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Stop Blaming Your Culture
Start using it instead — to reinforce and build the new behaviors that will give you the high-performance company you

want.

by Jon Katzenbach and Ashley Harshak

When Alfred M. (Al) Gray  Jr. became commandant (the highest-ranking

officer) of the U.S. Marine Corps in 1 987 , most knowledgeable observ ers

believ ed that the Corps’s fabled “warrior spirit” culture was already

damaged bey ond repair. During the Korean and Vietnam Wars, the Corps

had grown from its historic lev el of 7 5,000 regulars to more than

200,000, and its v alues and discipline had eroded. It would hav e been easy

for Gray  to blame the damaged organizational culture for the problems he

inherited, and to launch a formal, full-scale change initiativ e. But instead,

he began to praise and seek out elements of the old Corps culture, such as

its ethic of mutual respect. For example, he regularly  slipped into the mess

halls without insignia, so he would be serv ed the same meals as the

priv ates. To this day , Al Gray  is the only  Marine Corps commandant

portray ed in battle fatigues in his formal portrait in the Pentagon. He is

one of the most respected leaders in the Marines’ 250-y ear history .

Leaders like Gray  understand the v alue of an organization’s culture. This can be defined as the set of deeply

embedded, self-reinforcing behav iors, beliefs, and mind-sets that determine “how we do things around here.”

People within an organizational culture share a tacit understanding of the way  the world works, their place in it,

the informal and formal dimensions of their workplace, and the v alue of their actions. Though it seems intangible,

the culture has a substantial influence on ev ery day  actions and on performance.

Organizational cultures don’t change v ery  quickly . Therefore, if y ou are seeking change in y our company  or

institution, y ou are most likely  to succeed using y our existing culture to help y ou change the behav iors that

matter most. Bit by  bit, as these new behav iors prov e their v alue through business results, the culture y ou hav e

can ev olv e into the culture y ou need.

Blame and Its Alternatives

When a new leader’s strategy  puts the culture of a company  at risk, the culture will trump the strategy , almost

ev ery  time. There are good reasons for this. Ev ery  company ’s identity  — the body  of capabilities and practices that

distinguish it and make it effectiv e — is grounded in the way  people think and behav e. Deeply  embedded cultural

influences tend to persist; they  change far more slowly  than marketplace factors, and cause significant morale

problems when not addressed effectiv ely . When y our strategy  and culture clash v isibly , more likely  than not, the

culture is try ing to tell y ou something about y our own leadership philosophy .

But many  leaders ov erlook this message. They  blame the company ’s culture for the resistance they  encounter. In

the most extreme cases, they  assume an explicit mandate for wholesale cultural change. This leads them to

remov e key  leaders and old practices, restructure operations, set in place new rewards and promotions, and

announce other across-the-board programmatic changes. This approach is costly , disruptiv e, and risky . Moreov er,

it takes y ears to accomplish. Working in a culture that is under attack reduces employ ees’ energy  and de-

motiv ates them. It may  require a major marketplace or economic disruption to get people to buy  in. Clearly , this is
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not a game for the faint of heart. Worst of all, it is rarely  successful; few major corporate transformations,

especially  those inv olv ing a wholesale change in the culture, achiev e their intended performance goals.

Alternativ ely , leaders may  try  to ignore their culture and act as if it isn’t important. But when ov erlooked, the

hidden power of a company ’s culture can thwart any  leader’s strategic aspirations. No matter how many  top-down

directiv es y ou issue, they  will rarely  be executed, at least not with the emotional commitment and consistency

needed to make them successful.

This is not to say  that y our existing culture is sacrosanct. Indeed, many  companies need some kind of culture

change. There are passiv e-aggressiv e cultures where people routinely  fail to follow through on their agreements,

creativ e but undisciplined cultures where talented people pull in different directions, and highly  politicized

bureaucratic cultures that must bear the expense of their heav y -handed management sty le.

But when y ou fight y our culture head-on or ignore it altogether during a change initiativ e, y ou lose the chance of

rev iv ing some of the attitudes and behav iors that once made y our company  powerful — and might do so again.

