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Abstract: Many organizations unknowingly struggle with performance because of the incongruence between espoused and 

actual corporate values. When this occurs, the culture is underdeveloped and perpetuates misaligned actions. This is often a root 

cause of performance issues. Therefore, investments in culture analysis and development can reap profound rewards in achieving 

systemic change that leads to organizational success. Backed by leadership and organizational theory, the article outlines how 

executives and key partners can embark on an intentional process of defining and fostering the right culture. Culture should be 

embedded into any corporate strategic planning endeavor as it requires ongoing intentionality. It is recommended that external 

partners be engaged to provide guidance in this process because the needed structure and objectivity is less likely to occur when 

executed by internal stakeholders who are influenced by organizational power dynamics and politics. Executives however, are the 

key stakeholders of any culture-forming process as they are responsible for defining, role-modeling, and rewarding key behaviors. 

The process also includes Corporate Soul Searching (CSS) whereby values and actions are defined, followed by reinforcing 

structures, accountability systems, and ongoing cultural assessment. All of these elements must be aligned to yield a leader-like 

culture. Outcomes of this process include strong employee engagement and a clear values system synchronized with mission and 

strategy.  

Keywords: Corporate Culture, Leadership, Corporate Soul Searching (CSS), Values, Performance Management, Executives, 

Strategic Planning 

 

1. Introduction 

Does culture really eat strategy for breakfast? If culture is so 

important to our success, we should be intentionally managing 

our corporate culture instead of letting the culture manage us. 

To get to the culture we want and need to survive requires 

ongoing intentionality. Organizational culture is a powerful 

framework that impacts employee engagement, satisfaction, 

and commitment and in healthcare patient safety, quality of 

care, medical errors, patients' and families' experience of care, 

physician satisfaction and burnout [23, 28, 34]. 

While we can argue that one culture type is better than 

another, it is up to executives to define the culture [32]. 

Designing a leader-like corporate culture make sense to 

pursue since it should exemplify leadership behaviors 

throughout the organization. At the same time, a leader-like 

culture encompassing other cultural types that we may need 

(i.e. innovative, visionary, transparent).  

A leadership culture “has a certain interplay of mission, 

values, actions, structure, and accountability at every level” 

[25]. When synchronized carefully, the interplay results in 

higher levels of employee engagement and organizational 

performance. Our outcomes are almost exclusively driven by 

people. Interventions aimed at achieving higher levels of 

performance often fall short because organizations do not 

synchronize or align their talent systems. To mitigate this 

problem, there is a roadmap that can help us foster a culture 

of leadership, one that should be prioritized before other 

organizational initiatives take place.  

2. Defining Culture 

Organizational culture is probably best understood by MIT 

Professor Emeritus, Edgar Schein [29], who once defined 

culture as: 

A pattern of shared basic assumptions …, which has 
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worked well enough to be considered valid and therefore, 

to be taught to new members as the correct way to 

perceive, think, and feel... 

What if that isn’t the way we want or need people to 

perceive, think or feel? Because culture is the tacit social order 

of beliefs, attitudes and behavioral norms of an organization in 

far-reaching sustainable ways [7, 8, 34] it is hard to change. 

Culture dictates what is accepted and encouraged, or rejected 

or discouraged and essentially how works gets accomplished, 

priorities set, and how people work with one another [8]. 

This social order of norms is a reinforcing mechanism - 

whether it’s good or bad [25]. For example, we act in tandem 

with the culture in order to survive because that’s what is 

acceptable and rewarded. Efforts to change an organization’s 

culture must include an evaluation of our beliefs and 

corresponding values which determine our actions. These 

values should be congruent with the mission or purpose of 

the organization, not what it says its values are (i.e. espoused 

values). Real values, not espoused ones, drive behaviors. For 

example, an organization may say it values strategy, but fails 

to support efforts to pause, reflect, and plan. 

We must be intentional about aligning these to our values. 

When properly aligned with personal values, drivers, and 

needs, culture can unleash tremendous amounts of energy 

toward a shared purpose and foster an organization’s capacity 

to thrive [7, 9, 34]. 

3. Executives’ Role in Culture Formation 

Since culture is reinforcing it is extremely difficult to 

change, which is why ongoing intentionality is critical. 

