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			INTRODUCTION

			The Power of Culture

			THIS BOOK WAS AN accident.

			Team culture is usually an accident, but it doesn’t have to be. Over the years, I’ve learned that there is a path to a winning culture, and it’s a path that creates an irresistible workplace and a winning business.

			Culture trumps your business idea. Culture trumps your strategic plan. Culture even trumps the competency of your team.

			Culture wins—but it doesn’t have to be accidental.

			While this book was an accident, the cover design was not. The pathway to a winning culture is pretty much summed up by what looks like a random cover design.

			Why in the world would anyone put a quirky orange circle on the cover of a book? Isn’t this a book about culture and how to build a roadmap to an irresistible workplace? That orange blob doesn’t look like any roadmap I’ve ever seen.

			This is a book about culture and how to discover your company’s culture. The journey isn’t a perfect circle or a neat roadmap but a winding path. You won’t find a one-size-fits-all map to a destination “out there” somewhere, because it’s a journey of self-discovery. Finding your culture can be messy and awkward, and if you’re doing it right, it’s not straightforward at all. You have to start at the edges and walk toward the center to find it.

			It’s not an easy journey, but it’s one you must take to discover the best part of what makes your people and your business unique, special, and capable of great things. I learned that the hard way by managing a really bad culture that in the end won and made really talented people incapable of working together. But in the second half of my career, I stumbled upon a great culture. As a team, we felt our way through defining our culture, and it has worked. Now that we are further along, we have a culture where people—many of whom are brand new to the workplace—can work together and share amazing accomplishments. As we have won awards and as I’ve been asked to speak on culture, I’ve looked back at the path we have taken and have laid it out in this book to help you find your way to an irresistible workplace.

			Discovering your culture is necessary because culture wins. It wins every time. If you have a bad culture, it will win—and ruin your company. And if you have a great culture, it will also win and enable you to do great things.

			The journey isn’t an easy one; it’s not symmetrical or straightforward but a journey toward the center of who your people are as a team.

			I’m not a risk taker, but I’m willing to make a bet: I bet that culture will be the factor that determines your team’s success in the coming years.

			“Culture eats strategy for breakfast.”

			That famous line, attributed to Peter Drucker many years ago, is ringing true now more than ever. It’s a lesson I didn’t understand early in my career, and it cost me dearly. It’s the backbone of how I’ve tried to build my team in the second half of my career. And while I don’t have culture totally figured out, I am clear on this:

			Culture wins.

			Strategy is great. Having talented people is a must. But the real team wins come when culture is working.

			When culture is bad, no matter how talented the team or great the strategy, a team will never reach its potential. Because whether good or bad, culture is the trump card that determines your team’s outcome. During my early years, in a different life, I had an incredibly talented team with a good strategy and a bad culture—which was largely my fault. It didn’t go well. Why? Because culture always wins.

			 

			
				CULTURE TIP

				Culture always wins.

			

			 

			 

			I’ll never forget the first time I hired someone and felt good about it. We shook hands over a cup of coffee, and I walked away from that hire knowing I’d made the right decision for my company. More important, I’d made the right decision for my new employee. I knew he’d be happy working at my church-staffing company, Vanderbloemen Search Group.

			Hiring people with the right skills has always been important to me, but it took me years to realize that, as a business owner, hiring people who would be happy working for my company was just as important—perhaps even more important. A good cultural fit between my company and the people who worked there didn’t only improve their quality of life, but it also affected my business.

			Earlier in my career, I didn’t understand how important culture was to an organization’s success. At thirty-one years old, I was the senior minister at the First Presbyterian Church in Houston. Sam Houston, the man who brought Texas into the United States in the nineteenth century, went to that church. Close to five thousand adults and about two thousand of their kids called First Presbyterian home. There was a school, a preschool, and hundreds of employees. It was a big church, and while I was there, the attendance grew a little and the median donor age dropped. I’m proud of the contributions I made but wish I had known then what I know now about the importance of culture in any organization. A lot of the staff left while I was the senior minister. In hindsight, I know it was because we didn’t have a great culture. Worse, I know now that I was the pacesetter for that culture.

