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About Salple 

 
Workplace culture defines how business is done. 

Purpose-driven culture transforms business. 

At Salple, we work with businesses to co-create and activate purpose-driven cultures. 

 

The following report summarises research we conducted in 2016 into the role of 

workplace culture in Australian business from the perspective of the founder or CEO. 

 

 

 

The highlights 
Our research showed that culture has an important role to play in business as a competitive advantage and 
that it is most valuable to business when it is intentional and focused around serving a compelling shared 
purpose.  For businesses with a well-articulated and compelling “Culture-code” it provided a framework for 
decisions and behaviours throughout the business and focused effort towards achieving the business goals. 

For the business founders we spoke to who were intentional about their culture and nurtured it passionately, 
it has provided a point of difference for employees and customers.   

The increasing war for talent and the challenges of attracting and retaining talented people has also 
influenced a focus on culture in many businesses. Some we spoke to have seen first-hand the benefits of a 
purpose-driven culture in attracting talented employees who are a good fit, and improving employee 
retention and engagement. 

Another strong driver of culture is technology and the rapid changes it is enabling for employees and also 
customers.  Depending on your view, this is a worrying trend or something to be embraced. Either way the 
increasing power of the customer is not something to be ignored – and there is growing recognition that 
leveraging workplace culture is part of the answer. 

In conclusion, workplace culture is rising in importance in Australian businesses, and leveraged well, 
provides a significant competitive advantage. The best of what we saw centred around two interlocking 
elements. The first, a clear, compelling and well-articulated purpose. The second, a culture that is 
deliberately designed and nurtured to serve this purpose.   

We see this as the competitive advantage of a new era. 

  



   
 
 

© Copyright – Salple: Australian Entrepreneurs and the role of workplace culture - 2016 
2 

A new era?  
The world has become one giant interconnected web, a place where information is instantly accessible and 
shareable. The future is being re-written as quickly as it can be understood, and this relentless pace of 
change means it is increasingly difficult to predict what will happen next. 

At the same time, most organisations still rely on ways of working designed for the challenges and 
opportunities of the industrial age, with a focus on efficiency and predictability. When it seems what we 
need more than ever before, are organisations that are adaptable and can thrive in a state of almost 
constant change. The tension between businesses optimised for predictability and the unpredictable world 
we live in has become palpable. 

Increasingly, some of the most successful organisations in the world today are responding to this rapid 
change by doing things differently. A growing body of research is showing that businesses that leverage the 
power of a compelling shared purpose and cultivate a culture to support their purpose, have more engaged 
employees, more loyal customers, are better at innovation and transformational change and grow faster 
than those that don’t. Their people are more aligned and make better strategic and operational decisions – 
driving profit and growth.  

We wanted to understand how this shift in thinking is impacting Australian businesses. We wanted to know 
… Is activating a compelling, shared purpose, and cultivating a culture to support it, the competitive 
advantage of a new era? 

We interviewed thirty-three Australian entrepreneurs to explore how they navigate this changing world, and 
how it’s impacting the way they do business. Our research participants fell across a wide spectrum, from 
those doing what they’d always done, with similar results - who were for the most part satisfied. Through to 
those in industries with traditional business models who recognized that if they continued to do what they’d 
always done, they wouldn’t be in business in the medium to long term; which was troubling to them. 

 

… is there a better way? 
And then there were the group very intentionally challenging the status quo. These entrepreneurs had 
started their businesses with the deep seated desire and passion to do business differently. For some, this 
stemmed from being burnt in previous roles, for others they’d picked up on the ideals of a new era of 
business where relationships are the currency and authenticity and transparency are highly valued. 

 
“Being different is being true to ourselves.  It’s being authentic. It was really important to us to be unique 

and be ourselves and be different, especially in the corporate environment we’re in today, where people 

are pretending to be something they’re not.”  Interview 21 

 
“I wanted to look at (this market) from a completely different angle. We had no experience (in this 

industry) and it’s very traditional and can be all doom and gloom. Just from our vibe, our culture, we’re 

very young, the age of my workforce is probably average between 25 to 35 as opposed to most 

businesses where they’ve been selling (in this market) for thirty years – which in theory is good, but 

considering technology changes so fast, it’s not.”  Interview 29 
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“We (founders) worked together at another company, and did some good stuff. We learnt a lot but felt 

that we could do a bit more than we were enabled to do there. We wanted to create something that was 

a bit different for our customers, but we also wanted to create a workplace where really passionate 

people could come together to do good work … Money wasn’t necessarily a way that we were going to 

be able to do that. We pay good market kind of rates, but we don’t overpay and it was never about 

getting people who were money hungry. We wanted passionate people. We had to have an 

environment that people could go, ‘yeah, I love working here.’” Interview 15 

 

“We said there must be a better way …” Interview 32 

 

Our entrepreneurs 
They represented an eclectic bunch of businesses. Lawyers, Accountants, Engineers, Software Developers 
and business people from a range of industries including Professional Services, through to manufacturing. 
Some based in regional areas, others in Collins Street offices. 