Sev eral studies (including one conducted by  Booz & Company  and the Bertelsmann Foundation in 2004) suggest a

correlation between financial results and a strong, inspiring organizational culture. The correlation is hardly

surprising; after all, cultures influence and energize the behav iors that matter most. Procter & Gamble, Southwest

Airlines, Apple, Tata, Starbucks, and FedEx are among the household-name companies noted for unique cultures

that contribute significantly  to their competitiv e adv antage.

Fortunately , there is an effectiv e, accessible way  to deal with cultural challenges. Don’t blame y our culture; use it

purposefully . View it as an asset: a source of energy , pride, and motiv ation. Learn to work with it and within it.

Discern the elements of the culture that are congruent with y our strategy . Figure out which of the old

constructiv e behav iors embedded in y our culture can be applied to accelerate the changes that y ou want. Find

way s to counterbalance and diminish other elements of the culture that hinder y ou. In this way , y ou can initiate,

accelerate, and sustain truly  beneficial change — with far less effort, time, and expense, and with better results,

than many  executiv es expect.

Edgar H. Schein, author of The Corporate Culture Survival Guide (rev . ed., Jossey -Bass, 2009) and a leading

authority  on organizational culture, tells a story  that illustrates the unexpected lev erage this approach offers. (See

“A Corporate Climate of Mutual Help,” by  Art Kleiner and Rutger v on Post, s+b, Spring 201 1 .) Three senior

executiv es of a large manufacturing company  — the CEO, chief operating officer (COO), and head of organizational

dev elopment — v isited him, seeking adv ice on building a more dy namic culture. “Just y esterday ,” said the COO, “I

had my  regular meeting with subordinates. We hav e a big circular room, and ev ery body  sits in the same place

each time. But get this — only  four people were present this time, and they  still sat at the far ends of this great big

table. Do y ou see what I’m up against?”

“What did y ou do about it?” asked Schein.

The executiv es responded at first with blank stares. Then they  realized they  were part of the sy stem they  were

blaming. The COO could hav e made a small but significant change simply  by  asking the four of them to mov e

their chairs. Better y et, he could ask the full team to v ary  their seating at the next meeting. The executiv es spent

the next sev eral hours figuring out other minor actions of that sort, which they  put in place the following week,

with great success.

Myths of Culture Change

Why  don’t corporate leaders naturally  respond to culture in this productiv e way ? Because of sev eral my ths about

culture change that hav e become prev alent in the business world. Each of these assumptions leads to treacherous

pitfalls.

• “Our culture is the root of all our problems.” This becomes an all-purpose, conv enient excuse for

performance shortfalls. “Our process-oriented culture inhibits collaboration,” managers say . Or “our long-standing

beliefs about nurturing people make us coddle weak performers.” Underly ing this my th is a v iew that attitudes

and beliefs shape people’s behav ior. This v iew ignores the realities of organizational culture. As we’ll see, behav ior
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can influence beliefs at least as much as the other way  around.

• “We don’t  really know how to change our culture, so let’s escape it.” There’s a long tradition, going back to

Lockheed Aircraft’s Skunk Works in the 1 940s, of creating pockets of entrepreneurial activ ity  for high-

performance results. These are explicitly  intended to operate outside the prev ailing culture. They  may  thriv e for a

few y ears, but they  are ty pically  treated as outliers by  the rest of the company . Ev entually , they  are either spun

off or absorbed back into the mainstream, succumbing to the company ’s cultural malaise. “Our culture kills ev en

our most innov ativ e efforts” thus becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy . One of the most famous of these efforts was

General Motors’ ill-fated Saturn brand, modeled after the culture of Japanese automakers and set up to run

separately  and independently  — but ev entually  ov ertaken by  GM’s culture.

