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Chapter 1: Culture Change Is in Your Hands


BOTTOM LINE

We all want exceptional workplace cultures that deliver better results and higher employee engagement. We know that companies with weak or average cultures struggle to attract and retain top talent.

But culture change seems daunting—it feels time-consuming, risky, and difficult to manage.

The real problem, however, is that we are not seeing the invisible patterns inside our culture that make culture change so hard. In this book we will show you those patterns and give you a model for changing your culture in ways that fix the problems created by the patterns—all in a matter of months, not years.

When you learn how to accelerate your culture change, you will achieve new levels of success you didn’t think were possible. Whoever changes culture the fastest wins, which is exactly why we want to make culture change easier.

To equip you for this journey, this initial chapter defines key terms like “culture,” “Culture Patterns,” and “culture change” and gives you concrete advice on how to get started with your culture change, no matter where you sit in your organization. It also maps out the rest of the content in the book for you.

We also put additional resources for you online at culturechangemadeeasybook.com.

So how did we crack the code on culture change? We (Jamie Notter and Maddie Grant, the book's co-authors) have spent the last 20+ years working with organizations of all sizes as management consultants, but with a twist—something unique that makes our work different. Jamie’s background is in conflict resolution, generations, and organization development, and Maddie’s is in digital strategy and online communities. Added together, that means our lens continuously focuses on integrating the human aspects of work with the digital.

The digital age brought tremendous change to the workplace, now accelerating exponentially as artificial intelligence (AI) gets thrown into the mix. The business world must adapt to this continuous digital revolution in ways that enable the humans who work in our organizations to thrive.

The good news is that we’re sitting on 1.2 million data points about workplace culture that we have collected over the last 8 years, and they have given us the key to how to do just that. That key is the Culture Patterns we are about to show you.

Buckle up.




Busting the Myths About Culture

But first… a word of caution.

Several years ago, we watched a panel of CEOs discussing workplace culture at a small conference. One was the prominent CEO of a well-respected company, and when it was their turn to present, they made an announcement that we thought was quite provocative:


“It takes a minimum of eight years to change a culture.”



We expected to hear murmurs or pushback from the crowd. We've been in the culture field for a long time and have seen plenty of cultures change significantly in less than eight years. The most extreme example we saw was a nonprofit in Arizona with about 300 employees that did a complete culture turnaround in only twelve months. They went from an oppressive culture of fear, where senior managers only came down to the main floor out of their upper-level executive offices when they needed to yell at or fire someone, to a vibrant, healthy culture of empowered and engaged employees—in only about a year. That kind of transformation takes hard work (and likely a high number of “employee separations” during that year), but the idea that culture change takes a minimum of eight years struck us as ludicrous.

Yet the audience responded to the CEO’s assertion with nods of approval, jotting down these words of wisdom on their conference notepads. The message resonated with them because, for a very long time, conventional wisdom has been telling us that culture and culture change are hard to get your hands around. Who hasn’t heard that “workplace culture is a vibe,” a sense, an atmosphere, created by everyone in the organization? It’s just “the way we do things here,” so it’s nebulous. It’s how your employees feel about working there, so it’s internal to them, thus tough to change.

As leaders, conventional wisdom argues, we cannot control or direct culture, so changing it requires us to coax and cajole our employees to embrace the new culture we are promoting, which rarely works. According to Harvard Business Review, a company with 1,000 employees spends, on average, $2.2 million annually trying to improve culture. Yet, only 30% of Chief Human Resource Officers feel they're getting a good return on that investment.1 Conventional wisdom is clear: culture change is hard.

As the saying goes, however, conventional wisdom is often neither conventional nor wise. In this case, it’s flat-out wrong. Let’s start by busting a few culture myths here.

MYTH: Culture is hard to define.

REALITY: Culture is easy to understand and measure.

Culture is the collection of words, actions, thoughts, and tangible aspects of work that clarify and reinforce what is truly valued inside an organization. We break this definition down for you later on in this chapter, and while there is some complexity to it (for example, sometimes the behaviors inside your culture end up contradicting the words you use to describe it), the truth is, it’s not hard to understand or measure.

MYTH: Culture is hard to change.

REALITY: You’ve been changing your culture all along and probably didn’t realize it.