They’d started their businesses for various reasons, but broadly you could sum up their motivation as “they 
saw an opportunity” and “wanted to be master of their own destiny”. 

The opportunities were varied, from product based through to a niche in a particular market, or an 
opportunity to improve upon how other people were servicing or supplying a particular sector.  For a 
number is was to create the type of business they wanted to work in themselves. 
 

“Career unhappiness was my motivator. I’d worked for a very large firm and found that to be an 

unhappy experience. I’d worked internally with a large corporate and while that was better in terms of 

culture and how they treated people, it was a dead end street.” Interview 24 
 

“My whole objective of running my own business was that I should be happy. I shouldn’t have to play 

company politics and wear a suit and tie and try to look like I’m busy when I’m not. And if anyone was to 

ever work for me they should be happy as well.”  Interview 23 
 

“We saw an opportunity to deliver excellent customer service in a market where people talk quite a lot 

about it, but there’s a disconnect between talking about it and actually delivering it. We thought we 

could be exceptional at delivering it … and we thought, let’s start a business off the back of delivering 

world class service - like the very best fine dining experience – but in an industry that wasn’t expecting 

that. It was as simple as that for us.”  Interview 21 

 

The stories people shared with us, and the level of perseverance against the odds were inspiring and truly 
reflected the entrepreneurial heart that is a hallmark of Australian businesses. 
 

“We took eight years to get the doors open. Bloody tough years, we use to say to each other, 

‘determination … perseverance pays and determination delivers.’ It was our little mantra in a sense.”  

Interview 8 
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“The dogged persistence to look for a yes, to find an answer, to solve a problem, to find enough 

revenue to hold your breath long enough to get to the next month to do it all again. You have to have a 

certain personality profile that can constantly keep going.”  Interview 20 

 

A new breed is emerging … 
What we found was a new breed of disruptive businesses emerging. They organize as a network of 
employees, customers and partners, motivated by a shared purpose. They learn, respond and adapt through 
the open flow of information. They encourage experimentation and learning. They understand that the way 
we work is changing.  And changing fast.  

For this new breed of businesses, “Culture” is the glue that binds them, and it’s very, very important to 
them.  When we asked our entrepreneurs to rate the role “culture” played in getting them to where they are 
today, on average they rated it 8.7 out of 10.   

Three quarters of the people we spoke to said their culture and values had contributed positively to their 
success so far. Despite this only half had been intentional about building a particular culture, and, of those, 
only one quarter had intentionally leveraged their culture or saw it as a competitive advantage.   

 
“Culture has been super important to us. I have a very strong conceptual idea of what our culture should 

be … it’s a competitive advantage because customers see it, they feel it … it’s something they maybe 

can’t put their finger on, but they go … ‘those guys are different right?’” Interview 15 
 

“Our culture has been really intentional. We knew straight away that it was important. If you look after 

the people who work for you, then your customers will get looked after, and your suppliers will get 

looked after. Anyone who compromises the culture is told very quickly that they’ve crossed the line and 

we don’t accept that and you need to improve … but we’ll wrap support around them to ensure that they 

still feel valued and they’re supported and we’ll help them through the journey.”  Interview 21 

 
Many recognised that their organisation’s culture was a reflection of their own personal way of doing things. 
For some, this presented challenges as the business had grown, and the way they preferred to do things 
had been diluted as new people, with new ideas and new ways of doing things were added to the mix.  

 
“When you start as founders you ARE the culture within your business. Then you get five or ten people 

and you still have such a big impact that they get caught up in your beliefs and your (personal) culture.  

You don’t need to put as much energy or effort into it, because YOU are IT. Then you get to 30 people 

or more and your influence starts to dilute.” Interview 25 

 
For the remainder, their culture had just evolved over time. Often strongly linked to a personality, usually 
the founder, this resulted in the dilemma expressed by more than half of the founders we spoke to, that 
they would not be confident that the business would cope well if they suddenly took a year off.   
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The founders we spoke to who were intentional about their organisation’s culture and it was well-
understood and articulated, were more likely to feel that the business would continue on as they planned, if 
they were not there for a period of time. An intentional culture, gave them the personal space to be more 
than the business. 

For those entrepreneurs who were very intentional about their culture, it often started as an almost 
instinctive understanding that culture matters, and was something they were fiercely protective of. 
Approximately two-thirds of the people we spoke to had come to understand, through their own reading, 
exploration (TED talks were often mentioned) or experience, that culture could be a very important lever for 
businesses success.   

Like culture, purpose also appears to be an under-utilised lever. Whilst the majority of businesses were 
founded to fill an opportunity in the market, two thirds had developed with a strong sense of purpose – a 
way in which they wanted to make an impact on the world. However, in all but a handful of cases, this 
sense of purpose had not been developed to the point where it was a powerful, galvanising force within the 
company. In those few cases where purpose was well defined, developed and articulated, it was clear that it 
provided a very powerful, motivating force and directional filter for how the business operated. 

