when their organizations demonstrate commitment to their 
customers and to providing useful products and services.  Many top performers say that this influences 
their decision to remain at the organization: 
 
Top performers say that winners: Quotes from top performers at winners: 

Maintain a customer focus 
 

• One of our core values is customer focus, and 
you see that day in and day out.   

• We truly care about our customers 
• Our organization has a true commitment to 

customer service. 
• This company cares about their customers. 
• Individuals are always willing to help and are 

consistently focused on the customer, which 
generates great alignment and a positive work 
environment.   

• They value the customer and the employees.   
 

Provide excellent customer service 
 

• I value that our customer service is the best in 
the area. 

• We go above and beyond to make sure our 
customer is happy with the product. We fly in 
customers from around the world at our cost 
just so they can tour or facility and be 
comfortable working with us.  

• I feel that we provide quality service to our 
customers. 

• I take great pride in servicing my clients and we 
are encouraged to do 'whatever it takes' to 
keep our clients happy 

• I love seeing the customer get handled with no 
concern about gain or loss to the company as 
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Top performers say that winners: Quotes from top performers at winners: 

long as they get what they need.   
• I appreciate the attention to excellent service that 

organization offers to both its internal customers, t
employees and its external customers, existing res
new or possible residents. 
 

Care about quality 
 

• The company puts quality first, but also strives 
for customer satisfaction and employee 
satisfaction. 

• Management is always trying to find solutions 
to problems that come up and they are 
proactive in trying to improve our product and 
services for the customer. 
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Case Study: Ben Venue 

Laboratories 
Winner of the Award for Communication 

 
Like a great band leader or conductor, this organization stayed out front and truly set the pace for its 

employees during challenging times. 

 

In 2009, Ben Venue Laboratories ramped up its communication efforts using many campaigns and methods 

of collecting employee feedback and input.   

 

Last year, Ben Venue Laboratories launched a comprehensive communication campaign to educate their 

employees on its Site Strategy, in an effort to better communicate the direction of the organization. Within 

this campaign, employees received information in many different formats including a 20 page newsletter to 

their homes to help them and their families understand the future of the organization.  

 

During 2009, Ben Venue also focused on communicating the importance of employees’ work. The 

organization’s Lead & Learn Team presented an exercise entitled, “Meaningful Work” in which every 

department explored how their work impacted the bottom line of providing products that improve people’s 

health and quality of life. The organization also asked employees to share their 2009 success stories in an 

effort to motivate others in helping to connect individual contributions to the organization’s success.  Each 

team was asked to form a story, skit or short presentation captured on video. These videos were compiled 

and shown during employee meetings as a way to show the foundation established in 2009 that the 

organization will build upon in future years. The organization also used story boards as a way to help 

employees understand the significance of their work. This story board idea was initiated by one employee 

that wanted to show her coworkers the importance of their work and how the work done at Ben Venue 

Laboratories is meaningful. The story board contained the story of a patient and that patient’s journey 

through sickness to our product to health. 

 

Employees at Ben Venue Laboratories were encouraged to speak up through the organization’s 2009 “Your 

Voice” campaign, which used a combination of vehicles for sharing suggestions, concerns, and feedback 

with leadership. The organization conducted forums, surveys, focus groups, and meetings to solicit employee 

feedback and used it to improve the organization. It conducted AskLeadership forums, which brought 

employees together one-on-one with a member of the Executive Leadership Team of their choice, as well as 

Anonymous Submission Forums where employees could voice concerns completely anonymously with the 

organization’s compliance officer.  In addition, the organization conducted a Climate Survey and several 

polls to obtain a quick pulse of employee reactions to a variety of topics such as understanding of site 

strategy, key initiatives, interest levels, and engagement. These polls were also used to evaluate the 

effectiveness of the organization’s communication efforts. Lastly, focus groups with various levels of 

employees were conducted throughout 2009 to gather input and feedback directly from employees. As part 
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of the many change management initiatives in 2009, employees were asked to be involved early and 

throughout the process in order to provide their input openly.  

 

Finally, the organization’s Lead & Learn Team held peer to peer discussions with every department across all 

three shifts in 2009. The project included soliciting employees to participate in a survey. The survey sought 

to understand how employees relate to the organization’s values. In addition, ideas were solicited from 

employees on how they could deploy Lead & Learn in their areas and personally. The discussions resulted in 

a list of innovative ways every group could foster better use of the organization’s values in their daily work. 