• “Leave culture to the people professionals.” Executiv es with an engineering, finance, or technology

background often feel ill-equipped to deal with cultural issues. They  delegate them to their human resources,

organizational dev elopment, or communications teams. “It’s all about the ‘soft’ side,” say  the executiv es. “We hav e

to improv e our employ ee engagement scores.” But the quality  of the culture is as much a product of the “hard” side

of the organization (strategies, structures, processes, and programs) as it is of the soft side (beliefs, opinions,

feelings, networks, and communities of common interest). Although y our internal professionals can measure and

monitor behav ior as well as adv ise line management on culture issues, they  cannot motiv ate, execute, or

implement strategic or performance imperativ es. Ensuring behav ior change that driv es competitiv e adv antage is

the role of line leaders at multiple lev els.

• “Culture is the job of the top leaders.” It is v ery  powerful when the CEO and other top executiv es take explicit

personal accountability  for the company ’s culture. But senior leaders cannot change cultures by  themselv es. They

operate at such a large scale, and with such broad v isibility , that they  cannot directly  motiv ate people to

implement the specific practices and behav iors that are required. To succeed with a culture interv ention, top

leaders need the support of many  leaders down the line — particularly  those who hav e daily  contact with the

people whose behav ior change is most critical.

Sometimes, this my th manifests itself at the board lev el. Directors assume that the only  way  to improv e

performance is to replace the current CEO with another top leader who can bring forth a new and better culture.

Because they  are looking for someone who promises major change, the company  inev itably  gets a full-scale culture

ov erhaul — with all the expense, risk, disruption, and likely  failure inv olv ed.

Working with and within Your Culture

Each of these my ths play s out differently . But underly ing all of them is a big dose of defeatism. Culture is thought

to be too big to ignore, too tough to conquer, and too soft to understand (at least by  ty pical managers). Thinking

this way , especially  when there hav e been prev ious culture change disappointments, is enough to sap y our energy

and enthusiasm for change. It can squelch any  realistic effort toward high performance before y ou gain the

momentum necessary  for sustainable success.

By  contrast, working with and within a culture is sensible, practical, and effectiv e. Thus, it is inherently

energizing. When leaders learn to operate this way , their employ ees tend to become more productiv e and their own

efforts become more rewarding.

The first thing to change is the v iew that, as a leader, y ou can fix y our culture by  working on it directly . Rarely  is

that the case. Just as y ou ty pically  can’t argue someone out of a deeply  held belief, y ou can’t force people to change

the way  they  think and feel about their work. Instead, y ou need to focus on specific behav iors that solv e real

problems and deliv er real results. This, in turn, enables people to experience the results of thinking differently .

Experience becomes a better teacher than logical argument.

Imagine that y ou were an adv isor from an industrialized nation, sent to a remote island v illage to help local

farmers improv e their productiv ity . Would y ou start by  try ing to ov erhaul their culture to be more like y our

country ’s culture? Or would y ou set out to learn more about the way  they  thought, looking for connections to y our

ideas, giv ing them reasons to feel confident about try ing something new? The former approach might make y ou

25-01-2011 Stop Blaming Your Culture

strategy-business.com/article/11108?p… 3/8



feel more important at first, but it would likely  fail — or at best, take y ears to accomplish. In contrast, offering a

few new methods might generate an approv ing early  response, and those practices would spread as they  produced

results. The same is true in y our company .

As Schein puts it, “Alway s think first of the culture as y our source of strength.” Tapping into the emotionally

gripping aspects of y our existing culture can accelerate performance. For example, a deep commitment to

customer serv ice may  exist, ev en in companies that are losing customers. This can be drawn upon in efforts to

improv e customer retention rates. The ability  to diagnose the beneficial attributes of a culture, and then use them

to motiv ate strategically  important behav ior, is one of the key  factors that differentiate peak-performing

organizations from the also-rans in their field.

A corporate culture takes some of its attributes from the professional and educational background of participants.

An electronics engineering–driv en company  like Hewlett-Packard has a v ery  different cultural ambiance from a

pharmaceutical firm like Pfizer, a bank like JPMorgan Chase, or a “metal-bending” manufacturer like GM. Culture

is also influenced by  the attitudes of the founders, the location of the headquarters, the ty pes of customers that the

company  serv es, and the experiences people hav e together. That’s why  different companies in the same broad

industry , such as HP, Apple, Microsoft, Intel, Acer, IBM, and Dell, can succeed with such different cultures. Within

an ov erarching corporate culture, there are generally  sev eral subcultures, each with its own unique elements.

