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Hitting a Home Run
Winning Strategies Pay Off
By Symone C. Skrzycki

H

ow do you define victory – and how do you achieve it?
It takes a special mix of coaching, teamwork and talent to create successful
sports teams – the ones that stand out from the crowd. Those same characteristics
play a major role in nurturing a winning workplace culture.
Exceptional leaders, like great coaches, cultivate camaraderie and inspire
their teams. They recognize outstanding performances. They identify strengths
and address opportunities for improvement.
In the business world and on the playing field, efforts from all of the team’s “players” determine
the final outcome. Celebrating successes – and rebounding from setbacks – is all part of the
game. No matter the company’s size or industry, they share one goal: victory.
We gathered a panel of honorees from the 2013 Best Places to Work in Indiana program to
discuss what it takes to triumphantly build a strong workplace culture and earn a spot on the list:
Participants:
Rick Dennen, president and CEO, Oak Street Funding, Carmel
Chris Martin, talent and culture leader, Hanapin Marketing, Bloomington
Kevin Speer, president and CEO, Hendricks Regional Health, Danville
Elaine Spitz, HR manager, NIPSCO (NiSource subsidiary), Merrillville

Covering all the bases
Confronting obstacles on the road to success can strengthen a team’s resolve. And when players
dust themselves off and improve their collective performance, future triumphs are even sweeter.
Constructive criticism – or employee feedback – is only helpful when it’s truly taken to
heart. Panelists credit that philosophy with helping them make the 2013 Best Places list.
Dennen describes Oak Street Funding as “a bank for insurance agents.” Formed in 2003, it
employs 60 people. Staff size has doubled since 2011, following an acquisition the year before
by a private equity group.
“We had so much going on as you can imagine growing like that,” he observes. “You know,
it (the Best Places to Work recognition) does mean more. It means that the people we have doing
the hiring and the managers that we have in place are doing the right things. It’s more a
validation of the overall business plan and the strategy we put forth with the private equity firm
– it’s nice to see.”
Hendricks Regional Health, a past Best Places honoree, operates three primary outpatient
facilities (in Danville, Avon and Plainfield) as well as a unique wellness model with the YMCA in
Avon. It has approximately 1,600 employees.
“We never wanted to come off the list, but having done so, it certainly brought issues to our
attention that we needed to address,” Speer comments.
“(Ranking in the 2013 competition) showed us as an organization that our employees are
engaged and paying attention, and that as we responded to the clear messages we got from those
(Best Places) surveys, the employees said, ‘You know what? This is a great place to work.’ ”
Hanapin Marketing specializes in search engine marketing, paid search programs and
working with search engines as well as social media entities to provide advertising for clients of
all sizes. The organization employs 22 people. Martin estimates that number will double or even
triple over the next two to three years.
He points out that the company’s small size provided an opportunity to touch base with
employees following the (previous) Best Places application process and gain additional input.
“We were able to ask them, ‘Why didn’t we score higher on this?’ or ‘Why did we score so
high on this versus something else?’ ”
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Individuals expressed a desire for more transparency and
annual holiday party and Christmas bonus program. In
open communication at all four of the organizations – and the
addition, plans are underway to reinstate a “Care and Share”
companies have responded.
program, in which associates can benefit from successful
“One of the things that was appealing when I went to
outcomes centered on quality and patient care.
work at Hanapin (last year), and also I think one of the reasons
“I think it’s all of those little things together that create
why we won this year, is we really leverage full disclosure –
that environment that folks want to come to work,” declares
very transparent monthly, weekly, daily conversations with
Speer, who has an open door policy with staff. “They want to
team members about what they need from us to be successful,”
be a part of the organization. They feel engaged. They feel like
Martin stresses.
they’re making a difference.”
NIPSCO, which provides natural gas and electric services
Promoting volunteerism also
to customers in the northern third of Indiana, also bolstered
strikes a chord.
communication efforts. It has
Employees at NIPSCO’s local
about 3,200 employees.
branches compete to raise money
“I think it’s all of
Driving the success of
for the American Heart Association
those little things
programs launched around
(think dunk tanks, with managers
together that create
that goal is a commitment to
taking the plunge).
viewing issues from the
“Although it sounds kind of
that environment that
employees’ perspective.
silly,
we found playing games and
folks want to come to
“They want to work for a
having fun really made a
work. … They feel
solid corporation that has a
difference,” Spitz comments.
engaged. They feel like
definite business plan. We
Employees also embrace an
they’re making a difference.”
communicate that much
increased family focus.
Kevin Speer
more frequently with folks
“A lot of folks wanted to bring
Hendricks Regional Health
because it wasn’t getting
their kids to work and we didn’t have
down to our frontline
any formalized program, so we
workers as (well as) we had thought,” Spitz reveals.
created one,” Spitz remarks. “We made sure that everyone had
“They need to know what it means to them, that what
hard shoes on and gave all the kids helmets. The parents are
they do every day really does matter. We really took that into
so proud to let them go through that.”
account and set up several committees with all sorts of different
Martin describes how investing in technology upgrades –
folks so that we could hear them and give them the information
and ultimately employees – is paying off at Hanapin Marketing.
they’re looking for – not what we thought that they needed –
“They (employees) said, ‘Hey, we can improve our own
and I think that made the difference for us.”
productivity and our ease of doing work and the quality of
A word of caution: Don’t assume you know what your
work because it will be easier to sit at our desk and accomplish
employees are thinking.
some of these tasks.’
“Our CEO and I had this conversation a few weeks ago
“Allowing them to sort of justify the cost, the investment,
about the fact that the key was to not take anything for
and then us following through and actually providing it for
granted, to actually get in front of every single person and ask
them has really gone a long way. There is an investment, but
them what was working, what was not,” Martin shares. “And
we definitely can see that there is a return on that investment
not to just impose the culture upon them, but to make sure
because it was thought out from the team member base.”
that they were a part of the culture.”
Leveling the playing field
Ongoing dialogue at honorees’ companies takes the form
We asked panelists who has
of one-on-one conversations with leadership, monthly “town
the easier job of establishing and
hall” staff meetings, informal coffee chats, lunch and learn
maintaining the desired workplace
sessions revolving around employee benefits and more.

