Culture

THE RIGHT
FIT

“Being a great place to work is the
difference between being a good
company and a great company.
– Brian Kristofek, President and CEO, Upsho
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PROLOGUE
E

veryone deserves to work in a place that empowers
them to do their best, where colleagues provide support
and encouragement, and everyone participates in making
the workplace safe, welcoming and energised.
For these reasons, we start every engagement by
establishing values. This process enables us to set
expectations and build a platform for open and honest
dialogue.

CULTURE MUST BE
MORE THAN SKIN
DEEP

Company culture and cultural it have a signi icant impact
on our productivity, our willingness to o er ideas and our
day to day happiness.

All organisations are living, social organisms; this is
why culture is more powerful than management
teams or CEOs.
Culture is the behavioural expression of how people in an
organisation get results. Culture is the culmination of
thousands of little decisions where behaviour is accepted,
rejected or ignored; these decisions form a system of rules
and boundaries in which people (us) act out our lives.
Too many organisations neglect culture. Research tells us
that there are too many managers who ignore the acts that
are causing the culture they work in to become toxic.
Some managers put more emphasis on KPIs than they do
on how people interact. Many others think that “beers on
Fridays,” and installing pinball machines and beanbags
prove that they are building a great place to work. Many
people believe that culture is too nebulous to be shaped,
and often excuse themselves from their responsibility to
improve the culture around them continuously. Most
managers and senior leaders are blind to what is needed to
build a place that people love.
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For these reasons, many people are forced to accept work
in companies that have managers who masquerade as

champions of culture, but behind their wafer-thin facades
lies poor leadership practises and no real moral compass.

A New Study of 40,000 Employees
at 125 Companies Says Toxic
Workplaces Are Surprisingly
Common. The Emtrain 2020 Culture report surveyed
40,000 employees at 125 companies throughout 2019. The
results con irm the level of culture neglect.
These statistics, below, clearly show how social dynamics
within any company can create real toxicity.
Consider the following stats from the report:

83 %

of employees wouldn't report harassment if they
saw it.

41%
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of employees aren't con ident that if they made a
harassment complaint, their management would take
it seriously.

Only 20 percent of employees think managers are
aware of how their power in luences workplace
interactions.
The report further found that 29 percent of employees
surveyed--almost one in three--have left jobs due to
"workplace con lict."

Participating in building a culture is crucial if you want to
enjoy a sustainable competitive advantage and work in an
environment that is a source of pride and energy for
everyone.
WHAT IS THE GENESIS OF CULTURE?
Culture originates in the social agreements that we make
when we work in a group. Usually, these are implicit; we
arrive into a group with expectations of normal or
acceptable behaviour, and we expect others to have the
same expectations.
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We participate in rituals and routines to express our needs
and our acceptance of the norms. Sometimes, if we are
brave, we will ask about expectations and share our own;
but mostly we all try to igure this stu out by responding
to, and sending out, codi ied messages.

For these reasons, culture has
become one of the most significant
problems in organisations and is
often talked about as the most
significant challenge leaders face
today.

To get healthy,
start with
healthy
ingredients

YOU WILL NEED:

•
•
•

VALUES, BELIEFS, BEHAVIOURS
LISTENING
LOTS OF PATIENCE

To begin rebuilding or shaping a new culture
will require courage, patience and time to
share and learn.
This recipe has been re ined and simpli ied through hundreds
and hundreds of sessions with teams of people united by the
idea that they can create a better place to work.
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Each time a team emerges from this process, there is a distinct
improvement in well-being. People record changes in the
depth of the connection between colleagues, along with
increased honesty, and courage.

VALUES DRIVE CULTURE
Culture can be summed up by the phrase ‘the way things are
done here.’ You can read the culture by observing how people
behave, how they make decisions and how they decide what is
important and what is not. The way things get done around
here is an expression of the shared values of the group.
Every individual has his or her own values; these are cast early in
life and are reinforced by how we experience success and
failure. Our experiences generate beliefs that we hold to be
important and which guide our behaviour.
When we work in a group, we ind shared values and shared
experiences, and we negotiate to create the norms for our
group.
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An organisation’s values demonstrate what the organisation
stands for and helps to create a set of shared behaviours which
distinguish the company from others. Paying attention to the
culture inside your company can be a source of competitive
advantage, especially important as the talent pool around us
continues to shrink.

