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Company 
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Mastering 
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Company culture is a term on everybody’s lips these days. And rightly so. If you’re aiming for 

Business Process Excellence through sustained and improved performance, you’ll be very unlikely to 

achieve it if your culture isn’t right. That’s not just our opinion. A survey by James L. Heskett found 

that as much as half of the difference in operating profit between organisations can be attributed to 

effective cultures. 

The number of surveys and seminars being carried out on 
the subject of company culture confirms that awareness of its 
importance is at an all-time high. However, a 2019 study on 
investments in cultural change by Harvard Business Review 
revealed a mysterious gap between the acknowledgement 
of culture’s importance and the reality of instilling a culture 
that delivers the anticipated business impact. Clearly this is no 
straightforward matter.   

The reason? Culture is not an exact science. Outcomes are 
unpredictable. Culture can, and will, manifest in many different 
ways. Further complicated by the fact it will always continue 
evolving (for better or worse), so therefore requires constant 
ongoing attention to maintain efficacy. The analogy with 
herding cats is truly appropriate. 

Yet rounding up those cats is essential for future success. The 
only remaining question is “how?”. In the absence of scientific 
solutions, many myths have arisen around the possible 
approaches. This whitepaper addresses five of the most 
prevalent myths relating to cultural change we encounter 
in the course of our work. Our unravelling of these should 
reveal insights that will help you to lead change, as well as 
challenging you to re-examine your current ongoing initiatives 
or plan for effective culture change interventions. 
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Myth #1:  
“Of course we are aware of our own culture”  
If you’re reading this paper, you must be asking yourself 
whether something needs to change in your company culture. 
Many organisations live with the belief that their existing 
culture is just fine and will perfectly facilitate their planned 
process and performance improvements. The fascinating thing, 
however, is that if you ask the board to describe what’s good 
about their company culture and why, they aren’t necessarily 
able to answer. 

One of the reasons for this ignorance is that culture is 
typically determined and orchestrated by the HR department, 
who have a tendency to only direct it downwards through the 
organisation, thereby leaving the higher levels of management 
in the dark. 

As a result, the board is completely unfamiliar with its own 
company’s culture. Which means they are clueless as to its 
compatibility with planned improvements and long-term 
strategy. This disconnection puts everything at risk. Not just 
in an operational sense, but also in terms of attracting and 
retaining employees.

And that’s not the only problem. If top management doesn’t 
know its own culture, how can it possibly demonstrate full 
support and commitment to the cause? How can the people 
who set the tone exhibit the same behaviours as expected 
from everyone else?   

If a culture is to succeed in driving improvements, it has to 
be holistically integrated throughout the organisation, with 
everybody a part of it together. The board needs to be 
fully involved in the determining and implementation of the 
culture, to make sure it is aligned with the business strategy. 
This is the only way you create the right conditions for a great 
working environment, where everybody feels comfortable 
and thereby compelled to do the best job they can as 
part of a team. To realise the business impact your planned 
improvements are designed to achieve. 

To effectively deliver business impact,
3 to 5 execution behaviours 

will have to be adjusted
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Myth #2:  
“Once everyone knows our values, the culture we’re 
aiming for will follow ” 
There’s no dispute that a desired company culture needs 
to be underpinned by clearly defined values. Judging by the 
number of times we’ve seen these displayed on organisations’ 
walls, it seems everyone is getting that particular memo. But 
then what? In our experience, whoever is responsible for 
implementing company culture seems to drop the ball at that 
point. Job done. They couldn’t be more wrong! 

Circulating the list of values barely scratches the surface of 
what really needs to happen if you actually want them to 
stick. As you well know, people are not machines. Desired 
behaviours, especially if they are different to those currently 
being exhibited, need to be cultivated and nurtured. Like 
training a delicate climbing plant to grow the way you want.  

Company culture is a living organism. You can’t just plant the 
seed – by distributing a set of values and/or conducting a one-
off induction programme – and expect it to grow in a uniform 
manner, exactly as planned. Culture needs daily attention, 
evaluation, feedback and correction to ensure behaviours 
remain aligned with the company’s mission and vision. 
 
 
 

Culture is a never-ending project 
which needs continual nurturing, 

guidance and stimulation
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Myth #3:  
“A self-contained culture training programme will do 
the job”
Cultural change is a big deal, with a lot to take on board. 
Maybe it’s no surprise that so many business leaders believe 
it needs to be taught in a classroom before letting employees 
loose to apply their learnings in practice. After all, around 80% 
of human behaviours have a tangible impact on execution of 
business processes. Who wants to risk getting that wrong?  

The trouble is, culture isn’t a matter of passing a test and 
then you’re good to go. Culture is an organic set of shared 
behaviours and beliefs that only become visible when people 
actually work together in their daily processes. It can manifest 
and shift in different ways, so needs to be instilled and 
continually guided in real-life situations. If ever there was a 
case for learning on-the-job, this is it.

For example, a company that wants to improve its production 
efficiency might conclude that having a more accountable, 
fact-driven culture is the solution. As tempting as lecturing 
employees on the principles might seem, the only way this will 
ever be achieved is through establishing tangible connections 
between behaviours and outcomes in the real world. An 
ongoing practice whereby individuals can clearly see the 
impact of their actions in day-to-day practicalities. 

