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Welcome to Quintessa:  
Employee Owner of the Year 2015 

Facilitator: Chris Heald, Telos Partners 

Contributor: David Hodgkinson, Quintessa 
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Quintessa’s Employee Ownership Journey  

• Quintessa Overview  

• Why Employee Ownership? 

• Starting from Scratch 

• Developing Quintessa’s EO Ethos & Culture 

• How has Employee Ownership Helped us Grow? 

• How to Sustain Employee Ownership for the Next Generation?  

• Setting up the Employee Ownership Trust (EOT) 

• What Changed after the EOT Transition? 

• Why was I awarded Employee Owner of the Year 2015? 

• What Happened Next? 

• Outlook 
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Quintessa Overview - Sectors 

Quintessa provides technical and strategic consultancy, research and software       

to facilitate a low carbon energy future 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Carbon Abatement 
 

Mitigating environmental 

risks of carbon fuels e.g. 

carbon capture & storage 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nuclear Power 
 

Safety & reliability of 

nuclear reactors, sites and 

radioactive waste 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Renewable Energy 
 
Design, optimization and 

reliability of technologies 

& environmental impact 
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Quintessa Overview – Professional Services 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Computer Modelling 

 
 

Software development:  

mathematical modelling 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Decision Support 

 
 

Structured analysis to 

improve strategy 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Risk Assessment 

 
 

Environmental and 

safety assessment 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Geosciences 
 

  

and materials science 

research & consultancy 

Quintessa provides technical and strategic consultancy, research and software       

to facilitate a low carbon energy future 
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Quintessa Overview – Employee Owners 

A Fellowship of Problem Solvers 
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Why Employee Ownership? 

• Previous company sold - culture change – a common story – so started anew 

• Why have external shareholders when employees have the skills to run business? 

• People-centred approach to business 

• Failed to find JOL on 1999 web, but inspired by Bob Beyster the founder of SAIC combining 
employee ownership with technical excellence, and FED 
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Starting from Scratch 

• Sought out advisors to start up Quintessa as EO company 

• Bank Manager said “don’t give up a good job” 

• Accountant very sceptical – but eventually came round 

• Started from home, financed by savings and second mortgage 

• Planned to grow slowly to ease cash flow, but grew faster than expected 

• Japanese clients were supportive and paid invoices in advance 

• Creative, exciting, challenging, frightening, stressful but satisfying 
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Developing Quintessa’s EO Ethos & Culture 

• Respect for individuals, fairness 
o Formal (e.g. ‘appraisals’) and informal (e.g. lunch) discussions to understand employees 

& how they can best contribute to the company  

• Openness 
o Sharing of information (e.g. accounts, meeting notes) with all employees  

• Empowerment  
o Involvement in decision making meetings (strategy away days, management, marketing, 

recruitment, resource planning, business development, internal investment, project cycle) 

 Better decisions – from collective expertise and experience 

 Satisfaction from more control over working lives 

 Commitment to ‘go the extra mile’ 
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How has Employee Ownership Helped us Grow?  

• EO ethos / culture: primary attraction for recruitment / retention / motivation... 

• Share option scheme with dividends on shares in recognition of co-creation 

• Clients like the employee commitment and sustainability of EO companies 
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How to Sustain EO for the Next Generation? 
• Who would own the company when the initial shareholders retire? 

• Frequent offers to buy Quintessa – how would they resist the temptation? 

• Employee Trust holding shares in ‘perpetuity’ is the best chance of continuing as an EO 
company 

• But in 2008 there were tax disadvantages so we waited, lobbied and built up cash 

• EOT / 2014 Finance Act: thanks to Graeme Nuttall, EOA & Coalition Government 
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Setting up the Employee Ownership Trust - 1 
• In parallel with development of 2014 Finance Bill 

• Employee engagement at every possible opportunity 

• Main Purpose of Trust: Quintessa should continue as a successful, independent 
and professionally managed trading enterprise with an Employee Ownership Ethos 

• Trustee Directors: 2 elected by employees; 2 appointed by Company Board; and   
1 external appointed by other Trustee Directors 

 

   Steve Benbow            Alan Paulley            Ewan Hall            Jackie Outram           David Hodgkinson 
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Setting up the Employee Ownership Trust - 2 
• Expert advisors for once in a lifetime process 

• Independent valuation of shares, & agreement with shareholders about affordability 

• Monthly Trustee meetings to manage process & documentation + plan post-EOT era 

• 100% of shares sold in single transaction on same terms to all shareholders 

• Royal Assent 17 July; EOT formed 22 July 2014 

• 50% paid on sale, remainder over 7 years 

Graeme Nuttall Jennifer Martin Neil Palmer Ian Dale Ewan Hall 

Fieldfisher Fieldfisher Fieldfisher Crowe Clark Whitehill Baxendale 
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What Changed after the EOT Transition?   
• All employees now equal owners  

• Wider and deeper sense of commitment, and desire to influence company 

• New Employee Engagement Surgeries 
o No Directors at surgeries - issues can be discussed more freely 

o No agenda – any topic can be discussed 

o Notes of meeting circulated 

o Directors respond to issues raised, and discussed at management meetings 

o Numerous suggestions adopted (e.g. long-service awards, bonus process, office envt) 
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Why was I awarded Employee Owner of the Year 2015? 
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What Happened Next? – Management Succession 

• 1st January 2016: stepped down as MD in favour of long time colleague Richard 
Little, and I became part time Chairman 

• Culmination of succession planning process starting with Richard’s appointment as 
Operations Director in 2012 

• Founders are rarely the right people to run a mature business, and Richard’s 
organisational skills have brought a new lease of life to Quintessa 

• Chairman supports the MD – and only when asked! 

What is the Chairman to do? As 

little as possible. That is the 

essence of the plan. In theory 

the Partnership should get along 

perfectly well without a 

Chairman. 

John Spedan Lewis 1948 
Richard Little 
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What Happened Next? – ‘Hard Times’ 

• In 2015/16 FY major clients significantly reduced spending 

• EO ethos  open discussion / consensus with all employees on issues / actions 

o Reduced non essential expenditure 

o No recruitment 

o Some employees volunteered to reduce hours 

o No pay rises, reduced bonus 

o Increased work winning activities 

o Investment of ‘spare’ time in targeted business development & software development 

o Refocused monthly resource planning meetings to include business development 

o e-Marketing initiative 

• Finished 2015/16 with a reduced profit, & back to normal profitability in 2016/17 
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Outlook 

• EO is about much more than who owns the shares  

• EO ethos permeates all parts of the business  

• Ethos and culture beat everything else  

• It’s all about people, and interactions with each other 
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Questions and Discussions 
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Thank you.  Enjoy the rest of the conference 
 
... and thanks to the EOA for bringing us all 
together so that we can learn from each other 