FOUR
SIMPLE
STEPS
TO THE
RIGHT
FIT

Step 1

To prepare yourself for your journey
to a better culture, start by building a
detailed picture of the culture you
desire.

Imagery is powerful; the human brain can process images up to
60,000 times faster than words. Pictures can instantly convey a
mood and leave impressions much faster and much more
accurately than words. Images invoke feelings and can help
others to participate in understanding your ideas about culture.
As you review the images you selected, detail the feelings you
want to experience, the interactions you want to have, and the
ways you want
people to deal
with their
differences as
they work
together. Share
all of this
imagery with
your team and invite them to join you in creating a vision for a
great place to work.

Step 2

We all have 3 5 core values and beliefs that
govern our behaviour and express what we
believe is essential for us to achieve success.

Ask yourself the question:
what are my core values?
Think about your past
successes, revisit times
when you were at your
absolute best, and ask what
values, beliefs and
behaviours were in play
every time you succeeded
and had fun doing it?

Behaviours

How we express our values and beliefs,
actions that show who we are

Beliefs

Are internal ideas that feel true and
support the importance of our
values

Values

Words that we connect to
our success, that describe
what we stand for

One value may have several beliefs and behaviours.
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For example:

Once you have identi ied your core values, ask your team
members to do the same. Helping your people to identify
their values will have a positive e ect on their performance.

BUILD DEEP AND MEANINGFUL
CONNECTIONS
Talking about values generally makes all of us feel
vulnerable. This activity lets others see who we are and
what we stand for, and that can leave us open to judgement
and criticism.
•

What if our values are not aligned with the
others?

•

Could I be pushed out of the group?
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Doing this exercise will teach you that 80% of people share
similar core values; they may describe them di erently or
use alternative words. Still, when a team listens to each
other, they always ind common beliefs and similar
expectations.

This step requires leadership.
You have to create a safe place
for people to share their values,
beliefs and behaviours without
interruption.

Step 3

The key is to have everyone listen to the speaker, to understand
what is important to them, how they are similar and how they
are different. Without a leader facilitating this part of the
process, some people may ind it dif icult to appreciate the
differences shared by others. It is vital to encourage everyone to
ask questions about the values they hear to deepen their
understanding of each other.
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When a team shares their values in this way, it is common to
uncover values that seem to be at odds with one another.
For example, if someone values being super competitive
and another teammate values collaboration, the irst
reaction is often to focus on the di erences, looking for one
to be right and the other wrong. When you take time to
discuss these di erences, people can begin to see
opportunities to turn di erences into complementary
strengths.

Remember, any unresolved con lict will fester and could
corrupt the team’s culture, and in time it can impact the
organisation’s culture.
“Only three things happen naturally in organisations: friction,
confusion, and underperformance. Everything else requires
leadership.”
Peter Drucker
Working on team culture is not a one-shot deal; it is a
continuous improvement project that requires constant
attention.

TALK ABOUT EMOTIONS
The aim of mining the differences in values is to strengthen the
team by teaching the members to truly value the perspectives
and ideas of others, especially those who seem to have an
opposing position.
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The only sure way to do this is to talk about emotions. Yes, you
have to talk about those messy things that you would rather

believe are not part of work. However, you know emotions are
at play every time two people get together to do anything.
The lesson here is we don’t have to be hostage to our emotions.
We are not preprogrammed to act out in one speci ic pattern;
we can learn to react and respond differently than how we
acted in the past.
When we share our emotions and discuss our fears and
concerns, we will ind new ways to respond, new emotional
reactions to each other needs and better ways to operate as a
team.
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These discussions are the work needed to
build a high-performance team, not rope
courses, not away days, just honest
conversations about our values, feelings
and reactions.

Step 4

The next step is “Consequences.” Like great
strategy, culture building is as much about
what a team decides not to do, as it is about
what it agrees to do.

Talking through the consequences of standing for a speci ic
set of values is an incredibly important process.
Have the team discuss their shared values and talk through
what they plan to do to improve the way they work
together.

Stop

Start

Continue

What should we stop
doing?

What should we start
doing?

What should we continue
doing?

Begin the conversation by using the stop, start, continue
model. You will not resolve every aspect in a single sitting.
If you did, your culture would be paper-thin. It takes years of
discussion and diligence to build a truly robust and
uncompromising culture.
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Making conscious choices helps the team preserve what
was good already, stop the behaviours that could lead to a
toxic culture and choose new behaviours that will keep the
team healthy.