 

In a time when communication and transparency were critically important, Ben Venue’s enhanced efforts to 

communicate with its employees in 2009 regarding the direction of the organization and significance of 

employees’ work as well as its enhanced methods of gathering employee feedback clearly stood out as 

exceptional.  
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Adaptation 
 
NorthCoast 99 winners distinguish themselves by adapting to the economic challenges this past year in 
positive, responsible, and productive ways that strengthened their organizations by increasing 
communication, limiting spending, finding new sources of revenue, and innovating.  
 
Increasing communication 
 
Winning organizations kept the lines of communication 
open between employees and leaders, discussing 
openly the impact of the economic environment on the 
organization.  Winners cite that employees appreciated 
the open and honest communication. 
 
Applied Industrial Technologies increased its 
communication efforts, providing employees with 
Economic Update videos and CEO visits to the field 
locations.  In addition, Cardpak created a well-defined 
and continual communications initiative and made sure it had a well-trained workforce, cross trained, 
and capable of performing multiple tasks during 2009. 
 
Dots also spent considerable time communicating with its associates, educating teams on what was 
happening in the economy, why it was happening, and how they were reacting and placing the 
organization in a strong position to weather the challenges.  
 
 
Limiting extraneous spending 
 
In order to avoid layoffs and pay cuts, many organizations took a hard look at some of their practices and 
decided to set limitations to save money. Many reduced travel and other unnecessary expenditures, but 
the vast majority of winners did not eliminate any practices that would impede their ability to attract and 
retain top talent. 

 
For example, Deloitte eliminated or reduced any costs 
that were considered to be non-essential to either the 
development of its people or the delivery of exceptional 
client service. As such, significant costs like non-client 
travel were eliminated, but the cost of learning and 
development were not significantly reduced. 
 

 
 
 

 
The Federal Reserve Bank of Cleveland increased 
communication internally through the addition of a 
number of lunch-n-learns, information sessions and 
small group discussions in its Collaboration Cafe for 
the purpose of educating its employees on the various 
actions taken by the Federal Reserve during the 
economic crisis. 

Avery Dennison started an “infrequent flyer” 
program, where employees who could accomplish 
their meeting objectives without traveling would 
receive points, which led to bonuses.  

© NorthCoast 99, 2010 | www.northcoast99.com 192



Finding new sources of revenue with new programs 
 
Rather than stay the course, many NorthCoast 99 winners explored new programs, services, product 
creations, and other sources of revenue in order to rise to their financial challenges.  Winners developed 
new lines of services or products and spent a great deal of 
time adding value to their existing services and products and 
reaching out to new customers and industries.  
 
For example, Davita grew in facility totals by 50% since 
2008, adding facilities and offering more services, which 
resulted in better cash flow. In addition, Bellefaire JCB 
started several new revenue-generating programs, such as a 
new psychiatric unit, a summer camp for children with 
special needs, and a collaboration with a local hospital 
system.   
 
 
Exploring lean and efficient strategies 
 
Many winners explored lean strategies this past year and focused on developing more efficient and lean 
ways or delivering products and services.  
 
 
Challenging and motivating employees 
 
Many organizations treated the economy as a challenge and development opportunity rather than a 
hurdle.  As such, the leaders of these organizations challenged employees to be the best when being the 

best really mattered. They worked to create positive 
morale within their organizations. 
 
The CEO of the Ross companies continuously 
provided energizing and motivationally challenging 
emails and blurbs to all employees throughout the 
year, even listing the 27 reasons why 2009 was 
going to be a great year.   
 

 
Asking for employee suggestions 
 
Many winning organizations looked to their employees for suggestions on how to improve the business, 
deal with challenges, and save money. Employees responded with an overwhelming number of ideas, 
saving significant expenditures. 
 
InfoCision Management Corporation has a program called “Work Smarter,” where employees can 
suggest ways to improve the company and receive cash awards.  This program was especially 
emphasized in 2009, saving the company quite a bit of cash. Also, the J.P. Farley Corporation asked 

The Lubrizol Corporation looked to 
expand its worldwide capabilities, 
remained focused on new markets and 
product innovation, and explored 
opportunities to strengthen its product 
portfolio. 

 
At Findaway World, employees were challenged to 
perform with a statement by the CEO: “The time is 
now!”  This philosophy governed business in 2009, 
motivating employees to continue to perform and be 
innovative.   
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employees for suggestions on cutting costs, and many of these suggestions were implemented and 
employees were recognized for their impressive ideas. 
 
