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Praise for Culture Rules



“Mark Miller has put together a comprehensive collection of advice around the most elusive aspect of business success. Every leader will no doubt find something valuable in Culture Rules to apply to their organization.”


—Patrick Lencioni, New York Times Bestselling Author, The Five Dysfunctions of a Team


“When I speak to companies about what it takes to build a strong, winning culture, the expert I point to the most as an example is . . . Mark Miller. For decades, he’s been leading the charge on building cultures that scale, cultures that serve, and cultures that succeed. This book takes what can often be a fuzzy topic, culture, and clarifies it with tactical practical advice that will improve your organization today. Culture is the hardest thing to build and the easiest thing to lose. Give you and your team a secret weapon. Read this book!”


—Jon Acuff, New York Times Bestselling Author, Soundtracks: The Surprising Solution to Overthinking


“Today’s top talent are selecting organizations based on culture and the potential to grow and develop, both professionally and personally. In Culture Rules, Mark Miller provides the framework to create and sustain a world-class culture for any organization, regardless of size. Leaders who desire to create and implement an authentic culture that has the ability to adapt and thrive must read and apply the lessons Mark provides in Culture Rules.”


—Andrew Cox, Chief of Staff and Vice President of Leadership Development, Wellstar Health System


“The right culture is foundational to the success of any business. Mark skillfully guides leaders to the achievement of a differentiated and impactful institutional culture.”


—Julie Charlestein, CEO Premier Dental Products and Author of How to Lead Your Family Business


“For leaders looking to create a winning culture within your organization, Culture Rules is your answer. Mark Miller touches on every aspect in this book for leaders to have a thriving culture. I’ve seen it firsthand when I put some of these concepts into action within my organization. This book is the real deal, and I recommend it to all leaders!”


—Tyrone Oliver, Commissioner, Georgia Department of Juvenile Justice


“I’ve been a fan of Mark Miller for years and have loved all his books. Culture Rules combines Mark’s decades of leadership experience; a multiyear, multimillion-dollar study on organizational culture; and listening to thousands of global leaders to unearth the universal truths about building High Performance Cultures. This book is a game changer!”


—Tommy Spaulding, New York Times Bestselling Author of The Heart-Led Leader and The Gift of Influence


“Far too many leaders assume that organizations with great cultures are soft on performance. Mark Miller makes the case in Culture Rules that nothing could be further from the truth. High Performance Cultures enable people and their organization to win. Read this book and change your world!”


—Ryan Leak, Executive Coach, Communicator, and Author of Chasing Failure


“It’s been said that culture eats strategy for lunch. How’s yours? Any gaps? Can it be better? After leading for more than forty years in one of the world’s great organizations, Mark Miller has written the definitive work on how to create a High Performance Culture—one where the people and the organization both win! Culture Rules will unlock yours and your team’s greatness.”


—Todd Duncan, New York Times Bestselling Author, High Trust Selling: Make More Money in Less Time with Less Stress


“Culture Rules provides a practical road map for human-centered leaders to build stronger cultures. Whether you’re an executive working to influence large-scale change or a team leader working to build a great culture on your team, this book will inspire your thinking and give you easy-to-implement approaches to build the culture you need.”


—Karin Hurt, CEO of Let’s Grow Leaders and Author of Courageous Cultures
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To Beau, Jim, Alan, Lance, David, Matt, Mike, Randy, and Frank: thanks for your endless encouragement and ongoing prayers. I’m not yet the leader I want to be, but thanks to you, I am better than I used to be.










LEADERS ANIMATE CULTURE



I came to see, in my time at IBM, that culture isn’t just an aspect of the game—it is the game.


—Lou Gerstner, Former CEO of IBM


Welcome to the game!


Have you ever considered why some games are compelling, even captivating, while others are quickly abandoned due to boredom or fatigue? The answer is found in the concept of the magic circle.


