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Few scandals in the history of business rival the 2001 collapse of Enron, the 
American energy company whose culture of greed and rapaciousness tum-
bled it from the pinnacle of success to the abyss of failure. Its leaders’ unethi-
cal and illegal behavior resulted in one of the largest bankruptcies in 
American history and triggered the dissolution of Arthur Andersen, one of 
the top accountancy firms in the world. 

During the Enron trial, the company’s CEO, Jeffrey Skilling, maintained 
his innocence. These claims withered in the glare of the public spotlight. 
Testimony during the trial revealed Enron’s involvement in a shocking num-
ber of illegal and underhanded schemes, including the firm’s role in perpe-
trating an electrical energy crisis in California, in which blackouts and 
soaring bills resulted from Enron’s manipulation of the energy supply. Enron 
even took power plants offline in order to make more money.

All this occurred despite the company’s sixty-four-page Code of Ethics.  
The document, widely circulated online, detailed the company’s values,  
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D I AGNO S I N G  WHAT ’ S  R E A L LY  GO I N G  O N

Th e fi rst step on Th e Culture Disruptor is to Diagnose what really going on,  
(this step is depicted by a  stethoscope icon in Figure 1.1). Let’s look at how 
this step played out in the ANZ transformation that I was intimately in-
volved in from the early 2000s, that created the “bank with a human face.” 
(In 2019, the fi ndings of a Royal Commission enquiry into Australian 
banking would reveal the return of a toxic and greedy culture within the 
banking industry—but we’ll come to how that happened later.) Th e com-
pany’s visionary change leader, Sonia Stojanovic, had initially brought me 
aboard as the head of culture projects at the bank. Th ree years later, I 
stepped into her position as head of ANZ’s transformation program (known 

Figure 1.1. The Culture Disruptor
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Several years ago, I flew into Las Vegas for a leadership conference where two 
high-profile business leaders would deliver keynote addresses. I was excited 
to hear what they had to say. Sitting in the packed auditorium, I listened to 
them describe the changes they had overseen in their two different organiza-
tions. Slowly it dawned on me that neither executive fully grasped the basics 
of workplace culture.

The first speaker, the CEO of an engineering company, told us how he 
had launched his company on the path to becoming a high-performing, 
agile organization. Defining culture as “the values and behaviors at work,” 
he concluded that the effort was still a work-in-progress. The second pre-
senter, the head of a large department in the armed forces, shared his dream 
of replacing a male-dominated culture with one that embraced diversity 
and inclusiveness. He defined culture as “the stories people tell in the  
workplace.” In the end, however, he admitted that, despite strong public 
support for the change, women in his organization were still suffering  
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F O C U S I N G  O N  T H E  T H R E E  
K E Y  E L E M E N T S  O F  C U L T U R E

One afternoon a week after our first discussion, Jonathan Cohen and I stood 
at the whiteboard in his office at AAA Consulting. I began to draw The 
Culture Disruptor with a box next to it titled “Three elements of culture” 
(Figure 2.1). I explained to Jonathan, “You must focus on three key elements 
of culture in order to accelerate change—Mental Maps, Roles, and Patterns.” 

Jonathan nodded, “That’s news to me, but I’m keen to find out more.” 
Like Jonathan, leaders must learn about and leverage these three key ele-

ments in order to successfully change workplace culture. 

Figure 2.1. The Three Key Elements of Workplace Culture
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taking up the role of ‘traditional thinkers,’ which is keeping us stuck in the 
old ways of doing things.”

“Th at may well be the case,” I said, “but the role the consultants are taking 
up is connected to the pattern of relating in the culture. Th is brings us to the 
third key element of culture: the patterns that lie at the heart of workplace 
culture. Nothing will change until you fully understand and disrupt the ex-
isting patterns.” 

D I S R U P T I N G  T H E  PAT T E R N S

I drew Jonathan’s attention to the third key element of culture (Patterns) on 
the diagram.

“Th e third element is the deeply embedded patterns in the workplace. 
Th ese are the unwritten rules that can capture people as soon as they enter 
the workplace. People come and go from any organization, but the patterns 
remain pretty much the same. You must look below the surface to discover 
these invisible patterns.”

To show him what I meant, I asked several questions about the way 
Jonathan’s team had always operated. Th en I sketched a diagram of the old 
pattern of behavior at AAA (Figure 2.2). 