			I ended up leaving the First Presbyterian Church of Houston and went to work in the corporate world for a few years before starting my own company. Hiring one person at a time, I put a lot of thought into whom I was surrounding myself with, and whom I’d be trusting with my clients. We grew organically, one hire at a time, and I slowly built a business staffed by employees who didn’t just like the work but also liked working together. A culture was developing within my business, and it was the kind of culture that benefitted my employees, my clients, and me.

			 

			I Got a Surprise

			One by one, I added more people to Vanderbloemen Search Group until we had grown to a legitimate business with a Houston office, a few dozen employees, and more than a hundred clients. In 2015, I was traveling for work and staying at a hotel in Baltimore when I received a phone call. It was someone from Entrepreneur magazine. I knew the people at my company had taken some kind of survey, and the call was about the results of the survey.

			Turns out, we won best company culture in the whole country.

			I was stunned. According to what the man told me, my little business didn’t win the award for best culture at companies just in the city of Houston or the state of Texas, or all faith-based organizations; we were selected from all the businesses in America. I was dumbfounded. I thought for sure an award like that would go to a high-tech firm in Silicon Valley, a place with Ping-Pong tables and all-you-can-eat buffets for the employees.

			After that, we won more awards and landed on more lists, including Entrepreneur’s Top 5 Company Culture, in 2015 and 2016, and Houston Business Journal’s Best Places to Work, in 2015 and 2016.

			At first, I found it hard to believe we were being recognized nationally for something I had unintentionally stumbled upon: building an irresistible workplace. Eventually, I accepted the accolades because they represented a lot of hard work and lessons learned. Those awards represented what’s possible when you realize there are many priorities to consider in building a successful company, but above all else—more than profits, more than process, and even more than people—culture wins.

			 

			
				Vanderbloemen Search Group’s
Culture Awards

				Vanderbloemen Search Group won a lot of culture awards in a very short time. When people started asking me how our culture developed, I had to take a step back and look at all that we’d done to get to this place. What I discovered at my own company, and through conversations with CEOs at other companies, led me to write this book.

				#1 - 2015 Entrepreneur.com’s Top Company Culture list in the Small Company category1

				#6 - 2015 Best Place to Work in Houston2

				#3 - 2016 Best Place to Work in Houston3

				#5 - 2016/2017 (2016 survey, results published in 2017) Entrepreneur.com’s Top Company Culture list in the Small Company category4

				
			

			 

			 

			I didn’t set out to build an irresistible workplace that attracted top talent, so when people asked me how I did it, I didn’t have a plan to share with them. I hadn’t created a roadmap to an irresistible workplace, and I didn’t yet understand that culture wins. To get a clear understanding of how I’d left a mediocre culture and helped create a thriving one, I thought about the choices I’d made at my company and how they were different from the choices I’d made earlier in my career. What had I done to foster a culture in which people wanted to work with me—and wanted to work for me?

			First, I looked back at what happened after I left the church and went to work in the corporate world. The company was great and the money was terrific, but I wasn’t happy with the work I was doing—it wasn’t my calling, so to speak. While I was there, the company went through some changes. The CEO left and was replaced by another CEO within a hundred days. By church standards, a hundred-day hire was unthinkable. It took us years to replace ministry leaders. The man hired wasn’t a temporary replacement either; he was a great CEO, and the company flourished under his leadership. That made me wonder what companies like that one were doing to attract and recruit talent that I and so many others weren’t doing. Eventually, I quit that company and started my own business, but the question stuck in my head: How did organizations attract, recruit, and retain great people?

			After leaving that company, I set up Vanderbloemen Search Group on a card table in my home. I didn’t know whether my idea—a for-profit, executive search firm that helped churches find their pastor—would work, but I wanted to devote my career to a company that was aligned with my values and satisfied a niche market that had a real need. I knew firsthand, from my corporate experience, how miserable life could be working for a company that wasn’t a good fit. I also knew, from my experience at First Presbyterian Church, how tough it could be for an organization to succeed if the people who worked there weren’t happy. I guess I thought the pastor-recruiting-company idea would provide me with a little redemption for my past mistakes. In order to make good matchups between pastors and churches, I couldn’t make the same mistakes I’d made at the church.

