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Praise for Culture Matters…



Jenni Catron has a real gift for simplifying the complex topic of organizational culture. Culture Matters is a powerful framework you can use to shape a healthy culture. This is a must-read for any leader who is looking to boost team engagement and make a lasting impact.

—John C. Maxwell, New York Times Bestselling Author and Founder of Maxwell Leadership

For far too long, countless leaders around the world have wanted to build an extraordinary culture. They just didn’t know how. In Culture Matters, Jenni has pulled back the curtain on the mission-critical task of culture craft. What she has revealed will be life-giving, soul-enriching, and performance-enhancing for your team and your organization.

—Mark Miller, Wall Street Journal and International Bestselling Author of Culture Rules and Former VP of High Performance Leadership at Chick-fil-A, Inc.

We all recognize a healthy culture when we see it—teams are motivated, energized, engaged, and fully committed. Likewise, we all know a bad culture—teams lack motivation, are drained of energy, and are always looking for an escape. Healthy cultures don’t just happen; they require work and a plan, which is why Culture Matters is such a must-read for leaders. In it Jenni Catron has given us the practical strategies necessary for building a culture we all desire—a culture of trust, transparency, and collaboration.

—David Ashcraft, President and CEO, Global Leadership Network, Author of What Was I Thinking?

I could not be more excited about the relevancy of Jenni Catron’s latest book, Culture Matters. Once again, she draws from her extensive leadership experiences and years of consultancy. She systematically delivers the LeadCulture Framework, designed to transform your organizational culture. Jenni’s genius is her methodology and practical application. Today is the day to buy this book. Take it one step at a time and watch your team grow, thrive, and become truly unstoppable!

—Tami Heim, President and CEO of Christian Leadership Alliance

Jenni Catron has proven over and over that her wisdom around culture building in the ministry and workplace improves and shapes the lives of teams—leaders and employees alike. Culture Matters is the book every leader needs to read if you want to retain good team members, stay on mission, and impact as many people as possible with your work.

—Annie F. Downs, New York Times Bestselling Author of That Sounds Fun

Jenni Catron reminds us that culture is not just a side project for leaders; it’s the foundation upon which great teams are built. Her practical insights and the LeadCulture Framework provide leaders with the tools they need to shape environments where trust, clarity, and engagement flourish. This is a guide for any leader who wants to unlock the full potential of their team.

—Matt Randerson, Vice President, Growth, Barna Group

As a fellow executive who has witnessed firsthand the profound impact of leadership on organizational culture, I am thrilled to endorse Culture Matters by Jenni Catron. Jenni’s deep understanding of what it takes to cultivate a thriving, unstoppable team is unparalleled. Her insights are not only practical but deeply rooted in years of experience leading high-performing teams as well.

This book is a must-read for any leader committed to fostering a positive, productive, and resilient organizational environment. Jenni’s wisdom and expertise shine through on every page, making this a valuable resource for anyone looking to elevate their team and, ultimately, their entire organization.

—Tricia Sciortino, CEO of BELAY

Most leaders have only the fuzziest of ideas about what culture really means in their organization. And those leaders who do have a very clear idea of what they want their culture to be are almost always projecting a subjective mishmash of their own preconceptions and preferences.

When I first listened as Jenni Catron shared the acutely observed, right-on-the-button LeadCulture Framework outlined in this immensely readable book, I knew instantly that here was the rigorous, comprehensive, flexible, and above all implementable model that every previous book on the topic had missed.

If you don’t think culture is important for your organization’s success, you desperately need to read this book. If you do think culture is important, you’ll devour it.

—Les McKeown, Founder and CEO, Predictable Success

I thought I understood team culture well. Then I read this book and realized I only understood a fraction of it. Jenni Catron gives a master class in team and organizational culture. Even if you think you have a great culture, there is so much to learn here. Every founder, boss, and manager needs to read this.”