Figure 2.2. The Pattern of Traditional Thinking
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U N D E R S T A N D  W O R K P L A C E  C U L T U R E

Of course, Jonathan had approved his team’s latest failed proposal. “You’re 
acting as an enabler,” I told him. “You espouse the values in your brochure, 
but your actions do not support the declared values. When you approved a 
lackluster proposal, you just fueled the old pattern. ‘Tried and tested’ is 
hardly innovative.” 

Th e “tried and tested” pattern had become deeply embedded over many 
years because it accounted for much of AAA’s success in landing important 
clients who wanted to trust their futures to safe hands during major restruc-
turing and IT projects. Jonathan had discovered, however, clients now 
wanted more agile and innovative solutions.

When the business environment changes, 
you must change with it.

Jonathan saw my point about enabling the old pattern. “I’m co-creating 
the lack of innovation in my team.” 

I smiled. “Yes! And that means you can’t blame them for failing to off er 
innovative solutions. It starts with you. You can disrupt the pattern by shift -
ing your role from ‘approver’ to ‘innovation leader.’ Th at will trigger a shift  in 
your people’s behavior and a switch in their role from ‘traditional thinkers’ 
to ‘innovative thinkers.’” I quickly sketched another diagram (Figure 2.3).

Figure 2.3. The New Pattern of Innovative Thinking
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partner in the fi rm, escorted me through the offi  ces, I noticed something 
rather unusual. Whenever someone met a colleague in the hallway, the two 
embraced with clear delight. It happened everywhere: in hallways, in confer-
ence rooms, in the cafeteria lines, even at the photocopier. 

Later that morning, I ran into “Maxwell,” a former colleague I had always 
found quite aloof and standoffi  sh. He ran up and hugged me! I wondered if 
his body had been taken over by alien invaders. I could think of no better 
explanation for this surprising behavior. Later, Olga shed some light on the 
mystery. “Our CEO, ‘Michael Williams,’ believes that a company like ours 
needs to provide an example of compassion and human warmth. All this 
hugging is our way of showing one another and the world that we care about 
each other. It may seem strange at fi rst, Siobhan, but it’s such an ingrained 
habit we do it without even thinking about it.”

In this era of hypersensitivity about violating personal space in ways that 
may be interpreted as harassment, most workplaces strongly discourage phys-
ical contact between employees. So, why did it seem not only acceptable, but 
even preferable, to hug one another at Solutions, Inc.? You can probably 
guess the answer: a deeply embedded pattern (Figure 2.4). 

Th e idea of a warmer and more compassionate workplace had become 
an unwritten rule that signaled to employees that they could and should 

Figure 2.4. The Hugging Pattern
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U N D E R S T A N D  W O R K P L A C E  C U L T U R E

Here is a case study about two work colleagues that illustrates how pat-
terns emerge. “Luke Williams” and “Sean Taylor” are executives in a multi-
national soft ware consulting company. Luke is a sales manager responsible 
for selling products and Sean is the relationship manager for clients in the 
energy sector. Th ey are working on a big deal with a potential client, “Gas-
Networx” but they have an ongoing disagreement about who “owns” the 
client:

Sean (relationship manager): Why didn’t you include me in the 
upcoming meeting with GasNetworx?
Luke (sales manager): It’s a lunch, Sean, nothing formal. 
Sean: I think I need to be involved in all meetings at this stage 
of the deal. 
Luke: It’s pretty casual. I’m just building the relationship.
Sean: Yes, and I’m the Relationship Manager on the deal, Luke.
Luke: Don’t worry about it. I’ll bring you in when I think it’s 
necessary. 

Figure 2.5. Patterns in Nature Demonstrate the 
Order in Seemingly Chaotic Systems
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Rather than working together Luke and Sean are competing—about who 
owns the client and who gets the credit for the deal. This competitive pattern 
is impacting their relationship, as well as the service they are providing to 
clients. You could draw a diagram of the pattern between them (Figure 2.6).