Whose responsibility is it to foster culture? While everyone 

does have a role to play in culture formation, it is the senior 

or executive leaders who have the largest capacity to 

influence culture. Many business leaders subscribe to the 

notion that Human Resources (HR) Departments are 

responsible for it, or Learning and Development. However, 

HR cannot foster culture any more than a new training 

program or quality initiative. Appeals for employees to 

change their values and routines will not change culture [10]. 

This is why the involvement of executives is so critical.  

The success of the organization research has largely been 

from the performance of its leaders [6, 18, 22]. Managers 

account for 70% of team success [18, 33]. Thus, the 

effectiveness of organizational culture is dependent on the 

CEO's leadership behavior [9] with the role of senior leaders’ 

role-modelling and support to be paramount [4, 20]. For 

example, when it comes to change processes, it is the 

executives who are the change leaders and employees will not 

support change if executives are not supportive themselves 

[17]. Conversely, if executives help to define the new vision, 

are hungry to change, and take deliberate action, great strides 

toward the new culture can be made in a short time [24]. 

Executive leaders are chiefly responsible for driving 

transformation, including culture [8], and must be humble as 

opposed to narcissistic to strengthen the relationship of 

leader-member-exchange (LMX) [18].  

Therefore, senior managers need to actively manage culture 

by thoughtfully determining rewards and consequences, and 

exemplify what is acceptable or not in the organization. 

Unfortunately, many leaders think they are being leader-like 

and fostering the right culture. When this occurs, it is artificial 

leadership. Artificial leadership is a state of delusion that 

occurs when a person believes they are a good leader when in 

fact they are not [24]. Instead, we need authentic leaders who 

are humble enough to relentlessly serve and support the 

culture-building process. When managers exhibit authentic 

leadership there are positive outcomes such as increases in 

innovative behavior, engagement, and initiative [16]. This 

distinction between authentic and artificial leadership further 

highlights the difference between management and leadership 

as these two are not synonymous.  

Senior-level involvement in culture formation is not a 

one-time event or even an annual one. Top level leaders must 

drive and remain deeply involved in culture work to sponsor, 

support, or supply cover for the various initiatives that will 

arise with the different parts and levels of the organization [11, 

31]. Simply put, executives are the culture. Managers at every 

level only represent that culture to their teams.  

This process is even more vital today than it has ever been. 

Intentionally managing culture may be one of the only sources 

of sustainable competitive advantage available to companies 

today. Executives should approach culture as a fundamental 

management tool [7]. 

4. Engage in Corporate Soul Searching 

The soul of an organization is comprised of mission and 

values. Therefore, in order to understand these elements, we 

must engage in corporate soul searching. Corporate Soul 

Searching (CSS) is an objective, facilitated process that helps 

bring clarity to an organization’s purpose, beliefs, and its 

values. Our corporate soul answers the question, why do we 

exist? A grounding in our purpose or our mission can set the 

stage for defining the culture we need and the culture we want.  

Each organization must define for itself what type of culture 

they wish to have [32]. It is leaders who enable this process to 

work and any efforts to delegate this to HR or solely to a 

consultant will not be optimal. Instead, partner with an external 

consultant with experience in corporate soul searching and 

culture transformation. External partnership brings needed 

objectivity to this process. An executive-level retreat should be 

a core component. The retreat can come in a variety of forms, 

but the goal is having an intentional period to objectively pause 

and reflect whereby corporate soul searching can occur.  

From the corporate soul comes our organizational vision 

-the lofty goal we hope to achieve as the result of our purpose 

(mission) and values (i.e. our soul). Understanding how all the 

elements of business work together is strategy and the 

roadmap we follow to execute it is the strategic plan. The 

corporate culture is a symptom or an outcome of how this 

entire process is orchestrated. This is why we cannot attempt 

to change culture without going to the root cause: the 

corporate soul.  
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4.1. Identify Values 

Identifying our real values is not an easy process, yet it is a 

profound exercise. Each person brings values that may conflict 

with others on the team. However, a consultant can facilitate a 

process where a values system can emerge. No process will be 

perfect and all values will never be accounted for, but the 

discussion promotes a vital part of creating a shared mental 

model or values system. The stronger the fit between the 

organization and the individual the more organizational 

commitment, job satisfaction, and loyalty occur, as well as, 

reduction in burnout and stress [12]. Sometimes, the values of 

individual members will be incongruent with the newly formed 

corporate values system. This is where some staff may choose 

to exit. This is healthy attrition and helps to form cultural 

cohesion. “Cultures thrive and evolve when they are cohesive, 

meaning that even divergent actions stem from common beliefs 

but devolve when they allow unmitigated variety” [13]. 