—Carey Nieuwhof, Author, Podcaster, Speaker

Jenni Catron, in her timely book Culture Matters, has provided an effective template to equip leaders of any type of organization on how to proactively develop a culture to galvanize optimal success. This book provides a compelling reminder that a positive team culture is never accidental but is dependent upon the leader’s commitment and skills to connect people to purpose. Jenni’s exquisite writing style enables this seminal leadership book to be not only informative, but also refreshingly enjoyable and memorable.

—Dr. Kent Schlichtemeier, Director of the Servant Leadership Institute at Concordia University Irvine.

In Culture Matters, Jenni Catron offers a comprehensive blueprint for creating and growing organizational culture. This guide is essential for any leader committed to elevating their workplace environment. Culture truly matters, and this book is a phenomenal resource for fostering growth and success. As a recognized culture expert, Jenni Catron shares her decades of experience to help you focus on what matters most.”

—Dee Ann Turner, 3x Bestselling Author, International Keynote Speaker, Vice President, Talent, Chick-fil-A (retired)

Jenni Catron has written the playbook on building culture! This book shares practical insights and strategies for maintaining and growing a strong and healthy culture backed by Jenni’s extensive knowledge and experience on the topic. This book is a must-read and a homerun for leaders at any stage or level of leadership!

—Jordan Montgomery, Bestselling Author of The Art of Encouragement

This book provides a comprehensive and practical roadmap for leaders who aspire to cultivate an unstoppable team culture. Jenni’s insights into the significance of organizational clarity, psychological safety, and personal fulfillment are game-changing. The LeadCulture Framework is not just theoretical but also filled with actionable steps that any leader can implement to see tangible improvements in their team’s dynamics.

Culture Matters is more than just a guide; it’s a call to action for leaders serious about making a lasting impact. If you are ready to invest in your team and transform your organizational culture, this book is essential.”

—Rich Birch, Founder, unSeminary and Church Growth Coach

“Dad, do you think I could meet Jenni Catron?” my daughter Jesse asked me. What a gift to me as a Dad to be able to introduce my daughter to a leader and friend I’ve admired and respected for years. Jenni knows how to create thriving organizations that are built upon a healthy culture. Now, her framework is available to us all.”

—Jeff Henderson, Executive Director of Leadership Innovation and Strategy, Chick-fil-A, Inc.

This book is filled with invaluable insights and timeless wisdom. More than just a guide on culture, it serves as a blueprint for business success. It offers a clear lens to reflect on past mistakes while providing a sharp focus on the organizational needs of the future. Follow Jenni’s guide, and your business and organization will thrive!”

—JuneAn Lanigan, Partner, Development and Business Management, WellSpring

I don’t know of a more knowledgeable or experienced leader when it comes to helping organizations have a healthy and thriving culture. When I was leading an organization out of trauma and toxicity, Jenni Catron is the person I called to help me put together a plan. Now she’s put her amazing framework in a book for every leader. Culture Matters is a game changer for any leader concerned with organization health.

—Tim Stevens, CEO and Founder, LeadingSmart

I have known Jenni for almost twenty years, and she is hands down THE leading voice in building a culture that will move your organization forward and keep your people healthy. In Culture Matters, Jenni uses her expertise and experiences to craft a simple yet powerful formula that’s easy for everyone on your team to understand and implement. I cannot recommend Jenni and this book highly enough!

—Kadi Cole, Leadership Consultant, Executive Coach, Author, Speaker

Jenni Catron’s Culture Matters is a must-read for leaders looking to prioritize organizational culture. With her LeadCulture Framework, Jenni emphasizes the need to assess, define, build, equip, and commit to cultivating a healthy workplace culture. Her methodical approach, from clarifying mission and values to equipping leaders with essential skills, reflects a deep commitment to culture as a foundational leadership issue. This book is an invaluable guide for leaders seeking lasting impact through a people-centered approach.

—Jim Sheppard, CEO and Principal of Generis
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Dedication

To the amazing individuals who have been on teams I’ve led through the years and were subject to all my culture-shaping experiments: Thank you for giving me the grace to learn to lead. It’s because of you that I love the sacred work of leadership and the stewardship of team culture.






