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y
ou could almost taste the hostility in the room. Finally 
someone spoke. “Let me tell you what happened last 
year. One of our developers’ wives was scheduled for a 
cesarean section. His manager insisted that he attend 
a client meeting in the morning because the operation 
wasn’t scheduled until the afternoon.” 

This story was almost identical to other stories we had been hearing 
for over two months. A telecommunications client asked us to iden-
tify the current company culture, help change it to one that would 
help improve employee retention, and create a place where people 
would want to work. Identifying the current culture was pretty easy 
because we heard stories such as this one in just about every meeting 
and individual conversation. Changing it, on the other hand, was a 
little more difficult.

Poisonous cultures such as these will affect everything from your 
company’s performance (how well do you think the employee who 
attended the client meeting represented the company that day or days 
that followed?) to the way your brand is perceived, such as the tell-all 
op-ed pieces of Goldman Sachs’s Greg Smith.

Changing the culture is not an impossible task–hard–but not im-
possible. Cultures are identified by the way people treat one another 
and the stories that circulate throughout the company. The job of the 
company’s leadership is to change the stories that are being told, re-
placing the old ones with ones that reflect what you want it to feel like 
to work at the company. 

I will share what we did with the telecommunications client that 
changed the stories employees told one another and the stories they 
shared with others outside the company. (How many people do you 
think the employee and his colleagues told about the cesarean sec-
tion?) The following are the seven steps we followed, although some 
were done consecutively with others.

STEP 1: LEADERSHIP TEAM BUY IN

The first thing we did was ensure that the leadership team was aware 
of the need for the change. We did this by presenting turnover rates 
and sharing some of the stories we heard during the cultural assess-
ment interviews. Finally, we asked a simple question: “Is this a place 
that you would want to work?” Responses from the leaders varied 
from shock to embarrassment. 

During these touchy conversa-
tions, we dispelled defensive-
ness and assured ownership of 
the results by the leadership 
team by making sure that no 
specific division or leader was 
singled out. We met with the 
CEO and senior vice president 
(SVP) of human resources pri-
vately before the larger debrief 
with the senior team to discuss 
areas of concern, ensure that 
there were no surprises for 
them, and gauge their support 
of the findings and suggestions.

STEP 2: MIRROR, MIRROR

Because company culture is de-
fined by its leadership, the lead-
ership team was open to seeing 
what their role in the culture was. 
We conducted customized 360 
reviews for the leadership team 
that focused on the behaviors 
we wanted to change, as well as 
those that we wanted to incorpo-
rate throughout the organization, 
such as honest, respectful com-
munication. Only the individuals 
received their results; we did not 
share the 360s with the larger 
group, or even with the CEO. 
However, we did create an analy-
sis and recommendations based 
on previous employee discus-
sions and the 360s. Similar to the 
results of the cultural assessment 
we discussed in Step 1, we met 
with the CEO and SVP of human 
resources ahead of time to dis-
cuss areas of concern, ensure that 
there were no surprises for them, 
and gauge their support of the 
findings and suggestions.

The results were full of impact 
and immediate, with noticeable 
behavior changes by the lead-
ership team. This step is critical 
because executives must lead 
the change by transforming 
their own behavior.

STEP 3: VALUES AND VISION

In conjunction with the 360 re-
views, we took a hard look at the 
stated values and vision of the or-
ganization. Not surprisingly, the 
values and vision were aligned 
with the old culture of revenue 
at all costs. We created new 
values with specific behaviors. 
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For example, the value of profitability changed to customer focus, and we 
pushed even further and created specific behaviors to support a cus-
tomer-focused environment. These facilitated team sessions were then 
conducted throughout the rest of the organization. During this process, 
the operations team created the following action for a customer-focused 
company by saying, “We are customer focused by listening intently to our 
internal and external customers.” (We will create formalized organiza-
tional competencies in 2013 that align with the values).

Within two weeks of the 360 debriefs and leadership team value 
session, the CEO and all members of the leadership team conducted 
employee road shows to discuss the results. Senior leaders looking 
employees in the eye and being accountable for the findings was a 
powerful experience for both the leaders and employees, and one that 
immediately changed the vibe of the organization.

STEP 4: POLICIES

Collaborating with the human resources lead, we examined policies 
that related to employee selection, retention, pay practices, and talent 
management. We were able to identify areas that conflicted with the 
new culture, and modified the policies and procedures to ensure that 
they met both business needs and the new culture. 

STEP 5: REDESIGN REWARDS, RECOGNITION, AND WORK 
SYSTEMS

The rewards and recognition programs were examined and refined to 
encourage the behaviors vital to the desired organizational culture. We 
took a close look at all programs to ensure that teamwork as well as 
individual work was rewarded. We changed executive compensation 
so that bonuses were dependent upon how the executive worked with 
teammates, not just the accomplishment of their department’s goals. 
We also changed a key metric for the call centers from average handle 
time to one-call resolution and development flexibility for incentives, 
with the employees determining how they would be rewarded when 
possible (i.e., monetary, time off, etc.).

STEP 6: TRAINING AND 
DEVELOPMENT

Culture change depends on be-
havior change. Therefore, all em-
ployees must clearly understand 
what is expected of them, and 
they must know how to perform 
the new behaviors. Training can 
be very useful in both communi-
cating expectations and teaching 
new behaviors. 

Previously, the organization’s 
training focus had been on tech-
nical areas, with professional and 
leadership development being of-
fered to only a few senior leaders. 
We developed a five-year training 
plan that included a supervisor 
and manager leadership program; 
an executive coaching program; 
an emerging leader program for 
high-potential senior managers 
and directors; formalized job 
shadowing; general business acu-
men training; the Jump Start Pro-
gram–a new leader assimilation 
program; and team effectiveness 
sessions to build trust, starting 
with the leadership team. 

STEP 7: OVERCOMMUNICATE

The communications plan we de-
veloped ensured that employees 
were constantly kept informed 
of the culture change process, its 
goals, and actions, and was an 
imperative step to changing the 
stories in the company. 

Even though changing company 
culture is surely a journey, it can 
be done successfully. Some may 
buy in and some may not, but if 
you allow for various opportu-
nities for everyone to partici-
pate, the results are oftentimes 
more meaningful.
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