Figure 2.6. The Competitive Pattern

Whose fault is the ongoing conflict between Sean and Luke? As the dia-
gram shows, each participant has stepped into the role of “competitor” to 
fuel the pattern. So, how do you break this negative competitive pattern? 
One of the colleagues needs to change his role from “competitor” to “collab-
orator.” Sean starts by walking into Luke’s office later that week:

Sean (relationship manager): How can I help with the GasNetworx deal?
Luke (sales manager): We are struggling a bit with the proposal. 
Sean: What’s the issue?
Luke: My sales team members have different views about what the 
client needs.
Sean: I know exactly what GasNetworx is looking for. I can share the 
intel from my interviews with you.  
Luke: Great! We have more of a chance of landing the deal if we work 
together.
Sean: I agree! 
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U N D E R S T A N D  W O R K P L A C E  C U L T U R E

Myra’s struggles did not surprise me, because the particular pattern she 
wanted to change aff ects not only individual organizations, but society as a 
whole. To progress toward her 35 percent goal, she needed to wrestle with a 
societal problem that guided gender attitudes at a national level. You can 
trace the unwritten rules that confer power on men and place women in 
subservient roles to the dawn of the human race. Asking any HR manager to 
change that history is a tall order indeed. You know me; I like to draw dia-
grams (Figure 2.7).

Figure 2.7. Patterns Sit at the Collective Level

When it comes to putting more women in leadership roles, most compa-
nies in most countries must climb a very steep hill. While the patterns infuse 
a given organization with long-standing ideas about the supportive role of 
women in the workplace, centuries of human and national patterns dictate 
that women fulfi ll those same roles in society. Th at’s a deeply embedded pat-
tern to break and oft en-unconscious beliefs to conquer before companies 
achieve greater gender balance in positions of power. 
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Now that you understand the basics of workplace culture, Mental Maps, 
Roles, and Patterns, you can think about embarking on your own change 
journey. Embarking on culture change is similar, in some ways, to setting sail 
on a sea voyage. As the leader, you must know your destination, chart your 
path, make necessary course corrections, and constantly diagnose the full 
business environment before, during, and aft er the journey. 

Imagine setting sail for unexplored and possibly dangerous regions, 
which ancient mapmakers fl agged with the cautionary words: “Th ere be 
dragons.” Other organizations may have traveled into similar uncharted 
territory, but your own organization will be making its own unique jour-
ney. When leaders talk about their culture change, they oft en describe it as 
a rather logical, step-by-step process. Th ey knew where they wanted to go, 
perhaps to a culture imbued with agility and innovation; they had charted 
a clear course to get there, they went from point A, to point B, to point C, 
and then they reached their destination relatively unscathed. Th at sounds 
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pretty straightforward. But, in fact, no culture change initiative ever fol-
lows a straight line. 

In an unpredictable, disruptive, and fast-changing business environment, 
perennially successful companies constantly reinvent themselves and their 
culture. Th e Italian papermaking company Fabriano off ers a case in point. 
Several years ago, while I was vacationing in Venice, Italy, I found a beautiful 
handcraft ed notebook that would make a perfect gift  for a cat-sitting friend 
back home. In a conversation with the shopkeeper, I discovered that  the note-
book had been manufactured in Fabriano’s mills in the Marche region, where 
the company has been making paper since the 1200s. Amazingly, Fabriano has 
thrived for more than 750 years, weathering the Middle Ages, the Industrial 
Revolution, World Wars I and II, and the age of digital technology.

How had Fabriano remained agile and reinvented itself throughout the 
ages? In the Middle Ages, the fi rm invented the watermark, which enabled it 
to make money notes for European central banks. During the Industrial Rev-
olution, it introduced more effi  cient papermaking processes that allowed the 
company to compete globally. Fabriano continued to innovate by using hy-
droelectricity to generate power and today produces even more electricity 
than it needs for its operations. It may sound straight-forward, in retrospect. 
But if you look into the company’s history, you will see that it followed a 
circuitous path, with many detours and surprising twists and turns along the 
way (Figure 3.1).

Figure 3.1. Culture Change Does Not Follow a Straight Path
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Given the complexities of workplace culture, you must be fully prepared 
before you embark on this type of change. Before you move to action, I rec-
ommend that you carry out a comprehensive assessment of what’s going on 
in the broader business environment, as well as in the workplace. 