FOREWORD

What makes an organization successful?

This is a question I’ve received countless times through my two decades of developing leaders and teams around the world. Of course, there are many characteristics we can highlight about organizations that achieve great success. But there is one characteristic that rises above the rest: culture.

Culture! Let me say it this way—if you and I were sitting across the table right now discussing the organization you lead, one of the first things out of my mouth would be, “Tell me about your culture.” What do people experience when they interact with your team, your brand, your company?

There is transformative power in a strong, intentional culture.

The longer I lead, the more I come to realize that success isn’t merely about achieving goals—it’s about creating environments where individuals can grow, thrive, and ultimately become the best versions of themselves. And at the heart of any thriving organization lies a healthy culture.

In Culture Matters, Jenni Catron offers a compelling vision of what’s possible when leaders make culture a strategic priority. Drawing from her own experiences as a leadership consultant and author, Jenni provides a roadmap for cultivating a culture of excellence—one where you will walk away empowered to contribute your unique talents and perspectives to a shared vision.

I love how Jenni has given us practical strategies for building a culture of trust, transparency, and collaboration. From defining core values to fostering open communication and accountability, Jenni equips leaders with the tools they need to create environments where teams not only survive but thrive.

As the CEO of Maxwell Leadership, I’ve had the privilege of working with leaders from a wide range of industries and backgrounds. And time and time again, I’ve seen the transformative power of culture in action. It’s what sets exceptional organizations apart from the rest. It’s the secret sauce! A healthy culture fuels innovation, fosters resilience, and ultimately drives sustainable growth.

But perhaps what I love most about Culture Matters is its emphasis on personal leadership. Jenni reminds us that culture isn’t just something that happens at the organizational level—it starts with each one of us. As leaders, we have a responsibility to model the behaviors and values we wish to see reflected in our teams and organizations. And good leadership creates a ripple effect that extends far beyond our own teams.

I want to encourage you to embrace the principles outlined in these pages. Will you commit yourself to building a culture that reflects the very best of who you are and what you stand for? You can be a part of the solution, because building a healthy culture truly does start with you.

Always remember, true leadership begins not with a title or a position, but with a commitment to creating environments where everyone has the opportunity to thrive.

Together, let’s harness the power of culture to create a future where teams are not just successful, but they are unstoppable. Because everyone deserves to be led well.

Mark Cole

CEO, Maxwell Leadership






INTRODUCTION Culture Matters



“Culture isn’t just one aspect of the game; it is the game. In the end, an organization is nothing more than the collective capacity of its people to create value.”

—Lou Gerstner1



If you had asked me twenty-five years ago what I’d be writing about today, I feel pretty confident I would not have exclaimed, “Team culture!” Truth is, I’ve always enjoyed being a lone ranger. I can count on myself. If I want something done right, I trust myself to do it. I like to move fast, and I like to work independently. I was a shy kid who preferred to explore the neighborhood on my own or get lost in a good book. I believed that I didn’t need others. Other people slowed me down. I was generally impatient. (In fact, when I was nine years old, my dad gave me a lecture on needing to be more patient. Why in the world would a nine-year-old be in such a hurry?)

For the first couple of decades of my life I operated as if people were a problem to manage—a necessary evil, if you will. A means to an end. That end being whatever goal I had in my sights.

Fast-forward to today, and I absolutely believe that people are the point. Visions are inspiring. Goals are motivating. Accomplishments are exhilarating. But none of them are meaningful and worthwhile without the people that are a part of them.

Whatever dream you’re chasing, whatever goal you’re pursuing, I promise you won’t get far unless you have a team aligned around that goal, unified in purpose, and committed to one another.

If you’ve experienced this, you know what I mean.

I wouldn’t have believed it until I was a part of it.

In full disclosure, I was ruined early on. My first two work experiences were stark contrasts in team culture.

