Managing Your
Corporate Culture

By Roger Plant and Mark Ryan

When IRD literature discusses the
importance of corporate culture and
the effect it has on performance, firms
such as IBM and Hewlett-Packard usu-
ally appear as examples of companies
that put alot of energy into managing
employee behavior through creating a
strong culture. While these examples,
and the literature in which they arc
mentioned, are interesting and impor-
tant, few companies seem to find—or
take advantage of —theopportunity to
apply the same concepts in their own
organizations.

One company we know of, how-
ever, decided that it was time to man-
age itsown corporate culture. Because
it had grown rapidly and acquired a
great deal of diverse new managerial
talent, acompany we'll call XYZ Trust
Company had lost its original culture
of youthful, entrepreneurial drive and
had entered a period of uncertainty.
The company still had well-defined,
quantitative business objectives but
had become less clear about how it
could achieve those objectives. XYZ
top management had become con-
cerned about what was happening
within the company and asked us to
carry out an action project within the
organization.

Getting started

The first step we took was to con-
duct in-depth, diagnostic interviews
with top managers; we wanted to iden-
tify concerns they had about organiza-
tion and clarify the training needs of
their middle managers. It was decided
that the training programs should help
develop middle management capabil-
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ity and should also serve as a vehicle
for feedback to top managers on areas
of potential improvement. Asthe pro-
gram developed, this feedback con-
firmed the need for top management
action. In response to this need we
developed atwo-day workshop for the
managing director and the top 15
managers.

The purpose of the workshop was
threefold:
« toidentify clearly the consequences
of the problems that were surfacing

XY Z Trust Company had
lost its youthful drive
and entered a period

of uncertainty

within the organization, such as lack of
clear policy direction in some areas and
lack of cross-functional communication;
* to define the present corporate
culture;

e to formulate specific actions for
change.

We wanted to be able to use the
workshop to show senior manage-
ment that something as nebulous as
corporate culture can be defined and
that they could take positive steps to
develop an appropriate culture.

Defining company culture

The two parallel themes running
through the workshop were how top
management would handle the issues
fed back by middle managers via the
training programs, and how manage-
ment would apply research frame-
works on corporate culture to XYZ's
specific situation. We dealt with these
issues alternately as each provided data
and ideas for handling the other.
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Because we knew that the idea of
company culture was difficult for sen-
ior managers to grasp, we developed a
logical framework for working, which
first examined managerial values and
assumptions. This framework appears
in Figure 1 We examined managers'
values and assumptions by giving them
three sets of assumptions relating to
people at work. The assumptions are
as follows:
+« Rational, economic man—Man is
primarily motivated by economic in-
terests, is essentially passive and ra
tional, and has no self-control and
self-discipline.
¢ Social man—Man is basically
motivated by social needs, finds his
sense of identity through relationships,
and is more responsive to the social
pressures of his peer groups than to the
incentive and control of management.
e Self-actualizing man—Man seeks
autonomy and independence, needs to
use his capabilities and skills, and is
primarily self-motivated and has
self-control.

We divided the meeting into three
subgroups according to each set of
assumptions, and we asked the groups
to design an organization that reflected
the particular set of assumptions used.
This exercise specifically focused on
such areas as corporate objectives,
communication systems, organization
structure, leadership style, and rewards
and penalties. Not surprisingly, this ac-
tivity created three very different
organization cultures stemming en-
tirely from the assumptions made by
top management about people at
work, rather than from the demands of
the business environment.

It also provided the first benchmark
of data against which the senior man-
agers could test XY Z's cultural charac-
teristics. The managers recognized in
their culture many of the "social man"
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values such as communication and de-
cision making by committee, an unne-
cessary number of managerial levels,
rewards evenly distributed, and a ten-
dency to discourage risk taking. This

exercise made XYZ senior manage-
ment realize that many key decisions
about acompany's operation are based
entirely on managers' underlying as-
sumptions. The managers realized that

Figure 1 — Six stages of managing corporate culture
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Figure 2 — Key elements In corporate culture
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unless they are conscious of the as
sumptions they are making, the direc-
tion of their business may well be
influenced more by internal values
than the requirements of the business
environment.

Four company types

Our next step was to provide a
framework for understanding and cate-
gorizing corporate culture, as shown in
Figure 2. We used the Deal and Ken-
nedy classification of four company
types, illustrated in Figure 3- (For more
on this, read Corporate Culture—Rites
and Rituals, published by Addison-
Wesley.) This further helped the group
to relate its own experience to the
frameworks presented and to acquire
a language with which to describe
their own company's current culture.

The missing link was to demonstrate
that the behavior of senior managers

The direction of a business
may well be influenced
more by internal values than
the requirements of the
business environment

and the examples they set transmit cor-
porate culture to employees. In order
to do this we asked, "What isthe cul-
ture of this group as expressed by its
behaviors and rituals during this work-
shop so far?"

The following five themes emerged:
¢ "Individuals w-ant to see which way
the wind will blow before committing
themselves.”

e "Ritual disagreement."

e "Concentration on unnecessary
detail ."

« "Avoidance of conflict."

¢ "Avoidance of decision making."