Necessary equipment
Although compensation and benefits are a factor in employee
satisfaction, it’s often the small things that make a difference.
Oak Street Funding incorporates chili cook-offs, Nintendo
Wii tournaments and other festivities into monthly company
meetings.
“The chili cook-off we did in February was literally something
that cost us nothing. They are events that really bring the entire
group together and allow different departments to converse, spend
some time together and develop relationships,” Dennen emphasizes.
Hendricks Regional Health recently re-implemented its
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“We’ve developed
leadership courses our
managers can sign up
for so that they understand
what’s expected of them
because what they used to do 20 years
ago is not what we need them to do today.”
Elaine Spitz
NIPSCO
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culture: the small, growing company or a larger, more diverse
organization?
Turns out both provide a unique competitive advantage.
“I think that there are pros and cons to each,” Dennen
asserts. “(At a) smaller organization, I think management has
an easier ability to influence the culture and kind of set the
tone versus a larger organization, but the impact of hiring
decisions has a greater impact.”
Martin notes that while larger organizations may have
resources, smaller companies contend with less “red tape.”
“The one benefit that I’ve definitely seen in a small
organization versus a very large organization is obviously the speed
of which you can get something done,” he reflects. “If there’s a
great idea in place that you can execute and you can do it
affordably, then you can get it to market so to speak very quickly.”
Speer praises the resources offered at large organizations
like Hendricks Regional Health, but acknowledges that its size
can pose challenges.
“It takes longer to turn the ship if there’s a cultural issue
or there’s an employee satisfaction issue simply because of the
geographic distribution of all those employees,” he concedes.
“There isn’t one place that everyone can gather and you can
have a conversation. So, it probably has to be more deliberate
sometimes, those interactions, versus being able to have a
sidebar conversation in the hallway.”
Oak Street Funding’s acquisition ultimately strengthened