Schein writes that these can include an operational culture, spurred by  line managers eager to get the most out of

their people; a senior executiv e culture, grounded in financial insight and training; and an engineering culture, in

which attention is focused on the technology .

To understand y our culture, y ou need to pay  close attention to its quiet, sometimes hidden, manifestations, such as

the side conv ersations in the hallway s, the informal consultations behind closed doors, and the incisiv e guidance

that people get when they  ask one another for adv ice. It is also ev ident in the formal lines of the organization chart

and the way s in which directiv es are worded. Cultures can be diagnosed best by  the work behav iors they  promote.

Do people collaborate easily ? Do they  make decisions indiv idually  or in groups? Are they  open with their

information? Do they  reflect on successes and failures and learn from them?

As y ou mov e from diagnosing to improv ing behav iors, focus first on the few critical changes that matter most and

support getting the work done, thereby  accelerating the results y ou want. Make use of both formal and informal

mechanisms.

Turning Around Mother Aetna

One executiv e leader who worked expertly  with his existing culture was John W. (Jack) Rowe, CEO of Aetna Inc.

from 2000 through 2006, chairman from 2001  through 2006, and currently  on the faculty  of Columbia

Univ ersity ’s Mailman School of Public Health. A former gerontologist at Harv ard Medical School, Rowe — along

with Aetna’s then president, Ronald Williams, who became CEO upon Rowe’s retirement and is now the company ’s

chairman — led one of the most successful turnarounds in U.S. corporate history . In fiv e y ears, Aetna went from

losing $1  million per day  to earning $5 million per day .

The Rowe/Williams effort was the fourth attempt to transform Aetna’s strategic performance in 1 5 y ears. The

prev ious three efforts were derailed by  the culture, which was known within the company  as “Mother Aetna.” This

mind-set pitted the 40,000 employ ees of Aetna against ev ery one else the company  had to deal with, for example,

doctors, patients, medical prov iders (such as hospitals), and the employ ers who bought insurance. This “us-

against-them” attitude had giv en Aetna a reputation as the most suspicious, recalcitrant, and bureaucratic health

insurance company  in the United States. All three prev ious top-down change interv entions tried to increase the

staff’s empathy  for customer organizations, sensitiv ity  to doctors, and responsiv eness to patients. Two efforts

basically  ignored the culture, and the third tried to smash it apart. All failed.

Rowe often describes himself as the least likely  person for the Aetna board of directors to pick as CEO. “I nev er ran a

business,” he say s. “I had nev er been to business school, or had any  commercial management experience. The only

thing I’d ev er done was take care of patients and try  to make hospitals do better.” That willingness to admit he

didn’t know ev ery thing serv ed him well. He started by  identify ing about 1 00 people throughout Aetna as
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“nonhierarchical influencers.” He sought them out informally , asking them to help him understand how

employ ees felt — about customers and patients, about their own work, and about the goals of the company . These

people acted as what anthropologists call key  informants: cultural guides who could help him get to know the

company  more intimately  than he ev er would through purely  formal channels. He stay ed in touch with them

continually , through e-mail, one-on-one v isits, and group discussions. They  gradually  became the core of a group

of people who shaped and supported Aetna’s new strategic direction.

Second, he set out to reconsider the company ’s shared v alues. Aetna had been in business since 1 81 9 (in its current

form, since 1 853), and its company  statements about such v alues as honesty , caring, truthfulness, and teamwork

were long established. But they  weren’t congruent; he uncov ered at least a dozen different formal v alues

statements that v arious leaders had put forth ov er the past decades. So Rowe set up dialogues in Aetna offices

around the U.S., on the subject “Why  aren’t our shared v alues practiced in interactions with our customers?”

People discussed this question in groups of about 30, defining specific way s in which they  (and others) might act

differently .