In these businesses, what we saw was that the intentional articulation of their culture and purpose 
empowered employees to self-organise and collaborate across internal and external boundaries, without the 
need for strong hierarchical structures. And the freedom for the founder to be released from the centre of 
the business. 

 

Why culture matters 
In recent years, “Culture” linked to a compelling purpose, has been associated with some of the most 
progressive and successful businesses in the world. Google, Apple, SouthWest Airlines and Zappos are just a 
few of the businesses famous for their workplace cultures. They’ve understood that at a time where 
competition for talented employees is fierce, and customers have increasing power, leveraging culture 
provides a key competitive advantage in business. Their experiences have shown us that the right culture, 
aligned to a strong purpose or ideal, attracts and retains great employees, who in turn attract and nurture a 
loyal following of customers who become fans and brand advocates.   

In an age of rapid change, an overabundance of choices for consumers and employees, and a level of 
connectedness we’ve never experienced before, standing out from the crowd matters. Treating people well 
matters. Building community matters. 

Anyone can copy a company’s strategy, or be as efficient, or have as good or better quality as you. But your 
culture is more difficult to copy – and influences so many aspects of your business.   

Culture is the self-sustaining patterns of behaviour that determine how things get done in an organisation 
based on a shared set of beliefs, values and practices. Your organisation’s “Culture Code” is its behavioural 
operating system – the principles by which you do business. 

Interestingly, whilst almost all of the business founders we spoke to had at some point created values or 
some sort of mission statement, most said that they weren’t well known or lived throughout the business. 
And many couldn’t recall them. In essence, they were a historical artefact, sometimes reflected in a poster 
on the wall, but not something that impacted the business in any meaningful way from day to day. 

  



   
 
 

© Copyright – Salple: Australian Entrepreneurs and the role of workplace culture - 2016 
6 

Very often an organisation’s “Culture Code” is hidden from view, unspoken and unacknowledged. In our 
research we found it was difficult for people to articulate their culture beyond simple descriptors like; fun, 
team environment, flexible, open, creative, caring and a sense of family. For the people in our research, 
“Culture” most broadly related to the organisation’s relationship with employees. 

Conversely, we found that the companies in our research group who are leading the way in the culture area 
– and reaping rewards for it – have been intentional about articulating, promoting and encouraging the 
culture they believe will enable them to achieve business success.   

Whilst their own unique expression of culture – values, mission, purpose etc. is expressed through posters in 
the office, it goes much deeper and has become a filter for large and small decisions throughout the 
business. It impacts the type of people they recruit, the training and development of their employees, the 
structure of the business, the way they promote their products, the style of meetings they have, their office 
policies, the type of products they promote, the decisions they make about who to partner with and a 
myriad of other aspects of their business. 

 
“I think you need to so clearly define your mission, vision, values. I think you need to communicate it 

really openly and regularly … it needs to be up on the walls.  You need to have events based around it. 

You need training and education around that.” Interview 25 

 
“Whenever there is an issue, with staff or in a meeting, you can always recalibrate it and say ‘no’ we 

have our (‘Culture Code’) and in that is says ‘the client comes first’ so does this (decision) fit with that? … 

It makes the decisions easy.’” Interview 12 

 
We observed that the more educated or aware someone was about the dynamics of organisational culture, 
paradoxically the less they felt they understood it and the more likely they were to feel disappointed or 
frustrated that they hadn’t yet been able to leverage the culture in their business, to the level they desired, 
despite some degree of effort. 

 
“I think we know it’s good (our culture) and we know people see it and it is part of the reason they use 

us, and are convinced by us when we’re selling to them, but I don’t think we leverage it enough. I think 

we’ve got something way more unique than others, but we don’t quite know how to go and use that 

properly.”  Interview 15 

 
Some of the founders we interviewed were brave enough to challenge the foundational stories of ‘the way 
business is done’. Fully aware of the power of leveraging culture, these entrepreneurs are considered some 
of the “Culture Heroes” of Australian business. Companies like Vinomofo and Inventium have public profiles 
in the culture space and are regularly asked to talk on the topic.   

Amantha Imber, founder of Inventium, has recently introduced unlimited paid leave to all her employees. 
She calls this, “Rebalance Leave” as it reflects what it is all about for Inventium – the chance to rebalance 
work with life. This change came about because of what Amantha felt was an inequity between what 
workplaces in Australia are legally obliged to provide (four weeks paid annual leave) and the reality of the 
way her employees, with 38-hour week employment contracts, actually work. Instead of coming up with a 
lengthy legal contract for implementing this policy, she simply asked that the team prioritise their health, 
their energy levels, and their families.  
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Whilst this may seem radical in Australia, Inventium isn’t the first to go down this path with Netflix and 
Virgin, amongst others introducing this type of arrangement for some of their employees. 

