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What defines a “small workplace” or small business? That question isn’t easy to answer. The Small 

Business Association (SBA) has standards in place for what a small business is that are designed to 

protect the culture of small businesses and ensure that the term retains its meaning and value. Small 

business standards aren’t simple or one-size-fits-all; small business criteria changes based on 

industry, earnings, and other factors.  

Many manufacturing businesses are only considered small businesses if they have fewer than 500 

employees. At the same time, an insurance carrier can have up to 1,500 employees and still be 

considered small. The sliding scale of what constitutes a small business extends to revenue. For 

instance, a farm or agricultural business can be defined as small if it earns under $750,000 in an 

average year. Construction companies can still qualify as small businesses if they are earning under 

$36.5 million each year. 

Defining what “small business” means is difficult—and determining which of these companies are 

the “best” small workplaces in the country is even harder. There are so many factors at play, from 

salaries to benefits to company culture, that crowning one small business the best place to work is a 

near-impossible task, especially since most businesses in the U.S. fit the “small business” label.  

Using recent lists of top small workplaces from sources such as Fortune, Great Place to Work, and the 

American Psychological Association, we take a look at what makes a great small business work. 

The Lists 

Each year, multiple publications and organizations recognize a few of the top small employers in the country and 

around the world. In this white paper, we reference these four recent lists of exemplary small workplaces. 

 

The Best Small Workplaces 
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• Fortune magazine’s 2018 “50 Best Small Workplaces” list 

Each year, Fortune compiles lists ranking top American companies, including the famed Fortune 500. 

Among those lists is the “50 Best Small Workplaces” in the United States. For this list, Fortune partners 

with the analytics firm Great Place to Work to survey workers.  

In 2018, the magazine considered any company “with 10 to 99 people” for its “50 Best Small 

Workplaces” list. Fortune and Great Place to Work pulled anonymous survey data for more than 

158,000 U.S. employees, asking them about everything from company values to day-to-day 

workplace experience. In total, each employee answered about 60 questions for the surveys.  

 

• Fortune’s 2018 “25 Best Small and Medium Workplaces for Women” list 

Stemming from another partnership between Fortune and Great Place to Work, this list includes survey 

feedback “representing more than 4.5 million U.S. employees.” For the most part, that feedback came 

from women: Fortune and Great Place to Work asked female employees to complete 60-question 

surveys to establish a “trust index” for each employer and then compared those results to what men 

had to say about the same companies. These insights on the experiences that women have at different 

companies combined with metrics about female representation at those companies inform the rankings 

on this list.  

To be considered for this list, a company must have between 10 and 999 employees, employ at least 

50 women, have at least one female executive, and boast a non-executive workforce that is at least 

20 percent female. 

 

• The American Psychological Association’s 2019 Psychologically Healthy Workplace Awards 

Every year, the American Psychological Association (APA) recognizes employers who have taken steps 

to make employee health and wellbeing (both physical and mental) priorities within their 

organizations. Employers spanning all industries and sectors apply for consideration in the 

Psychologically Healthy Workplace Awards, undergoing an evaluation process that looks at 

“workplace practices in employee involvement, health and safety, employee growth and development, 

work-life balance, employee recognition, and communication.” The APA then selects top organizations 

to receive awards or honorable mentions. 

 

• The Global Centre for Healthy Workplaces’ 2018 Healthy Workplace Winners 

The Global Centre for Healthy Workplaces (GCHW) is a worldwide organization that exists to 

support “the advancement of workplace health and well-being through a series of initiatives designed 

to enhance shared learning, recognition, and replication.” Each year, the GCHW hosts the 

GCHWAwards, a summit event during which the organization honors companies from around the world 

that have excelled in establishing happy, healthy workplaces. The 2018 awards—the sixth annual—

were held in Bergamo, Italy in September 2018. 

The World’s Top Small Business Workplaces 
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These four lists honor small employers for different strengths, but all focus on identifying some of the top small 

workplaces in the world. Below, we will highlight one top-ranked employer from each list and explore the practices 

and policies that help each company to stand apart from the crowd. 

1. Hughes Marino 

This commercial real estate firm based in San Diego, California topped Fortune’s “50 Best Small Workplaces” list 

for 2018. The company employs 100 people, and Fortune and Great Place to Work surveyed 81 of them before 

bestowing its top ranking. The consensus was clear: Hughes Marino is the definition of a “great place to work.” 