After 20 or more such ev ents, Rowe worked with sev eral of his colleagues to write up a new statement of v alues and

behav iors. He also set up what came to be called purpose-driv en councils — cross-functional groups designed to find

way s to make critical changes happen. Rowe and his team designed these councils with three distinctiv e

characteristics. First, they  assigned each an explicit purpose, such as organizational effectiv eness (dev eloping a

plan for restructuring the company ) or strategic direction (dev eloping a plan for prioritizing customer

opportunities). Second, they  enlisted members who were well respected by  their colleagues and who had many

informal connections. Third, they  gav e the councils decision authority  ov er the areas they  were inv estigating. The

strategy  council’s efforts ev entually  led Aetna to spin off its financial-serv ices businesses and discontinue some

unprofitable offerings, such as health insurance in certain countries.

The new formal practices were congruent with the v alues in the culture. For example, the executiv es laid off about

1 5,000 people, or almost one-third of the workforce. But they  did it in a relativ ely  transparent, compassionate

way , with a clear rationale for those chosen to leav e, and with pay  increases and stock options (along with an

increased work week) for those who remained. Rather than worry ing that their jobs might be next, the remaining

staff at Aetna now had a culture that they  had helped define, in which they  felt more a part of the growth

direction.

Rowe and Williams also commissioned a cross-organizational effort to build motiv ational capability  among the

most respected frontline superv isors in the company . These “master motiv ators” were respected by  their peers;

they  connected widely  and v irally  in way s that energized many  of the changes.

The Power of Behavior Change

The notion that behav ior change leads to attitude change can be traced back to the 1 950s, to psy chologist Leon

Festinger and his theory  of cognitiv e dissonance. Festinger argued that when people are induced to act in new

way s, ev en if those new behav iors feel unfamiliar or wrong at first, their need for consistency  will gradually  affect

the way  they  think and feel. They  will seek out reasons to justify  their new actions — both rationally  and

emotionally .

Behav ior change affects attitudes most powerfully  when it is supported by  empirical ev idence and real-life

observ ation of better results. Direct experience trumps the old beliefs of an established culture. If that experience is

reinforced by  a group of people, then it is far easier to change a culture than most people believ e. But y ou must

focus on changing the behav ior rather than engaging with the culture directly .

In emphasizing behav ior, y ou are looking for those few actions, conducted again and again, that will lead to better

v alues (and thus to better results). Make clear the distinctions among the values y ou want to dev elop, the one-time

actions y ou are changing, and the recurring behaviors y ou hope to instill. A commitment to serv ice, for example, is

a value. When a retail salesperson expresses that v alue by  helping a customer exchange a purchase, that’s an

action. When the salesperson does this routinely , knowing that ov er time it will help solidify  customer loy alty  to

the store, it’s a behavior. Similarly , frugality  in gov ernment is a value. When a prime minister flies on a
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commercial airline once (as U.K. leader Dav id Cameron did to the U.S. in July  2010, shortly  after his election),

that’s an action. When the prime minister does this consistently , as Singapore leader Lee Hsien Loong does, that’s a

behavior — and it is likely  to hav e much more cultural impact.

Thus, if y ou are seeking more accountability , identify  the ty pes of ongoing behav ior that embody  that v alue. You

might hav e to be specific: “I expect y ou to read, record, and respond to ev ery  customer complaint — and I will

reward or penalize y ou accordingly .”

These new behav iors can be startlingly  simple. Years ago, Shell Oil Company  (a subsidiary  of Roy al Dutch/Shell

PLC) had a reliability  problem in the global refinery  sy stem. It was traced back to the safety  and quality  control

processes, which were designed at the central office but not followed consistently  at the refineries. Instead of

launching a broad accountability  initiativ e, a peer group of managers conv inced the executiv e leaders to institute

one new behav ior. Before initiating any  new process, central office managers had to ask local people how they

could best introduce it. That simple behav ior change, conducted by  just a handful of corporate executiv es, ensured

consistent implementation of the new process.

Repeated behav iors hav e cultural impact because they  are contagious. People unconsciously  imitate what they  see

others do. This is particularly  true among respected colleagues; mutual respect is a powerful source of influence.

Ev en small changes in behav ior, if they  are picked up by  more than one indiv idual, can ripple through an

organization as others see their v alue and begin to act accordingly .