			I started the business with no investors, no venture capital, and no debt, and I didn’t plan on hiring anyone to help me. Somehow, over the years, the firm grew to forty employees. Now, people want to come to my company. They come here, they love working here, and most of them stay. The people who work for me aren’t just employees; they’re a “framily.” That’s a term I learned that refers to people who feel like friends and family in a healthy culture. In a healthy culture, the people who work with you aren’t your coworkers—they’re your framily. My employees stay longer than what I have come to see as the average tenure at a job, especially for people their age, even though some of them could find better-paying jobs. They don’t join the company to hang out with their framily, though—they work hard. I have employees who come in earlier and stay later than I do because they love the company and they love the work.

			What’s the difference between the company we’ve built and a lot of other companies that aren’t doing as well on the culture front? To answer that question, I researched other companies to find out what was wrong with the traditional workplace.

			I also sought out CEOs of companies that had won awards for culture to see what I could learn. As it turned out, my company and theirs had similarities in our approaches and rationales for building culture, which reinforced my decisions and led to a lot of what you will read in this book.

			 

			What’s Wrong at Work?

			During my research, I discovered a lot of dissatisfaction in today’s workplace. Two-thirds of Americans hate their jobs.5 They don’t just dislike their jobs—they literally hate them. A business where people hate their jobs can’t have a healthy culture. Moreover, as a general rule, the higher the headcount—the more employees at a company—the worse the culture becomes. This makes sense because when you’re starting a small business, everybody interacts face-to-face, and they all want to get along and make the company successful. There are common goals and everyone works together to reach them. However, when you have five hundred people on staff, silos develop. These siloed groups can grow apart and have conflicting goals and agendas.

			Another common issue in today’s workplace is that employers are having a tough time finding, attracting, and retaining employees, especially younger employees who were born from about 1980 to 2000. As of the writing of this book, these “millennials” are around twenty to forty years old. Companies have to learn how to hire and keep younger people because they don’t have another choice. This is due to a phenomenon known as the “double-hump workforce,” which was caused by a decrease in birth rates from around 1960 to around 1980. Baby boomers, now in their late fifties to early seventies, make up a large volume of the workforce—the first “hump”—and people born in the decades leading up to the turn of the century make up the other hump. Because fewer people were born between 1960 and 1980, there aren’t enough people available who have similar work experience, longevity within a company or industry, or the qualifications to take over for retiring baby boomers. The only people who can move into those spots are those from the younger generation, so employers need to hire them, train them, and get them up to speed quickly to fill those vacant positions.

			Fast-forward ten years from now, when most of the baby boomers will have left the workforce, and who is left? Companies will need to hire millennials, and they’ll be in even higher demand a decade from now. Smart companies have already figured this out and are investing in their company culture as a way to build out their workforces, improve retention, and reduce attrition. Culture isn’t just a feel-good idea. In this century, it may be the only way for companies to survive.

			I already see this trend at my company, where 74 percent of the staff is younger than thirty-five. I don’t intentionally hire people that age—they’re the people who are looking for work. They didn’t know one another when I hired them, but after working together, they’ve grown to know one another and have stayed for the friendships they’ve developed and for the culture we’ve created. We have older people here, too—people older than me. My company has economically great seasons and then it has lean seasons, but through the ups and downs, everyone stays for the culture.

			Every company has a baseline culture. It’s not something you map out to build but a journey of self-discovery and then self-improvement. I call that baseline culture a company’s or team’s culture index. We developed a tool for helping teams figure out their cultural index. It’s a first step to identifying and creating a unique team culture that creates team wins. Again, strategy is great, but in the end, culture wins.

			A company’s culture index can be a good indicator of how well it’s building a culture that attracts and retains employees. Although a culture index typically goes down as headcount increases, it isn’t always the case. In fact, at my company, as we added people, our culture index went up. The year after winning the number-one spot for company culture in Entrepreneur magazine, our headcount and our culture index went up. We experienced a similar boost over time in our culture index, which was measured for the Houston’s Best Places to Work award. In the fourth-largest city in the country—which has more Fortune 500 headquarters than anywhere outside of New York City—we added to our headcount and went from sixth to third place. Somehow, we bucked the trend.