The magic circle dates back to 1938, when Dutch historian Johan Huizinga wrote about the impact of play on culture. Here’s the basic idea: if you can create a space, a “magic circle,” in which people can enter and immerse themselves fully in a game, the activities within that game will become approachable, engaging, and even fun.1


To do this well requires a very intentional effort on the part of the game designer to establish the rules, boundaries, and other parameters of this new world—the magic circle. To begin the game, the participants are often asked to suspend judgment and set aside their preconceived notions as they enter the circle.


An example of this I believe many of you have experienced firsthand is the board game Monopoly.


When you agree to play a game like Monopoly, you accept the rules, conditions, and boundaries established by the creators of the game. I’m guessing the first time you played, someone explained the basics before you began. You didn’t know everything in the beginning, but you learned enough to get started.


You were clear on the objective, the role of the players, and the game pieces you would use. You also were willing to suspend judgment to some extent: you knew the money changing hands was not real and the real estate deeds you coveted, like Park Place and Boardwalk, were not actual assets. If you received notification that you must Go to Jail, you would, but you didn’t expect to languish there long, and you didn’t need a lawyer to argue your case to be released. The person playing the role of the banker was almost assuredly not qualified to be a banker, yet you decided to play nevertheless.


As you played, your confidence and competence improved. As a result, your engagement level likely increased as well. And, if your experience was typical, you probably invested several hours of your time. Depending on those you played with, chances are high you even had fun. This is the power of the game, the magic circle in action.


For our purposes, building a thriving High Performance Culture is the game, and leaders are the designers. I want this book to serve as your guide to building your own magic circle. In essence, that is what your culture is. A place, physical or virtual, where you set the parameters in which people work. A place where the organization establishes the rules of conduct and its values, how the game will be played, the options and variables in play, the desired activities and boundaries that govern the game, and more.


YOUR CHALLENGE


In 2005, American professor, philosopher, and novelist David Foster Wallace gave the commencement address for Kenyon College. He began his remarks with this story.


“There are these two young fish swimming along, and they happen to meet an older fish swimming the other way who nods at them and says, ‘Morning, boys. How’s the water?’ And the two young fish swim on for a bit, and then eventually one of them looks over at the other and goes, ‘What the hell is water?’”2


In this brief anecdote, Wallace captured one of the primary challenges with culture: because leaders are immersed in it, they often have trouble seeing it. As a consequence of this blindness, many cannot even begin to fathom the impact their culture is having on their organizations.


Yet, whether a leader is keenly aware of or oblivious to the impact of culture in and of itself does nothing to mitigate its effect. When culture is seen, understood, and intentionally crafted by leaders, it is the ultimate force for good in an organization—“good” as defined by energy, engagement, retention, performance, and competitive advantage.


There is nothing in an organization that has the reach, scope, and impact of culture other than the leaders who create it. Culture is a beast—the question is, Has the beast been tamed, its immense power harnessed for good, or does it terrorize the inhabitants of the realm?


OUR TEAM’S CHALLENGE


To explore the topic of culture, I had the opportunity to build an amazing team—a diverse group of wicked-smart people from both the marketplace and academia. The challenge our team embraced was audacious:


To help leaders around the world create their own High Performance Cultures.


To realize this goal, we talked to or surveyed more than six thousand men and women. They came from ten countries around the world and represented senior leaders, mid-level leaders, and frontline workers. These leaders and their organizations are the heroes of this book. We will tell their stories and learn from both their successes and shortcomings.


As we began to dive in, we realized the watery nature of this thing we call culture was only one of many challenges leaders face.


•The “water” that is culture contains a lot more than hydrogen and oxygen—there are literally scores of drivers and interdependencies.


•It’s difficult to work on something you cannot see.


•Every culture is unique and therefore needs different types of support.


•Culture is a never-ending responsibility requiring continual attention.


•For most leaders, culture is a stated priority but not an operational one; its ownership is often delegated to others.


Honestly, we documented many other challenges, too. I dare not mention them all here or you would probably stop reading and throw up your hands in frustration, overwhelmed by the apparent futility of it all. You might assume, given the enormity and complexity of the task, the topic of culture is unassailable. You would be wrong.