If you change internal processes (like your meetings or your budgeting process), design new structures (like your org chart or your office design), or change how you use technology (like your communications channels or your customer database), you will produce a visibly different culture in months, weeks, or even days. In fact, if you ignore culture entirely, yet make significant changes in those three areas (process, structure, technology), then your culture will change without you even noticing. There is no doubt that culture change takes effort—everything worth doing does—but it is no more challenging than the other problems that you effectively solve on a regular basis.

And, as we will show you in this book, culture change becomes much easier when you see your Culture Patterns. The existence of Culture Patterns is the biggest lesson we have learned from our research and practice in the eight years since we created our culture assessment. Culture Patterns make visible the competing commitments inside your culture that create an insidious drag on performance. Seeing your Culture Patterns changes the game. Those internal contradictions can then become the focus of the changes you make to your processes, structures, and technologies, and the result is a more effective culture that makes your people more successful.

Most of this book is devoted to revealing and understanding the Culture Patterns we identified in our research. Chapters 2 through 5 cover the four primary Culture Patterns related to collaboration, transparency, agility, and innovation. We will present the competing commitments inside each Culture Pattern, including their negative impacts on performance. For each one, we will provide a case study or examples of organizations that have found a way to transform the pattern in their culture and generate impressive results.

MYTH: Culture and culture change must come from the top.

REALITY: Everyone reading this book can change their culture.

Once we started tackling culture change by addressing the Culture Patterns, we learned the most powerful lesson: senior leaders do play a critical role in designing and sustaining an effective culture, but that doesn’t change the fact that culture change is in the hands of everyone inside the organization.

Culture change must happen at every level of the hierarchy and in every functional area to be effective. This means it can start within a single department or team, just as much as it can start with the management team deciding what Culture Patterns they want to transform. Culture change is systemic, so we designed the model for culture change that we offer in this book to be leveraged by every part of the system. No one part of the system can transform culture by itself, but similarly, every single part of the system can start to change the culture on its own.

Chapter 6 lays out a simple but effective culture change model that you can use immediately. We use a “playbook” metaphor, and there are six different categories of plays for changing culture. We mentioned the first three categories above: process, structure/design, and technology. The next three categories focus more on sustaining your culture and culture change efforts: talent and human resources, rituals and artifacts, and culture stewardship. Chapter 6 covers all this, and the final chapter offers advice for doing culture change top-down and bottom-up at the same time.

Conventional wisdom is wrong about culture, and because we’ve been following its advice for decades, most of us are in organizations with weak cultures that are holding us back from reaching our potential. We wrote this book because we want to turn that around.



Core Concepts of Culture and Culture Change

Before we get into the nitty-gritty of how to change culture in chapters 2-6, let’s get on the same page on the core concepts, specifically:


	What is culture?

	What are Culture Patterns?

	What is culture change?

	How do you start?





What Is Culture?

We have been writing about culture for more than a decade, and we’ve developed a concise definition. Back in 2011, when we wrote our first book, Humanize: How People-Centric Organizations Succeed in a Social World, we succumbed a little to conventional wisdom ourselves, claiming that single-sentence definitions of culture weren't useful and didn't help you improve things.2 We then went on to write four paragraphs explaining what culture is in terms of "walk," "talk," and "thought." Just two years later, we wrote our first e-book on culture, and by then, we had broken free from the grips of conventional wisdom and came up with the first draft of what we now use as a clear definition of culture:


Culture is the collection of words, actions, thoughts, and “stuff” (tangible aspects of work) that clarifies and reinforces what is truly valued inside an organization.



Culture is ultimately about what is valued because what is valued drives behavior. That's why they say "culture eats strategy for breakfast." Strategy is a conceptualization of behaviors that will drive an organization's success, but if what is deeply valued in your culture is driving very different behaviors, then your strategy is unlikely to succeed, no matter how brilliant it is.

But culture isn’t just about the values. It exists in the collection of words, actions, thoughts, and stuff inside your organization. That’s where we see it, understand it, and change it, so let’s break that down.


Words

Human beings make sense of the world through story, so language is critical, and that’s why we start with the words we use to define our workplace cultures. A big part of our culture is what we say it is, because it is through our words that we create a shared understanding of culture. So, to do culture right, you must be very clear and disciplined with the words you use to describe your culture, both internally and externally.