Growing up in the Northwoods of Wisconsin, extremes are familiar. The brutally cold winters give way (eventually) to gorgeous summers where every hot minute possible is lived on the lake. Tourists from the cities south of us flock “up north” for an escape to their summer cabins. Summers in Wisconsin are truly divine.

My first official job was at the local ice cream shop. Think small-town, mom-and-pop bungalow that serves the best ice cream in the state. Happy customers, fun coworkers, all the ice cream we could eat, and an owner who was my biggest cheerleader. My summers at the ice cream shop were some of the best days of my life.

A few months later, the tourists would head back home, the leaves would begin to turn their hints of yellow and red, and we’d close the ice cream shop for another season.

My next seasonal job was at the local Christmas tree farm. I spent my weekends making Christmas wreaths in a cold metal shed with a handful of cranky ladies who blasted terrible music from the 1970s as they complained about every detail of their life. All the while being watched like a hawk and barked at by the owner—who seemed equally miserable herself—when I made a mistake. My winters at the Christmas tree farm were some of the worst days of my life.

As I reflect on those two experiences, I realize they have some similarities. Both jobs required manual labor (if you’ve scooped ice cream for an extended amount of time, you know that the coveted “ice cream arm” is well earned). In both cases we produced products that customers loved—who doesn’t love ice cream on a hot summer day or a beautiful Christmas wreath for the front door?

The difference in the scenarios had everything to do with the people, and the environment they created.

As I’ve worked with teams of all sizes and organizations of all types, I’m 100 percent confident that it would be completely possible for my experiences to be reversed. At the ice cream shop, I could just as easily say that the customers were demanding and cranky, my arm was sore from scooping ice cream for hours, my back ached from carrying ten-gallon buckets, my coworkers were competitive and snarky, and the owner was demanding and demeaning.

On the other hand, at the Christmas tree farm, the nostalgic scent of freshly clipped evergreen boughs filled the air while an amazing group of women thoughtfully and enthusiastically assembled wreaths as we belted out Christmas carols and drank hot cider to keep us warm.

Either scenario could be true.

The difference?

Culture.

Culture is the differentiator.

It’s what makes any job engaging or intolerable.

It’s what draws out the best or worst in us.

It’s what energizes and engages or what diminishes and discourages.

As Matthew Kelly says in his book The Culture Solution, “Culture… is the ultimate competitive advantage of our age.”2


6 REASONS TO BE INTENTIONAL ABOUT CULTURE

As we get started, let me share six reasons you should be intentional about your culture now more than ever.


	
1. The work you do really is all about people and for people. No matter what type of organization you’re a part of, whether you provide a service or deliver a product, people are a part of the equation. The first group of people we’re responsible for is our staff. How we treat them directly impacts how they serve our customers.

	
2. Purpose matters more than ever. Great cultures are built on a clear sense of purpose. Employees want to know that what they are doing matters. I think this has been important to every generation of leaders, but Millennials and Gen Zers, unlike their predecessors, are willing to sacrifice income and some luxuries to be a part of something with meaning. If you don’t connect people to purpose, you’ll lose them.

	
3. Remote work is here to stay. This dynamic is radically impacting team culture. In the past, culture was often easier to “catch” because everyone clocked in and clocked out at the same time every day. We shared space in a sea of cubicles and the break room was where friendships and alliances were formed. Culture was shaped at the water cooler. With the advent of flexible schedules and remote work, the responsibility is even greater for us to define and create a consistent culture.

	
4. Longevity pays off. The average worker today stays just four years in a job, and this stat has been on the decline for younger workers. In order to attract and retain great people (and save the money that the revolving door costs your organization), you must create a culture that compels them to stay.

	
5. Navigating change requires great culture. The pace of change is faster than ever before. This means your team needs to be able to react and respond quickly. Strong cultures are nimbler. Because they trust one another, they can move more quickly together.

