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Mike Sunley, chief executive, talks about how clearly defining the core values and  
characteristics of the company paved the way for a ‘Best Places to Work’ award  
and further growth for the business

Lexington Catering

Key learning points

1. Define the core values and 
    characteristics of the company

2. Have employees evaluate their  
    own working site regularly 

3. Ensure checks are stored and 
    discussed at a monthly review

4.   Enlist regular employees as 
ambassadors for new schemes

Core values
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I
set up Lexington Catering in 2002 
with my co-founders Katharine 
Lewis and Rachel Linder. At this 
time we felt there was a gap in the 
contract catering market for a 

company to provide delicious food and 
drink for people in their working 
environments, while also creating the 
best dining experience possible and 
offering a highly valued catering 
management service. We started out 
small and now employ over 450 
individuals in and around London. Our 
people are vital to our success as a 
business and because of this we place 
them at the heart of all that we do. This 
has been officially recognised with our 
placing of 11th The Sunday Times ‘Best 
Companies to Work For’ award, 
following a listing in the small businesses 
ranking two years ago. We have also 
achieved the highest standard for 
Investors In People with our gold award. 

Our business issue
As with any small business which sees 
significant growth, we knew it was 
imperative for our core values and 
beliefs to continue to be the company’s 
strength and point of difference in the 
marketplace. We also wanted to 
continue expanding and developing  
as an organisation, but we were all  
very clear that we would need to  
retain our initial vision of a boutique 
hands-on provider. 

We decided to invest in a new 
learning and development programme 
to be introduced across all 40 locations 
to help us do just that — maintain  
our core vision, values and beliefs,  
and offer our clients the best  
possible experience.

What we did
We wanted to ensure the programme 
could be used by all members of the 
Lexington Catering team — from the 
senior management team and  
directors, through to baristas and 
kitchen porters. By designing it as 
such, it gave a clear message that this 
was an important part of our structure 
and one our very top team truly 
believed and worked towards.

It was agreed we needed a people 
expert to develop and implement this 
programme and so we worked with 
learnpurple to design what we called 
‘LexDNA’. The programme was created 
to highlight the ‘make-up’ of what 
constitutes a true Lexington operation 
and would ensure that all employees 
and sites continue to not only meet, but 
excel at Lexington’s core elements — 
our non-negotiables. These reflect the 
standard expected by us in the quality 
and presentation of the food provided, 
the dining and catering facilities and, of 
course, our people.

I worked with my directors and 
operations managers along with Mary-
Jane Flanagan, training director at 
learnpurple, to begin the process of 
developing the in-house tool by 
identifying what is important to 
Lexington Catering and what our make-
up is. From this we were able to create 
an evolving tool which is made up of 
our core values — to deliver great food, 
have fun, nurture talent, respect our 
clients and teams, and to be profitable. 
We decided upon a DNA which has 
three clear strands; food, site and 
people. Under these categories, we 
agreed upon 10 characteristics which 
we believe are integral to running a 

successful Lexington site. For example, 
we had ‘tasty’ (does it taste good?), 
‘seasonal’ (are the displays and food 
fitting with the time of year?) and 
‘variety’ (is there enough?), as 
characteristics under food. For  
our site we measure against ‘friendly’ 
(smiles and warmth), ‘informative’ 
(good, clear, relevant signage)  
and ‘enticing’ (is the smell and  
look inviting?). And for our people, 
‘foodie’ (are they knowledgeable?), 
‘energetic’ (are they doing it with 
oomph?) and ‘immaculate’ (exceptional 
individual presentation).

These characteristics were then 
placed into a ‘reality check’ — easy to 
use checklists which could be 
completed by every single member of 
the Lexington team. Everyone is 
encouraged to carry out this simple 
exercise twice a week and highlight the 
three areas of action they will 
personally target and improve. The 
checks are then stored for discussion 
with the site operation manager as part 
of their monthly review process, with 
the biggest improvements and required 
actions noted for work over the 
following months. By having each 
employee evaluate their own working 
space against the characteristics, we 
believe a greater sense of pride, 
responsibility and ownership for the 
whole site is created, rather than just 
their immediate working responsibilities.

Communication
Rolling out the new programme 
correctly was vital to the success of the 
LexDNA scheme. We needed to ensure 
it was communicated, practiced and 
well-managed across all of our sites. 



38

Talent Engagement Review n www.talentengagementreview.com

TER n Summer Volume 1 Issue 4

We appointed six ‘Lexy SuperStars’ to 
champion the project across the 
business. They represent each 
operation manager’s site patch and are 
on hand to give advice, tips and ensure 
the LexDNA programme is practiced 
and well-managed across all of the 
sites in their area.

The superstars are also official 
mentors of our ‘LexyStars’ who are 
located on a site level and are 
responsible for introducing the 
programme into their own sites. 
LexyStars can be anyone within the 
business and are nominated by their 
managers as key ambassadors for the 
programme, showing high levels of 
motivation and good communication 
skills. They are the brand managers of 
LexDNA but that doesn’t mean they are 
the ones to do the reality check every 
time. The LexyStars are the key link 
between the board, who live and 
breathe the LexDNA programme, and 
our employees. They teach the team 
initially on what LexDNA is by using the 
ready-made briefing notes and then 
working with the managers to get the 
reality checks happening. Once these 
are rolling, they then monitor the 
checks to ensure they are completed 
consistently and any actions are being 
worked on.

I’ve already said our people are key 
to our success and is why we place 
them at the heart of everything we do. 
We engage them from the very 
beginning and continue to work with 
them developing this programme. By 
using ‘normal’ people from within the 
sites to act as ambassadors of 
LexDNA, we allowed easier access to 
the programme rather than it be viewed 

as the next big ‘management’ concept. 
I am also a strong believer of 

walking the talk and recognise that 
implementing things from above, but 
not actually participating ourselves, can 
cause a scheme to fail. Because of this 
my team and I have been heavily 
involved from the beginning and 
continue to be now. On a monthly basis 
we, with the operations managers, 
review all of the LexDNA sites 
performance and achievements; 
celebrating the successes openly  
and working with the teams on the 
action points.

My team and I believe in the value 
of this programme and its impact on us 
as a business. As a result we want to 
create a talent pipeline that lives and 
breathes everything we are investing in. 
We have therefore incorporated 
LexDNA into our recruitment and 
performance appraisal processes to 
ensure our core values and beliefs are 
as strong in the future as they are 
today. We use an 
online 
appraisal 
system, 

talent toolbox™ and have added 
relevant questions based upon the 
LexDNA characteristics. This will help 
us measure the impact of the 
programme as well as identify potential 
‘LexyStars’ early on so we can offer 
them the support to progress and be 
nominated into this role.

And the result...
With LexDNA launched in February 
2011, the programme is still in the very 
early stages. However, we are already 
seeing a real buzz throughout the 
company with our people really 
understanding the importance of the 
Lexington brand and how the values 
play a significant role in everything we 
do. Over time I know our investment in 
this programme will deliver tangible 
results in terms of both financial and 
qualitative targets. n
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