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WHY EXECUTIVE TEAMS
STRUGGLE TO SHIFT CULTURE

cultural change. Culture affects the hearts and minds
of employees because it impacts the beliefs they hold
about their work and their company.

Every organization must adapt over time to stay fresh
and relevant. Occasionally an executive team realizes
that unhelpful behaviors have become codified in the
organization and it’s time for a culture update. But no
matter how committed the people around the table
are to change, efforts often stall out.

As communication trickles out, executives assume
that employees should now get on board. When they
don’t see movement, they often place blame on the
employees below them—“They aren’t getting with
the program. They say they want change but they’re
causing the problems!”

Culture is a system of beliefs, behaviors, processes and
individual personalities (sometimes even “ghosts” of
personalities past that still influence current attitudes
and actions) and as such, changing culture is a longterm endeavor requiring executive engagement.

3. Failing to be the change

In my work with executive teams I see three key
factors that contribute to teams’ failure to bring about
the desired change:

1. Lack of attention to opinions and beliefs
Many executives erroneously assume the change
management team can tackle the culture shift. Though
an important contribution to the success of system
and process transformation, change management
practices like cascading communications and training
seminars alone do not tackle the emotional toll of

2. A tendency to blame staff

Culture change comes from the top, not the ranks.
Executive behavior sets the example for how the
organization will behave. If employees don’t see
executives changing how they work, they will
continue with the old behaviors, even if those
behaviors are the very ones they want to change.
Until executives do the work to shift their own
behavior, the organizational culture will stay stuck in
old patterns.
To combat these failures, executive teams need to
identify the behaviors that will cause the desired
culture, look for proof that change is occurring
by monitoring key indicators, and have real
conversations about what they themselves will need
to do differently.
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IDENTIFYING THE
BEHAVIORS THAT CHANGE
CULTURE
Successful culture change requires planning,
preparation and committed work of executives
themselves. Without the proper early engagement,
both executives and the teams they lead will get
frustrated with poor results. The following three
steps contribute to successful change.

Step 1: Understand the Current Culture
Engage employees in culture research so they can
contribute to the conversation. Let them name what
they would change. Survey, interview and hold focus
groups to define and understand the cultural system
currently at play—both the positive and negative—
within the organization. When employees see their
own views reported back, they feel part of the
process and are more likely to support change.
In addition to gaining buy-in, you gain valuable
information: as you analyze the feedback, you will
see a system emerge—a web of beliefs and values
that connect throughout organization. You must
understand the current system to effectively change
it.

Step 2: Articulate a Vision
It is not enough to say you need a more positive or
collaborative culture. You need to paint a clear picture,
one that all of the executives can see, adhere to and
champion. Imagine a group of executives all agreeing
that they need to go to Portland, but half booking
tickets for Portland, Maine and half for Portland,
Oregon. Everyone thinks they are right and everyone
else is wrong without clear agreement on what the
new culture will look and feel like.
Additionally, executives need to assess the impact the
culture change will have for the next generation of the
business. Without this conversation, it becomes easy
to toss out the work when the first obstacle hits.
To develop a vision for the future culture, answer
these critical questions:

Activity: culture vision questions
1. Why do we want to change the culture?
2. What do we risk by not changing the
culture?
3. What cultural elements will be required
in our industry in 10 years?
4. Who will we need to be as an
organization to prepare for the future?
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Step 3: Identify Guiding Principles and
Actionable Expectations
Once you’ve articulated a vision for the future culture,
you will need to describe the Guiding Principles and
Actionable Expectations that will create the vision.
Consider the following questions:
1. What principles would drive this culture?
2. How would someone in this culture behave?
3.. What does leadership look like in this culture?
After generating a full brainstorm list of answers,
refine the list to 4-5 Guiding Principles. A Guiding
Principle is a statement of belief. For example,
“creativity is king” might be a Guiding Principle for
a company relying on innovation. That statement is
short and catchy and can be a rallying cry for the team.
However, there is no definition or behavior in the
statement “creativity is king.” It’s an inspirational
principle and gives employees a sense of what
matters to this culture, but alone it is incomplete. The
executive team must next identify the Actionable
Expectations, or behaviors, it expects of leaders and
team members to demonstrate the Guiding Principle.
Consider two separate lists of Actionable
Expectations, both linked to the Guiding Principle
“creativity is king” but creating quite different
cultures:

Culture 1: Guiding Principle: Creativity is King
Actionable Expectations:
•

Collaborate across teams

•

Seek input and build the best idea

•

Design for next generation

What would this culture look like? Probably
inclusive, and careful, taking ample time for input
and long-term thinking and design.