S CANN I N G  T H E  M A R K E T P L AC E

You may recall Th e Culture Disruptor, with the four steps for successful cul-
ture change. Each subsequent chapter in this book relates to one of these four 
steps, and you can tell which step it covers by the icon at the start of the chap-
ter: Diagnose (stethoscope), Refr ame the roles (pair of glasses), Break the pat-
tern (broken chain), and Consolidate the gains (upward spiral). Th is chapter 
deals with the fi rst step on Th e Culture Disruptor, which is to Diagnose what’s 
going in the external environment,  before you move to action (Figure 3.2).

Figure 3.2. The First Step on The Culture Disruptor: Diagnose
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phone: “It’s driving me nuts! We’re going around in circles! No matter what 
I try, people keep falling back into their old habits. I can’t fi gure it out.” 

To get to the bottom of this mystery, I agreed to meet with Ben’s leader-
ship team. I suspected that the problem stemmed from the lack of a clear 
understanding about exactly where Ben wanted the culture change to take 
the company. I opened the meeting with a question that raised a few eye-
brows. I drew a diagram (Figure 3.3) on the whiteboard then asked, “What 
business is BuildItPro in?”

“Kaili Waliki,” the oil and gas sector leader smiled. “Well, that’s totally 
obvious. We are in the business of supplying clients with the resources they 
need to design, construct, and maintain their physical assets.” 

“Ahmed Rashad,” the head of strategy, frowned. “No, no, no, Kaili! Th at 
is not true. At the recent board meeting, we described our mission clearly. 
We are a consulting fi rm that provides clients with innovative solutions to 
build and maintain their physical assets.” Other team members off ered their 
own opinions. It soon grew painfully apparent that no two executives framed 
BuildItPro’s mission exactly the same way, though they fell into either the 

Figure 3.3. Begin with the End in Mind
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If you occasionally suff er crushing headaches and frequent bouts of fatigue, 
you might worry that you’ve come down with a serious ailment, perhaps an 
impending stroke. When I couldn’t shake those symptoms, I went to see my 
doctor. Aft er giving me a thorough checkup, she announced a surprising 
cure. “Siobhan, you might need glasses.” 

“Ah, that makes sense!” I thought. She went on to explain that folks my 
age can develop farsightedness (hyperopia) and that the strain of compensat-
ing for that problem can create exactly the symptoms I was experiencing. 
When an ophthalmologist confi rmed my doctor’s diagnosis, I found myself 
shopping for designer frames. I might be getting old, but at least I can see 
clearly now!

Th e health of a corporate culture requires the correct diagnosis, one that 
goes beyond symptoms and knee-jerk conclusions to the underlying causes 
of the problem. What, you must ask yourself, is creating the noise? You must 
carefully assess the situation. And, of course, a second opinion always helps.
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disheveled, bespectacled professor pointed out that no two historians report 
an event, such as the fi rebombing of Dresden during World War II, exactly 
the same way. An account by an American historian will probably present the 
facts from the victor’s point of view, while a German author would most 
likely write the story from the opposite perspective. 

You might be wondering what this has to do with culture work. A lot, it 
turns out. CEO Linda sees the company’s lackluster performance through 
her lens, while Joshua in accounting, Luisa in HR, and Elliot the janitor all 
view it from their own unique perspectives. If you want the full picture, you 
need to look at the culture through many diff erent sets of eyes. Take this 
little test. How many gold bars do you see (Figure 4.1)? 

Linda sees four bars. Elliot sees three. It all depends on where you’re stand-
ing when you look at the bars. 

What exactly do people from the C-suite to the front lines see? Successful 
change leaders ask that question over and over and over, until they gain a full 
picture of what’s really going on in the organization. To see how this works, 

Figure 4.1. The Number of Gold Bars You 
See Depends on Your Perspective
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Let’s examine what’s going on here. Who should we blame, the kids for 
their continued bad behavior, or the parents for not teaching them to do 
better? The answer: Mark (as the stay-at-home dad) and his children have 
entered into an unspoken agreement that “dad will pick up the toys and laun-
dry from the bedroom floor.” No matter how loudly Mark admonishes, no 
matter how angry he gets, nothing changes because he does not see the big 
pattern: his role as a co-creator of this pattern of the twins not taking respon-
sibility for keeping their rooms tidy. Mark has stepped into the role of  “picker 
upper,” while the twins are the “clothes droppers” (Figure 4.2).