Unfortunately, most organizations do a horrible job at this. Imagine conducting a job interview with a candidate that you desperately want to hire. When you ask the candidate if they have any questions for you, you are likely to get, "So, what is the culture like here?"

Take a minute now and write down your answer in two or three paragraphs. It doesn't have to be perfect, but jot down the key ideas, points, or concepts you would use to describe your culture. Frequently, when we ask leaders to do this, we see a lot that falls into the following categories:


	Vague. They describe their culture using terms like “good,” “strong,” or “healthy.” Or they talk about how much the staff likes the culture (without actually describing it). These descriptions are not objectionable, but the candidate still has no clear understanding of what it would be like to work there.

	Over-simplified. The most common response is to rattle off the organizational core values. Unfortunately, the true meaning of values like collaboration, customer focus, or accountability, for example, is difficult to discern in only one or two words. In addition, there are too many examples of companies that tout core values but don’t live them (e.g., Enron, Wells Fargo, etc.), so unless you provide detail, it's hard for the candidate to believe even these simple words.

	Metaphorical. Or they use high-level metaphors to describe the culture, like saying that the company is like a "family" or a "well-oiled machine." The problem here is that what you mean by family may differ greatly from what the candidate means by family. For those of you who use the family metaphor, remember that the number one word in the English language associated with the word family is "dysfunctional!"



Instead, you should be clear and detailed in explaining what is valued in your culture and why. If you have a core value of collaboration, you should answer the question with something like this:


"Well, collaboration is one of our core values, and we really are quite obsessed with it. Everyone here works on multiple cross-functional teams, and now that we’re in the office only a few days a week, we got rid of the private offices and replaced them with communal tables where people can easily start conversations with their colleagues. This constant communication enables us to spot issues and problems earlier on, so we stay a step ahead of our customers, and they love that. If you're the kind of person who just wants to put on their headphones and plug away on your individual work, you won't like it here."



That description provides behavioral details that back up the core value and clarifies why they have built that culture (e.g., because customers love it). Note, however, that having a collaborative culture is not the point here. This response would be equally effective:


"Well, one thing that surprises people is that we are rigidly siloed here, and that's on purpose. Everyone stays in their swim lanes, so to speak. Teams remain laser-focused on their deliverables and don't want to be distracted by getting involved in other teams' activities. Given our product and market, this approach gives us incredible speed, and that's how we beat our competition, so if you're the kind of person who thrives on cross-functional teams and open office floor plans, you won't like it here."



That describes a very different culture, but it still meets the requirement of an effective description: (1) it paints a tangible picture of what it's like to work there, and (2) it connects the culture with what makes the organization successful. If you describe what your culture values but don't explain why those aspects are valued, your answer is much more difficult for candidates to trust. It sounds like lip service or what you think they want to hear. Culture is not about sounding good or appearing cool. It should be about being good in ways that make the organization (and the candidate who is imagining working there) more successful.



Actions

Once you find the most effective language to describe your culture, you should then focus on the actions, or behaviors inside your culture. As the saying goes, actions speak louder than words, so you should pay attention to consistency. If the behaviors inside your culture are inconsistent with the language you used to describe it, the behaviors will end up defining the culture.

Let's say you told the candidate in the job interview that you had a culture of empowerment, hiring smart people and then letting them run with things; micromanaging is discouraged. Then, a few weeks into their tenure, the newly hired employee is walking down the hall, and their manager stops them to ask about a project they had been discussing the week before.

The new employee explains that the project is finished and is already live on the website, which takes the manager a bit by surprise, and they ask “Did anybody get to review that before it went live?” That single behavior by the manager just contradicted those words you used to describe the culture of empowerment. The new employee now realizes that it is not a culture of empowerment—it's a culture of approval hoops.

And that may be just fine. There's nothing wrong with reviewing and approving things; it may not harm that employee's engagement. The point is that the behaviors differed from the words, and the behaviors always win.

While that example may be innocuous, this component of culture management does have some real dangers associated with it. In their book School Culture Rewired, Steve Gruenert and Todd Whitaker coined a phrase about culture that the business world has widely adopted: “The culture of any organization is created by the worst behavior the leader is willing to tolerate.”