Key questions: 

a. What is our plan for ongoing corporate soul searching?  

b. Are our espoused and actual values aligned?  

c. Do our values support how outcomes are achieved? 

d. Have we thoughtfully engaged external partners?  

4.2. Describe the Actions 

Values represent what is important and are reflected in our 

actions. To design a leader-like culture, an organization not 

only needs to define its values, but also how these are put into 

practice. It is useless to define values if we do not understand 

what they mean when we live them out. Trust and respect are 

the cornerstones identified as the basis from which a healthy 

and positive culture can thrive [23], yet stakeholders may not 

know what that means in practice. For example, what actions 

result in trust? Has that been defined? “The best organizations 

define, with specificity, the behaviors they expect from 

employees at every level of the organization. It doesn’t help to 

state that you want nurses to be “patient-focused” if you don’t 

define the specific behaviors you expect from them” [27]. If 

an organization values high performance, this may be 

reflected in reciprocity of assistance [26]. When there is a 

value of innovation in an organization, how is it reflected in 

action? Are staff empowered and encouraged to share ideas or 

experiment without fear of failure or discipline? If innovation 

is espoused but innovators are punished, then status quo is the 

true value. Values and actions have to be sufficiently defined. 

Then values will play a pervasive, executive role in culture, 

serving as defining criteria for making decisions, setting 

priorities, and behavioral expectations [14].  

Culture means creating consistency and alignment in 

thinking and behaviors [32]. In other words, we can’t think 

one way and behave in another. This creates misalignment 

with the organization. In the absence of clearly defined values 

and behaviors, each person interprets values differently based 

on cues from the top. This creates confusion, cultural 

disparities, and promotes clashing micro-cultures. If we say 

we value an open culture where transparency, participation 

and feedback are encouraged, they must be addressed [19]. All 

organizational members must know what the expectation is 

regarding each value. Executives must clearly articulate an 

expectation to follow to have a cohesive culture of leadership.  

Key questions: 

a. What does each value specifically look like when 

practiced? 

b. Do stakeholders agree on these actions? 

c. Are executives willing to role-model the behaviors?  

While it might be tempting, we cannot possibly dictate or 

express every behavioural norm [24]. Focus on a few critical 

behaviors [15]. The goal is to provide sufficient understanding 

or detail to consistently execute on our values without 

confusion. However, members must also remember that there 

are occasions where our values may seem to compete. For 

example, at times we may need to be entrepreneurial, but in 

other situations it is important to avoid risk [13]; explaining that 

both are important and the reasons behind these positions are 

needed. It is tempting to adopt a competing values attitude in 

these situations, but the values are not in competition so much 

as they are being leveraged differently to best position the 

business. Sometimes our need to be innovative, for example, 

comes due to our need to comply. These do not have to be 

mutually exclusive.  

5. Create Structure 

Once we have specifically identified the future state in 

specific behavioral terms, we must remove learning barriers 

by creating a psychological safety environment for 

stakeholders [30]. Additionally, senior managers must also 

devise a strategy to communicate the values and 

accountabilities, consistently. Communicating new standards 

should be replicated at every level through detailed, top-down 

workshops. Everyone would receive training in the new 

cultural expectations, and on-going efforts would be made to 

foster continuous improvement [14]. 

Additional long-term reinforcing mechanisms to hardwire 

or “culturalize” behaviors is also needed. By doing this, values 

and behaviors are communicated to all stakeholders 

consistently. The types of structures or reinforcing mechanism 

vary. This may mean a particular recruitment strategy where 

values in action are on display clearly. It may mean a robust 

orientation program, an informal or formal mentoring plan, 

part of formal communications, or embedded into leadership 

development programs or workshops. 

New systems, structures, controls, rewards, and processes 

consistent with desired changes, including cultural 

transformation will be needed [30, 31]. Additional supports 

such as the principles of change management should not be 

overlooked [5]. Organizational leaders should ensure that the 

structure are in place to support, reward, and reinforce the 

desired values [10]. During this process opportunities to 

practice and fail safely will promote success [30, 31]. 

