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Culture? Yes, but how? 
Written by Kevin Morihira 

 

In my previous column I introduced the topic of culture, discussed what it is and identified some obvious 

and not-so-obvious benefits. My goal was to scratch the surface by showing culture's relationship with 

leadership and to set the stage for this column. I also promised that I'd share some information and 

advice on how to get started creating the culture you want in your organization. 

Again, culture is more than the company social club, free popcorn and foosball in the lunchroom. 

Building a culture is not all fun and games, nor is it easy. 

It's not as simple as you may think. I'll use the example of the Olympic games. Every two years, 

spectators from around the world gather in person or in front of their television sets to watch world-

class athletes compete in various sports. World-class athletes make incredibly difficult accomplishments 

look relatively easy. As spectators we think, "Wow, that looks so fun! How great it must be! They're so 

lucky to be good at that." What the average spectator fails to realize in this observation is the Olympics 

are the culmination of years and years, or entire lifetimes, of effort. What we don't see are the previous 

years of training, injuries, failure, struggle and victories that lead up to the games. 

Successful, high-performing cultures that add tangible value to companies are not much different. The 

uninitiated observer will see a successful, high-performing culture and dismiss it as enviable and easy to 

obtain. Not so. 

Just as some people are gifted with certain talents or physical abilities, some companies might be 

predisposed or more ready for change. But just as the average jogger isn't suddenly going to find himself 

on the starting line of an Olympic marathon, most companies aren't going to magically become Zappos 

or Google. Which leads to my next point. 

It takes hard work and dedication. Short of winning the lottery, most things take work and conscious 

effort. Nothing happens by accident. There are no overnight success stories. People don't just become 

world-class athletes and show up at the Olympics and world-class businesses don't just happen by fluke. 

Everything takes effort. Building a high-performing culture is no different. 

Culture creation starts with a goal that answers one question: what do you want to be? Once you have a 

goal, you need a plan. Yes, just like you need a strategic plan, most great companies have a culture plan 

(either separate or integrated into their strategic plan). This is the not-so-glitzy part of culture. But 

remember, nothing happens by accident. 

Maybe the plan is on paper or maybe it's in your head (not recommended, by the way), but you need to 

start with the end in mind. You should then begin a relentless and methodical pursuit of that goal. Align 

your organization to the achievement of that goal through proper strategies, goals and measures, and 

lead the process by ensuring you have the right management systems, communication systems and, of 

course, reward and recognition systems and programs. 
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It takes dedication—real dedication. In the last column, I defined culture as a set of norms or 

expectations that determine how people behave to get things done. It almost goes without saying that 

culture is a result of other elements, such as leadership and corporate and individual values. 

Much has been written about the difference between 99 per cent and 100 per cent. The extra one per 

cent actually determines whether you actually do something or not. What if someone is faithful in a 

marriage 99 per cent of the time instead of 100 per cent? Or if a chief financial officer is ethical only 99 

per cent of the time? If you are trying to achieve your culture vision, you are failing if you are willing to 

settle for 99 per cent. 

I realize that this may sound pompous or like I'm preaching from atop a soap box, but my point is that as 

you pursue the creation of your desired strategy, there will be challenges. The choices you make as you 

encounter and overcome each challenge will advance, strengthen or destroy your culture. Back to the 

athlete analogy—have you ever met a world-class athlete? Do you think these athletes take a day off 

because they're tired? What if they want to work out for only 20 minutes instead of two hours? Each 

shortcut they take begins to directly impact their probability of success. 

For example, there are many companies that claim to offer a culture of teamwork and equality, yet 

when times get tough, only a select few front-line staff receive pay cuts or layoffs, while management 

and leadership receive bonuses. What part of that relates to teamwork? What does that mean for the 

culture? It means that the desired culture is only found in annual reports or on the "About us" page on 

the website, but not in the actual organization. 

Building or maintaining a culture means relentlessly pursuing it (if you are building) or relentlessly 

defending it (if you are maintaining) because every day, week or month you will come across choices 

where you can be 99 per cent or 100 per cent. Again, that one per cent can be the difference it takes to 

have the culture you want. 

I realize these are conceptual steps. If you were looking for concrete steps in a to do list, I'll point you 

back to my article entitled "One size never fits all." The ingredients might be the same, but the recipe for 

success for each company is going to vary greatly. What I have outlined here are merely ingredients. 

Figuring out how much of each you need for your recipe is where the work begins. 

Much like athletes needing help from trainers, coaches and others to get to the Olympics, chances are 

you could benefit from some help as you refine your exact recipe. 

 