			That anomaly didn’t escape the attention of the media, and soon after the awards were announced, I started receiving requests from publications such as Forbes, Fortune, and Fast Company to write about culture. Those requests forced me to take a step back and analyze how I started my business and what I did differently, especially as it related to the culture that had developed. What did I do, and what were my employees doing, that made Vanderbloemen Search Group such a great place to work?

			 

			We’re All New at This

			Culture isn’t some new phenomenon that appeared out of nowhere, but it’s changing and it’s changing fast, especially in the workplace. So, in that sense, we are all new to this. How do you research something that’s constantly changing? I started looking at what we were doing differently at my company, compared to other companies. I also looked at what we were doing that was similar to what other companies with successful, healthy cultures were doing, and I noticed differences and similarities. What I discovered was so fascinating that I wanted to share it.

			Researching and writing helped to further clarify the process for me, and I learned even more about culture and how I’d gotten it right at my company. I hadn’t started the business with a twelve-step plan in mind for building a great company culture. The culture evolved over time, and I knew the answer lay with the people—my staff. They liked working together.

			As a company, my staff and I have placed a lot of people in other organizations since I started the company eight years ago, and the majority of them are still on the job. This is surprising when you consider the average tenure for a student pastor is only eighteen months. Part of our success is our vetting process. We assess the culture of an organization before we agree to recruit for it, and if it has a toxic culture, we turn down the work. I wouldn’t put my family, my friends, a complete stranger, or myself in an unhealthy workplace, and I certainly don’t want to profit from putting someone in that position.

			I wouldn’t place people at a company with an unhealthy culture, and I didn’t want my own people working at one either. Building a great culture started with the vetting and hiring process. It was as important to make sure the company was a good fit for the candidate as it was to make sure the candidate was a good fit for the company. During my research for this book, I interviewed my own staff to learn why they wanted to work for me and why they stayed. I learned that culture at my company started with hiring the right people, and it continued throughout the life cycle of their tenure with the company.

			Beyond my people, I wanted to look at other companies that were winning at culture, so I interviewed about a hundred CEOs at award-winning organizations. In the process, I heard a lot of great stories about what leaders did to develop a great culture, and those are the culture wins—noun and verb, for the grammar geeks. I also learned how creating an environment with a great culture helped these companies and their people succeed. That’s why I believe in culture wins (the noun) and that culture wins (verb).

			Jill Donovan, the CEO of apparel design and retailer Rustic Cuff, says it best: “A positive company culture is imperative so that your employees come to the office excited to do excellent work. With their excitement comes exceptional performance, and with that performance comes happy customers.” Jill started Rustic Cuff in 2011 by creating bracelets by hand for family members. The company has grown from a single employee working out of her kitchen to a business with dozens of employees; a showroom in Tulsa, Oklahoma; celebrity clients; and international sales. She credits culture as a driver for excellence, performance, and, ultimately, happy customers, and it should get the attention of every CEO who’s eyeing the bottom line.

			Having employees come to the office excited to work is a terrific accomplishment, but retaining them is just as important, because those people are your greatest asset. I heard this over and over again from the CEOs I interviewed. I asked them, “If you could choose between a great product, a great price point, and a great team, which would you choose for your company?” Every one of them said, “I’ll take the team. It’s the team that matters.” They all knew, if all else failed, a great team could rebound and they could still succeed as a company. But without the team, it didn’t matter how wonderful their ideas, or anything else, might be.

			Having that team is critical, and keeping it matters, because losing good people affects your culture and your bottom line. When I interviewed the many CEOs at the culture-winning companies, they all told me they wanted to keep the employees they had, and to do that, they had to build a great culture. In terms of the financial piece of the equation, they knew retaining good employees was much more cost-effective than recruiting, interviewing, hiring, onboarding, training, and getting a new employee up to speed, especially given the typical learning curve of a new employee, in a new position, at a new company.