During our exploration, we discovered a few simple rules—three, to be exact—that any leader who wants to master the game of culture craft must abide by to be successful.


When these culture rules are followed consistently, you can create a fully engaged workforce; when ignored or poorly followed, boredom, mediocrity, and disengagement become the norm. When these latter conditions persist, people will quit your game and look for another to join.


THE PROMISE OF THIS BOOK


You can create your own magic circle! You can create a compelling and fulfilling place for people to work. However, I want to set the proper expectations for you. This book does not contain a one-size-fits-all approach to building culture. As I said earlier, every culture is unique.


Before we explore the path ahead, I want to provide a little more context. These are some of the things I wish I had known as a young leader about to enter the game for the first time.


•Culture influences everything that happens in your organization. That’s why culture rules!


•The stakes of this game are extremely high. They include the health and vitality of the organization you serve, the performance of the enterprise, the stewardship of the people, your competitive place in your market, and your legacy as a leader.


•This game is governed by your free will. You can play, pretend, or squander your opportunity—it’s totally your call.


•Every leader in the world is capable of playing well . . . if they want to.


In our first section, we’ll begin as many game instructions do: with an overview of the Game Basics, including a more detailed description of the game, the components, what you can do, the consequences if you don’t, and the endgame.


After the Game Basics, we’ll devote a section to each of the three culture rules that govern play in any organization. Those who don’t know the rules, ignore the rules, or violate them, intentionally or unintentionally, will never play the game well; some will even be disqualified. We will look at several real-world examples so you can see the rules in action and begin to think about how you might apply them in your organization.


Following the introduction of each rule, we’ll devote several chapters to the moves you can make to build and enhance the culture of your organization.


The final section is titled “Game On!” In it, I’ll introduce you to one of history’s most courageous leaders and share final thoughts to help you apply what you have learned on our journey together.


ARE YOU READY TO PLAY?


In every organization, people either love their work or loathe it; they contribute or coast. Your culture can be soul enriching or soul crushing. Your culture gives life or takes it. Your employees care deeply or could not care less. Your organization’s culture can become the most valuable non-tangible asset you steward. You can build a High Performance Culture—a place where people and the organization win.


Sound too good to be true? Well, there is a catch: cultures like the ones I’m describing don’t happen on their own. You can’t create it by yourself, and the organization can’t do it without you. Of the scores of lessons our team learned while conducting this research, the biggest insight of them all was:


Leaders animate culture.


You are that leader! You have the vision, trust, authority, opportunity, and responsibility. Only leaders can create and sustain a vibrant High Performance Culture.


Play this game well, and you will be astonished by what your organization can become. Get ready for the highest-stakes game you will ever play.


Culture rules!










GAME BASICS











BEFORE YOU PLAY



Trust me, you can’t play the game if you don’t know the rules. And if you don’t know the rules, someone’s bound to get hurt.


—Alyson Nöel


Do you enjoy games? My answer is . . . it depends. My family will tell you games of pure chance are not my jam. Games involving some strategy, however, are much more enjoyable for me.


Before I started working on this book, I don’t think I had ever read the instructions for a game. It’s not that I don’t care about the rules—I just have others in my family who really enjoy knowing, understanding, and enforcing the rules. I’ve always left this responsibility to them. However, when we decided to use a game as our overarching metaphor for this book, the research team and I started reading game instructions—from CATAN (formerly known as The Settlers of Catan, which I have won only once) to Monopoly, to the rules of golf, and many more. I also received coaching and feedback from an expert on game design. He helped me understand, at a basic level, how to create a magic circle and prepare the players for a good game experience.


Informed by this crash course, I have attempted to build a book structure that is both informative and engaging. Here we go . . .


GAME OBJECTIVE



The objective is to build a High Performance Culture.


To qualify as High Performance Culture, three conditions must exist:


•Alignment: The vast majority of people associated with the organization must voluntarily and wholeheartedly commit to the Aspirations of the enterprise (the more people who enroll, the stronger the culture will be).


•Performance: Every organization has its own metrics of success (performance). When leading in the not-for-profit sector, higher education, government, faith-based organizations, or the military, High Performance will be defined differently in each sphere.