One such reinforcing mechanism and practice opportunity is 

in formal leadership development programs. The critical 

elements of a strong leadership development plan include 

cross-organizational communication, developing cross-silo 



 International Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization 2021; 9(3): 103-108 106 
 

networks, teambuilding skills, conflict resolution, and customer 

service [3]. Each of these provides a robust opportunity to 

showcase our values and how they are put into practice. 

However, leadership development programs are only successful 

if reinforced by focused action from executive leaders down 

through the ranks in conjunction with messaging from both 

learning and development as well as divisional leaders [11]. 

This gives further credence to the need for executive support.  

Key questions: 

a. Is our recruiting, onboarding, and promotion practices 

congruent with our values? 

b. Are we consistently communicating the same messages 

to all stakeholders? 

c. Do stakeholders have clear examples to follow? 

d. Do we regularly explain the why?  

e. Does the organizational hierarchy reflect our values? 

6. Hold People Accountable 

Creating a culture of accountability must start at the top [8]. 

Therefore, once the values, actions and structures have been 

implemented it is a crucial part of culture transformation that 

executives role model the desired behaviors. Managers should 

also call attention to and acknowledge which aspects of 

culture are on display and why [13]. A company's leadership 

team will enhance the work culture and further build trust, 

gain influence, and inspire others as they master their behavior 

[23]. Likewise, it is imperative that leaders set the tone and 

standards to lead by example because they are under the strong 

performance demonstrated by the top communication leader 

in the organization affects professionals' engagement and trust 

[21]. Thus, if leaders do not role model behaviors and hold 

others accountable, trust and respect may be eroded [23]. 

Likewise, if managers support an environment of corruption, 

employees implement work tasks directly in a corrupt manner 

[1]. Not to mention that it may be perceived as incompetence, 

which demotivates, demoralizes, and stresses out teams [2].  

Accountability includes a willingness and diligence in having 

difficult performance conversations up to and including 

termination. Without these conversations, stakeholders will 

quickly learn that senior leaders are not serious about behavior 

and all traction towards a new culture will be lost. This is the 

reason that culture formation requires daily intentionality.  

Key questions:  

a. Does every employee have an appropriate role-model?  

b. Are employees empowered and have psychological 

safety to act in accordance with the value system? 

c. Is accountability of values-based actions a standard 

practice throughout the organization? 

d. Do senior leaders and managers have the skills to have 

performance conversations that promote relationship 

building and behavioral clarity?  

7. Assess 

When leadership and strategy are aligned, the culture 

drives positive organizational outcomes. Conversely, when it 

is not aligned, culture may become an acute liability [7]. 

Value conflicts emerging from contrasting beliefs, priorities, 

and demographics can be disruptive factors [14]. Therefore, 

take the time to assess the culture periodically because 

evaluation is an important part of any intervention. 

Furthermore, values are not always static, but often dynamic 

variables subject to change. If corporate success is made in a 

way that is contrary to its values, outcomes are at risk for 

being short-term [25]. Ultimately, the misalignment of values, 

actions, structure, and accountability may lead to cultural 

dysfunction as evidenced in silos and competing 

microcultures, not to mention poor performance. Conversely, 

the alignment of the priorities of senior leaders, frontline 

managers, and staff through respectful conversation and a 

visible, real-time talent system reap performance 

improvements [5]. 

8. Conclusion 

Leading with culture may be among the few sources of 

sustainable competitive advantage left to companies today [7]. 

Executives have an essential role in culture formation as they 

determine what is acceptable or not in an organization. When 

executives realize that culture is a competitive advantage [7] 

and authentically desire cultural change they should partner 

with Organization Development practitioners to engage in 

Corporate Soul Searching. This process is the vital catalyst in 

defining the cultural vision and the value system on which we 

want to operate. Then the behavioral norms, reinforcing 

structures, and accountability structures that align to the 

desired culture can then be created.  

When our corporate values are well-aligned to goals and 

behaviors, a cohesive high-performing culture emerges. 

Culture should be a priority topic for executives and it is 

recommended that this be part of the strategic planning 

process. The actual culture-forming process however, occurs 

daily. Either you are intentionally managing culture or the 

culture is managing you. Without intentionality, culture will 

eat your strategy for breakfast. 
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