			 

			It’s Not Just About Money

			If you lose a good person and you don’t have a replacement, you don’t feel only the hard cost of hiring a search firm to help you but also the hard cost of lost productivity. When you lose a good person, the whole team feels it. They realize a talented person has moved on, and it’s a blow to the team. If you’ve developed your culture, there’s another talented person lined up to take that person’s place. But if you haven’t, you may be waiting a long time to fill that slot. In the meantime, there’s more lost productivity, and the morale of the team takes a greater hit. The cost of losing a person and hiring a replacement is probably a lot higher than you think. In large companies, it can easily run up to six figures or more.6

			This isn’t a book about any generation of people in particular. The truth is, you have to hire people, and you’ll have a higher degree of success finding good employees from any generation and keeping them working for you if you get the culture right. Culture wins, and it wins with everyone.

			This book is for those young people in offices who have the ear of the CEOs. Those people are going to read this book and see the truth in it. They’re going to fill it with sticky notes and highlighting to point out what they think are the most important bits. Then they’re going to leave it on the CEO’s desk, because they love their job and they want the company to succeed. This book is also for those people who have been working for many years and hate their job, because no one deserves that kind of life.

			This book is for the human resources people who are wondering where their next recruits will come from, what they can be doing right now to attract them, and what they should be doing to hang on to the people they already have. It’s for hiring managers and for anyone else who wants to see the company culture improve and believes he or she can influence the people in charge.

			This book is for any leader who’s wondering why it’s harder to find and keep good people, and why employees stay for shorter stints and leave more frequently. That’s a problem that’s only going to get worse in the coming years.

			This book is also written for CEOs who are looking at how they’re going to attract and retain a workforce now and in the next decade. Because there’s a tsunami coming.

			A few years ago, I gathered all my frequent-flyer miles and took my family to Hawaii for spring break. It was the same year there was that awful earthquake in Japan. We landed on the island in the middle of the night (my flyer points were good for only the least-desirable flight time, of course), and I rented a car.

			The rental-car guy said to me, “Mahalo [the traditional Hawaiian thank-you]. Have a nice stay, and pay attention to the tsunami warnings.”

			His words seemed a little odd, and I replied, “Back on the mainland, when there’s a possibility of a tornado, we say there’s a tornado watch. A tornado warning, on the other hand, means the tornado has been spotted and is coming—it’s imminent!”

			“That’s right,” said the rental-car guy. “It’s the same thing here. The tsunami’s coming. You just can’t see it yet.”

			The guy told us to sleep in our clothes, because someone would probably wake us in the middle of the night and we’d have to evacuate. I’ll never forget how I felt, hearing that—or how much fun it was (not) trying to explain it to my four-year-old son.

			The earth has quaked. It quaked years ago, and the tidal waves are coming. You may not see the tsunami yet, but in the coming decade, your older employees are going to retire at a faster rate and leave an enormous vacuum of open positions you will be struggling to fill. Smart companies are investing time, money, and other resources into developing a culture right now that will provide an irresistible workplace for the new workforce. Developing that culture may not seem like an urgent matter today, but it will become a much higher priority as your people leave and there are a limited number of people to fill those positions. I see this occurring already in my recruiting efforts. Every church wants a pastor in his mid-forties to take over the place of the retiring pastor, and there aren’t enough of them to go around. The tsunami is coming; you may not see it, hear it, or feel it, but it’s on the horizon. Companies that aren’t preparing for it right now will find it hard to survive.

			Business leaders who have already figured this out—that culture wins—will want to read this book because they know about the tsunami, are preparing for it, and want to learn more. I hope people who aren’t aware of the impending workforce tsunami read this book, too, because they need to get ahead of it as soon as possible.

			Culture is changing and will continue to change, but you can’t sit back and wait for the waves to settle. The tsunami’s coming, whether you prepare for it or not, and it’s time to get your feet wet. The best place to start is by looking at what companies like mine and others are doing to create an irresistible workplace where culture wins. Companies don’t create culture wins by writing their values on a piece of paper and hanging it on the wall.

			Values, behaviors, and everything else that comprises my company’s culture evolved organically as the company grew and as more people came on board. We’re still learning and improving, and I expect we always will be. But our culture comes from within, and it’s driven throughout the entire organization. It’s not a culture introduced to every new hire and then forgotten; it continues through the life cycle of every employee, from day one to the day he or she chooses to leave.