Regardless of your end goal, High Performance Cultures produce superior results over time. Without these tangible and sustained results, you may have created a good culture—a place where people like to work—but strong performance is a hallmark of the type of culture this book is dedicated to help you produce. Greatness hinges on execution and culture is the oil for the hinge.


•Improvement: There must be an ongoing effort to improve the culture. An organization clinging doggedly to the past may shine brightly for a season, but it will not last. Is your culture getting better? Building a High Performance Culture requires constant vigilance and effort.


ABOUT THE GAME


The Game Objective includes the word “build”—and that is the intent and the goal. Some have suggested the best leaders can do nothing more than “shape” or “nudge” the culture in a particular direction. I believe they can do much more. Leaders are the architects of the future. But regardless of the verb you embrace, the game is afoot when you decide not to accept the status quo or the fragments of performance left behind by a previous leader. If you see a preferred future for your organization and sign up for this game, you will need to be a change maker; observers need not enter the fray.


To play the game well and apply the rules you’ll learn momentarily, you need to understand a few basic truths about culture, regardless of the size of your organization, your industry, or geography.


Leaders animate culture. As I revealed in the introduction, this simple truth is the key to playing the game well. The word “animate” literally means “to bring to life.” Leaders must embrace their unique role as the primary catalytic force required to ignite and sustain their culture—otherwise, the strategies and tactics that follow will be irrelevant. Too many leaders delegate the responsibility for culture. This is leadership malpractice. The work of creating culture must certainly be shared, and portions of it should be delegated, but leaders must never forget they are the champions of culture.


Culture is unseen but always present. Culture is an unseen force impacting everything that happens in an organization. It affects the thoughts, feelings, beliefs, decisions, and actions of every employee every day. The culture of your organization impacts who wants to join your team, who you select, how you write job descriptions, how you lead, how you are structured, who is recognized, who is rewarded, how agile your organization is, how innovative you are, how well you execute, and so much more. It is your water. But what comprises the water? What are its elemental components? Simply stated:


Culture is the cumulative effect of what people see, hear, experience, and believe.


Leaders need help building culture. Although senior leaders are the catalytic force in the creation of a High Performance Culture, they cannot build the culture alone. Leaders will need to enroll every other leader as an agent of the culture. And, ultimately, no culture is sustainable without the participation of the individual members of the group. Culture is an unseen force yet one that emanates from, and is sustained by, everyone in the organization.


Culture is typically built slowly. Because culture is the synthesis of what people see, hear, experience, and believe, its formation can span years or generations. Author and consultant Jim Collins uses the image of a flywheel to depict the ongoing effort required to create something as complex as organizational culture. The process resembles relentlessly pushing a giant and very heavy flywheel, turn upon turn, building momentum until a point of breakthrough and beyond. In Collins’s analogy, there is no single turn, not even the last turn, that matters more than any of the others. The cumulative effect of every single push is what makes the difference.1


The flywheel effect is the typical way cultures are created. However, there are occasions when culture is shaped abruptly—one policy, one incident, or a single decision can quickly change a culture. A layoff, merger, product recall, scandal, or even dramatic success can have an immediate impact on the culture of an entire organization.


Culture is experienced individually. There is a real temptation to talk about culture collectively. After all, it is a shared experience. But culture is actually the combination of many individual encounters and perspectives. We must be careful when we paint with broad, sweeping strokes. This is why listening is such an essential skill if you want to become a master at culture craft. One data point from our research underscores this in vivid detail. When asked to what extent their organization is a great place to work, senior leaders and associates differ in their responses by almost forty percentage points worldwide.


Culture has roots in the past. If we are not careful, we can falsely assume the culture of any organization is merely a reflection of current practices and experiences. This view misses the influence of past leaders, former practices, and memories of previous circumstances. Even when these past experiences occurred outside your organization, such as toxic behaviors prevalent in an acquired company, environmental factors, disruptive technology in your industry, or changes in government regulations, they can still influence the way people see their current reality. Our challenge is to learn from the past but not live there. We would be naïve to assume the past is irrelevant. The wise leader will always leverage insights from the past while creating a better tomorrow.