Figure 4.2. The Pattern of Not Taking Responsibility

Nothing will change until Mark sees a pattern that defies easy detection. 
This applies to workplace culture. 

Nothing will change until you see the big patterns.

In the case of Chloe’s maintenance team, we collected a ton of data about 
the culture by observing and talking with people, convening focused work-
shops, and conducting a comprehensive employee survey. The findings 
prompted Chloe to ask, “Who shoulders the blame for our performance is-
sues: the senior team, the supervisors, or the workers? What is the root cause 
of the problem?” Good questions, right? Actually, no. Those questions assume 
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that there is one, singular cause of the problem. In culture work there is never 
a single root cause. Culture is always cocreated.  

“Wait a minute,” you might be thinking to yourself. “I thought you and 
Chloe were looking for the root cause?” No, I don’t think in terms of root 
cause. Managers are oft en told, “Analyze the issue and get to the single, source 
of the problem!” In culture work we are not looking for a root cause—
instead we must learn to see the connected patterns and the role diff erent 
parts play in co-creating them.

When Chloe and I examined the web revealed by all that data, we realized 
that the senior managers had shown disregard for the supervisors by throw-
ing out the policy documents and cancelling the Christmas party. For their 
part, the supervisors had disregarded the senior managers by accusing them 
of incompetence and failing to step in to help employees make sense of the 
new work procedures. See the pattern here? Th e managers and the supervi-
sors were signaling to each other that, “You don’t know, and you don’t care.” 
Th is cocreated  pattern (shown in Figure 4.3) was running the maintenance 
team and negatively impacting performance.

Th is diagram really opened Chloe’s eyes. She could see that sending the 
supervisors to a leadership-training seminar would not solve the problem. It 
would do nothing to alter the big pattern that governed the situation. In fact, it 
could make matters worse. Th e supervisors would be likely to see the instruction 

Figure 4.3. The Pattern of Disregard
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to attend leadership classes as yet another example of senior management’s 
disregard for their skills and experience, thus reinforcing the big pattern. 

Seeing the pattern led Chloe to take a diff erent approach to solving the culture 
problem. We will detail her solution when we get to that step on Th e Culture 
Disruptor. Meanwhile, let’s look at one more example of big pattern 
detection. 

You will recall that the managers at BuildItPro, the infrastructure business 
we met earlier, were strongly resisting changes to the way they did their work. 
While the market had shift ed to highly specifi c and tightly controlled con-
tracts under which managers could not off er unlimited free help to clients, 
BuildItPro’s people could not set that practice aside. Th e company was hem-
orrhaging red ink because the contracts had not built in a contingency for the 
cost of work, beyond the signed agreement, and BuildItPro staff  were doing 
additional work without charging. 

Who can blame the managers for wanting to keep playing Mr. and Ms. 
Nice Guy/Gal? It had always worked so well. It made them feel good, and it 
made clients happy. “You want an extra pipe laid? We’ll get right on it! You 
want us to fi x a machine that’s no longer under warranty? No problem! Tear 
down that wall and put up another wall a foot away? Of course!” It was all 
unicorns and rainbows, except for the people at headquarters who had to pay 
a lot of unexpected bills. 

Figure 4.4. The Pattern of Overruns
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In 1971, Philip Zimbardo, a professor of psychology at Stanford University, 
conducted the controversial psychological study that became known as the 
Stanford Prison Experiment. To explore the interactions of guards and pris-
oners, Professor Zimbardo set up a simulated prison environment in the 
basement of the university’s psychology department, and then placed adver-
tisements in the campus newspaper asking for male volunteers, eventually 
selecting twenty-four college students to play the key roles in the experiment. 

Wanting to lend as much reality to the scenario as possible, the professor 
arranged for the local Palo Alto police department to “arrest” the would-be 
prisoners at their homes and charge them with armed robbery. With chains 
bolted to their ankles, the “prisoners” wore official-looking numbered 
uniforms and stocking caps, while the “guards” sported crisp khaki uniforms, 
a whistle, a baton, and mirrored sunglasses to prevent eye contact. Zimbardo 
himself played the role of “superintendent,” imposing ground rules that pro-
hibited physical violence or withholding food and water.

