
Free Sodexo! 

I was not convinced by the idea. I didn’t think that in the process of managing the 
organization one can give employees as much freedom and expect that they will 

start motivating each other, organize their work and set new challenges. There are 
few Polish companies that decide to stray from the classic pyramidal structure model 
with the boss - the leader at the helm. Sodexo under the wings of Yann Gontard for 
nearly three years has been trying to set its organization free, using an interesting 
management philosophy, which certainly is worth telling, especially since this com-
pany is one of the leaders in providing comprehensive FM services in Poland.

How one of the largest companies providing services in the field of facility management, introduced 
a new organization management model.

Interviewer: Krzysztof Kogut
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FREE SODEXO!

P How the philosophy of free organization works 

in Polish facility management conditions?

– Before 1990 Poland had a centrally planned 
economy, in which hundreds of people in 
leadership positions were convinced of their 
necessary roles. Over the years, however, 
awareness, education levels and responsi-
bilities have changed so much that the vast 
majority of employees do not have to be con-
trolled very accurately at every level of their 
work. The pyramidal nature of the organiza-
tion is, in my estimation, a legacy of the early 
industrialization era, in which peasants could 
not even organize themselves well enough, so 
their work had to be constantly supervised.
Today – 25 years later – an expanded man-
agement team creates hundreds of reports 
and analyzes which on various occasions slow 

down the pace of decision-making, unnec-
essarily red-taping relationships within the 
organization. In modern forms of organiza-
tion, to be able to provide products or ser-
vices which are cheap, readily available and 
understandable to the client, it is essential 
to reduce unnecessary management and 
supervision, which, in my opinion, is not 
crucial in making decisions valuable for the 
organization.
Sodexo for several months has been undergo-
ing changes that I think will significantly affect 
the savings and efficiency of our organization. 
They rely largely on the idea of every employee 
operating within the four basic limits which 
are not to be broken. It is the only principle 
we expect of our people. They can move quite 
freely and flexibly in a wide field that is limited 
by the four distinct borders – legality, ethics, 
accountability and common sense.

The first of them – the limit of legality – says 
that all our actions must take place under the 
legislation of the country concerned, in this 
case Polish. Second – ethical limit – means that 
we do not take actions detrimental to the cli-
ent, even when they are within the law, e.g. 
provisions in the contract that harm our cus-
tomers. The third limit, accountability, defines 
us as an organization, which must first and 
foremost defend its financial independence. 
We are not a charity, and at the end of each 
working day, any actions should bring us 
income. The last border, common sense, is 
a notion that some may find hard to accept 
or even define. However, thanks to it, any 
actions taken on behalf of the customer will 
not be taken thoughtlessly and without being 
grounded in reality or based on any thinking 
person’s evaluation.

Thanks to such an organization the path of 
flexibility-hampering consultation and mana-
gerial authorization is significantly shortened. 
For example, if the head of a department 
must hire an employee for their structure, 
they can do it without consultation, as long 
as they stay on the budget. If common sense 
says that employment is needed and there 
are no legal or ethical obstacles, it is a fully 
justified action.

P Were the employees of Sodexo prepared for this 

kind of change?

– Inevitably, there will be some people who will 
not accept this type of action. This, of course, 
is largely a matter of habits learned from pre-
vious jobs. Some people abuse that freedom, 
others are not able to take on the new respon-
sibility and work in flexible conditions that 

favor people who are proactive and focused 
on constant change.
The pillar of this philosophy is, however, the 
common-sense procedure. I believe that pub-
lic awareness is high enough and you will not 
need to launch cost-intensive and time-con-
suming inventory control procedures when 
someone steals a bottle of mineral water. My 
impression is that in mature societies, pres-
sure on people who act unethically will grow, 
and like an organism, which copes with the 
sick cells, the team itself will eliminate the 
bad practices that harm the functioning of 
the entire organization.
Perhaps this is an idea that will not work in 
every industry and every organizational cul-
ture. I believe, however, that one day the 
employees of Sodexo will work much better if 
we apply self-discipline and self-control, which 
may happen only if the organization treats its 
employees with trust. However, this trust is 
passed down from the top management and 
goes through all levels of the hierarchy to line 
employees. Between me and our staff there 
are many  managerial levels and some of these 
people do not want to share power, keeping 
as much of it as possible for themselves. Due 
to such behavior,  the implementation of this 
idea faces problems but I understand that such 
a huge change takes time and does not happen 
by the means of revolution. I try to participate 
in this process, patiently explaining to anyone 
interested what this change really is. Naturally, 
therefore, I spend much more time on educat-
ing all teams than on controlling them.

