
Some of the things I’ve 
learnt and found to be true 
about culture



Culture is a system of 
behaviours linked to 
emotions 
• Ongoing research by Gallup of employees in 

142 countries repeatedly shows that, on 
average, only 13% of employees are engaged 
at work, with about 24% actively disengaged, 
i.e. they spend their time actively undermining 
the company

• At the same time though, research has found 
that approximately 80% of adults, when asked if 
they would still want to work if they were to 
become financially independent, answer “yes”

• In other words, we are wired to want to be part 
of things and to contribute as human beings 
but the reality of too many organisations is that 
they make this (feel) impossible

• Culture is a key lever - but not the only one –
to unlock the contribution and discretionary 
energy of every employee in an organisation

When people are financially invested, they want a return. 
When people are emotionally invested, they want 

to contribute. The responsibility of leadership is not to 
come up with all the great ideas, but to create an 

environment in which great ideas can happen. 

Simon Sinek          

“ “



• Many people mistakenly think of culture as 

something “soft”

• By doing so, not only do they miss the point, but 

they have a mistaken idea of culture as something 

fluffy, disconnected to business performance and/or 

the sole responsibility of Human Resources  

• Company culture Is more than a set of values and it’s 

more than gimmicks and free perks, such as ping-

pong tables and bean bags

• It is about creating an environment that brings out 

the best in people and balancing strategy, operating 

models, mindsets and emotions with desired 

behaviours

Culture matters
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Conscious employees are an 
organisation’s most important asset; 
unconscious employees are its most 

dangerous liability

Fred Kofman
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Aligning culture with strategy matters even more though. 
It’s not about the “best culture” but the best culture for your
organisation, given what you are trying to achieve. 
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Culture attracts or rejects the 
right talent 

Not every organisation is for 
everybody. A strong workplace culture 
sends a clear message of who belongs 
(or not) given who that organisation is 
and what it is aiming to achieve and to 

be

Culture amplifies or annihilates 
employee motivation

Research by Bersin by Deloitte shows that 
95% of employees say that culture is more 
important than compensation. The science 

of intrinsic motivation has proved that 
money is not a primary motivator.

Culture is a competitive advantage
It’s easier to copy a product or business 
model than to replicate a culture. The 

soul of a company is impossible to copy. 
Workplace cultures are complex, multi-
layered, and designed and built over 

time.

Culture correlates strongly with 
performance

According to the Organisational
Health Index, companies with the 

strongest culture can perform 200% 
higher than those in the bottom 

quartile

Healthy cultures enable change
Organisations with high-performing 

cultures thrive on change. The opposite 
also holds true: unhealthy cultures do not 

respond well to change. Research by 
McKinsey shows that 70% of 

organisational transformations fail 
because of culture-related issues.

Strong cultures require 
fewer rules

A coherent workplace culture 
drives clarity: people know 

what’s expected of them and 
they get on with it



• A firm’s strategy, culture and operating model / 

ways of working are inextricably linked and either 
reinforce each other or contradict each other

• As such, things need to be looked at systemically 

and be coherent if they are to work. If not, you end 

up with cognitive dissonance, frustration, wasted 
energy and disengagement 

• Key questions that therefore need to be asked, 

answered and understood repeatedly across the 

organisation are:
1. What is our goal and why does it matter?

2. What is our strategy to achieve it?

3. How are we going to need to behave 
(culture) and work (operating model) to 

achieve both?

4. How are we tracking against these elements 

over time?

An aligned culture is 
necessary, but not sufficient
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Strategic coherence is better than 
strategic perfection

Paul Gibbons
“

“



Are our leaders at all levels role 
modelling our aspirational culture?  
If not, what are we doing about it?

Is our purpose and strategy understood by 
people at all levels in a way that they 
understand their contribution and are 
inspired to deliver excellent results? 

Have we developed or acquired the 
skills that are needed to support 
the change and how we need to 

operate in the future?

Do we measure the right things, hold people 
accountable for the required changes, recognise
those that live our aspirational culture and hold 

those who don’t, accountable?

Have we aligned our operating model  to enable 
the necessary changes  in the ways of working? 