 
Adjusting the strategic plan 
 
Some NorthCoast 99 winners rethought their strategic plan in the face of the economy. A few winners 
developed new strategies for their organizations, to ensure on-going and long-term success. 
 
 
Building positive employee morale 
 
While other organizations cut benefits and other programs, many NorthCoast 99 winners continued to 
focus on employee morale and still provide competitive compensation and benefits and important 
employee programs and events. 
 
InfoCision Management Corporation stuck to its philosophy that an engaged and satisfied employee is a 
better employee.  It continued to provide competitive wages, merit increases, incentives, and other 
important benefits.  It even opened a new child-care center right next to its corporate office.  
 
 
Focusing on customer service 
 
In order to compete in the difficult market, winners focused on one aspect of their business that could 
have a significant effect on their bottom line: customer service. 
 
Gardiner Trane has implemented a new initiative called the Client Value Assurance Program where they 
meet with and speak to their clients about what they value from their business partners.  Technigraphics’ 
approach to the economy was to completely focus on the customer.  As an example, they increased 
internal training options in order to continue to provide more and better support to customers and 
offered internal programs to their customers. In 2009, PRC Medical looked at its services through their 
clients’ eyes by engaging an outside resource to talk to their clients about their perceptions of 
organization’s performance. 
 
 
Emphasizing accountability 
 
In 2009, winning organizations emphasized accountability both on the employee and leadership levels.  
Employees and leaders alike were held responsible for the organization’s success. 
 
Lachina Publishing implemented a monthly management accountability meeting to monitor the 
organization’s performance.  After 2009, the accountability meeting had become part of the culture of 
the organization.  

© NorthCoast 99, 2010 | www.northcoast99.com 194



Top Performer Perceptions of How Winners Adapted 
 

Top performers were asked to report their perceptions regarding how their organizations addressed the 
economic challenges of the past year.  Top performers at winning organizations cited overwhelmingly 
positive remarks about the responsible, positive, and focused efforts of their organizations.  
 
Top performers say that winners: Quotes from top performers at winners: 

Were proactive in addressing 
challenges 
 

• We study and remain informed on upcoming changes in the 
healthcare field and proactively plan to remain strong 
financially.   

• I felt as though the organization was proactive in identifying 
what needed done to ensure our continued success and 
existence. 

• I appreciate the fact that they took a proactive view in trying 
to head off such things as job layoffs. 

• Our organization's response to the challenges in 2009 was 
outstanding.  I truly believe we are a proactive organization, 
and respond to risks in a timely and effective manner.  

• Excellent - impressed with their proactive approach and the 
hard decisions that had to be made.  Upper management 
chose to 'tighten their belts' first before affecting the staff. 

• I was very impressed.  This company is very proactive and 
dedicated to doing the best it can to help the organization 
succeed. 

• We were very proactive in redirecting resources to marketing 
and sales.  This resulted in 2009 being the best year we've 
ever had...sales and profit. 
 

Were fiscally responsible and 
implemented appropriate cost 
reduction 
 

• Our organization did an exceptional job of getting through the 
economic challenges. I feel that the leaders in the company 
decided to take a proactive approach to making cuts where 
needed to make the company most efficient. This approach 
enabled us to bounce back quicker from the challenges than 
many organizations. 

• Instead of having massive layoffs, as a team we all pitched in 
to find cost savings in all aspects of the company.   

• The organization remained positive about the future and took 
measures to cut costs not jobs.   

• Took necessary measures to cut costs for the benefit of 
overall financial health of the company. 

• The company challenged all employees to find way to cut 
costs. This company allows everyone to make 
recommendations to make it better. As our slogan goes, 'We 
are all in this together.' 

• We cut costs but did not take drastic measures that would 
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Top performers say that winners: Quotes from top performers at winners: 

result in low employee morale.  We did not over or under 
react. 

• I believe that the company was responsible to the economic 
challenges in 2009. 

• Our organization responded to the economic challenges of 
2009 by being very responsible with the system's budget, 
being proactive and being creative so as to be in a position 
where no jobs were lost. 

• The organization has been fiscally responsible and well 
managed. They were able to exceed revenue expectations at 
the close of the year. 
 

Consistently communicated with 
employees 
 

• Very proactive; they stayed on top of the challenges and 
communicated these challenges to the firm on a very timely 
basis. 

• The administration kept us informed and kept open lines of 
communication, which I believe made people want to perform 
better and smarter. 