P Does this management philosophy work for the 

benefit of the organization?

– I received the results for the latest period, 
which are very satisfactory. As compared year 
to year we can notice steady growth. It is not 
a shocking increase, but it is satisfactory for 
us. We can afford a slower but sustainable 
growth that is based on the action of con-
scious, free organization sure of its goals and 
methods of operation. I am fully aware that 
the process of „freeing” of our organization, 
which began 2,5 years ago, will be continued. 
Profound education at all levels and instill-
ing in people the fundamental principle that 
they should be dealing with the things that are 
most important to the organization is neces-
sary . Other things are only secondary. The 
role of a manager is, in my opinion, primarily 
to inspire workers, not throwing logs under 
their feet or blocking their opportunities for 

– A forest doesn’t need a manager to grow 
as development comes along on itself, 
when the conditions are right. It is 
the same with people – you mustn’t  
disturb their growth. Nonetheless, most 
organizations develop hierarchies that 
stifle initiative.

Yann Gontard
Sodexo
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developing contracts. Thanks to this freeing, 
our employees no longer need to operate 
within the constraining limits of a service cat-
alogue presented to the customer.

P Where do the trends and ideas which you fol-

low come from?

– We look for inspiration in all trends available on 
the market that can improve the way we provide 
our services. For example, we are in the process 
of developing a mobile application for our res-
taurants, allowing the user to explore all kinds 
of menu, plan weekly meals and even calculate 
the energy content or order meals in advance. 
This model is already functioning in other res-
taurants, but for us it’s a novelty. These are my 
employees, who have decided that we will build 
the application. I am neither an expert on con-
sumer behavior or in the field of IT to coordinate 
the project. I recognize, however, that if my staff 
come up with this initiative, I should not limit 
them but help.
This type of management, however, has already 
been used for decades by many companies 
that found this method effective under certain 
conditions.

P Is the abolition of a hierarchy, procedures and 

processes does not make your customers want to 

use this system for their own benefit? In spite of 

everythingl, don’t  these types of issues protect 

the organization on the open market?

– In any type of outsourcing customers seek to 
obtain as much as possible from their service 
providers for a fixed price. But if the employee 
feels responsibility for our business, they will 
want to receive fair payment for their work, 
because it is morally justified. Of course, as it 
happens in real life, sometimes arrangements 
must be adapted to the customer’s needs for 
the good of the cooperation but always, in the 
background, remains the aspect of profitabil-
ity, which we always adhere to.

P What kind of service does a customer expect 

these days?

– It isn’t my role is to know what the customer 
expects. My role is to pick people and experts 
who will have such knowledge. We’re going away 
from the role of a traditional chief pointing the 
particular paths, methods and tools. Our busi-
ness is so multi-layered and the customer needs 
so diffuse that it is difficult to talk about unified 
specifics of the services provided for factories, 

offices, property managers or investment funds. 
That is why it is important to trust the experts 
we employ and their leading role in shaping the 
future of Sodexo. What I think is not crucial in 
this area, but if you are asking me for an opin-
ion, I believe that key for the activities of the 

organization are hidden costs, which managers 
are not even aware of. Spending money on the 
recruitment of employees who leave during the 
first three months is a typical waste. Personally, 
I wonder how to limit this type of cost through 
the creation of employee-friendly environment 
and by providing conditions in which they would 
normally not even need to use the sick leave. 
Why couldn’t they, if the job allows it, do their 
work from home, even if it entails a discontinu-
ous mode of operation?