Every culture is unique. No two cultures are alike; each has the fingerprints of the leaders who created it. Even though there are only three rules when it comes to culture, there are many more moves and infinite permutations available to animate your culture. The reason to mention this here is to encourage you to avoid the temptation to compare your culture to others and to be even more careful not to copy what you see is working somewhere else. Forgery is a crime. If you copy the practices of others, they probably won’t work nearly as well at your organization. Create your own masterpiece.


Culture is shaped at two levels. As you probably already know, there are countless ways to shape and influence culture. When looked at broadly, these various levers and methods can be placed in one of two categories: structural or proximal. Structural influences are typically those that impact many people and are often reflected in systems and policies. Examples include compensation, benefits, and formal recognition and promotion criteria.


Proximal influences are much more localized and are often personal and individual. A supervisor who calls to offer condolences during a personal loss is a good illustration of this type of influence. While both of these forms contribute greatly to the culture of an organization, it is typically the proximal activities that have an outsized impact on an employee’s perception of the culture.


Every culture can be enhanced. You may already know this, but not everyone does. I recently talked to a leader who was flabbergasted when I suggested the work of culture never ends. He really just wanted to “install” a better culture and be done with it. I shared with him how I have had the privilege to work in and on our organization’s culture for over forty years. What you see today is not the product of last week’s efforts; it is the accumulated effect of decades of work by hundreds of thousands of people. Regardless of how strong, aligned, and vibrant your culture is, you must keep working—your culture can always be stronger.


Leaders are the guardians of culture. Leaders must remain vigilant. I addressed earlier the fact that cultures are generally built slowly. Erosion is a slow process as well. Without careful attention, little things can eat away at a once strong culture. Sometimes the warnings will be obvious. Other times, they will be hidden in plain sight. In an ideal world, every member of a culture will be its defender, but the ultimate responsibility rests with its leaders.


TIME REQUIRED


In the instructions for virtually every game, you will find an estimate regarding how long it will take to play. I don’t want to discourage you so early in our time together, but the truth is that you will always be a steward of culture. Everyone in a position of leadership is automatically registered as a player in this game. The only way out of the game is to quit or be removed from leadership.


As leaders, we have the opportunity and responsibility to engage and enhance the culture of our organizations on a moment-by-moment basis. The game of culture building never ends. If we play it well, we can leave the game with a sense of fulfillment regarding what happened on our watch. If we play poorly, we will leave the game with a sense of unfulfilled promise or, worse, regret. The culture you build, good or bad, will outlive your time at the table.



THE RULES OF THE GAME



The challenge our research team embraced was clear: How do you express in the simplest terms possible the irreducible minimum contribution a leader must make to create the culture their organization needs? In essence, what are the rules of the game? We knew we had to strive for simplicity without becoming simplistic.


This concept of forging clarity and simplicity in the midst of what is clearly a complex endeavor is not a new practice. One of my favorite examples is from the Navy SEALs.


In 2005, the SEALs were updating their ethos. Former SEAL Brent Gleeson describes the situation: “We had been moving at the speed of war for four years and eventually realized that we had never really defined (on paper) who we are, what we stand for and why we exist.”2 A part of the ethos they documented is the mantra “Shoot, Move, Communicate.”


For me, there is something liberating in the clarity of these three simple words. Certainly these three actions do not encompass all the SEALS need to know or do, but from this foundation, they can engage and prevail. Their mantra breeds competence and confidence in the midst of the unknown and the chaotic. The stakes could not be higher for these warriors—lives, theirs and others, hang in the balance, and yet they move forward. Shoot, Move, Communicate.


This entire book is intended to give you a similar level of clarity, competence, and confidence in the face of your unknown future.


Just as the SEALs have succinctly captured the essence of their battle plan, the following chapters will introduce you to the three simple rules you will need to master throughout your leadership career. Here’s a quick look at what’s ahead.