• Senior leaders have done a good job in communicating the 
position of the organization and the steps they are taking to 
preserve our strong position. 

• The company's leadership was great in keeping us informed 
of up to date information as a company as well as what was 
going on with the economy itself.  They met with us and 
discussed plans for the future and if and how it would affect 
us.  We were able to voice suggestions on how to cut costs 
and prepare ourselves for a tough year.   
 

Maintained customer/client focus 
 

• The organization remained customer-focused. 
• Focus on customers remained the top priority. 
• We reacted accordingly with great thoughtfulness toward the 

impact to the associates and customers. 
• The main focus was how can we help the customer during 

these times and how can we position ourselves for growth in 
2010. 

• The hospital was very focused on being fiscally responsible in 
terms of operations and new hires, and also very cognizant of 
ensuring appropriate staffing levels were met, always 
keeping in mind high-level patient care was to never be 
sacrificed. 

• While we did make proactive changes to keep our 
organization efficient and fiscally responsible, we were able 
to do so without any reduction in the quality or quantity or 
care provided to our patients and their families, in fact we 
have been able to grow services and the number of people 

© NorthCoast 99, 2010 | www.northcoast99.com 196



Top performers say that winners: Quotes from top performers at winners: 

we care for. 
 

Continued to innovate and focus 
on growth 
 

• During the economic challenge the agency found ways to be 
creative to generate funds.  They encouraged everyone to 
pull together and think outside the box and to take on 
additional responsibilities to help preserve jobs.   

• The main focus was how can we help the customer during 
these times and how can we position ourselves for growth in 
2010. 

• Although 2009 posed economic threats, our strong 
leadership did not allow it to shake the growth and overall 
success of the firm.  We continued to grow and evolve, just 
possibly with a bit more caution than in the past. 

• The organization and leadership were very innovative and 
creative in dealing with the economic challenges. 
 

Focused on teamwork and 
collaboration 
 

• Our organization responded with teamwork to accomplish the 
work we have now, and a strong drive to obtain more work for 
2010 and beyond.  The overall approach has been one of 
awareness, thoughtful cost-cutting, and making our team as 
efficient as it can be to execute our work and prepare for the 
future. 

• The organization handled the 2009 economic challenges 
with foresight and good planning.  These attributes, along 
with strong leadership and teamwork, enable us to continue 
to thrive. 
 

Took corrective action and made 
difficult decisions with great 
sensitivity  
 

• I think we handled them proactively, communicated honestly 
to all employees and made some very difficult decisions in 
the best way possible. 

• I believe they were as proactive as possible, and tried to be 
very thoughtful in decisions made around financial aspects. 

• Actions were taken with care and sensitivity. 
• We did what we needed to do to make it. Tough decisions 

were made but they were done in the best interest of the 
company and it was done with much sensitivity. It is my 
understanding that those employee affected were well taken 
care of.  
 

Did all they could do to preserve 
and protect jobs 
 

• They worked hard to find a place in the organization for as 
many talented people as possible without resorting to having 
too many cuts. This was something I really admired. 

• Our organization responded to the economic challenges of 
2009 by being very responsible with the system's budget, 
being proactive and being creative so as to be in a position 
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Top performers say that winners: Quotes from top performers at winners: 

where no jobs were lost. 
• The company did everything they could to preserve jobs. 
• They did all they could to preserve jobs and just cut back on 

some other things that are nice, but not necessary. 
• We did what had to be done and they tried to cut where they 

could in order to save jobs. 
 

Had supportive leadership 
 

• Our success, I believe was due to the fact that leadership did 
not over-react yet did not under-react. Leadership instilled a 
sense of stability, hope, and unity throughout that time. 

• Leadership was upfront and honest about the challenges we 
were facing and communicated them to us well. 

• Very impressed by the leadership's pragmatic solutions and 
goals that kept the focus on growth, delivering a quality 
product and continuing to recognize and reward workforce in 
a meaningful way.   

• I think our leadership team has done everything in its power 
to avoid layoffs and terminations during these tough times.  
They genuinely care about their employees and worked with 
us to make the best of it. 

• I commend the top leadership and employees at this 
organization for how they handled the economic challenges 
in 2009. Everyone managed to put their best foot forward 
and work harder than ever to insure we came out on top. 