We also observed a number of be-
haviors characteristic of the group, par-
ticularly that employees did littleor no
building on comments and ideas and
that there was consistent evidence of
unexpressed frustration. What we and
the group had described as character-
istic of senior management behavior
during the workshop began to mirror
the issues the middle managers raised
about the present organization This
reinforced the uncomfortable reality
that the organization is a reflection of
the behavior of its top executives.
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* The company's culture

Our next step was to identify system-
atically the current company culture.
To do this we used a diagnostic ques-
tionnaire—developed with one of the
senior managers prior to the work-
shop—-concerning six other compa-
nies in finance, retail, and manufac-
turing that were well known to the
managers. This would give us a com-
parative analysis. This questionnaire
contained achecklist of 40 paired cul-
ture characteristics and showed the
group what kind of analysis we would
be using on XY Z. Each senior manager
then completed another questionnaire
that concentrated on the organization,
marketing, and management aspects of
XYZ.

Next, in three groups, senior man-
agement decided what were the
strongly positive and strongly negative
dimensions that employees commonly
perceived. The managers clearly iden-
tified one strength—a positive attitude
toward market-oriented product devel-
opment—and three problem areas:
¢ too many layersin the organization;
* too much centralized control;
 too little differentiation in rewards.

In addition to this identification of
current XYZ cultural dimensions, we
shared with the group a summary of
interview data collected two years pre-
viously from top managers. We pre-
sented the managers with this to re-
mind them of key words they used to
describe the company at that time.
There were some remarkable similari-
ties in the themes, which are listed in
Figure 4.

A cursory glance at the above sam-

ple shows that even two yearsago cer-
tain inconsistencies were present that
many companies might ignore. But
those inconsistencies prompted XYZ
senior management to take the difficult
steps of encouraging middle managers
to voice their concerns about the way
the company was operating and of set-

tingup aworkshop to identify positive
actions senior management could take.

In small groups, the senior managers
worked on the data from the original
senior management interviews, the
feedback from middle management,
and the discussion from the workshop,
and they presented their work in a

Figure 3 — Four classic cultural types
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Figure 4--Sample of interview data verbatim comments
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Company Strenghts (+)
and Weaknesses (-)

+ committed people

+ adaptable

- empire building

- haphazard decision-making
- too many meetings

- too much consensus

- steep hierarchy
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plenary session. The major issues the
group identified are summarized as
follows:

e Thereisalack of clarity about roles,
responsibilities, and authorities.

e There is a strong functional infra-
structure versus business-related
structure.

e The company has inadequate lateral
communication.

e Decision making is too slow.

e Managers need to prioritize increas-
ing volume of work more effectively.
¢ Top management is too distant.

Building avision

After identifying the above problem
areas, the senior managers were ready-
to take astep into the future and begin
the vision-building process. We asked
the three groups to consider and agree
upon the five characteristics they be-
lieved must be central values in the fu-
ture XYZ Trust Company culture if it
isto continue as asuccessful business
enterprise. The following key words
and phrases resulted from this task:
o firm but fair;
* success;

* hard work and commitment; i
e good surroundings;

« frank, constaictive, and purposeful;
* proactive;

e personal commitment.

While these "culture desirables" run
the risk of becoming bland, general-
ized platitudes, they nevertheless pro-
vide some clear pointers about what
XYZ employees and management
should value. For example, we asked
senior management what it means
when it says that hard work is valued:
Does that mean it isvalued regardless
of the results? This raised fierce debate
within the group about what they
really want to reward—hard work and
loyalty or achievement of results.

Similar debates at this stage paved
the way for the second and crucial
vision-building stage. The chief exec-
utive and his three executive directors
took away the data from the groups
and decided what they believed
should be the four or five central
values and culture characteristics upon
which they wanted to build the com-
pany's future success. While we
couldn't expect them to finish this pro-

Figure 5 — Samples of "how to make it happen" ideas
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ecess in a few hours, after a two-hour
meeting they did emerge with some
very clear initial statements of culture.

First, the executive group restated in
clear, unambiguous terms its mission
statement and six core values about
how they wanted the company to be-
have in achieving this. The mission
statement was "To dominate the XYZ
insurance and unit trust customer
base." The five core culture values
were:
¢« the company should be market
oriented;

« the company should be achievement
oriented;

« the executive directors should lay
down policy matters;

« thecompany should be approachable;
e the work environment should be
fun;

e the work environment should be a
high-quality one.

The executive group fed back this
information to the other senior man-
agers present so they could begin to
understand and clarify it.

We then asked each of the executive
directors to lead a subgroup in identi-
fyingthe first steps XYZ needed to take
in order to put the new plan into ac-
tion. Each group took two of the core
culture values and came up with alist
of immediate and longer term action
steps to help put that value in place.
Samples of those steps are listed in
Figure 5.

Looking down the road

The work outlined above clearly is
only abeginning, but we are excited by
how much a company can achieve in
just two days, given the right process
and provided there isagenuine recog-
nized need to shift the culture.

We concluded our part in this pro-
ject by leaving the last work to the
managing director of XYZ, who at the
end of the seminar commented,

and to make changes where necessarv."

n
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