HIGH PERFORMANCE CULTURE


[image: Images]


Aspire: Share your hopes and dreams for the culture.


Amplify: Ensure the cultural Aspiration is reinforced continuously.


Adapt: Always work to enhance the culture.


THE MOVES


As I mentioned earlier, culture is the cumulative effect of what people see, hear, experience, and believe. Therefore, as leaders, we have an infinite number of options at our disposal when we think about how we want to shape and build the culture of our organizations. Here’s an example:


In the game of chess, each piece has predetermined movements by rule—the rook can move vertically and horizontally, the bishop moves only diagonally, and so on. However, despite their restricted mobility, these pieces can still make an infinite combination of moves in the hands of a grandmaster. The same is true in the game of culture building.


This vast array of options is one of the reasons it is so critical for us to be strategic in our thinking and disciplined in our actions.


There are only three rules, but there are infinite moves (Best Practices) you can make. We will devote the bulk of this book to sharing some of the moves that have worked well in other organizations. I share these moves not as a script to be followed but as a way to expand your thinking and stimulate your creativity.


YOUR MOVE . . .


Take another look at the three conditions that must be met to qualify as a High Performance Culture: Alignment, Performance, and Improvement. How is your organization doing in these areas?










WHY PLAY THE GAME?



Leadership is a stewardship.


It’s temporary, and you’re accountable.


—Andy Stanley


In games requiring more than chance, the right (good) moves are rewarded, and the wrong (bad) moves are punished. The same is true with culture craft. However, leaders have many competing priorities in the business world, and if you’re not careful, the distractions of today can destroy your culture and your future. Organizations do not drift toward greatness.


If you want to simplify what’s at stake and begin to understand the scale of your opportunity, I refer you to the great management and leadership thought leader Peter Drucker. He said, “Culture eats strategy for breakfast.” He was right, but I want to do more than give you an insightful and pithy quote.


Let me start with something you already know: every organization has a culture. In some cases, the culture creates real, sustainable competitive advantage and superior levels of performance. In others, the culture is a source of significant organizational drag. Left unaddressed, your culture can produce more than drag; as the toxins increase, a culture can actually kill an organization.


For many of you, neither of these extremes reflects your current reality. So why would you want to consider playing the game? I’ll share just a few reasons at this point—others will emerge in the pages that follow.


•Treading water is not an option. There are no stagnant cultures—each one is growing in strength and vitality or losing its essence, energy, and life force.


•A thriving culture will release the untapped potential in your people and your organization.


•If you are a person who likes to avoid risk, you should be interested in building a High Performance Culture because it is a hedge against irrelevance or worse. A healthy culture can prevent you from becoming the next Enron or Lehman Brothers.


•Finally, a High Performance Culture is the ultimate competitive advantage.


EARLY WARNING SIGNS


I want to make a brief case regarding why you, as the leader, should make culture one of your highest priorities. This section is brief because most leaders already understand the priority they should place on culture. No need to burn unnecessary word count to convince you of something you already know. Consider this a reminder.


First, I want you to think with me about some of the warning signs you have seen when toxins begin to invade a culture. For those of you more analytically minded, hang on. We’ll close this chapter with some hard data to support what I think we know intuitively—culture is a game too important not to play. If you sit this one out, you are jeopardizing more than just profits.


One more word about qualitative, or soft, data. I’ll be the first to admit experience is a lousy teacher; only evaluated experience has the ability to change us. But assuming you will do the work of reflection and learning, we should not discount our experience or our intuition but instead treat these like additional “soft” data points.


I know virtually everyone has experienced unhealthy cultures. At a recent event, I asked a group to share with me signs that a culture might be struggling. Here are their thoughts, with a couple of mine thrown in for good measure.


•Turnover


•Absenteeism


•Low engagement


•Poor results


•Errors


•Theft


•No energy


•No fun


•Poor communications


•No passion


•Negative attitudes


•Denial


•Absence of joy


•Politics


•Waste


•Stagnation


•Unsafe environment


•Morale issues


•Mistrust


Note the group gave me the bulk of this list in about sixty seconds. My guess is if I had given them ten minutes, their list would probably have had a hundred items.


