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LEVERAGINGCULTURE
TODRIVE PERFORMANCE

MaRry TERESA BiTTI
Postmenia ConTeNT WoRks

The Canadian economy is at
an inflection point as organ-
izations continue to reset and
find their footing post-pan-
demic. During a time of high
uncertainty, business models
and ways of working were
adjusted, with the focus on
keeping people safe, happy
and healthy but, in some
cases, without clear links to
putting people first and driv-
ing outcomes.

“When pendulums swing
in business, it takes time for
organizations to come back
fully. This year’s Canada’s
Most Admired Corporate
Cultures Award winners have
proven they are focused on
doing the right things for
their people while driving
productivity,” says Marty Par-
ker, president and CEO of
Waterstone Human Capital,
and founder of the Canada’s
Most Admired Corporate
Cultures program. “They are
leveraging people-first strat-
egies and tactics to build trust
and accountability, encour-
age and support learning and
leadership development, and
fuel growth and innovation.”

Specifically, this year’s win-
ners are connecting people
and culture to organizational
objectives. They are priori-
tizing transparency, encour-
aging and actioning employ-
ee feedback, and becoming
much more deliberate in
understanding each employ-
ee’s purpose — and connec-
tion to the organization’s
purpose. They are developing
robust recruitment and on-
boarding programs to ensure
alignment with organization-
al values and purpose. They
are identifying, prioritizing
and developing innovative
learning and mentorship
opportunities for employees
who have demonstrated a de-
sire to grow. They are looking
to the future and investing
in systems and technologies
such as Al to drive efficiency,
productivity and innovation,
as well as to attract and retain
top talent. And they are regu-
larly taking the pulse of their
cultures and putting data to
work to ensure engagement,
job satisfaction and perform-
ance.

“Canada’s Most Admired
Corporate Cultures winners
are investing in human cap-
ital, labour composition and
innovation,” says Parker.
“When you focus on these
areas, you are going to see
great outcomes.”

ENTERPRISE
CATEGORY WINNER:
LONGO’S

In 2026, Longo’s will
celebrate its 70th anniver-
sary. The 41-store grocery
chain was founded by three
brothers who built a culture
around treating people like
family. That culture con-
tinues to inform every inter-
action, discussion and de-
cision, says company presi-
dent Deb Craven. “It comes
to life by being honest,
trustworthy, demonstrating
mutual respect, and voglia,
that’s about passion, perse-
verance, whatever it takes to
get things done for the guest
or for your team members
and bringing that to work
every day.”

Craven is quick to point
out that Longo’s “treating
you like family culture”
doesn’t mean no account-
ability. It means everyone
holds each other account-
able. Leaders set and share
clear expectations, targets
and yearly plans with em-
ployees. These plans are
informed by ongoing feed-
back from employees via
regular listening sessions
throughout the year be-
tween team members and
their leaders. Employees
receive updates on how Lon-
go’s is actioning their feed-
back and, if not, why not.
Longo’s also asks custom-
ers to rate their shopping
experience, what they liked
and didn’t like. “We call this
our true rating score. Mak-
ing sure we are doing the
right things for our guests is
a big part of our target-set-
ting,” says Craven.

“We should always be able
to draw a direct line between
what we do and the guests.
Our head office is called the
Longo’s Support Centre. It’s
all about supporting the
stores and the distribution
centre that are supporting
our guests. Our CEO, An-
thony Longo, starts each
townhall meeting by walking
us through the family pur-
pose, why the business was
set up, and asking people
how what they do positive-
ly impacts the store, team
members and the guests.”

Longo’s recently invested
in the Axonify and Achiev-
ers recognition platform to
celebrate team members and
to provide training modules
to reinforce Longo’s culture
and help team members ac-
cess more specific role-relat-
ed education. To drive per-
sonal and business growth,
Longo’s provides coaching,
access to courses, scholar-
ship programs and depart-
ment manager training, a
six-month program to help
future leaders stretch and
grow in the organization.

In 2024, for the second year
in a row, Longo’s was named
the No. 1 grocery store in
Ontario in the annual Leger
WOW survey.

MID-MARKET
CATEGORY WINNER:
QSL INTERNATIONAL

How do we continue
to grow after the founder
leaves? That was the chal-
lenge Robert Bellisle faced
when he became CEO of QSL
International in 2016. By that
point, the company was 38
years old and well-established
as a key supply-chain player
in terminal operations, steve-
doring, marine services, logis-
tics and transport throughout
North America.

The answer: Turn to the
data to build the systems to
drive excellence and employ-
ee satisfaction.