Similarly, there was one aspect of the way Justin Dry and the leadership team from Vinomofo ran their 
business that they struggled with. It jarred against the “Mofo-Credo” of “Step up.  Care More.  Keep it Real.  
Do some Good. Have fun” and that was the way their telephone sales team were incentivised. The 
commission based approach didn’t align with the way Vinomofo wanted to do business. Using their “Mofo-
Credo” as a filter, they challenged themselves with the question, could their sales people “care more” about 
their customers if their remuneration wasn’t linked to how many bottles of wine they sold? So they dropped 
the commission scheme, and instead, measure performance based on customer happiness.  As Justin told us 
“Now, they don’t get paid to sell wine. They’re paid to make our customer’s happy.”  And sales increased. 
With the freedom to truly “care more” about what mattered to the customer, the customers in turn actually 
spent more with Vinomofo. 

We spoke to others, including Mitchell Lake, Fenwick Software, Sovereign Financial, Ngage and Kelley Hazel 
Quill who are also leveraging culture as a key plank in their own businesses with great success. 

 

Finding and keeping great people 
Many of the people we interviewed had come to the realisation that providing a steady income is no longer 
enough to attract and retain the right employees for their business. Half of the people we interviewed 
struggled to find employees who are a good fit – both in terms of culture and competency. This was a factor 
that was cited as an ongoing concern for the majority of the businesses we interviewed.   

A number spoke of the importance of being intentional about their culture as a way to attract and retain 
talent. For some, this realisation came after initially hiring people that weren’t a good fit for the business.  

For many of the businesses we spoke to, the war for talent is very real and for many it was the primary 
driver of their interest in culture. This was particularly true for technology driven businesses. 

 
“(All our people) share a common interest and passion for (new) ventures and technology and 

transformation. And being part of something that’s actually revolutionizing everything. So they’re part of 

this progressive, very pointy end of the market … We have a bit of fun, we’re flexible. We’ve got a lot of 

people that have fairly flexible arrangements – family and geography. I think that’s a necessity in that 

we have to compete for talent, and the best talent isn’t always available in the same way that not in 

demand talent is.”  Interview 6 
 

“By creating a firm that is and has a reputation for being a nicer place to work means we’ve been able 

to attract top talent, and provide good services, which in terms means we have customers.” Interview 24 
 

“We couldn’t have an office that didn’t have at the very least all of the amenities that a staff member 

would expect and enjoy at a major corporate. Some of our client’s offices are just incredible. They’re 

offering an environment which is effectively like a clubhouse where you do the work part of life. That was 

one of the things we had to compete with, and then we had to win on other angles as well. Car parking 

was a big issue for staff. Here there’s unlimited car parking … Childcare is huge, that was another big 

challenge. So we’re close to a childcare centre, and four people have their kids there.”  Interview 27 
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People - greatest strength; biggest challenge 
The people we interviewed showed an extraordinary level of passion, commitment and perseverance about 
their businesses– despite the obstacles they’d encountered along the way. For almost everyone, starting 
their business had not been a completely smooth ride – and for many the hurdles continue. When reflecting 
on past challenges that had held them back from achieving everything they had hoped for the business, the 
response we got most was “people”.   

People issues are seen as both a strong factor in the success of a business, but also were often cited as the 
most significant challenge – often in the same company. 

 
“We're a people business at the end of the day, so attracting and retaining and growing the talent within 

the business … if we do it well is our biggest asset, on the flip side, if we don't do it well, it's our biggest 

challenge.”  Interview 16 

 
 “How can I get my people to do their best every day?” was an often spoken plea from the founders we 
spoke to. For many there was a level of frustration that they weren’t able to motivate and inspire their 
people to deliver the level of effort that they needed from them. The gap between “good enough” and the 
desired level of effort was often lacking. In essence, many of the businesses we spoke to weren’t able to 
achieve the level of discretionary effort (that extra mile) they were hoping for from their people. 

 
“I’ve had some great people, and they really do make a difference. But great people tend to come and 

go, it’s hard to keep hold of them because they have their own goals and life ambitions, and you tend to 

end up with the not so greats … a lot of people get in a role and they sit there. They get promoted to a 

level of incompetence and they sit in those roles and don’t grow, don’t push themselves.” Interview 20   

 
A number of business owners spoke with frustration about employees who were un-motivated, who weren’t 
interested in learning, or who just turned up to do a job. 

 
“We’ve got people even now, that don’t really care very much. They don’t really care about their 

colleagues or me … and that’s annoying and how do you beat that out of them, how do you change 

that?”  Interview 23 

 
However, this was not the case of everyone we spoke to with more often than not, our entrepreneurs caring 
deeply about their people. 