5
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THE ROLES

Tu r n i n g  Ev e r y o n e  i n  t h e 
O r g a n i z a t i o n  i n t o  a  C h a n g e  L e a d e r
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ever a customer asks for an exception to her company’s returns policy. Send 
her to an anger management counselor? Th at may work to some extent, but 
in my experience, you can make a deeper and more lasting change by modi-
fying her role from “policy enforcer” to “customer advocate.” Let me explain.

Th ere are three major infl uences on how we are wired to behave: instincts, 
personality, and role. Researchers tell us that we all possess powerful instincts 
that have evolved over millions of years. Th ese include the instinct for sur-
vival, an instinct to connect with fellow human beings, and an instinct to 
protect our off spring. Th ese drivers of human behavior have been so hard-
wired into our brains that we fi nd it almost impossible to counteract them. 
Rebecca has a deeply wired instinct to feed and protect her family. She may 

Figure 5.1. The Second Step on The Culture Disruptor: Reframe the Roles
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When you decide to change your organization’s culture, it is oft en advisa-
ble to avoid trying to tackle hardwired instincts or asking people to change 
their personalities. Instead, focus on what you can more easily and more 
quickly change: the roles that guide people’s behavior in your workplace. 

So where should you begin reframing roles? It usually makes sense to start 
at the top, and then work your way down the levels  of the organization 
(Figure 5.3):

1. Leader (boss)
2. Leadership group (team)
3. Business units
4. All employees

Compare it to a football team. If you want to fi eld a championship team, you 
want to hire a management team that thinks and acts like “talent recruiters.” Th e 

Figure 5.2. Three Levers for Changing Behavior

way, is likely to lead Rebecca to behave in a diff erent way to the “policy en-
forcer.” Role expectations are typically easier to change, than working with 
hardwired instincts or personality (Figure 5.2).
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management team hire a head coach to play the role of “performance en-
hancer.” Th e head coach assembles a group of assistant coaches who serve as 
“skills trainers,” teaching and inspiring the players to play like “championship 
contenders.” Even the junior employees on the sidelines think of themselves 
as “attendants to champions” rather than the mere “watergirls” or “waterboys.”

TA K I N G  U P  YOU R  RO L E  A S  C H ANG E  L E A D E R

Over the past thirty years, I have asked dozens of senior leaders to describe 
how they view their role within the business. Th e responses have included: 

• Exceed customer expectations. 
• Deliver greater returns to shareholders. 
• Grow the business faster than our competitors. 
• Continuously improve results. 
• Provide more opportunities for employee growth and development. 

Figure 5.3. Top-Down Role Reframing
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Th ese executives did not describe their change role, despite the fact that they 
were presiding over major transformation eff orts in their organizations. Th is begs 
the question, “How can you expect a change initiative to succeed if you do not 
defi ne your role as the ‘chief change offi  cer’?” Of course, all leaders must main-
tain a mental map that guides their daily work with respect to the basic require-
ments of running a business, but they must add to that map their role to lead the 
business from an old to a new culture, if necessary (Figure 5.4). 

It’s always tempting to keep on doing what you have always done, perhaps 
spending all your time attending to pressing business demands or putting out 
fi res, but when you embark on a change eff ort, you must put your change 
initiative at the top of your daily to-do list. In my experience, that means 
devoting at least 20 percent of your time to leading and overseeing the change 
agenda, especially in the early days. 

Transformational leaders spend at least 20 percent of 
their time taking up their change role.

Figure 5.4. The Leader’s Role During Culture Change
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analytics to predict what customers want to buy today and in the future. 
Using this information, we have created social media campaigns based on 
what customers will love. As a result, sales are up 17 percent.”

T U RN I N G  T H E  L E A D E R S H I P 
G ROU P  I N TO  C H ANG E  L E A D E R S

We have been following the story of CEO Ben Harkness’ eff ort to create a 
new high-performing, innovative, and cost-conscious culture at BuildItPro. 
Six months aft er he launched the initiative, a mid-course culture checkup 
revealed a good deal of backsliding into old habits. He described an unset-
tling teleconference call with his top one hundred executives. “Siobhan, I’ve 
gotta tell you, I did 90 percent of the talking, and I got the sinking feeling 
everyone was sitting on the other end of the line just waiting for me to shut 
up so they could get back to business as usual.”

Th is did not surprise me. “You’ve stepped up as a leader, but you’re letting 
your team play the role of observers. You need to break that pattern. And the 
way you can do it is to change their roles to coleaders of the change cam-
paign” (Figure 5.5).