An aligned culture is necessary, but not sufficient



The culture of an organisation is defined by 
the behaviours that are rewarded and 
punished, especially when it comes to 

leadership. But in reality, most companies 
tolerate incoherent behaviours from leaders, 
and espouse one thing but reward another.  
Ultimately though, an organisation and its 

leaders get the behaviours from others that 
they are seen to demonstrate and seen to 

tolerate

What I often find is that people are overwhelmed 
with all manner of communication, initiatives and 

priorities. As a result change fatigue and frustration 
set in and people confuse activity for achievement. 
Companies need to solve for this by distilling the 

purpose and strategy down to a clear, single, 
simple “North Star” that guides everything and is 

continuously and consistently repeated

All too often, the strategy asks for one set of 
behaviours but the culture and measurement 

system visibly reward another.  

With the best will in the world, even the most 
committed people cannot – by themselves –

overcome, or compensate for, system constraints 
that mitigate against them being able to do their job 

in the way that is needed by a strategy

Change is often a challenge but it doesn’t have 
to be. As Peter Senge said it in ”The Fifth 

Discipline”, “no-one ever complains about the 
change that comes with winning the lottery…” 
Effective change comes when people feel that 

they are winning more than they are losing 
and that they are clear on the things that are 

not changing

An aligned culture is necessary, but not sufficient



Culture is learnt 
and it can be designed
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• Many people believe that culture is intangible and 
organic and happens simply by chance or as an 
afterthought. In fact, it is always something that has 
been learnt and it is something that can be 
designed. 

• Culture is learnt by the cues provided at 3 levels :
1. Artefacts, are visible and exist at the surface, 

e.g. furniture, ways building design, dress 
codes

2. Espoused Values, are the stated strategies, 
goals, and philosophies

3. Basic Assumptions and values, are invisible and 
exist at an unconscious level but are the filter 
through which people in an organisation see 
the world



Culture is a dialogue, 
not a monologue 
and it is owned by everyone

• Culture is a two-way street of co-

creation and design by everyone

• Leaders don’t own the culture; it’s 

defined and owned across the 

organisation

• Leaders and managers are stewards of 

the culture, but everyone contributes 

to building, maintaining and 

improving it“
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You need the right people with you, 
not the best people.

Jack Ma
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Nevertheless, 
leadership casts a long shadow
• An organisation can’t operate at a higher level of 

consciousness than the consciousness of the 
leadership group

• Thousands of culture surveys carried by out over 
decades by the Barrett Centre have identified 5 
different types of cultures created by leadership 
groups across organisations, based on the 
distribution of cultural entropy distributed across 
the hierarchical levels of an organisation

• The Cultural Entropy score that is revealed through 
their surveys is an indicator of the amount of 
energy consumed in doing unproductive or 
unnecessary work in an organisation and reveals 
the degree of dysfunction (friction and frustration) 
in an organisation that is generated by the self-
serving, fear-based actions of the leaders

• As the Cultural Entropy score increases, the level 
of trust and internal cohesion decreases

Certain leaders amplify intelligence. These leaders, 
whom we have come to call Multipliers, create 

collective, viral intelligence in organisations. Other 
leaders act as Diminishers and deplete the 

organisation of crucial intelligence and capability

Liz Wiseman

“ “
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Shadow culture
• This kind of culture is typified by a 

high level of cultural entropy in the 
leadership group; entropy which 
gradually decreases as you move 
down the levels in the organisation

• The dysfunctions of the 
personalities of the leadership 
group casts a shadow across the 
entire organisation

• However, the further away from the 
leadership group you get, the less 
impact the shadow has on the work 
culture

Illustrative values only 
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Denial culture
• This kind of culture is typified by a low 

level of cultural entropy in the leadership 

group that rises sharply at the next level 

and then decreases gradually towards the 

lower echelons

• The leadership group lives in their own 

world, unaware of, or impervious to, the 
chaos they have created around them

• They live in denial of the culture that they 

have created and the direct reports who 

have to deal most closely with the 

dysfunction caused by their bosses, have 

the highest levels of entropy and 

frustration
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Nevertheless, leadership casts a long shadow
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Squeeze culture
• This is typified by a low or medium level of 

cultural entropy in the leadership group that 
gradually increases towards the middle 
management levels and then decreases 
towards the lower echelons of the hierarchy