The classic example is the senior manager who is a stellar producer with deep expertise but who treats people badly along the way. The organization feels they cannot afford to lose this person because of their performance or knowledge, so they tolerate their bad behavior, writing it off as an exception to the culture. But it doesn’t work that way. Everyone sees the bad behavior, which becomes a very real part of the culture.

This example highlights something else about behaviors as a driver of culture: senior-level behaviors matter more. Everyone tends to look "up" when evaluating the consistency of words and actions in a culture. If my peer behaves in a way inconsistent with the culture, I might let it slide, figuring that person was having a bad day. But if a senior leader does the same thing, I'm frustrated because it proves that the culture is not what they've been saying it is.

That might strike you as unfair, but that is the responsibility of being a leader. You will be held to a higher standard regarding your behaviors if you want to maintain a strong culture. Leadership teams should have regular and frank conversations about where their behavior might be sending the wrong signals about the culture.



Thoughts

Most of the cultural inconsistencies you will be dealing with are behavior-based, but sometimes, you need to dig deeper and get into the realm of thoughts. Thoughts, in a cultural context, refer to deeper beliefs, assumptions, mental models, and worldviews of employees that drive behaviors that contradict the espoused culture. These thoughts are often not conscious or explicit, making them difficult to spot.

We once worked with a management team that claimed to have created a results-only work environment (ROWE). ROWE was made popular by Jodi Thompson and Cali Ressler, who experimented with the approach at Best Buy in the early 2000s. The approach is rooted in autonomy and clear metrics. Instead of forcing employees to work specific hours every weekday, give them crystal-clear metrics on the results they should be achieving, and then let them make their own decisions about how they achieve those results, including when—and where—they do their work.

When the management team took a break during our meeting, something interesting happened. Two of the senior managers started to gripe about the behaviors of some of their employees, specifically that one of them was consistently arriving to work at 10:00 a.m. and that another had left the office at 3:00 p.m. without telling anyone where they were going.

When we reconvened the leadership team, we confirmed with the group that in a results-oriented work environment, it doesn't matter when people come to work or leave work as long as they achieve their results—and they all agreed! They couldn't see the contradiction between their behavior (griping about when people come and leave) and the culture they thought they were creating (ROWE), and that’s because most of them subscribed to a deeper belief that they didn’t realize was getting in the way:


If I can’t see you, you’re not working.



As we learned during the pandemic, there is not a lot of logic behind this belief, but that doesn't stop people from subscribing to it. In a ROWE culture, rooted specifically in letting employees decide when and where they do their work, the belief can generate behaviors that weaken the culture. Those two managers were likely putting subtle pressure on employees to spend more time in the office, like praising those who spent less time working remotely. So sometimes, you need to make sure these deeper beliefs are consistent with what you want your culture to be.



Stuff

The last area of cultural consistency you must manage is in the tangible aspects of work (the “stuff”). The first three components are the human part of the culture—humans speak, act, and think—but all workplaces also have non-human aspects as well, including the office's design and location, the equipment used, and even the dress code. These tangible aspects of work can clarify and reinforce what is valued in the organization, so they are a part of what defines the culture.

In our 2015 book When Millennials Take Over: Preparing for the Ridiculously Optimistic Future of Business, we profiled the American Society for Surgery of the Hand (ASSH) as a case study. One aspect we did not share in that case study, however, was ASSH's dress code at the time, which was included in their printed policy manual, even though it was only two words:


No nudity.



If you show up to work at ASSH and are not naked, then you're good to go. Beyond that, you can wear anything you want. When we were at the office doing our research for the book, the CEO pulled aside an employee wearing shorts, sandals, and a Chicago Blackhawks jersey and proudly announced that this was their Director of Finance.

The CEO was proud of this because he strongly believes that authenticity drives improved performance. If his people can be their whole selves, he finds they are more engaged at work and produce better results. So, the way he worded his dress code is not random or an attempt to be cute. He realized that if he wanted a culture based on radical authenticity, it would be inconsistent to have a tangible aspect of work—dress code—that says you can only wear jeans on Friday. As with words, actions, and thoughts, the goal here is to maintain consistency regarding tangible aspects of work and the culture you are trying to create.