The point: we all know an unhealthy culture when we experience one. The question is, what are its implications for the organization?


For now, I’ll challenge you to figure that out for your organization. What would the benefits be if you eliminated the items on the list above? What if you just cut the list in half? The impact on sales, profits, customer satisfaction, engagement, share price, retention, market share, and more would probably propel you to the top of your industry. Food for thought, surely.


Now, for those who patiently waded through the “soft” section and are waiting for the “real” data, here you go.


THE DATA


When we began to explore the data supporting the case for culture, we looked first to our own research. We surveyed 6,063 women and men from ten countries. These people were divided into three groups: senior leaders, mid-level leaders, and frontline associates.


Here are a few of our findings. We’ll share more throughout the book:


•Seventy-one percent of US leaders believe culture is their most powerful tool (67 percent globally).


•Sixty-eight percent of leaders around the world believe making culture a top priority is a requirement for positive business outcomes.


Secondary research also revealed a compelling case for culture:


•Thirty years ago, the impact of culture was already clear. A 1992 study spanning the previous eleven years found a 756 percent increase in net income in companies focused on culture compared to a 1 percent increase in those without performance-enhancing cultures.1 If this study were conducted again today, I have no doubt the financial case for culture would be even more compelling.


•According to McKinsey’s Organizational Health Index, companies with top-quartile cultures post a return to shareholders 60 percent higher than median companies and 200 percent higher than those in the bottom quartile.2


•In 2015, LSA Global studied 410 companies across eight different industries and found highly aligned companies (i.e., those with strong cultures) produced better financial results. LSA Global’s definition of alignment included three different metrics: the firm’s strategic clarity, a trustworthy and clear understanding of the culture, and high-performing talent. Based on the research, highly aligned companies achieved a 58 percent faster revenue growth and were also 72 percent more profitable when compared to unaligned companies.3


For some of you, the data is clear and the jury is in—creating a vibrant culture is good for business. True. However, some of the results you can anticipate transcend the financials.


As we will discuss in more detail in a later chapter, organizations around the world have chosen to use a wide variety of metrics to evaluate the vitality of their culture. This is good—you need to measure what matters to you. Here are a few other popular indicators of cultural health beyond the profit and loss statement and the balance sheet:




In 2016, according to Gallup, the pioneer of engagement metrics, more satisfied employees had 17 percent higher productivity, 70 percent fewer employee safety incidents, and 40 percent fewer quality incidents. Additionally, when compared with business units in the bottom quartile of engagement, those in the top quartile experienced 41 percent less absenteeism.4





Does high engagement equal a vibrant culture? We’ll have this debate later. I do believe logic and experience indicate people who care more about their work, their co-workers, and their organization produce more. And if a workplace is toxic, high performance and outcomes like these are highly unlikely:




According to McKinsey, companies more than ever need a purpose for workers to align on and contribute toward: “Seventy percent of the employees we surveyed said their sense of purpose is largely defined by work. Senior executives in our sample nudged the average upward, but even so, two-thirds of nonexecutive employees said work defines their purpose. This signals a clear opportunity for employers and leaders—an open door to encourage your employees at all levels to develop and live their purpose at work.”5





However, the same study from McKinsey discovered a huge gap between senior leaders and others in organizations:




Yet when we asked if people are living their purpose in their day-to-day work, the gap between executives and others mushroomed. Whereas 85 percent of execs and upper management said they are living their purpose at work, only 15 percent of frontline managers and frontline employees agreed. Worse, nearly half of these employees disagreed, compared with just a smattering of executives and upper management.6





THE COST OF NOT PLAYING


The previous examples point to the upside of making culture a strategic priority. However, if we choose not to focus on culture, the downside is more than the absence of the results we just highlighted.