In mov ing people to change behav iors, y ou will need to rely  on both rational arguments and emotional appeal. On

the rational side, y ou need to make a case for change: Here’s why  this particular behav ior is needed. Help people

recognize, for example, how the new behav iors will support the firm’s business strategy , will improv e customer

retention rates, or will be receiv ed by  Wall Street analy sts.

But emotional factors will undoubtedly  matter ev en more. Compassion, fairness, and env ironmental responsibility

are v ery  conv incing motiv ators. So are relief from anxiety  and the opportunity  to work more congenially  with

other people. Many  employ ees will likely  be concerned about how the changes will affect their peers, their own

ability  to take pride in their work, their work–life balance, and their family ’s and community ’s reactions, as well

as the firm’s reputation. These issues must be addressed at a gut lev el, to ensure that acceptance of the change will

be genuine, enthusiastic, and widespread.

Understanding without acceptance and commitment will not suffice. Nor will acceptance and commitment suffice

without discipline, alignment, and the right capabilities. The rational and emotional elements need to align to

y ield sustainable change.

Pragmatic Practices

Numerous principles for changing culture through behav ior hav e become ev ident through ongoing practice.

• Start pragmatically . Don’t try  to change ev ery thing at once. Focus on a few critical behav iors that resonate

with y our current culture, but that will raise y our organization’s performance. Explicitly  identify  the target

group — the employ ees whose behav ior needs to change — and bring the necessary  changes to life by

demonstrating them.

• Reinforce the new behaviors through formal and informal means. Prov ide formal metrics, incentiv es,

and process guidance that lead people to practice these new behav iors again and again, until they  experience their

v alue. For example, set up appraisals, salary  rev iews, and training to reinforce and reward the new behav iors y ou

seek. At the same time, dev elop informal connections that foster the responsiv eness and emotional commitment

needed to deal with the unexpected. When there’s a challenging situation, like Shell’s reliability  issue, cultiv ate

support networks of people who can assess it and put in place actions not prescribed by  process and procedure.

• Seek out role models for the new behavior. Start with the most effectiv e practitioners, the people who

distinguish themselv es by  the way  they  act. We often call these indiv iduals pride builders because their example

helps instill pride about the behav ior change. They  can also help y ou find way s to get others to adopt the same
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behav ior. This work is sometimes known as looking for positiv e dev iance.

Sev eral y ears ago, Bell Canada — a 35,000-employ ee telecommunications company  owned by  BCE Inc. — started

with a dozen such pride builders. They  rapidly  became exemplars for others, and they  helped explain to the

executiv es why  people did not alway s adhere to the critical behav iors. The CEO then asked the group to help

dev elop at least 1 ,000 more exemplars by  the end of the y ear. Each member of the first group identified 1 0 or more

other pride builders, and the group took off exponentially . With sev eral more iterations, this effort directly  touched

more than 1 5,000 employ ees — more than a third of the entire workforce — by  the end of the y ear.

• Enlist  your current “cultural carriers.” These are the people who are well positioned to transmit behav iors

to others, and who can be dev eloped to spread the positiv e elements of the existing culture. In the early  2000s,

Reliant Energy  recognized the v alue of cultural carriers during an operational performance improv ement

program. After defining a small set of behav iors for collaborativ e work across functional silos, Reliant identified the

people who had to act differently  in order for the new behav ior to take hold. Then, through a combination of

training, incentiv es, and peer-to-peer reinforcement, Reliant induced these indiv iduals to change first. This effort

enabled the company  to capture $600 million of v alue during the first nine months.

Any  leader can do something similar, but take care that the effort is simple, clearly  focused, collectiv ely

reinforcing, and not threatening to those who aren’t included. Suppose that y ou’re the head of strategy , frustrated

at the way  such new directiv es are executed. Hav e the top leadership identify  1 0 people who are linchpins of

strategy  execution — whose participation is critical to any  serious strategic effort. Bring them together to talk

about the barriers they  face when try ing to execute new ideas, and the way s that they  might ov ercome those

boundaries. Look for places where resources can be organized differently , and dev elop an agenda accordingly .