Getting the it right
Implement the changes and start the ongoing
process of learning about the challenges of
creating a living culture.
Creating a robust and positive living culture takes time; it
emerges out of mistakes, forgiveness, and the willingness of
a team to repair and rebuild the culture over and over again.
Culture building starts with observing yourself irst.
The process of building the culture you imagined starts by
observing yourself irst. Begin by noticing how you it?
Keep a log of when your behaviour is aligned and when it
isn’t. Use the stop, start, continue model to track which
values are easy for you to live and which ones are
challenged because of your old habits.
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Ask yourself: Where do I struggle? Why do I struggle? & What do I
need to change to live the values?

Noticing your emotions
As you continue to observe your “ it” take note of your
emotions, notice your body; where do you tense up when
you feel you don’t “ it” so well. When you do feel a
good “ it”, what feeling do you notice and how do you
react?
Noticing your habits, rituals, and routines can help you
describe your patterns and help you remove the rose-tinted
glasses that often obscure your understanding of culture it.

f

f

f

f

f

f

Everyone knows that self-awareness is key to positive social
interactions. Observing your it can help you engage in
conversations about how others it too. This information will
help you to guide others as you coach your team to improve
the culture and continue to address challenges as they
arise.

Biting into
those hard
conversations
Hard conversations are not brutal feedback sessions; the
term describes the personal di iculty we all have listening
to feedback and examining the facts about how others
experience interactions with us.
These are “hard” conversations because they carry the risk
of impacting our relationships or leaving others with hurt
feelings. The purpose of these conversations is to help
everyone improve the way they work together, and it is,
therefore, essential to remember to separate the idea of
liking a person from the act of discussing values and
behaviours.
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Getting the right it demands that you and your team
engage in honest dialogue. The key to making this process
a success is to reserve judgment.

These observations o er insights and help develop the
clarity needed to guide and coach others once you begin to
cascade the culture into the rest of the organisation.

For example, a team chose Act with Candour as a
core value. The manager notices that they are
inding it hard to tell some people what they think
about their actions or their contributions to
meetings. The manager identi ies one individual who
is more challenging than others. When the manager
discusses these observations with their team, they
discover what was blocking them.
This hard conversation helps the manager decide on
a new strategy to live the value - Act with Candour.

This kind of experience helps everyone to coach others, and
improves the level of honesty experienced within the team.
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Remember these hard conversations are an exploration; it’s
not about being right or wrong; it is about investigating how
your values and those of the team it together.
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It is important to realise that your observations, and those
of the others, are clues to the actual challenges of building
the culture you desire.

Check back with
your culture
aspiration
When you built your picture of the culture and decided on a
set of core values, you made many assumptions, not least
of which was that you would be a perfect “Fit” and that the
challenges of making the culture a reality would come from
others.
After one or two rounds of observations and checking in
with your team, you will know the challenges you have to
overcome to make your aspiration a reality; this knowledge
will be humbling and empowering at the same time.
Continuously observing, holding hard conversations, and
engaging the team will build organisational strength. This
process will improve the leadership capability of your team
and help you and the others learn how to coach for culture.
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e have perfected this simple recipe through the years
by working with leaders all over the world. We know from
experience that implementing these steps is essential to
making a place where people are willing to o er ideas, be
their most productive, and experience happiness as they
carry out their day-to-day duties.

ABOUT MAKING GREAT LEADERS
For 20 years, we have been helping managers use leadership
techniques to generate change. We are passionate about helping
managers become more successful.

Why?
Because we genuinely believe that everyone deserves to work for a
manager who knows how to grow people and inspire high performance.
We also believe every CEO deserves to have a team committed to, and
capable of, delivering their vision.

Our approach is collaborative; we use design thinking to help our
clients create solutions for leadership and culture development. Our
expertise is in designing solutions that allow clients to identify the
issues, establish a vision and then implement a process to ensure
managers become leaders who achieve success in a live working
environment. It is not training.

If you need more help call us: +1 203 253 2836 / +44 78723 222 37
Or email chris@makinggreatleaders.com
www.makinggreatleaders.com
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He and his team have had the privilege of working with leaders at CocaCola, HP, Dell, Smur it, Dentsu, GfK, News UK, News International,
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We genuinely believe that everyone deserves to work for a
manager who knows how to grow people and inspire high
performance. We also believe every CEO deserves to have a
team committed to, and capable of, delivering their vision.
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