We know a company who did this by redesigning their 
daily performance meetings to make all the participants 
(from the various departments) feel more directly involved 
in manufacturing processes. They swapped out reporting 
a distanced assumptive overview for sharing detailed 
data insights into the causes of lost production time. This 
resulted in all individuals gaining proper understanding of the 
consequences of their actions. And over the course of three 
months, there was a measurable change in behaviour which 
led to improved production performance. A perfect example 
of culture change in action!  

Culture will only become established through practical application 
in business processes which tangibly improve performance
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Myth #4: 
“Leaders must always demonstrate perfect behaviour”
Leaders have to walk the talk and lead by example. A popular 
belief that makes sense to some extent. After all, you can’t 
expect your teams to change if you, the leader, are behaving in 
a manner that conflicts with what you’re asking of them. 

However, even leaders are only human. Prone to slip up 
now and again, just like anyone else. The issue at stake is 
how others respond when a leader demonstrates undesired 
behaviour. Some might observe, say nothing and come 
to private unfavourable conclusions about their leader’s 
commitment. While those who are opposed to adopting the 
required culture will seize this as a mandate to reinforce their 
viewpoint, perhaps even stirring up trouble by trying to bring 
others along with them.  

Given that no human’s behaviour will always be perfect, 
presenting leaders as super-humans who always get it right 
is asking for trouble. So what’s the solution? If we replace 
expectation of perfection with acceptance of good intentions, 
and introduce the idea of shared accountability, a leader’s 
human fallibility becomes much less of a high-stakes risk. 
This translates as creating a culture whereby team members 

and leaders have equal responsibility to call each other 
out, and help each other realign, when something’s amiss. 
Which probably sounds a bit scary. After all, many cultures 
– in society as well as in organisations – are founded on 
hierarchical principles which make direct open criticism of 
leaders an unacceptable behaviour in its own right. How can 
leaders possibly lead when their team members have equal 
rights to telling them what to do?

The key lies in setting and communicating clear definitions of 
which behaviours are accountable, together with a universally 
understood definition of recovery behaviour. Recovery 
behaviour being how team members go about helping 
their leaders get back on track when they start to exhibit 
undesired behaviour, as well as how leaders help their teams 
when they go off track.

Achieving this means breaking out of long-held taboos. 
‘Obedient’ team members have to be prepared to behave 
in a subversive manner. Leaders have to demonstrate 
vulnerability. But the end result is full and equal accountability 
for behaviour throughout the team, which reinforces new 
behaviours since it becomes a group responsibility, rather than 
only a leadership responsibility. 

Putting recovery behaviour 
practices in place enables accountability 

to be shared by all
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Myth #5:  
“Changing our culture doesn’t require a change in  
decision-making structure”
A company’s decision-making process is essentially its beating 
heart. Pumping the permissions and instructions to execute 
plans throughout the organisation. Just like any heart, it 
needs to be compatible with the blood being pumped. In 
the context of a company, that blood is the culture. So if 
your culture changes, your decision-making process needs to 
change too. They both need to follow the same principles.

Let’s say your new company culture expects everybody, 
at every level, to be accountable for their behaviours and 
actions. If an individual has to go through multiple layers of 
management to get a decision on an everyday matter, that 
destroys the sense of accountability in everybody below the 
person who does the final sign-off.  

The chances are your new desired culture is intended to 
bring greater speed and efficiency to operational matters. 
But if your decision-making process is slow, clunky and 
bureaucratic, that takes the wind right out of everybody’s 
sales. It will actually demotivate them in their efforts to adopt 
the requested behaviours because commitment to the cause 
is not being demonstrated throughout the organisation’s 
processes.       

The remedy? Take a good, hard look at whether you’re 
running a legacy of unnecessary documentation approvals 
and authorisation levels. Is your decision-making structure and 
process living the same culture you expect of your leaders 
and employees? Or are these scraping against one another in 
a painful and damaging way? 

Ensure meeting structures and decision-making processes 
are aligned with cultural strategy and desired behaviours



8   |   Company culture: Mastering the Art of Herding Cats

Conclusion:
Culture isn’t something you can just switch on and off and 
adjust whenever you want to. Neither is it something which 
can apply to some people and processes and not others. 
Culture has to be embedded and integrated at every 
leadership and operational level. Miss one place or person 
out, and everything you’re trying to achieve easily comes 
tumbling down.

Before undergoing cultural transformation, you have to be 
sure the values you plan to instil are appropriate to your 
cause. They have to be aligned with a business purpose and 
a case for change. And the impact needs to be measurable. 
Behavioural change will only be stimulated if the people 
concerned can see, hear and feel the difference. 

To ensure a proper foundation for cultural transformation, 
every leader needs to ask themself the following questions:  
1. What are your current core beliefs? And are you able 

to spell out what they should be to create the desired 
culture? 

2. Have you shared these with the other key leaders who 
are involved in achieving this change to ensure alignment?

3. Are you taking an integrated approach to combining 
process improvements and behavioural change to increase 
business performance?

4. What metrics and observations will demonstrate that the 
culture is changing for the better, showing that your cats 
are truly falling into line?

Achieving and maintaining an appropriate and effective culture 
is no small matter. But just because it requires a great deal 
of attention and effort is no reason to ignore the need. The 
future of your organisation depends on it.  
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