• Use the culture you already have. Take pains to stay  within the most essential tenets of the existing culture.

Make sure y ou understand clearly  the reasons that current practices exist before y ou try  to change them. In the

wake of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill of 2010, many  oil companies are being forced to change their safety  and

env ironmental practices. It can be surprisingly  difficult to do so, because the existing performance contracts

include strict requirements about timing and deadlines. The only  way  around this is to explicitly  rethink those

restrictions, taking on the difficult challenge of designing new behav iors that can improv e safety  while

maintaining an acceptable pace. What is required here is an integration of process discipline and indiv idual

initiativ e and the courage to step up when the unexpected occurs.

• Model what matters most. Be a v isible and consistent role model of the behav ior change y ou want to see in

others. When he was interim CEO of General Motors leading the company ’s remarkable transformation after the

U.S. gov ernment bailout in 2009, Fritz Henderson repeatedly  admonished his staff to be “indiv idually  and

collectiv ely  accountable,” which meant focusing only  on activ ities directly  linked to business results. Henderson’s

remarks didn’t hav e much impact until he prov ided examples. He posted e-mails with ty pos, showing that quick

decisions were more important than painstaking attention to appearances. There were also more dramatic

examples, like making nearly  ev ery  major decision on the spot himself rather than waiting for consensus.

Perhaps the most telling moment came when Henderson was handed a 300-page binder of backup information as

part of his preparation for testify ing before the U.S. Congress. The next day , he asked his chief of staff to tell the

research team to stop. “It must hav e taken 20 people a month to produce this report. And I’ll nev er use it. I’d

rather hav e incomplete information [than this unnecessary  work].”

• Clarify the specific implications of the new behavior. The new CEO of a large financial-serv ices institution

announced one of his highest priorities: a new approach to managing the trade-offs on uncertain deals, which he

called taking measured risks. Although he talked about it constantly , and employ ees understood its importance,

many  people still needed more guidance. “I work in legal,” someone might say , “and I’m not sure what this means

to me. Am I supposed to be taking more risks, or am I supposed to help others by  pulling on the reins when they  go

too far?” The answer might well hav e been “a bit of both,” but it needed to be spelled out.

Similarly , in the midst of any  cost reduction exercise, people need guidance about new behav iors. How will they
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monitor expenses from now on? How should they  call attention to wasteful activ ities that they  do not control? If a

utility  shifts from being a gov ernment-owned enterprise to a priv ately  held company , the culture may  need to

become more focused on customer serv ice. What kinds of things could people do differently ? What kinds of regular

reminders can be put in place to reinforce key  behav iors? Which aspects of subscriber outreach matter most?

Culture Consciousness in T imes of Change

Ev ery  corporate culture has behav iors that will help y ou enable the change y ou want and others that will hinder

it. As y ou become skilled at picking the enablers out and dev eloping them, this kind of adaptability  will become

part of y our own distinctiv e corporate identity . This is critical to the lasting success of peak-performing

enterprises. Your culture can thus become a major factor supporting y our strategy . Its ov erall strengths are one of

y our company ’s intangible assets, and it should be factored into where y ou decide to compete, how y ou intend to

win, and what operating model y ou work within.

As y ou continue to work with and within y our culture, y ou will find it continually  changes, keeping pace with the

changes in the marketplace. Your operating model and the execution of y our strategy  will change accordingly . To

be sure, deeply  embedded cultures change slowly  — far more slowly  than the business env ironment. But some

cultural elements can adapt more rapidly , particularly  if y ou encourage y our pride builders, culture carriers, and

leading-edge thinkers to experiment with new ideas, such as digital media or new forms of customer serv ice, and

spread their experience through the networks that y ou hav e fostered.

Whatev er happens in the outside world, howev er, keep y our internal focus on the few critical behav iors that

matter most — those that determine y our strategic and operating performance. Find way s to measure both the

behav ior change itself, and the results it produces. Resist the temptation to attempt changes in the behav iors,

attitudes, and v alues of the sy stem all at once. Remember, it is much easier to act y our way  into new thinking

than to think y our way  into new actions.
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