What is Valued

Remember, everything we just discussed—words, actions, thoughts, and stuff—is there to clarify and reinforce what is truly valued in your organization, because what is valued will drive behaviors. This can be different, by the way, from what an organization espouses as core values. Just ask Enron, who literally had “honesty” and “integrity” hanging on the wall of their lobby, yet their entire management team went to jail for fraud. At Enron, the collection of words, actions, thoughts, and stuff must have implied that honesty was not valued as much as making your numbers—even if you have to make a large accounting firm lie about it. We never did research at Enron, so we don’t know what was in place to make it clear to their employees what was valued, but it must have been there, because that is the behavior they got, regardless of what was posted on the wall.

On a more positive note, there are examples of organizations whose core values align tightly with what is valued (and, therefore, behavior). One of the more famous examples is Zappos. Their number one core value was to “WOW the customer with service,” but they didn’t just put that on a poster on the wall. They designed the organization carefully to generate that amazing customer service behavior.

In their onboarding process, for example, they sent every new employee through two weeks of customer service training, and then had them work another two weeks as a customer service representative answering customer calls. Every single hire went through this process, so even if you were a high-powered corporate attorney going to work for Zappos back then, you’d spend two weeks in training and then two weeks on the phones.

Years ago, we delivered a webinar where we told the story of this part of the Zappos culture, and we joked about how disappointing it might be if we ended up getting the lawyer when we called Zappos for service. At the end of the webinar, during the question-and-answer portion, someone in the audience explained that they worked for Zappos, and we had nothing to worry about… “We only hire lawyers who are good at customer service.”

Most organizations fall somewhere in between Enron and Zappos. They will have a clear understanding of what is valued, but when they look internally, they see that the behaviors are not 100% aligned with what’s valued. It may not be the exact opposite (as it was at Enron), but the alignment is off. An organization might be serious in its commitment to internal collaboration, for example, yet it suffers from the frustrating effect of silos and internal competition. It could value transparency and information sharing, yet people there are frustrated because information is often shared too little too late. This dynamic is extremely common and rooted in a concept at the very heart of this book: Culture Patterns.




What Are Culture Patterns?

A Culture Pattern exists when what is valued by your culture is not being lived fully or as intended, as in the case of collaboration and transparency mentioned above. It is not that collaboration or transparency are completely absent. On the contrary, they happen all the time, just not at the level leaders really want or at the level that drives the success of the organization.

If that tension or contradiction feels familiar to you, it should, because you are human. As humans, we all have values, but most of us do not live those values consistently or fully. One of the key reasons for that is something that researchers Robert Kegan and Lisa Laskow Lahey refer to as “competing commitments.”

As they explain in their book, Immunity to Change, we all have commitments, goals, or things we want to achieve, yet when we take a look at our own behaviors, we often discover that we are doing things that specifically work against our own commitments.3 Why is that?

It is because there is a hidden, competing commitment that is driving our ineffective behaviors. You may be committed to doing a good job at work, for example, but you are also committed to being a good spouse, parent, and friend, and if you push your work commitment too hard at work, you will likely engage in behaviors that make it harder to meet your commitments to family, friends, and your health.

The age-old “work-life balance” conundrum is an obvious example of a personal competing commitment. This came into focus when the 2020 pandemic hit, and home life and work life suddenly were sharing the same physical space. A lot of people began to re-evaluate the importance of home and family and started rethinking, reprioritizing, and rebalancing (or really, reintegrating) their work commitments with their personal commitments and priorities. Hence the Great Resignation and its long-lasting effects on the business world, which are still continuing to take place (a subject for another book in the future, perhaps).

Some competing commitments are harder to spot. Maybe your commitment to quality family time spent over long dinners competes with your commitment to losing weight. Maybe your commitment to finding some downtime to relax your brain in front of the TV competes with your commitment to getting healthier through exercise. Resistance to change is not simply opposition to something—it's driven by another commitment, something that is important to you, even though you may not realize it. Seeing that commitment and figuring out how to reconcile it with your original commitment is critical for change to be successful.

We bring this up because competing commitments are at the heart of your hidden Culture Patterns. In the workplace, you have many competing commitments. Your commitment to achieving your departmental goals may actually compete with your commitment to collaborating with other teams. Your commitment to building relationships across the organization through organic water cooler conversations competes with your commitment to finishing your to-do list. In fact, even though you're reading this book about culture change, your commitment to changing culture could be in competition with your commitment to cross things off your lengthy to-do list! But don’t despair. Research shows that competing commitments can be resolved, but you have to see them clearly first.