Perhaps the defining aspect of the Hughes Marino workplace is its welcoming atmosphere. Company President 

Shay Hughes wanted the company’s offices to feel like a “second home” to all employees. As a result, workspaces 

resemble living rooms more than offices, outfitted with comfortable chairs and couches. There are game rooms with 

Pac-Man machines, kitchens stocked with food and set up for family-style dining, and flat-screen TVs throughout the 

office that display photos of employees’ family members and loved ones.  

The result is a tight-knit company culture in which people care deeply about one another. This familial ethos drives 

a strong work ethic and encourages employees to go the extra mile. There is a feeling among employees that they 

aren’t just working for a paycheck but for a community that they love. 

2. KnowBe4 

Located in Clearwater, Florida, KnowBe4 ranks second on Fortune’s list of the 25 Best Small and Medium 

Workplaces for Women. The IT company employs over 500 workers, and according to the Great Place to Work 

review, 98 percent of them say that it’s an ideal workplace.  

KnowBe4’s arena is cybersecurity. The company provides everything from free software tools to awareness 

training to help other companies protect themselves from phishing attacks, ransomware, and other digital threats. 

The business has a reputation for caring deeply about its customers and for providing them with the right solutions 

the first time. One of its goals is to deliver protective cybersecurity tools that were previously only affordable for 

large Fortune 500 companies. While these factors help make KnowBe4’s mission something that employees can 

believe in, the company achieved a crucial statistic that helped it to rank near the top of Fortune’s “top companies 

for women” list. Currently, more than 50 percent of KnowBe4’s employees are women; for the average 

cybersecurity company, the male-female percentage breakdown is 80-20. This representation is virtually unheard 

of in the tech sector, in which workforces still tend to skew heavily male. With a clear desire to welcome more 

women into the industry, KnowBe4 is shifting the paradigm.  

 



 

backgroundchecks.com  |   email: info@backgroundchecks.com  |   phone: 866.300.8524  |    4 

It doesn’t hurt KnowBe4’s case that the company offers a very nice benefits package. That package includes six 

weeks of paid time off, free yoga and dance lessons, free breakfast and snacks, cheap in-office massages, a 

game room, on-site life coach, and evening events to bolster culture. 

3. Bowers + Kubota 

Selected as one of the small for-profit winners of the 2019 APA Psychologically Healthy Workplace Award, this 

architecture and engineering firm in Waipahu, Hawaii emphasizes employee mental health and contentment to 

drive recruitment, retention, productivity, and morale. All new employees are assigned a coach to work with for the 

first six months of their hire. This coach helps them transition into the company and its culture, giving employees the 

tools that they need to succeed in their new jobs. 

Employees of Bowers + Kubota are encouraged to take a very active role in the business through committees for 

strategic planning, community service, and wellness. Not only have these programs helped to create a workplace 

where employees take more ownership over the brand and its direction, but they have also paved the way for the 

company’s award-winning, employee-run wellness program. That program, which includes everything from standing 

desk policies to 30-day wellness challenges, has made long-term health a cornerstone of the Bowers + Kubota 

brand identity. 

Bowers + Kubota maintains a slew of policies dedicated to making employees feel valued, both professionally and 

personally. The company recognizes and awards employees for strong client evaluations. The employee review 

process is focused on training, coaching, and ongoing development rather than criticism. The company supports 

employees with families by offering benefits such as bring your child to work programs, flex time, telecommuting, 

and extra time off to care for family needs. Employees can also donate some of their PTO to other employees who 

might need it more. 

Collectively, these policies have turned Bowers + Kubota into a perennial award winner. Hawaii Business 

Magazine has recognized the business as one of its “Best Places to Work” for nine years running and as its 

“Healthiest Place to Work” for six years. Bowers + Kubota reports a 90 percent employee retention rate and says 

that its health and wellness focus has helped to reduce the cost of group health insurance. 

4. AB May 

This HVAC, plumbing, and electrical services company based in Kansas City, Missouri may be a small business, but 

it earned big recognition when it won the “Small and Medium-sized category” at the 6th Global Healthy 

Workplace Awards Summit. This prestigious award recognizes employers who take “integrated approaches to 

workplace health which includes occupational health, psychosocial risk management, wellness and the role of 

enterprises in communities can lead to enhanced productivity, reduced absenteeism and improved employee 

morale and motivation, as well as return on investment.” AB May beat out companies from around the world for the 

honor. 
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As with Bowers + Kubota, AB May’s calling card as an employer is its robust wellness program. The business has 

been developing that program since 2011, incorporating facets such as an onsite gym, a healthy food market, and 

weight loss support. Employee teams organizes social events for workers and help offer “meal support” for other 

staff who might be struggling with health or weight. AB May offers coaching to help employees with their personal 

finances and uses regular surveys to keep tabs on how employees are feeling about the company.  