 
“I get a real kick and a buzz out of putting things together that benefit so many people … we’ve got 

people who are getting married, having children, getting a mortgage, people have moved from 

interstate for a job here and now are setting themselves up in Melbourne and you think, this is a lovely 

feeling to think that me and my business partner have a business that’s successful enough to be like a 

little economy in and of itself and these people with their lives.”  Interview 24 
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“People … but not only our people, but the ecosystem and community we’ve created through our 

customers, our suppliers, anybody who helps us along the way … it’s the people side of things. The 

opportunity to have fun and be different and be ourselves. I come to work in summer with thongs, 

boardies and a singlet on, and love it. People come in for meetings and I walk up sitting in the meeting 

like that.  I love it because it’s authentic and real.”  Interview 21 
 

“We try to make them (employees) feel a part of the family. This is a family business. The family is, if you 

like, extended out to our staff.”  Interview 26 
 

“Our culture is very strong. It’s what I’m most proud of internally. It’s very much, I know it’s easy to say, 

but it’s family … it’s like a family company. We have very loyal people. We have a lot of people with this 

company who have been here a long time and the company means a lot to them.”  Interview 7 

 

Employee satisfaction and engagement 
Our research only included business owners, so not surprisingly a number of people expressed interest and 
curiosity about what their employees would say about their workplace culture. 

 

“The reality is that it’s more about what they (employees) think than what I think. I think we’ve got a 

pretty relaxed, pretty easy going, collaborative environment. If you ask, I’m sure you’d get everything 

on the continuum from ‘really hard task master - everything is about outcomes’ to ‘really easy and 

creative, collaborative environment’. I see it through my filter and I don’t for one minute think or expect 

them to see it through my glasses.” Interview 20 

 
We found that relatively few businesses were in any way measuring employee satisfaction or engagement 
on a regular basis. Whilst they might have had a sense about how satisfied or engaged their people were, 
they didn’t really know for sure. For a number, they judged “satisfaction” based on length of service. 

 

“Rather than the 80’s mentality of it’s my way or the highway, we’ve always been a new age sort of 

employer. For me, it’s not necessarily about making more money, but to make things more enjoyable. I 

think that’s driven a lot of what we do … I think we’re looking after them and creating a good 

environment.”  Interview 29 
 

“We believe if we act a certain way in the office and have a certain rapport and fun and a less strict 

work environment, then people will feel that when we come and do work for them, they’ll see we are 

different. Being a bit different is part of our advantage. Our competitors are a bit more straight laced, 

they tend to fall into the same (ways of thinking) that the clients have as well and get blocked by the 

same blockers. Not that everyone here is a rule breaker … it’s not like that … but we just encourage 

more creative thinking around problems.”  Interview 15 
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In response to the question, “How would you describe the culture of your business today?”, almost everyone 
we spoke to mentioned the relationship with staff and how they do their work. Nearly 40% of the people we 
interviewed also felt that culture was partly to do with the relationship they had with customers. 

 

The Customer will see you now 
One of the drivers pushing business owners to focus more on their organisation’s culture, is the rise of and 
wide spread access to technology; providing potential customers with more knowledge, a plethora of choices 
and access to the opinions of people that were previously unknown to them. 

 

“Customers have more choice.  They can instantly assess the market and do price comparisons … there 

are price comparison tools. Whether that’s insurance or credit cards and I think that will become more 

sophisticated. Go to the travel industry, same thing … Trip Advisor.  There’s Glass Door (salary 

comparisons), places where people can go and look and provide reference points.”  Interview 6 
 

 “Before social, before digital it was all about how cheaply you could manufacture and how broad you 

could go with your product. You weren’t really accountable to your customers, because they could tell 

their friends (about a bad experience), but how big was their friendship circle? How likely was it that it 

would be repeated? But now we’ve got these platforms and this ability to tell people about how 

companies act and treat people, the environment, the world and the customers. I think they’ve got far 

more power. It’s almost like going back to the pre-industrial age, where in the local community you had 

one butcher, and one baker. They knew everyone. If you upset Jenny she would go and tell everyone 

and it would have a real impact because that was your only audience. Whereas the industrial age came 

and we manufactured everything here and sent it all over the place. No one got to talk to each other 

and it didn’t affect the community. Whereas now, it’s back to where one person, a single voice, can 

make a huge impact because you can tell so many people so quickly, through social media. I think they 

(customers) have far more power than ever before.”  Interview 25 

 
Adding to this is the reality that technology has created a connectedness that means geographical 
boundaries are no longer the hurdles they once were, customers have access to a global market place and 
aren’t afraid to leverage it. 

 
“It’s a different world now … there are millions of companies doing what we do online, and we wouldn’t 

know who they are or how to find them all. There’s a different generation and anyone under 25 is an 

online shopper, they don’t care, they don’t look in catalogues, they don’t look at newspapers. If they 

want to buy something they go online. They wouldn’t even think about looking anywhere else. They know 

they can buy cheaper online, buy from China for a quarter of the price. It’s all very transparent to them 

… you or I might say ‘but I’m buying something from China, what if it doesn’t arrive, what if it’s faulty?’ 

They haven’t got that level of fear, they’re not so worried … It’s a different world.”  Interview 23 
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New types of businesses are emerging. Ones that are engaging with customers in new ways and can go 
global with relatively little effort and with minimal infrastructure. Technology is creating opportunities for 
businesses to directly engage and build communities with customers on a scale we’ve never seen before. 

