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BOEING is known around the world for building jetliners, but in Washington State, it also has a reputation for turning out top winemakers.

At least a dozen wineries in Washington have been started by current and former employees who honed their skills as members of the Boeing Employees Wine and Beer Makers Club in Washington. Others have used the club as a springboard to jobs at wineries.

Giving its employees the space to store grapes for wine might be a tough sell to investors. But the company considers it an integral part of building and maintaining a quality workplace — as long as employees do it on their own time.

“We believe that Boeing should be concerned with its community and encourage employees to find excellence in all they do at work and at play,” a company spokesman, Bob Jorgensen, said. “It’s just good business.”

Fat paychecks, pensions and health insurance are not enough to recruit and keep employees these days. Companies are again finding that adding a bit of social context to work is crucial to keeping employees happy and productive. That is where employee clubs come in. Workplace specialists say clubs are a way to build camaraderie and help people get to know fellow employees away from work. Companies benefit, too. Clubs help create loyal employees, reduce turnover and improve morale while costing very little.

“Companies are trying to differentiate themselves from the competition for talent. They’re providing a social network that transcends a paycheck,” said Steve Gross, global leader of broad-based performance and rewards consulting at Mercer in Philadelphia.

It is hard to pin down how widespread employee clubs are. Many are small and highly informal like a softball or basketball league or require little from the company other than the use of a meeting place, server space and office supplies. 

Sometimes clubs get a small stipend from the company. Google, for example, backs everything from jugglers to ultimate Frisbee to gay employee clubs.

The clubs are getting added attention because they can help reduce turnover.

A business cannot afford to lose an employee when it takes eight months and three times the salary to find and train a replacement, said Jeffrey Pfeiffer, professor for organizational behavior in the Graduate School of Business at Stanford University.

Twenty years ago, most companies tied high morale to accomplishments on the job. Today, managers realize they need to think more broadly about what makes workers happy.

A Towers Perrin survey released last October reported that operating margins rose nearly 4 percent over three years among companies where employees felt supported and involved. At workplaces where that was not the case, profits fell 2 percent.

The SAS Institute, a business software maker in Cary, N.C., has taken that to heart. The company has one of the lowest turnover rates in the software industry, largely because of its strong company culture and benefits, like unlimited sick leave, on-site day care and medical clinics. Where most technology companies lose 15 percent to 20 percent of their employees every year, SAS loses 4 percent, said Jeff Chambers, vice president for human resources. 

John Shafeei, a software developer, has stayed at SAS for 13 years because of the benefits and company-sponsored clubs. (SAS gives each club an annual stipend of $3,000.) He has improved his speaking skills with the Toastmasters club, saved time by going to the company’s on-site medical clinic and built up his leadership skills with an immigrant club he helped form. 

“It’s helped me to create that great connection with other employees,” said Mr. Shafeei, an Iranian immigrant. “We’re not competitors, but friends.”

Still, perks can be impermanent. During the technology boom in the 1990s, companies piled on the benefits to attract talent and then promptly got rid of them when the economy soured. Many companies, whether they are battling bankruptcy or are flush with cash, have rolled back benefits, eliminated pensions and increased health care premiums to reduce expenses. Any nonessential perk, like an employee club, is also fair game.

“If they ever existed, the first thing that goes is the frilly, frilly stuff,” said Kris Dunn, vice president for human resources at SourceMedical, a Birmingham, Ala., software company, and author of the blog The HR Capitalist.

Boeing supports 100 clubs at its seven offices nationwide, from rubber stamp collecting to square dancing, because it creates camaraderie and helps employees make friends. Any Boeing employee, retiree or spouse can join one.

The Boeing wine and beer making club, which counts flight test engineers, graphic artists and technical designers among its 140 members, started more than 30 years ago as a wine tasting group. It later morphed into a group for making beer and wine. Employees buy grapes from vineyards, store them on the company dime at a Boeing-owned recreation center and then crush the grapes, but ferment them at home. All that help has turned into thousands of bottles of employee-owned cabernet sauvignon, chardonnay, syrah and cabernet franc over the years.

“People ask us all the time, can we join? But I always tell them, you have to work at Boeing to be a member,” said Brad Sherman, the club’s vice president for wine.