	
6. Great culture multiplies. As you create great culture with your team, they in turn will create great culture with their teams. As goes the leader, so goes the team. You need to intentionally build what you want to reproduce.






WHO WE ARE AND HOW WE WORK TOGETHER

Skim the cover stories of Harvard Business Review or Forbes magazine and you’ll quickly find a plethora of articles devoted to the importance of workplace culture and why you as the leader need to be attending to it.

Culture has become the corporate buzzword of the day, and for good reason. People are what it’s all about. As artificial intelligence and automation contribute to a rapidly changing workplace, the importance of stewarding our human resources is more critical than ever. But the question that haunts those of us who need to lead culture is, “What is it exactly?” In some ways, everything feels like culture—and to a great degree, that is true.

As we explore what culture is, I want to share a couple of my favorite definitions:

“Culture is a set of living relationships working toward a shared goal.” Daniel Coyle, The Culture Code3

“A remarkable culture is a place where people believe the best in one another, want the best for one another, and expect the best from one another.” Dr. Randy Ross, Relationomics4

My definition of culture is: Who we are and how we work together to achieve our mission.

It’s simple, and it’s a lot.


	
Who we are: our purpose combined with the things that are unique and distinct to our team.

	
How we work together: the values, beliefs, and behaviors that guide us.



Who you are is different from another organization across town.

How you work together may be radically different from the business next door.

And your mission is unique to you as well.

That’s the beauty of culture. It’s distinct and unique. The problem is that when culture is left undefined, every person on your team creates their own definition and lives it out in a different way.

More important than a definition is the truth that great culture doesn’t happen by accident, and that’s what I want you to be aware of. Your culture matters, and you as the leader are responsible for it.

Great culture is not hard to spot. Think of your favorite places to shop, your favorite brands and products, your favorite places to relax and hang out. Odds are these products and environments have something in common—they engage you. It could be the energy, the atmosphere, the quality, attitudes of the people, or any combination.

The culture of your organization matters. It matters for the people you are trying to reach. It matters for the people you are trying to lead, whether they are staff or volunteers. And frankly it matters to you. Your life is too sacred to squander in an organization that drains the life out of you.

The environment you create in your organization is either attracting or repelling. It’s either building or eroding. As leaders, we set the tone for the culture. We have to own it. We have to steward it. We have to set it and we have to maintain it.

Culture building is some of the most important work you will do as a leader, but oftentimes it’s the thing we take the most for granted. Plagued by goals to achieve, staff to manage, programs to run, and board members to make happy, the last thing we have time for is the proverbial “fluffy” stuff.

We are entering an era of leadership that makes culture more important than ever. Employees are eager to be a part of cultures that align with their values and beliefs. They don’t want to just work to make a living; they want to work to make a difference. In today’s culture, work and life collide like never before. Our entire world is at our fingertips, and we are connected and available to one another all the time. While there are certainly some downsides to our hyperconnectedness, this is our new reality. As such, it stands to reason that if our worlds are so integrated, we better make sure they are worlds we really want to be a part of.

Culture matters. In strong cultures you’re motivated, energized, engaged, and fully committed. In bad cultures you lack motivation, are drained of energy, are disengaged, and are always looking for an escape.

Why do I believe this so deeply?

I’ve lived it. I’ve seen it. Done well and done poorly.

For the better part of the last twenty-five years, I’ve been studying great teams seeking to understand what makes them great. I’ve experimented with the teams I’ve led trying to figure out what works. Those learnings have become the LeadCulture Framework™ that I now use to help leaders of organizations of all sizes develop a thriving team so they can accelerate growth and build unstoppable momentum.




WHAT DO YOU ENVISION?

Imagine a world where your mission and vision are clear, and you have a team of employees who are energized to come to work, enjoy working together, and have clarity for how to achieve their goals.

I suspect that’s the culture you aspire to. But let’s talk about reality for a minute. Most days the whirlwind of busywork distracts us from our mission. If we have values, they rarely get our time or attention. We’re often refereeing tension between team members. We wonder how we actually get anything done but we have this sinking feeling we could be doing more or better.