 
“Cloud (computing) is changing IT dramatically, its ripple effects will be great and in exactly what form … 

there’s still some unknown. What we do know is that it’s really easy for people to start businesses and 

start to provide some really great solutions without owning infrastructure. We take advantage of that, 

but there’ll be a whole round of other people that don’t even exist yet doing that too.”  Interview 15 

 
A number of the business we spoke to had actively embraced these opportunities by building “tribes” that 
include their customers. In a very genuine and authentic way, there is an emerging trend of customers 
choosing to align themselves with brands, that in some ways add to or advance their own personal story. 
‘Thankyou’ is an example of a brand with a strong, well-articulated purpose (to end global poverty) that has 
very successfully built a loyal following of customers who purchase their products (Bottled water, hand wash 
and now baby products) because they want to be aligned to that purpose - to be part of the solution that 
ends global poverty.   

Vinomofo is another business built around a strong, compelling purpose, attracting loyal customers who 
want to be part of the Vinomofo tribe – or “Mofos” as they’re known. Through their online subscription, 
Vinomofo provides unprecedented personal service (your own personal Mofo Broker), delivery to your door 
and 100% mofo happiness guaranteed (365 day free returns on any wine you’re not happy with).   

Vinomofo has positioned themselves as representing a revolution in the wine industry. They stand against 
the “bowties and BS of the wine snobs and posers” and believe everybody should be able to enjoy good 
wine, without feeling intimidated. Their purpose of “sharing good wines, keeping it real and having fun” has 
really resonated and they now have a tribe of over 450,000 mofos. 

 
“I love the fact that we’re disrupting the wine space. I love that we’re challenging the big guys. I love the 

fact that we’re providing a better service than those guys can. It’s because we’re agile. It’s because 
we’re young. It’s because we’ve got the passion. We’re humans behind the brand, not just a business. I 
love the fact that we’re taking it global. I love the fact that we’re going to take what we think is the best 
way to buy wine and disrupt markets all over the world, and eventually there’ll be this humungous tribe 

of (our customers) that are getting the most amazing wines and experience and community. We can 
really do some amazing good for the world. I’m really passionate about that.” 

 
With all this change, it’s not surprising that eighty percent of the people we spoke to felt that customers 
have more power than ever before. At the same time customers are more intentional about who they 
choose to deal with, and in many cases expect more from the businesses they engage with. Hence, the 
increasing understanding of the importance of attracting employees to your business who can deliver the 
sort of experience for customers that creates loyalty, word of mouth referrals – and importantly, doesn’t 
result in negative reviews on social media. 

Many of our research participants, recognised that they knew very little about their customers and even less 
about their customers’ experience of them as a brand. Two thirds had previously, or were currently 
measuring customer experience to some extent, although it was an area that many people felt they could do 
better in.   
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There’s something between us … 
For many, their approach to customers was very transactional, with a focus on speed of service or 
occasional price promotions. This was particularly true for business owners we spoke to who relied heavily 
on distributors or retailers to stock and sell their products. With no direct relationship with customers, and 
very little control over their buying patterns, these businesses were finding that more and more their 
relationship to retailers and distributors was also shifting. 

 
“We sell our products through retail channels and the retailers are getting more and more challenged. 

The first challenge came from online markets and we’re just now seeing a different play unfolding, which 

everyone needs to have Apple and Samsung – the big brands in their stores. They set the price and the 

margins and don’t give them (the retailers) enough margin to run their businesses, so what they do is 

they come to the little guys, like us, and they beat the crap out of us. You think you’re going into a 

business relationship, but it ends up being very much one way. That’s been going on in supermarkets for 

a while … now it’s becoming very, very prevalent in our industry. You come out of meetings going, why 

am I even here? Why am I even doing this?” Interview 23 
 

 “(Customers) they can buy anywhere; they can buy our opposition. There’s not a lot of loyalty. When 

you take it into the retail space, we’re just another brand really.”  Interview 7 

 
For the businesses who have relied heavily on more traditional distributors and retailer relationships, there is 
a strong history of loyalty to them.  They operate from a paradigm of protecting these channels at all costs.  
However, more and more we found people struggling to see the benefit of these relationships in a changing 
world. 

This reliance on distributors and retailers made perfect sense in a world where this was the only avenue 
customers could obtain your product, and it wasn’t cost effective to distribute directly to customers. 
However, in this new era of customer-centricity, and global connectedness, newer businesses without the 
restrictive business models and mindsets of the past, are forging strong and loyal relationships directly with 
their customers. Cutting out the distribution layer completely. They are forging these relationships on a 
foundation of trust and an alignment around a shared purpose. 

For businesses that haven’t yet adapted to these changes, there are many new challenges emerging. 

 
“What I think is really tough these days is we lose business because people go online and they will buy 

whoever’s cheapest. Customers are no longer placing any value on this. That’s what I think is really, 

really hard … how do you invest in this and make more of what the customer values and will pay for?  