In 2018, QSL launched
Project Data to better under-
stand the KPIs around safe-
ty, operations and finance.
They worked with a local
firm to build Tracking Cargo
3, an entirely new enterprise
resource planning system
tailored specifically to QSL.
“We hired business intelli-
gence analysts to make sure
everybody had easy access to
the results they needed. That
allowed us to leapfrog in our
growth because we have the
data necessary for people to
do their jobs and continu-
ously improve.”

In 2021, QSL launched
Imperium, a program that
has allowed the company to
set itself apart in the areas of
environmental sustainabil-
ity, health and safety. Specif-
ically, it got to work earning
internationally recognized
certification for its ports in
each of these areas, includ-
ing Green Marine, ISO 14001
(environmental management
systems), ISO 45001 (occupa-
tional health and safety).

“We created Project Har-
mony to make sure we deliv-
er the employee experience
we want all of our people to
have: fun, innovative, always
improving. Our slogan is Cer-
tified Routine-Free Work. We
create opportunities that are
interesting and allow you to
learn and do new things.”

In addition to external
training and education pro-
grams, the company also
launched QSL University and

Ont., store opening participating in its version of a
ribbon-cutting, the “apple-biting ceremony”; Security Compass Winter All Hands session, 2025; collaboration and team work
at its best at QSL; The Coconut Software team at its Making Waves Company Retreat in 2022.
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a layered learning structure
to support people through-
out their careers — from on-
boarding to frontline oper-
ations to middle, general and
senior management. Staff are
encouraged to discuss their
career path objectives with
their manager, have access to
career counselling and to one-
on-ones with HR to discover
the full spectrum of oppor-
tunities at QSL. “We are try-
ing to put all the momentum
in place so that people can see
a path forward here.”

The result: In 2023 and
2024, 20 per cent of new hires
came from employee recom-
mendations. Over the past
eight years, QSL has achieved
double-digit compound an-
nual growth rate, and almost
tripled revenue and profits.

GROWTH CATEGORY
WINNER: SECURITY
COMPASS

Security Compass helps
build more secure software
by design. This is typically
not the case in cybersecurity,
where people build systems
first and then try to make
them safe, says CEO Ro-
hit Sethi. “Usually, security
breaches can be prevented
if security best practices had
been in place. That’s what
we help people do. If we can
effect more change, we can
have many fewer cases of
data being stolen. That’s one
example. There are also safe-
ty issues in vehicles, indus-
trial control systems and util-
ities, etc., that we are having
an impact on. That oppor-
tunity doesn’t exist every-
where. To have this capability
to help society at large but
still in a for-profit company
is remarkable. That’s why
people stay.”

Purpose is a defining as-
pect of the culture at Security
Compass, which is codified
in its core values: customer
focus, collaboration, owner-
ship, authenticity and respect.
While culture is now part of
the company’s DNA, it wasn’t
always this way.

“We began as a consulting
company. Those security con-
sultants would have so many

job offers, it was hard to com-
pete. That is when we started
to focus on culture and took
steps to formalize it

Today, engagement is a
KPI tied to executive com-
pensation, as well as the
overall company bonus. It is
also one of the topics of the
monthly town halls, along-
side the state of the business,
how the company is doing
against its goals and an open
Q&A. “When engagement
wanes everybody knows,
and the engagement com-
mittees focus on what needs
to improve in individual de-
partments and the entire
company. We take actions to
make sure we are listening
to the feedback we’re getting
from team members.”

Security Compass has pri-
oritized development, reten-
tion and fostering an environ-
ment of knowledge-sharing.
Its multi-faceted learning
and growth program includes
external training, internal,
cross-functional mentorship,
and career coaching. “For us,
it’s important to ask what’s
best for you in your career in-
dependent of whether that’s
here. If it is here, great, but
even if it’s not, it’s incumbent
on the manager to work with
their direct report to foster
skills and experience,” says
Sethi. “Knowing we sup-
ported them, they are likely to
become referrals to custom-
ers or other employees.”

EMERGING
CATEGORY WINNER:
COCONUT SOFTWARE

CEO Katherine Regnier
founded Coconut Software
to simplify how financial in-
stitutions connect with their
valued customers. “As cus-
tomers, it should be effort-
less to get what you need,”
she says.

Today, the customer en-
gagement platform offers ap-
pointment scheduling, video
banking, lobby management,
and branch optimization
products to banks and credit
unions across Canada and the
U.S., and now services 50 mil-
lion end users.

Continued, see Culture, FP6
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High-performance cultures aren’t born, they’re built — and at Waterstone, wé're*here to help
you find and develop better leaders, build better cultures, and get better results.

On behalf of Waterstone, congratulations to this year’s Canada’s Most Admired Corporate
Cultures™, Canada’s Most Admired CEO™, and Canada’s Most Admired Chief People and
Culture Officer™ award winners.

www.waterstonehc.com | www.canadasmostadmired.com
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