In the whirlwind of activity that demands our time as leaders, one of the things that rarely gets our attention is the intentional development of our culture. It’s not a question of whether you have a culture—you do. It’s a question of whether you are creating the culture you want. You don’t simply drift toward extraordinary culture. It takes time, attention, and commitment. But the momentum created by intentional culture-shaping catapults you to achieving your mission with greater joy, clarity, and effectiveness.



In this book, I will walk you through the process I’ve developed over the last twenty-five years.

We’ll cover the five key phases of the LeadCulture Framework and explore the steps to take to build your culture plan.




THE 5 PHASES OF THE LEADCULTURE FRAMEWORK:


	
1. Assess
In this phase you’ll answer the question, “Where are we now?” In order to build a pathway for the culture you aspire to, you’ll need to have a clear understanding of what is true about your culture right now.



	
2. Define
The definition phase is about dreaming. It’s about answering the question, “Who are we and how do we want to work together to achieve our mission?” You’ll paint the picture of the preferred future for your team.



	
3. Build
In the build phase you’ll answer the question, “What will it take?” Now that you’ve defined where you are and clarified where you want to be, it’s time to build a plan to close the gap between your actual and aspirational culture. In this phase you’ll define the values that will guide you, the systems to support you, and the rhythms that reinforce your culture every day.



	
4. Equip
The fourth phase is about identifying your immediate and long-term commitment to developing leaders at all levels of the organization to ensure they are equipped to lead your culture. You’ll address the question, “How will we lead culture effectively?”



	
5. Commit
The final phase is about instilling your commitment to the plan you’ve designed. You’ll answer the question, “How do we maintain momentum?”








A NOTE ABOUT FORMAT

As you read through the book, I’ll be sharing the story of my friend Steve Warren and how I led his organization through the LeadCulture Framework. (While their story is true, the names of individuals and the organization have been changed.) As I share their story, I’ll be equipping you to learn and apply the framework. You will be prompted to identify a Culture Champion and build a Culture Team to help you facilitate this work most effectively.

Throughout the chapters you’ll find:


	Culture Team Action Plans with instructions for how to facilitate each part of the process

	Clarity Checks, which are questions at the end of each chapter that help you take a quick assessment of what needs your attention

	Additional resources for you to download to help you implement the framework



I’m so thrilled you’ve picked up this book. I promise that if you’ll engage this content and implement the practices I prescribe, you will see a change in your culture. And while this work takes time, the results will come if you do the work. You have to make the commitment.

My goal with this book is to equip you with the perspective you need and the framework that will help you intentionally design a growing, thriving, and unstoppable culture. I’ll help you build a scalable system in which your defined organizational culture can flourish.

Attending to the culture of your team is your greatest priority as a leader. Throughout this book I’ll be making the case for why I believe this is true and I’ll be equipping you to take the process that my team and I use to help leaders build great culture and put it to work in your organization.

And most importantly you’ll experience the absolute joy of building a team that you love working with.

Research tells us that a strong and healthy culture leads to greater employee engagement and more growth for your organization. And yet, while 90 percent of leaders believe that an engagement strategy will have an impact on their success, only 25 percent of them actually have a plan.5

This book is designed to help you build that plan.
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“You can have all the right strategies in the world; if you don’t have the right culture, you’re dead.”

—Patrick Whitesell6



The community I live in was settled on the banks of the Fox River in northeastern Wisconsin. In the 1700s, this area was still largely undeveloped and sparsely populated. In the 1800s, loggers discovered the valuable forests of the north woods and found a critical resource in the power of the Fox River to transport lumber further south to major cities like Milwaukee and Chicago. By the mid- to late 1800s, word had spread to the East Coast about the infamous power of the Fox River. Papermaking was a fast-growing industry and several opportunistic entrepreneurs discovered that the conditions of the Fox River were especially perfect for the force of power needed to run paper mills. Shortly thereafter the Fox Valley became home to paper barons and transformed into a vibrant hub of industry for generations to come.

