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Inspiring Employees to Act as Brand Advocates: Insights from 

Herman Miller  

Acting from a tradition of people-focused leadership philosophies, Herman Miller 

highlights three practices that have turned its 5,000 employees into brand 

advocates. 

By Marcus Erb, Great Place to Work® Institute 

 

Increasingly, the making of a company’s brand is moving from the marketing 

department into the hands of its employees. Spurred by societal shifts like social media, 

workers are ever more capable of building up their employer’s reputation or tearing it 

down. How does a leader inspire brand advocacy in employees? Brian Walker, CEO of 

the iconic furniture maker Herman Miller, shared his perspective at the 2011 Great 

Place to Work® Conference. 

“In some ways, it seems obvious that it’s not a question of what role employees play,” 

said Walker. “They are the only ones who can build your corporate reputation.”  

At the Michigan-based company, empowering its five thousand employees originates 

from a strong history of people-focused leadership philosophies. Starting with its 

founder, D.J. DePree, Herman Miller leaders have embraced and acted upon mottos like 

“Everybody is extraordinary” and “Want the whole person.”  Since the company’s 

founding in 1923, these have grown to include maxims like “The first responsibility of a 

leader is to define reality, the last is to say thank you.” 

“When you take all of these together, the way I sum up our leadership philosophy is 

believe everyone’s especially important,” said Walker. “If you can achieve that, it’s 

amazing how much of an advocate they become for the company because actually the 

company is them.”  

Philosophies like these have driven innovative people practices and won the company 

recognition as a great workplace, including appearing several times on the 100 Best 

Places to Work For list. More importantly, they shape the way leaders and employees 

work together, in particular three practices that Walker called out as critical in inspiring 

employees to build up the company’s reputation: 

• Focus on problem-solving design 

While it’s known for its furniture, Herman Miller considers itself a set of 

problem solvers. When a new product is considered, it is common for 

employees from all areas to collaborate on creating design and production 

solutions. In this way, employees become personally connected to the 

company’s products. “When they’re a part of creating it,” explained Walker, 
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“they become even bigger advocates for the product, designer, and the 

company…They believe what we produce is special.” 

 

• Environmental advocacy 

On a plaque at Herman Miller headquarters, another quote from founder D.J. 

DePree reads “In the long run, all businesses and business leaders will be judged 

not by their profits or their products but by their impact on humanity.” 

Employees live up to this aspiration through their environmental advocacy, 

most notably through its Environmental Quality Action Team. Originally started 

as a small employee volunteer group, the 400 person team sets and drives 

Herman Miller’s environmental goals and advocacy. Today, its goal is to reduce 

the company environmental impact to zero by 2020. As of 2010, the company 

had eliminated 87% of its impact, driven by this team’s efforts.  

• Drive to be a force for positive change in their community 

Herman Miller’s mission statement includes “exemplifying a force for positive 

change in our communities.” Employees live out this tenet, donating 115,000 

hours of volunteer time over the past six years. Their activities ranged from 

spending a day working with underprivileged children in 24 cities across the U.S. 

and Canada to building a playground for economically depressed neighborhood 

in Michigan. “This speaks volumes for the spirit that we try to create at Herman 

Miller,” said Walker. 

Operating from a belief that employees are core to its business, Herman Miller has given 

them the freedom to participate in a way that creates a sense of belonging to something 

special. “As a leader, you have to decide what it is you’re going to deliver to your 

customers, whether that is a product or a service,” said Walker. “If you’re discerning 

about it and make what you’re doing aspirational, then you’ll inspire your employees to 

be an advocate for you.” 

 

About Great Place to Work® Institute 

Great Place to Work® Institute has been listening to employees and evaluating employers since 

1980 in order to understand what makes a workplace great. 

We know that the foundation of every great workplace is trust between employees and 

management. Our Best Companies to Work For lists, employee surveys, culture assessment 

tools, advisory services, and educational events have made us leaders in helping organizations 

build high-trust workplaces. 

The Great Place to Work® Institute combines our expertise and proprietary tools to help you turn 

your workplace culture into a powerful source of competitive strength and business success. To 

learn more, visit our website, email or feel free to give us a call at 415.503.1234, ext. 380. 