Culture 2: Guiding Principle: Creativity is King
Actionable Expectations:
•

Remove barriers

•

Accept fast failure

•

Reward independent thinkers

What would this culture look like? Probably full of
self-starters who go it alone and are quick to ask
forgiveness, not permission.
Framed by clearly articulated behaviors, you see
two very different cultures emerge from the same
guiding principle. Neither is good nor bad, but
articulating the difference is critical to getting
alignment and outcomes.
Identify 3-4 Actioable Expectations for every
Guiding Principle. This will help both your executive
team and your employees know what behaviors will
make the organziation successful.
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Create a Measurement
Plan to Assess what is
Working
Before rolling out new cultural expectations, it is
important that the executive team knows what
success will look like. With an end goal in mind and
an understanding of what will indicate change, the
team can better lead their departments toward the
future.
Resist creating SMART goals for the culture. Instead,
identify the key indicators that let you know change
is occurring.

For example, in the organization mentioned above
with the “creativity is king” Guiding Principle and an
Actionable Expectation of “fail fast,” the executive
team would want to know that teams are in fact willing
to try new ideas and quickly assessing their viability.
Indicators of this progress might be both the creation
and disbanding of small ad-hoc teams, or the amount
of time an idea spends in a tracking system—in other
words how quickly it is explored then either pursued
or eliminated.
The indicators become information for the executives
to assess the effectiveness of the Actionable
Expectations. Do the indicators in fact create the
desired outcome? Does an increase in eliminated ideas
create more creativity and innovation? If the answer is
no, then the executives want to know that right away
and either adjust the indicator or address the behavior
that isn’t yielding the right result.
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Have Honest
Conversations about
Executive Change
Executive teams often play the role of decider-in-chief,
seeing the biggest picture of the organization and
making critical decisions that others execute. While
this works for many strategic choices, it is a recipe
for failure when it comes to culture change. Why?
Because culture change is about behavior and it has to
start at the top.
Some of the biggest culture change failures I’ve seen
come from organizations whose executives identify
new values and quickly communicate them without
first making their own changes. Employees then
respond with, “I’ll believe it when I see it.”
The following steps provide a framework for executive
teams to uncover the work they must engage.

Step 1: Rate your Current State
The executive team needs to get real about whether
or not they are demonstrating the new Actionable
Expectations. In teams with strong levels of trust,
this activity should be done collectively. In teams
where trust is absent, it may need to happen in oneon-one conversations between the executive and
CEO or an outside consultant.

Activity: Rate your Current State
1. Provide a self-rating of 1-5 (1 is low, 5
is high) for each Actionable Expectation
under the Guiding Principles.
(Note: 1 would indicate the individual is not
currently acting in that manner, a 5 would
indicate they are exemplar.)
2. Rate each other executive team member
from 1-5 (1 is low, 5 is high) for each
Actionable Expectation under the Guiding
Principles.
3. Share ratings and have open conversation
about any discrepancies. This activity will
reveal blind spots and open a conversation
about competing priorities.
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Step 2: Uncover Competing Priorities
In the book Immunity to Change, Kegan and Lahey
describe how competing goals get in the way of our
best intentions toward change. If we carry multiple
agendas as individuals, imagine what happens when
you put several individuals together, inside a culture
that is baked into processes, procedures, stories
and history. Many competing agendas emerge, and
chances are that individuals in the executive team
are very committed to some of those competing
agendas.

Activity: reflect upon ratings
1. What are the reasons for the competing
behavior? (and what else?)
2. What other goals work against the
Actionable Expectation? (and what else?)
3. Are there structures or processes in the
way of bringing this into alignment? (and
what else?)

Consider the questions in the Activity Box for each
current state rating of 3 or lower. (Any executive
with several misaligned scores would benefit from
working with a coach as it provides a confidential
space to discuss challenges.) Allow significant time to
explore these questions and ask each several times;
never settle for the first answer.

to remove barriers and change systems that work
against your Culture Vision. Only after implementing
several changes and seeing difference in the behavior
of executive team members, should you cascade
communication. You want to hear your team members
say, “This makes sense, I get why we’re doing things
differently,” not, “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

Now that a full systemic picture is emerging,
you can see the challenge of simply cascading
communications about new expectations. Before
communicating anything, look for opportunities

Executives who fully engage in the creation of cultural
change and uncover the barriers preventing change
become not just champions for change, but examples
of change in action.
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Conclusion
Culture change is attainable when a company follows a methodical process and executives commit to the
required personal work. Guiding Principles and Actionable Expectations let employees know what is changing
and how they will be assessed. Identifying the Key Indicators of success allows executives to monitor and
adjust course quickly to ensure change has the expected results. Executives’ abilities to recognize and
remove obstacles and competing priorities and be the first to change inspires commitment throughout the
organization.
By identifying the right behaviors, measuring cultural shifts and uncovering competing agendas, any company
can shift their culture.
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