In the context of workplace culture, our data shows that if you dig under the surface, you can frequently find a competing commitment that neutralizes key elements of what your culture values. We mentioned above that many organizations are committed to collaboration, for example, but it turns out they also have a commitment to giving autonomy to individual departments. This makes collaboration more difficult: departments, units, or layers in the hierarchy inside the organization insist on their own autonomy, which makes getting groups of people to collaborate across those lines more difficult. Cross-group collaboration happens, but not without extra effort and often frustration.

That is a Culture Pattern. The competing commitment (e.g. between collaboration and subgroup autonomy) results in being unable to live the value of collaboration fully or as intended. Both commitments are valid, but the way they square off against each other in the culture ends up neutralizing the cultural value of collaboration.

We call that pattern in particular “Awkward Collaboration,” where a culture values collaborative individuals more than it values collaborative groups, and we’ll dig into it fully in Chapter 2. We identified the pattern by studying the aggregate data from the culture assessment that we created in 2016 (we now have nearly 20,000 completed surveys). It was one of eight primary Culture Patterns that live inside the eight culture markers that we measure in the WorkXO culture assessment:


	Agility - how an employer removes obstacles, distributes control and responsibility, uses processes and systems, manages change, and speeds into action

	Collaboration - how an employer facilitates exchange and interaction, sets up teams to accomplish goals, shares knowledge and credit, and leverages relationships

	Growth - how an employer teaches, develops, rewards, champions health and welfare, facilitates the pursuit of passion, gives back, and acts as steward to the community

	Inclusion - how an employer orchestrates diversity and promotes authenticity, fosters respect and support, facilitates open participation and belonging, and creates a sense of ownership

	Innovation - how an employer encourages and rewards experimentation, provides challenging work, takes risks, fuels creativity, is comfortable with mistakes, and is compelled by what might be next

	Solutions - how an employer pays attention to unique internal and external user needs, anticipates and adapts to shifting landscapes/markets, and creates solutions for clients and employees

	Technologies - how an employer invests in, leverages, and exploits current technology, next generation tools and business practices; leverages the digital age, and adopts new technologies

	Transparency - how an employer builds trust, demonstrates integrity, shares information openly, communicates clearly and truthfully, and is comfortable with emotion



These are not uncommon concepts in culture assessments, but the WorkXO assessment differs from others in that it does not establish favorable or unfavorable scores in these eight areas (the classic green, yellow, red continuum). Instead, scores are presented along a continuum representing traditional to contemporary to futurist.

This structure was critical in revealing the Culture Patterns, so here’s what we mean by those terms.

Traditional means aligned with traditional management, which refers to management practices that embrace the command-and-control approach that was established and perfected during the 20th century, following the Industrial Revolution. Workplace cultures (or elements of those cultures) that score in our model as traditional tend to favor concepts like privacy, exclusivity, risk aversion, predictability, slow-and-steady, measured change with heavy change management, and an emphasis on the corporation rather than the individual.

Contemporary refers to cultures and organizations that have worked to evolve their management practices to move beyond the traditional practices of the 20th century but have not quite pushed the envelope far enough to be aligned with what we are now seeing as





The Eight Primary Culture Patterns







	
	





	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	








Why Culture Patterns Matter










What Is Culture Change?











The Culture Playbook Model



	Process. Your organization is a big bundle of operational processes, so changing them (as in the middle managers meeting example above) is where most of your culture change will come from.

	Structure and design. This category includes organizational structure (org chart, cross-functional teams) and physical structure (office space).

	Technology. The software you use to get work done can greatly impact specific elements of your culture, so this is a powerful lever.

	Human resources and talent. When you're changing your culture, by definition you'll need to change things like performance reviews and onboarding, so HR/talent/people management gets its own category of plays.

	Rituals and artifacts. Events and objects that communicate what your culture is to internal and external audiences.

	Stewardship. Intentional efforts to manage and sustain your culture over time.








How Do You Start?







	Identify where the Culture Pattern exists in your organization.

	Brainstorm some ways to address it (culture plays).

	Put them into action and change your culture.
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