That’s really tough.”  Interview 11 

 
“Customers are more informed because of the web obviously, pricing in the market and because of the 

technology that is around these days. People will expect you to chase up products for them because they 

know you can whether they buy from you or not. It’s all web based. And if they want to find out anything 

about your company or products they can do that quite easily.”  Interview 4 
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Thankyou and Vinomofo, are examples of companies embracing the new.  They are creating a new type of 
loyal customer, changing the dynamics in the traditional distribution model. They utilise social media and 
technology to build communities rather than customers. Communities who align themselves with what the 
brand stands for, the purpose, rather than choosing products simply on price or features. 

Even though Thankyou’s products are stocked in traditional retail stores, they have effectively built a 
community of customers through social media who have influenced retailers to stock their products. And 
even though their products have lots of competitors, customers are choosing Thankyou brands because of 
what they stand for – the Purpose the business is founded on – to end global poverty.  

Vinomofo, on the other hand, have taken a traditional market, and leveraged technology to go direct to 
customer. In a product category where there is lots of choice, “members” of Vinomofo’s community trust 
Vinomofo to make the choice for them, and are happy to sign up to “become part of the most epic tribe of 
wine loving mofos on the planet” to do so. 

This changing paradigm is leading the way in creating a new type of business. One that builds an 
intentional, purpose-driven culture that serves the purpose of the organisation.  Where employees do much 
more than just their job, where they are enabled to do things differently and really partner with customers. 
Increasingly this customer-centric approach is providing a competitive edge in an era of customer power. 
With customers being more intentional about the brands they choose to engage with, purpose rather than 
price is a powerful motivator. 

 

Join me and we’ll change the world 
Behind many of the most successful brands in history, there’s a sharply focused intention to improve lives. 
Jim Stengel, former Marketing Director of Proctor and Gamble, conducted a 10 year growth study on over 
50,000 brands and found that brands that centred their business on a purpose that improved people’s lives 
resonated more with consumers and grew three times faster than their competitors. 

For many of our research participants, there was also a palpable and inspiring sense of genuinely wanting to 
make a difference in the world. Most of the people we spoke to were in some way game changers, 
disruptors and cared passionately about what they do and why they do it. 

Many indicated that money wasn’t (or was no longer) their primary motivator and for approximately two 
thirds of the people we spoke to, their purpose related in some way to making an impact on the world. 

 

“We were inspired by the entrepreneurs driving change during the tech boom and we wanted to help 

them succeed. Our purpose is really being part of that journey of innovation.”  Interview 6 
 

“We tackle very unique and interesting problems … one of the overarching things that we all know we 

do, is try to make the world a better place. The fact that you can work on projects where you know that, 

if this is successful, it’s going to make a change to somebody’s life – that’s important.”  Interview 14 
 

“I always had a focus to not focus on making money. But focus on doing the right thing by people. 

Because the final reward of that is that there would be a financial benefit if you do the right thing by 

people and they see that benefit. It really is knowing that you’re making a huge difference in their life … 

we’ve seen how we’ve contributed to achieving certain things for people that they would never ever have 

thought possible for themselves.”  Interview 19 
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“We exist to inspire others … to pay it forward and to try to create a ripple effect in the community, 

where we can do good actions or volunteer our time. Or investment of our money, not only to help our 

direct cause but to inspire others to do similar things where they might volunteer their time or money to 

help someone who’s in need.”  Interview 21 

	
For just over half, their purpose related to doing something they loved, something that defined or in some 
way personally challenged them. 

 

“I just love building stuff. This is the most complex project that I’ve ever undertaken. We’re changing the 

world and changing the status quo … growing people, (I’m) growing as a person … making a difference 

in people’s lives. It’s exciting to solve all these problems. It’s a big challenge.”  Interview 33 

 

Within that group, just under half wanted to create something new or unique and just over one third had a 
purpose that related to making the world a better place. 

 

“It’s so diverse. You come up with different ideas … Can we make it? Can we do it? I do a lot of R&D. 

From starting a job, designing a job, to the end product. It just gives you a good feeling.”  Interview 5 
 

“I still love creating new products, and putting new stuff on the market 

 that makes the world a better place.  Interview 9 
 

“It’s about building something new. Seeing it take flight. It’s like an engineer building a bridge. This is 

the same thing. It’s like a living being at the end … it will exist without you.”  Interview 10 
 

“The feeling that you’re doing something really innovative. When you come out with things that change 

people’s work lives it’s very satisfying … It would be debilitating if we were just running a shop that was 

competitive, but we’re running a unique place where there are no real competitors.”  Interview 27 

 

A significant number of people also said that one of the reason they would come to work each day was in 
some way related to either the responsibility they felt toward the people they worked with, or a genuine 
sense of enjoying being with their employees and clients. 

 

“Plus (it’s) the staff. I’ve got the best staff that you could possibly think of.  

You look forward to seeing them. It’s good.”  Interview 5 
 

“We work for some of the smartest people in the world, with amazing brands. 

It’s very stimulating you know.”  Interview 6 
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Conclusion 
Our research showed that culture has an important role to play in business as a competitive advantage and 
that it is most valuable to business when it is intentional and focused around serving a compelling shared 
purpose.  For businesses with a well-articulated and compelling “Culture-code” it provided a framework for 
decisions and behaviours throughout the business and focused effort towards achieving the business goals. 