The world is changing. Digital natives are now entering the workforce—young people who grew up with technology as their constant companion. They walk into your organization with strong opinions. In many instances, they bring their own views of how an organization should be run, what success really looks like, and what they expect from their leaders. The best organizations are striving to understand and meet the needs of this younger workforce, many of whom value workplace culture and purpose over salary. Here is a stat that should get your attention:




In a 2019 Glassdoor survey, 56 percent of workers ranked a strong workplace culture as more important than salary. This trend is even more pronounced among millennials and Gen Z. Leaders of all generations need to get a grip on this as the war for talent continues to intensify.7





We cannot afford to miss the future by doubling down on what has worked in the past.


A few years ago, I had a younger employee challenge me about providing him with an office. He said, “You are trying to reward me and my peers with the perks of your generation. Can I just have a large table out in the open so I can sit with the people I need to collaborate with on a regular basis?” This was a pre-pandemic conversation; today, I’m guessing that same employee would be asking why he can’t work remotely and collaborate via Zoom. The world continues to change. Are you willing to change to keep up?


CULTURE BLINDNESS


One more potential reason to think deeply about culture: you and I may not have a good sense of what is really going on in our organization. Am I saying you are out of touch? Probably.


First, there is data that indicates how difficult it is for leaders to stay grounded in reality. And to make matters worse, this only gets harder the higher you rise in an organization. So, as it relates to culture, the senior leaders—arguably the most influential people in forming and sustaining the culture—are the farthest removed from the truth about their workplaces.


This phenomenon was revealed in stark relief during our global study. When we asked participants whether or not they would recommend their organization as a great place to work, 67 percent of leaders said yes, compared to only 27 percent of frontline associates who said the same. Although the numbers varied slightly by country, there was typically a thirty to forty percentage point gap between the two responses.


Do not be deceived by your own experience. You may have significant opportunities and results you are leaving on the table because you think everything (from a culture perspective) is great. By the way, wouldn’t you want 100 percent of leaders and associates to say their organization is a great place to work? The only way to achieve this is to build and maintain a strong culture.


ENDGAME


Would you play a game you couldn’t win? Before you are too quick to respond, what if the win was ongoing rather than confined to a single, game-ending move? The concept of an infinite game seems applicable here.


If you are not familiar with the premise, you may want to check out the work of James Carse from New York University. He wrote the classic text on this concept, titled Finite and Infinite Games. For a more recent take on Carse’s work, you can read The Infinite Game by Simon Sinek. Here’s a quick overview of the idea.


Some games have known players, clear boundaries, and a definitive end. At the end of the game, someone wins and someone loses. Examples of this type of game include chess, football, Monopoly, baseball, golf, tennis, Super Mario Bros., and countless others. You play a finite game to win.


Infinite games, on the other hand, are played for an entirely different purpose. The goal, or win condition, is to continue playing, and for some, to continuously improve at playing the game. Relationships are an infinite game, as are parenting, personal fitness, and building your legacy. Many leaders would also consider business to be an infinite game. Building an enduring, great culture is also an infinite game. But why would you invest the energy?


Building a High Performance Culture is the infinite game that, when played well, sets you up to win the finite games of sales, profits, and customer satisfaction—just as weight training for an athlete is an infinite game that gives them the strength and energy to win their finite games.


As you consider the prospect of creating a High Performance Culture, I don’t think you really want the game to end. Yes, your season at the table will end, hopefully of your own accord, but the game will go on. This is the way healthy, vibrant, aligned cultures work. The players and the leaders change, but the organizational “wins” are daily and ongoing . . . forever.


What is required of the leader? Just like the SEALs’ “Shoot, Move, Communicate,” you must consistently Aspire, Amplify, and Adapt.


If you are diligent in applying these rules, you will significantly increase your odds of creating a High Performance Culture. However, the goal is not just to be able to say you have such a culture. The ultimate goal: your culture becomes your primary competitive advantage and the driving force behind sustained levels of superior performance.


Finally, don’t be surprised if you find the work of building a High Performance Culture personally gratifying. For many leaders, helping others identify with and invest themselves fully in the pursuit of a higher purpose will become the crowning achievement of their careers.


YOUR MOVE . . .


Make a short list of three to five things you believe would improve in your organization if you had a stronger culture.
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