Hidden costs result, in my opinion, primarily 
from the lack of commitment of employees. All 
that contributes to the Quality of Life will result 
in cost savings. For example, before I started 
working for Sodexo, food subsidy program for 
employees covered only a part of the team. I do 

not know exactly how much savings or profits 
a happy employee enjoying an affordable meal 
will bring but on a sufficiently large scale, cer-
tainly there are measurable benefits.
Management style, which I’ve been proposing 
involves hard quantifiable effects of the intro-
duction of specific actions, but on a sufficiently 
large scale is common sense, legal, ethical and 
it falls within the capabilities of an enterprise, in 
turn affecting  all structures that work for our 
organization.

Hidden costs result, in my opinion,  
primarily from the lack of commitment 
of employees.
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FREE SODEXO!

P Should a modern organization providing out-

sourcing services use it as well?

– There is no single answer to this question, 
I am a supporter of outsourcing, because 
I believe that there are some companies that 
can perform tasks much more ef f iciently 
and cheaply than we do. I am not convinced 
whether running human resources and pay-
roll department in-house is more profitable 
than the use of outsourcing. However, if my HR 
believes that it is better to keep the division 
within the structure, I will not try to convince 
them with all my strength that I’m right. I have 
confidence in my people as I think they know 
the needs of our organization best. Perhaps 
one day, Sodexo will be ready for certain 
decisions, but nothing will be forced upon its 
structure.

P Does the freeing of the organization affects 

merging of teams?

– Implementing the principle of „ego less man-
agement”, we are trying to move away from 
forming a pyramidal hierarchy of power– and 
merit-hungry chiefs. Although not everyone wants to play to one goal, the freedom that we 

offer, makes some teams govern themselves in 
this respect. No one wants to work with peo-
ple who don’t pass the ball. The management 
style which I propose, shapes the manager’s 
personality traits which are very valuable for 
our industry.
First of all, these conditions are a real hotbed for 
personality, forging bold characters, not afraid 
to make tough decisions while taking respon-
sibility for their actions and not fearing to deal 
with the consequences. Secondly, we form crea-
tive people, I mean those that are able to flex-
ibly expand the business for the benefit of the 
organization, while minding the needs of the 
team. Equally important is the ability to adapt 
to change, because we are prepared to provide 
tailor-made services, which often require a lot of 
work in the selection of employees, team man-
agement, accounting for cooperation or the 
creation of a transparent future, while taking 
responsibility for our decisions.
Thus prepared, the manager is able to conduct 
business properly within the company, which at 
the end of the day is productive, profitable, and 
above all, promising for further development. 
„Ego less management” is an idea that in my 
opinion is based on the satisfaction that comes 
from a job well done and a kind of „decorpo-
rationizing” of the decision-making process. 
I know studies according to which managers 

in large corporations spend half of their work-
ing time defending their positions and conduct-
ing the propaganda of their own success. It’s 
50%! I don’t want people to lose this time! Our 
managers are asking for greater powers that 
can give them greater freedom to better han-
dle customer services. It is the ideal system 
for people who want to derive job satisfac-
tion from the implementation of good coop-
eration. I admit, however, that to make use of 
such a possibility one has to be really proactive. 
Such skills can, however, be learnt and every-
one should have the chance to become a real 
manager not only of their own project, but also 
life. Sodexo can afford to teach their managers 
truly responsible approach without corporate 
consulting and decision-making process in the 
background, which can discourage even the 
best individuals from active operation.
I’m easy-going and I can understand some-
one’s mistakes, but when my manager breaks 
any of the four specified limits, he’s going to 
get into trouble. Also if they can’t play as a part 
of the team, the whole situation will be ana-
lyzed. But if above the problematic player 
there’s still somebody superior, the rules of 
the hierarchy are not broken. I’ll talk to such 
a person and try to make clear what I think 
about their behavior. Perhaps they need 
some support in changing the approach to 
their work ...