• The dysfunction occurs at the middle-
management levels not because of 
dysfunction from above, as in the denial 
culture, but because of delegated 
accountability for producing results being 
pushed down to the managerial level

• The middle managers come under intense 
pressure from above to produce results and 
from below to make decisions

• This type of culture typically happens when 
managers are given accountability without 
authority

Illustrative values only 
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Crisis culture

• A crisis culture is typified by a high 

level of cultural entropy throughout 

all levels

• It is typically found in organisations

such as those in the public sector, i.e. 

ones where there are strong 

bureaucratic tendencies and rigid 

hierarchies and people feel powerless 

– rightly or wrongly – to change 

things
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Values-driven culture
• The values-driven culture is typified by a 

low level of cultural entropy throughout all 
levels of the organisation

• These kinds of cultures are typically 
consciously created and the leader and 
the leadership teams actively live the 
values of the organisation. They reinforce 
the values by constantly referring to them 
and making them part of every 
organisational system and process

• They sustain a high performing culture by 
regularly mapping it and the performance 
of every executive and manager

• Promotions are not based on performance 
results alone but on executive’s and 
manager’s ability to live the valuesIllustrative values only 
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Culture is dynamic, 
multi-dimensional, 
visible and invisible 

• Workplace culture is not set in stone. It’s 

also not black and white 

• Instead, multiple internal and external 

things are continually shaping the “culture 

onion”

• This dynamism needs to be understood, 

respected and worked with, continuously, 

in formal and informal ways, in 
programmatic (removing systemic barriers), 

interactive (how people work day-to-day) 

and sustaining (things that remind people) 

ways as you build an organisation and its 

culture 

1
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Part of company culture is path dependent – it’s 
the lessons you learn along the way.

Jeff Bezos“

“



We believe customer service 
shouldn’t just be one department, 
it should be the entire company. 

Tony Hsieh

“ “
Your culture is your brand and 
your bottom line

• As Tony Hsieh said, “it used to be that in order to build a brand, a 
few people got together in a room, decided what the company’s 
brand positioning was going to be, and then spent a lot of money 
buying advertising to tell people what their brand was. With the 
Internet, companies are becoming more and more transparent 
whether they like it or not. An unhappy customer or a disgruntled 
employee can blog about a bad experience with a company, and the 
story can spread like wildfire by email or with tools like Twitter.The
good news is that the reverse is true as well. A great experience with 
a company can be read by millions of people almost instantaneously 
as well"

• So what do you do if you can’t just buy your way into building the 
brand you want?  

o You build your culture and you align your strategy and 
operating model (ways of working) to support and reinforce it

o You put your employees at the centre of everything you are 
trying to do, just as you expect them to put customers at the 
centre of what they do. 

o You model customer design thinking with your own people 
first

o You democratise the process just as Coronation is wanting to 
democratise financial services

• By doing so, you not only increase employee engagement, but also 
deliver stronger business results. Research shows that the 
investment return in Best Places to Work companies is 553%, more 
than double the S&P 500 Index (258%)

1
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Don’t boil the ocean
• Identify, and work with, the critical few levers that are 

going to make the most difference
• Follow the energy and make it a pull strategy that 

gathers momentum rather than a top-down, once-off 
initiative that is started and then forgotten

o Critical behaviours are those ways of doing 
things that can easily spread from one 
employee to another and have the potential to 
generate a real business impact, particularly 
when they become habitual and widespread

o Existing cultural traits are those three or four 
emotional elements of the current culture that 
are clear, profound, emotionally powerful, and 
widely recognised and play a prominent role in 
supporting the most important behaviours

o Critical informal leaders are those few authentic 
individuals who motivate others by what they 
do and how they do it. They are recognised by 
their colleagues as credible, trustworthy, and 
effective and they know how to influence 
behaviour

1
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Start with changing behaviours, not mindsets. It is much 
easier to ‘act your way into new thinking’ than to ‘think 

your way into new actions.’ Recurring and consistent 
performance results from behaviour change will lead to 

lasting changes in the way people feel, think, and believe 
in the long run.

Jon Katzenbach

“ “



“
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Without conscious and concerted effort, 
inertia always wins

Tony Hsieh
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