Why the history lesson?

What was critical to the success of the papermaking industry was identifying the right conditions to accomplish their mission of mass-producing paper. In this case, the current of the Fox River was ideal for what they needed to do, so much so that people like the Gilberts (who owned the home that I now live in) moved their families from Pennsylvania to Wisconsin to find the right conditions.

How does this connect to culture?

To achieve your mission, the conditions matter. As a leader, you have to create the climate that will most effectively help you achieve your mission. You have to choose the environment to immerse your team in. Culture flows through everything you do. In essence, the culture of your organization is the river that is carrying your mission forward. Is your culture a stagnant pond, a slow trickle, or a rushing river? Are there dry spots in your riverbed? Are people lazily floating along, drowning in the current, or confidently navigating the waters of your culture?

Okay, maybe I’m overworking the analogy a bit, but my hope is to help you comprehend the importance of culture. Your culture carries your mission. If you are passionate about achieving the mission, vision, and goals of your organization, getting intentional about culture is essential.

Several years ago, I was recruited to an organization to help chart the vision for the future that the senior leader had defined. This organization had gone through some significant changes and there was great hope for a new vision and direction. I was compelled by the opportunity and after thoughtful evaluation accepted the job. Unfortunately, what I quickly discovered is that we were trying to drive a speedboat through a stagnant pond. We had an extraordinary mission and vision for the future but a culture that wasn’t ready for it.

You can have a great vision. You can be a phenomenal leader. But if you don’t understand and value the significance of the culture, your greatest vision and your best leadership are only going to get stuck in the muck of poor culture.

The environment we work in matters. The people we work with matters. So why do so many leaders struggle to build thriving cultures? Why are employees leaving faster than we can hire them? Why do those who stay seem to be working against us rather than working with us?

A key part of the problem with analyzing organizational culture is that we don’t fully understand its place in the success of our organization. For many, culture seems like a luxury we’ll get to when we have margin for it. We confuse culture with employee perks that feel frivolous and nonessential. Frankly, we don’t understand culture’s place and purpose and therefore we relegate it to a function of the human resources department and underestimate its role in being the current that carries our mission.

The challenge of making culture a priority is not an uncommon one. As leaders, we are expected to focus on vision and strategy. We don’t have the luxury of cultivating kumbaya moments. The demands of investors, donors, sales targets, and growth metrics create an urgency to focus on the tactics that will help us meet these unending expectations. And yet, for all your focus and intentionality, you will hit a point where your strategy just isn’t working. No matter how powerful the vision, it feels like you’re operating in quicksand. You’ve heeded all the best practices and gone to all the right conferences, but you still feel like you’re struggling to get traction toward accomplishing your vision.

There is nothing more frustrating as a leader than to have a vision burning in your heart but the inability to see that vision become reality.

We are wired to grow things. I don’t think this desire is wrong. In fact, I think it’s in our nature. Play building blocks with any toddler and they will default to building as tall as they can as quickly as they can. If you want to be a witness to a tantrum, stay long enough to see their haphazardly constructed tower come crashing down.

We tend to throw tantrums too when the plans we’ve built don’t meet our expectations.

In order to manage our expectations (and our tantrums) we need to understand the bigger picture of organizational life and the essential building blocks that support the health of our organization and our vision.



THE BUILDING BLOCKS

The life cycle of an organization is often depicted as a bell curve. We all aspire to go “up and to the right” as quickly as possible and do everything within our power to resist the backside of the life cycle, which depicts decline and ultimately death.

As a certified Scale Architect of Predictable Success7 working with organizations on their strategies for growth, I repeatedly see two key areas that are often overlooked in the pursuit of growth. These two key things are foundational for organizational growth to occur.