Other benefits include health/vision/dental, disability insurance, retirement savings, opportunities for advancement 

and salary increases, and flexible spending accounts for medical and childcare expenses. 

The Value of Strong Small Business Policies 
Delving into the practices, values, and policies that earned small companies their recognition can be informative 

and inspiring for small business owners. Even beyond awards, it is valuable for small businesses to learn what other 

businesses are doing to attract and retain talent and how great small business policies are structured so that they 

can adopt similar strategies.  

Here are a few of the policies that four successful small companies have invested in heavily and why they matter. 

• A welcoming environment: The defining workplace characteristic at Hughes Marino is its welcoming 

environment. The company has made a splash by making its offices look similar to a living room, but 

office design is far the only component of a welcoming place to work. By making employees feel 

comfortable and at-ease at work—both by offering creature comforts and by emphasizing culture 

and staff relationships—you make work a place where people want to go rather than somewhere 

they have to go. 

• Strong company culture: How much people care about their coworkers plays directly into how much 

they care about their job, their work, and the company that they work for, and for these reasons, 

investing in company culture almost always pays out big dividends. 

• Good gender balance: Workplaces that are predominantly male can make talented, skilled female 

professionals feel unwelcome or unable to advance. These issues are a big problem, particularly in the 

wake of #MeToo, which ushered in an era of consumers demanding equal representation from the 

companies that they support. Better gender balance can help businesses to widen the applicant pool, 

attract and retain talent regardless of gender, and even promote economic growth. 

• Wellness policies: As Bowers + Kubota and AB May show, wellness policies have the potential to 

reduce reliance on company health plans, lowering the cost of group health insurance for businesses. 

They also improve employee health, morale, and productivity and reduce absenteeism. 

• Family-friendly policies: Caring about employees means caring about their families. Establishing 

family-friendly policies—from vacation and flex time to maternity and paternity leave—lowers the 

risk of employees quitting or taking extensive time off after having kids. These policies are a huge 

boon for retention, keeping quality employees and their experience and skills around while avoiding 

costly and time-consuming replacement searches. 
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• Other perks: Having a game room doesn’t carry as much weight with job seekers as good insurance, 

retirement, or family leave benefits. However, fun perks such as food, games, free classes, and social 

opportunities do help make employees feel valued and appear as big pros for a candidate trying to 

decide where to work. If two prospective employers are similar in terms of job, salary, and top-line 

benefits, little perks and fun bonuses can help tip the scales in favor of your business. 

Preserve Small Business Power with Background Checks 
Working hard to attract quality employees is something that every business must do, especially given the vibrant 

economy and low unemployment rate. Small businesses face large challenges when it comes to cutting through the 

noise and standing out to job seekers. While establishing strong benefits packages and wellness programs to 

attract quality employers is a smart idea, it’s still okay to be selective about who you hire—in fact, it may be the 

only way to ensure that your small business is welcoming, safe, and successful.  

Hiring the right people is crucial to everything from company culture and morale to retention. Incompetent 

employees slow down productivity and put a burden on other employees. Employees who don’t get along with the 

rest of your staff can throw off the culture and atmosphere that you are working hard to cultivate. In rare cases, a 

bad hire might be a violent, aggressive individual who puts both other employees and your customers at risk. 

Thorough background checks are essential to preventing bad hires and growing your company as both a great 

place to work and a successful small business.  

Use criminal history checks and sex offender registry searches to weed out potential dangers and liabilities. Check 

references and verify resume details (such as employment, education, and professional licenses) to make sure that 

you are interviewing qualified employees. Use role-specific checks such as driving history searches or credit checks 

to vet hires whose roles would involve operating vehicles or handling finances. These checks and others can protect 

your business from negligent hiring issues, protect your employees and staff from potential threats, and protect 

your company’s reputation as somewhere talented individuals want to work. 

Conclusion 
Defining a small business isn’t easy, and naming the single “best” small workplace is impossible given the sheer 

number of successful small businesses in the U.S. However, with findings from four well-respected ranking lists, small 

business owners can look at and learn from their award-winning, widely celebrated contemporaries. Researching 

these businesses and the policies and values that help them to attract and retain employees can provide businesses 

with inspiration to pursue similar policies. 