• While the entire world was shaken by the economic 
challenges, I was confident that our company's Strategic 
Leadership Team would make sound decisions.  They 
gathered all the associates and explained the challenge and 
asked us to come up with a plan for our areas.  They took the 
input and developed a plan and stuck with the plan.  We are 
a better company for the decisions make by the leadership 
team. 

• The economic downturn of 2009 fully reinforced how the 
organization values its associates and effectively executes 
contingency planning.  During the downturn, the organization 
did not lay off, cut pay, require unpaid time-off, cut benefits 
(401k match), etc.  Outstanding management!  Tremendous 
leadership! 
 

Remained positive about the future  
 

• The organization remained positive about the future and took 
measures to cut costs not jobs.   

• We remained positive and worked hard. 
• The organization stayed positive and continued to set 

realistic yet ambitious goals for continued growth. 
• I believe this organization approaches every business 
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Top performers say that winners: Quotes from top performers at winners: 

decision with a 'glass half full' positive mentality.  Yes, we are 
living in precarious times, but this organization always wants 
to be a step ahead of the competition; therefore, we always 
anticipate what's around the corner and have steps in place 
to overcome adversities before they actually start to affect 
our industry. 

• Everyone stayed positive and focused on the steps we 
needed to take in order to stay successful as a whole as well 
as in our individual positions. 
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Case Study: mbi | k2m Architecture 
Winner of the Award for Adaptation to Adversity 

 
This organization adapted to the ups and downs and highs and lows of a very challenging business climate 

through a culture that embraced and encouraged continuous improvement, development, innovation, and 

teamwork. 

In 2007, mbi | k2m Architecture, Inc. recognized the challenges awaiting its business and in early 2008 

began making significant changes regarding how the business operated by trimming expenses, operating to 

greater efficiency, and reducing compensation for its owners.  

Although the organization’s business model focused on four major areas – hospitality, residential, 

commercial, and government – the business began to put greater attention into soliciting the recession-

proof industries which put their firm in a stronger position to weather the 2009 economic challenges. Due to 

the organization’s change in strategic direction and ability to foresee future challenges, during 2009 the firm 

was able to hire two individuals, profit, pay down the company debt, pay off an acquisition, continue to invest 

in their employees without any layoffs, and had more business in Cleveland than in the organization’s first 8 

years of existence combined.  

Not only did the firm adapt its business model, it also enhanced its workplace to meet the business’s new 

demands by increasing professional development, improving coworker relationships, and developing a 

culture of improvement. Throughout 2009, the organization put stronger emphasis on continuing education, 

working on professional development of many key employees, and improving employees’ abilities and skills. 

This helped enhance their staff’s self esteem, morale, and confidence in their abilities.  

In addition, during 2009, the firm worked hard to develop a culture of sharing ideas and discussed the most 

predominant needs of each employee. These needs and ideas were written down and posted in the owner’s 

office. Week over week each employee need was dealt with, programs developed when the need affected 

more than an individual, and the list was completed by the end of the year. The organization was constantly 

seeking improvement week over week and month over month throughout last year.  

Last but not least, mbi | k2m Architecture, Inc. focused on keeping employees’ spirits up and instilling a 

stronger sense of teamwork and collaboration within the organization. During this time, its staff pulled 

together and bonded both in professional and personal ways.  

mbi | k2m Architecture, Inc. used 2009 as a year to adapt its business model and workplace to changing 

needs and achieved impressive results.  
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Conclusion 
 
2010 NorthCoast 99 winners made noise in a challenging business climate. They showed remarkable 
courage to innovate, adapt, and improve their workplaces, in the many ways explained throughout this 
report, including but not limited to… 
 
• Branding their organizations as great places to work 
• Continuing to promote Northeast Ohio 
• Hiring new employees and growing their workforce 
• Maintaining the competitiveness of their compensation practices 
• Rewarding and recognizing employees’ contributions 
• Demonstrating remarkable leadership 
• Capitalizing on teamwork and collaboration 
• Giving back to their communities 
• Building a sustainable workplace 
• Developing and advancing their top talent 
• Maintaining focus on high levels of customer service 
• Using employee feedback and ideas to improve their workplaces 
• Adapting their workplace to the changing business climate 
 
In conclusion, NorthCoast 99 winners recognize that their success today and in the future is dependent on 
their ability to attract, retain, and engage top performers, and understand that achieving this success 
requires a different and more innovative approach than most organizations are willing to take.  
 
We commend these organizations for the “noise” – the innovations, the breakthroughs, and the positive 
practices – they have made and will continue to make in their workplaces and our region.  
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