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By Dr. Leticia Lilleström

“Culture eats strategy for breakfast.” – Peter Drucker

Every organisation has a strategy. Fewer have the culture to support it.

When I began researching how leadership decisions are shaped within organisations, I expected to find the answers in models, frameworks, and planning tools. Instead, I discovered something more subtle, more persistent and far more powerful: culture.

Culture is the silent force behind success or failure. It determines whether a bold new strategy will flourish or falter. It shapes how leaders think, how teams behave, and how decisions are made often long before a single presentation or policy is shared.

As both a finance professional and a doctoral researcher in executive leadership, I have worked closely with organisations undergoing change, crisis, and growth. I’ve seen first-hand how even the most promising strategies can fail — not because they were unwise or ill-conceived, but because the culture of the organisation could not sustain or accept them.

This book is the outcome of that realisation: a blend of academic research, field interviews, staff surveys, and lived experience. More importantly, it is written as a practical guide for those leading strategic change, whether as senior executives, managers, consultants, or entrepreneurs.

What You’ll Discover Inside

	Why even the strongest leadership cannot succeed without cultural alignment

	The hidden emotional and behavioural drivers behind executive decision-making

	How resistance to change often stems from unspoken cultural values

	Tools to diagnose, align, and adapt organisational culture

	Field insights into what enables or obstructs strategic transformation


This book is not just about leadership —it’s about preparing the ground so leadership decisions can take root. It’s about seeing culture not as background noise, but as the terrain upon which every strategic journey unfolds.

If you are a chief executive, team leader, business advisor, or simply someone passionate about meaningful organisational change, this book will give you new lenses and practical methods to better navigate the realities of leadership in today’s complex landscape.

Because in the end, the most powerful competitive advantage isn’t just strategy.
It’s culture aligned, alive, and ready to lead.


Foreword

In the world of business, we often rush to measure what we can see — performance indicators, projections, shareholder value, quarterly targets. But rarely do we pause to consider what we can’t see so easily: the culture shaping every decision, every conversation, and every act of leadership.

This book was born from that pause.
From a quiet, persistent question: Why do even the smartest strategies fail?
And a deeper realisation: Because strategy is visible but culture is what carries it.
What you hold in your hands is not a book of business formulas. It is a guide to the unseen, the emotional infrastructure of organisations, the stories beneath your data, and the beliefs beneath your metrics. This is a book about people. About leaders. About the quiet forces that decide whether change takes root or fades away.

It does not promise a silver bullet. It offers something more lasting: clarity, reflection, and tools to lead with alignment.

As you read, I invite you to slow down. Reflect. And ask not only what you’re building but whether the culture you’re building within can truly hold what you hope to achieve.

If it can, your strategy won’t just succeed.
It will last.
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Chapter One – What Is Corporate Culture, Really?
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It’s easy to assume corporate culture is something abstract, a few values printed on posters, an onboarding speech, or the kind of perks a company offers. But culture runs far deeper. It’s not what we say. It’s what we do without thinking. It’s the unspoken rules, the unwritten tone, and the shared understanding of “how things are done around here.”

Every organisation has one. Some are empowering. Some are toxic. Most fall somewhere in between and all of them shape what leaders can or cannot achieve.

Corporate culture is the emotional infrastructure of a company. It shapes how employees behave, how information flows, how decisions are made, and how change is received. A powerful strategy may set the direction, but it’s the culture that determines the pace and quality of movement.

Culture as Collective Memory

Culture is like the organisation’s memory, built from its past successes, failures, traumas, and heroes. It’s made visible in rituals, dress codes, email habits, who speaks up in meetings, and how mistakes are handled.

In cultures where innovation is valued, risk-taking is encouraged, and failure is treated as learning, leaders are more likely to propose bold strategies. In contrast, a culture rooted in hierarchy, perfectionism, or fear often paralyses decision-making. Even the most well-intentioned change will struggle if it threatens the unwritten norms people have learned to survive by.

Values That Actually Guide

Many companies claim to value trust, openness, or innovation. But what gets rewarded speaks louder. If employees are praised for not rocking the boat, they learn quickly that “speaking up” is career suicide, no matter what the posters say.

That’s the heart of culture: it’s not what we believe, but what we reinforce through action and consequence. Leaders must not only talk about values but also embody them in their decisions, reactions, and priorities. When they don’t, dissonance grows and trust erodes.

Culture as Strategy’s Filter

Imagine culture as a filter through which every new idea must pass. Is this idea safe? Is it acceptable? Will I be supported if it fails? The answers to those questions depend not on logic, but on the emotional tone of the organisation.

And this is where many strategies die, not on the whiteboard, but in the murky realm of perception. If your culture fears failure, avoids conflict, or idolises tradition, then change, even brilliant change — will be resisted.

That resistance isn’t always loud. Sometimes it’s silence, delay, forgetfulness, or subtle sabotage. Culture doesn’t need to protest to shut down a plan — it just needs to withhold energy and alignment.

Why Leaders Must Care

Culture is not “soft”, it’s strategic. Leaders who overlook it are often blindsided by slow uptake, poor morale, and passive resistance. Those who understand it, however, gain a powerful lens through which to lead more effectively.

Whether you’re trying to launch a new product, restructure a department, or shift your business model, the first question should not be: “What is our strategy?”
It should be: “Is our culture ready for this?”
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Chapter Two – The Leadership Mirror
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If culture is the soil, then leadership is the gardener. The two are inseparable.

Too often, we talk about culture and leadership as if they are separate forces — leadership influencing culture or culture limiting leadership. But in reality, they reflect each other constantly. Leaders shape culture with every choice they make, every value they embody, and every silence they allow. At the same time, the existing culture shapes the leader’s perceived options — what feels possible, safe, or even “normal.”

Leadership is a mirror of the environment it exists within. And if leaders want to change culture, they must begin with themselves.

Culture Doesn’t Follow Titles — It Follows Behaviour

You don’t have to be a CEO to lead cultural change. Culture flows not from job descriptions, but from visible behaviours, especially from those with influence. A junior team member who challenges injustice sets a cultural tone. A senior manager who dodges responsibility also does. Leadership is not about hierarchy, it’s about who others watch.

When leaders consistently act in ways that uphold values like transparency, accountability, and innovation, these values begin to take root. But when leaders preach openness and then punish dissent, the culture quickly learns to adapt — by shutting down.

Every organisation becomes what its leaders tolerate.

Leadership Style as a Cultural Product

Here’s a truth many leaders miss: the leadership style you adopt isn’t just a personal choice, it’s a cultural product.

An organisation steeped in hierarchy will often reward authoritative




	What behaviours are seen as “safe” here?

	What topics are taboo?

	Who speaks up and who never does?

	What happens when someone challenges the norm?






	Do you listen actively, or just wait to speak?

	Do you reward effort, or only outcomes?

	Do you create space for reflection, or only rush to solutions?
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