For the business founders we spoke to who were intentional about their culture and nurtured it passionately, 
it has provided a point of difference for employees and customers.   

The increasing war for talent and the challenges of attracting and retaining talented people has also 
influenced a focus on culture in many businesses. Some we spoke to have seen first-hand the benefits of a 
purpose-driven culture in attracting talented employees who are a good fit, and improving employee 
retention and engagement. 

Another strong driver of culture is technology and the rapid changes it is enabling for employees and also 
customers.  Depending on your view, this is a worrying trend or something to be embraced. Either way the 
increasing power of the customer is not something to be ignored – and there is growing recognition that 
leveraging workplace culture is part of the answer. 

In conclusion, workplace culture is rising in importance in Australian businesses, and leveraged well, 
provides a significant competitive advantage. The best of what we saw centred around two interlocking 
elements. The first, a clear, compelling and well-articulated purpose. The second, a culture that is 
deliberately designed and nurtured to serve this purpose.   

We see this as the competitive advantage of a new era. 
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Thank you 
We’d like to thank the following entrepreneurs for their time and generosity in sharing their 
stories and allowing us a glimpse into their world. 

 

Alistair Murray – Ronstan 
Amantha Imber – Inventium 
Arthur Naoumidis – DomaCom 
Bentley Kline – Axios Financial Solutions 
Bill McCorkell – Archiblox 
Brent Vale – Ngage Technology 
Brett Evans – RubberTough 
Charles Davidson – Peninsula Hot Springs 
David Kelly – Kelly Hazel Quill 
Erol Harvey – Minifab 
Evan Kourambas – Kaiser Baas 
Geoff Meakin - Lote Marketing 
Glenn Watson – AFI Branding 
Greg Fordham – Airbiz 
Jeff Herdman – RPS Industries 
Joe Cetrola – Burke Partners 

Jon Tanner – Mitchell Lake 
Junette Keefe – Successful Endeavours 
Justin Dry – Vinomofo 
Justin Nesvanulica – Signal Security 
Ken Maher – East Coast Generators 
Leigh Marriott – Sovereign Financial 
Michael Bird – Social Garden 
Michael Cappochi – Beam Communications 
Michael Pascoe – Olikka 
Pat Bolland – ANCA 
Peter Fenwick – Fenwick Software 
Peter Horton - Lote Marketing 
Ray Keefe – Successful Endeavours 
Robert Sutton – Sutton Tools 
Tim Kidman – The Fuel Agency 

 
 
CONFIDENTIAL 
Some of the people we interviewed for our research asked to remain anonymous.  To honour 
their wishes, we have not included identifying information in the body of the report or included 
their names in the list above. 
 
Note: The names above are listed alphabetically and do not correspond to the interview numbers. 
 
 

About the Research 

Research Methodology Face to face, in-depth interviews with founders and 
CEOs of Australian businesses 

Interview Dates Apr-Jun, 2016 

Number of Businesses Interviewed 33 (including 28 founders or co-founders) 

Number of Employees of the Interviewed 
Businesses 

Median - 25   
Average - 85 

Annual Revenue of the Interviewed 
Businesses 

Median - $9m 
Average - $25m 

Age of the Interviewed Businesses Median - 14 years   
Average - 21 years 

Interviewee Age Average - 49 years 



   
 
 

© Copyright – Salple: Australian Entrepreneurs and the role of workplace culture - 2016 
17 

Ó Copyright Salple, 2016 

This research was conducted with Australian Business Entrepreneurs and CEO’s in 2016.   
The design of the research, interviews and analysis were completed  

by Michelle Brien and Glenn Brien of Salple 

PO Box 647, Mt Martha, Victoria, 3934 

www.salple.com 

info@salple.com 

 

We encourage you to share this report via your preferred platform or to reprint the report unchanged. 
Please attribute the research to Michelle Brien and Glenn Brien, Salple.com 

For more information about this research or the role of culture  
in your organisation please email us at info@salple.com 

 
Disclaimer:  Executive in-depth interviews are an intensive form of qualitative research.  They can provide deep insights 
into current perspectives and concerns, but given the sample size, it is not intended that the results be extrapolated to 
the total population.  This research should be interpreted with this in mind. 

In order to protect the identify of some research participants who asked to remain anonymous, we have used “Interview 
Numbers” rather than names for quotes throughout this report. 

 
About Salple 

Workplace culture defines how business is done. 

Purpose-driven culture transforms business. 

At Salple, we work with businesses to co-create and activate purpose-driven cultures.   

For more information about this research or how to leverage workplace culture  
to transform your business please email us at info@salple.com 

www.Salple.com 

Click through to our website to find out how we can help you to… 
Discover and articulate your purpose 

Attract, engage and retain staff 
Codify culture 

Get staff alignment 
Create a legacy 

Be more innovative 
  



 

 

 