	
1. Purpose

	
2. Culture



These are the foundational steps that support growth up and to the right. I picture it as a set of stairsteps undergirding the curve. Each one of these steps is a key facet of organizational development that we must attend to. If the first two steps of purpose and culture are given appropriate attention, the third step of strategy becomes a more natural overflow of our effort rather than an elusive target we can’t hit.

The following graphic gives us a visual of the importance of these two steps that precede strategy. While strategy is important, a consistent focus on purpose—why we do what we do—coupled with a commitment to our people is essential for us to build the strategy on.
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3 CRITICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Let’s look more closely at the relationship between these building blocks.

Without a keen sense of purpose, you will get crushed under the weight of responsibility as you scale up.

Most organizations start with a strong sense of purpose. You painstakingly craft your mission and vision. This is the only thing you have at the beginning, so you do the initial work to define it. This step is mostly below the surface. It’s foundational. It is the biggest step and shoulders the most weight. It’s the “why” behind everything you do.

The problem emerges as the organization grows. Demands of customers compromise your clarity of vision. New staff members bring new ideas. Opportunities emerge that sound like a good idea, and before you realize it you lack clarity of purpose.

If your culture is not healthy, your strategy is irrelevant.

You may have heard the quote, “Culture eats strategy for breakfast.” We even subscribe to axioms such as “People are our greatest asset.”

We often give lip service to the importance of culture, but in the pursuit of organizational growth we focus our efforts on strategic plans, setting audacious goals, and implementing the systems and structures to support them. The busyness of these efforts often causes us to neglect the development of our teams and creating environments in which the very people we need to accomplish our vision can thrive.

The second step, culture, is the heart of the LeadCulture Framework. It starts with our personal growth as a leader and extends to how we cultivate the development of our team. This step builds upon purpose in that you’re helping a team of people personally and collectively act in congruence with the purpose of the organization.

Strategy only succeeds when it’s aligned with purpose and culture.

It’s not that strategy isn’t important. It is. We need to know how we’re going to accomplish our mission and vision, but this is often where I see leaders spend disproportionate amounts of time and energy. Eager to identify outcomes and accomplish audacious goals, we quickly pursue the strategies that will make those goals possible, only to have spent significant budget to build a strategic plan that sits in a binder on a shelf.

Leaders often call me when their repeated attempts at strategy are not resulting in growth. Their eye is on the top of the bell curve—that pinnacle of growth (however growth is defined for your organization). Unfortunately, I’ve heard story after story of leaders who have invested in strategic planning year after year with only unmet goals and frustration to show for it.

Where culture and strategy collide is where we see extraordinary outcomes, but we must give disproportionate time to culture development in order for strategy to be successful.

The weight of success will be crushing if we are not attending to our culture. If you trace the trajectory of an organization that has imploded, I’m confident you’ll find a compromised culture beneath the rubble.




STEWARDSHIP OF PEOPLE

I was recently speaking at a conference and asked the attendees the following questions:

“How many of you have spent time, maybe even hired someone, to help you write your mission and vision statements for your organization?”

Nearly all the hands in the room went up. Then I asked, “How many of you have a written strategic plan?” Again, nearly every hand in the room went up.

Finally, I asked, “How many of you have a plan for your team culture?”

This time only a few hands went up. I wasn’t surprised. In fact, as I referenced in the introduction, research tells us that while 90 percent of leaders believe that an employee engagement plan will help them achieve their mission, only 25 percent of them actually have a plan.

Why is it we fail to give the time and attention to arguably the greatest resource we have—our people?

Another way to think about culture is the stewardship of people in pursuit of a purpose. As a leader you are simultaneously juggling these two mandates: 1) to accomplish the purpose of your organization, and 2) to build and retain a great staff who make that purpose possible.

We live in an era of organizational leadership where employees have greater expectations of their work culture. They have more flexibility and more options than they’ve ever had. Work and life collide like never before and employees want to be a part of a culture that reflects the values they hold and connects them with work that has purpose and meaning. They are less fearful to change jobs and will prioritize seeking out work that provides fulfillment and purpose.
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