the company, but some employees initially resisted the transition.
“Once those people either decided to move on because
they didn’t like that much change or accepted that change was
going to occur, to me is really the difference in why we made
the list this year versus last,” Dennen stresses. “Now you’ve got
one cohesive team that’s very collaborative in the way that they
work together. They’re looking to change each and every day,
and it’s just created a great team environment around Oak Street.”
Helping employees embrace new procedures and
management approaches also has been a priority at NIPSCO.
“We’ve had some changeover of some folks that have been
here for 30 years in the management ranks that kind of
operated under the old ‘control and command’ philosophy,”
Spitz explains. “We’ve developed leadership courses our
managers can sign up for so that they understand what’s
expected of them because what they used to do 20 years ago is
not what we need them to do today.”

Taking one for the team
Enhancing workplace culture often requires financial
investment. Spitz notes that employees often see an investment
in the business as an investment in them as well.
“In 2013, we have a $500 million budget for all the
maintenance and programs. People are ecstatic about it. People
appreciate that we’re putting more money into the maintenance
of our plants than we ever have,” she relates.

“expand”
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“(In addition), we put a huge emphasis on employee safety. People felt like the company
really did care about them because we would stop work if it was icy outside. We’d get them to
come inside and do some kind of work. We really put our money where our mouth was.”
Dennen concurs that dollars invested in employees is money well
spent.
“I am a huge believer – coming out of public accounting – that if
you hire the right people and set the right culture, it does go straight
“The key was to not
to the bottom line,” he says. “The other investment that we’ve made
take anything for
year after year (in addition to new hires) is that any increases in
benefit costs have been put onto the company. Those amounts
granted, to actually
(employees pay) are not going up, and any increases we pay for.”
get in front of every
Indeed, resisting the urge to cut costs makes a bold statement
single person, to ask
about employee investment.
them what was
“You hear that people are cutting benefits, raising costs or doing
away with some of the programs that exist. We’ve been very resistant
working, what was not.”
to that and just the opposite,” Martin shares. “We have tried to stay very true to the
Chris Martin
Hanapin Marketing
benefits that one – people really enjoy – and two, still may cost us in some way.
“By not changing anything, I think we’ve sort of reinforced how important
benefits are to our people.”

Time to celebrate!
As companies bask in their Best Places to Work honor, they’re incorporating two key words:
“thank you.”
Senior leadership at NIPSCO personally delivered a fleece company vest to workers as a
token of appreciation.
“That goes a long way,” Spitz remarks.
Hanapin Marketing recognized national Employee Appreciation Day on March 1 with coffee
runs (leadership’s treat), a Rock Band competition and “lots of food.”
Along with instilling a sense of pride in employees, the recognition potentially can attract
future talent.
“I think it’s an awesome opportunity to be associated with a
“You never want to
company
that is recognized for this,” Martin observes. “From a
sit back and stop
recruitment standpoint and from a company that’s going to grow and
trying to change and
add a lot of people, I’m very excited to have it in my war chest of
stop trying to improve how you treat things to use. I’ve already seen people reaching out to me looking for
your people because, if so, we’re not opportunities as a result of our recognition.”
The bottom line: It’s all about people.
going to be on the list next year.”
“It’s extremely satisfying. I think that my role as CEO – I’m the
Rick Dennen
chief cultural officer – it’s my job to preserve and protect that,” Speer
Oak Street Funding
proclaims. “The fact that folks are on board with where they work
and they’re happy gives us as an organization the tools we need to move forward.”
Dennen adds, “People are the most important thing in my opinion in any business. You
never want to sit back and stop trying to change and stop trying to improve how you treat your
people because, if so, we’re not going to be on the list next year.”
“You talk about teams,” Spitz chimes in, “that’s exactly what it is – everybody recognizing
their area of expertise. We all recognize the value of all the different positions everybody holds.
We appreciate it, we respect it; we treat it with care and respect.
“It can take you to that championship and to being one of the Best Places to Work in Indiana.”
INFORMATION LINK

Resources: Rick Dennen at rick.dennen@oakstreetfunding.com
Chris Martin at chris.martin@hanapinmarketing.com
Kevin Speer at kpspeer@hendricks.org
Elaine Spitz at espitz@nisource.com
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