			The day I got that call from Entrepreneur magazine was like a dream, but I have another dream. In it, another CEO, one who puts into practice all the lessons I’m going to teach you, gets a call. The voice on the other end tells that CEO his company just won a best-culture award. That CEO won because he took to heart the importance of building a great culture at his own company. His workplace is so irresistible, people want to work for him, and his employees don’t want to leave. That CEO could be you.
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			CHAPTER 1

			Why Culture Will Win in the Next Ten Years

			AT MY FIRM, WE use software developed by the company HubSpot. HubSpot’s specialty is content-based, inbound marketing software and services that bring customers to you so you don’t have to cold-call them. Based in Boston, the company has grown quickly and won many culture awards. It has more than twenty-one thousand clients, but for some reason, it took a shine to my company and invited me to visit. I half wondered if it wanted to use Vanderbloemen Search Group as an example of what its software could do: “It’s so good, it even works for this quirky little recruiting company that finds pastors for churches,” or something like that.

			The people at HubSpot invited me to participate in a Q&A with the CEO, Brian Halligan, at their all-staff meeting. Before I headed to Boston, I read about HubSpot’s culture online. What you read about a company’s culture on its website can be very different than what actually goes on at the company, so I didn’t expect much.

			At HubSpot, I found Brian—not in a corner office but sitting at a desk in an open workspace. I asked him where his office was, and he told me he “offices” wherever there’s space. He was running a very flat organization without the typical layers of management, closed doors, or the bureaucracy that comes with that traditional corporate structure.

			One of the company’s values focuses on getting things done, and that is literally written on the wall in letters ten feet tall. I asked Brian how they did that—how did they “get things done”?

			He told me HubSpot doesn’t have a typical vacation policy: After you get your stuff done, you can go on vacation. If your stuff isn’t done, you get it done. Then you go on vacation.

			There were a lot of younger people working there, and I knew hiring qualified people in the very competitive tech space wasn’t easy. I walked around and talked to them and asked some of them why they were there.

			They said they were going to change the face of marketing—they were going to change the world. These people were more excited about saving the world with software than some pastors I knew who wanted to save the world through their church. Then I realized these people knew why they were there. They had a cause and a purpose they believed in, and the culture was so strong that it was palpable. They weren’t just repeating the company line; they were living it.

			 

			How to Begin Thinking About Culture

			Thinking about culture starts with figuring out why you’re doing something. What’s the reason behind what you do? Before you can define your cultural values, you first have to define why the company exists. What does it bring to the world? If the company went away tomorrow, would it matter? Would the world notice if it disappeared? When I spoke with the people at HubSpot, they knew exactly why they were doing what they were doing. These were coders and IT geeks, but they understood the connection between the work they did and its purpose—the end game for the company’s reason for existence. “We’re going to change the way sales and marketing are done, and we’re going to end cold-calling.”

			In my fifteen years as a pastor, we talked about the “why” of our positions and our roles regularly. As a pastor, you preach about being there because the world needs hope, or Jesus, or whatever the sermon is that day. Pastors talk about the why all the time, but I wonder how common that is in today’s companies. I talk about the why more now than I did as a pastor. At every staff meeting, I talk about where I saw our vision at work that week. By “vision,” I mean our vision for the change we’re making in the world, and that ties back to our purpose and our why. That’s my job at those meetings. If you get that part right, you can build everything else around it—such as your core values, which are what you believe, and your cultural values, which are how you behave based on what you believe.

			If you walked up to an admin, a salesperson, or anyone else at your company, and asked that person why he or she is there, doing what he or she is doing, what would the answer be? As CEOs, we like to tell ourselves that all of our employees understand the why behind their jobs and how their work supports that why. Step out of your office today and walk around the building. Ask people why they’re there. You might be surprised by what you hear. Then sit down and figure out why you’re there, if you haven’t already, because that message has to be clearly communicated throughout the ranks before you can start working on your culture. If you’re new to the power of knowing your “why,” I recommend you read Simon Sinek’s book, Start with Why.7 Once you define your why, you have to allow it to permeate everything you do. Some companies do this very well.

			Let’s take Google, for example. Companies establish and follow brand guidelines for their marketing collateral, and consistency is key. They define what colors their logo can be, what font to use for the lettering, how big or small the logo can appear, and everything else about how that logo is used. Google has a core value that says, “You can have fun and wear a business suit.”8
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