Figure 5.5. A Disengaged Leadership Group
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Realizing that he needed to reframe his team’s roles in the change eff ort, Ben 
invited his top one hundred leaders to a two-day change conference where he 
addressed the issue head-on. “You are leaders, not followers. We can’t expect 
our people to adopt new practices if you do not act like leaders. No one but me 
said a word about our change initiative during our last teleconference.” He 
showed them my sketch depicting the CEO leading a team of observers. 
“We’ve got to change this picture,” He crossed out the word “observers” and 
wrote “change leaders” in its place. “I want you to think like change leaders, talk 
like change leaders, and act like change leaders” (Figure 5.6).

Figure 5.6. An Engaged Leadership Group

Finally the CEO could hear his leadership group singing the same tune: 
“What can we do to make BuildItPro a more innovative, cost-conscious, and 
more productive and profi table company?” By reframing the role of his lead-
ership group, he had taken a crucial step on the change journey. 

Ben was learning a key change lesson: that a single, visionary leader cannot 
carry all of the responsibility for change. Even the most capable leader can’t 
lead culture change alone. She needs the support of a committed leadership 
group, working together on the transformation agenda. Every member of the 
leadership team must reframe their role to “change leader” in order to deliver 
the change.  

Successful change leaders understand the power of getting leadership 
alignment when it comes to the change agenda. Th e best leaders work hard 
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Th e CEO reframed the role of head offi  ce from “order giver” to “support 
giver.” Th is sent a clear message: “Your job is to help the branches deliver 
better service to customers.” 

He also reframed the role of those working in the branches from “order 
takers” to “service deliverers.” Th is sent another clear message: “Your job is to 
anticipate and meet the needs of our customers and the communities we serve.” 

Reframing the roles created a new pattern between branches and head 
offi  ce from “Mistakes and errors are your fault” to “We work together to 
serve the customer” (Figure 5.8).

Figure 5.7. The Old Blame Pattern

lihan encouraged them by declaring, “I want consumers to say ‘wow!’ when 
they see our products!” 

Fast-forward twelve months, and the R&D department was indeed wow-
ing consumers with new products like Storm, a quick-setting fi ller contrac-
tors and homeowners could use to fi x gaps in roofs, even in the pouring rain. 
Storm quickly became a bestseller in its category. 

Successful change leaders realize that members of a business unit must 
replace current mental maps with new ones that support the change initiative. 
Th e simple act of reframing can help everyone pivot in the right direction 
during culture transformation. ANZ bank’s John McFarlane, recognizing the 
pattern of blame that infected two of the company’s business units, decided 
to change them both (Figure 5.7). 
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McFarlane reframed both business units to accelerate company-wide 
change. He did not leave it to his HR department to reframe the roles, be-
cause he knew he needed to reinforce the change message himself. In too 
many companies, senior executives leave what they see as the “soft  stuff ” up to 
HR, shirking accountability for the change. Th at always ends in disaster. 

During my fi rst week at BuildItPro, I met with the company’s chief fi nan-
cial offi  cer, “Asad Ali,” who had off ered to brief me about the dire need to 
stem the tide of company losses. “We’ve had ongoing issues with perfor-
mance on contracts. Project managers are not managing their budgets, which 
is contributing to company losses. Our shareholders are furious, and the or-
ganization urgently needs a higher performing culture if we are to survive in 
a more competitive world.” Clearly, he saw the need for change. As we shook 
hands at the end of the meeting, Asad off ered a few parting words: “Good 
luck with the culture change.” 

I immediately realized that the CFO saw my role as the lone agent of 
change. I paused at the door, and then sat back down to explore this miscon-
ception. It turned out that, before I arrived, HR had guided an earlier change 
initiative aimed at improving performance. When results failed to material-
ize aft er several months, HR ramped up its change eff orts, conducting more 
workshops and events and sending out a fl urry of focused communications. 

Figure 5.8. The New Pattern of Collaboration
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Ben Harkness, the CEO of BuildItPro, the underperforming infrastructure 
company we discussed earlier in this book, had grown impatient with the 
change initiative designed to create a more productive and commercial cul-
ture. “We’re trying to become leaner and meaner, but we’re just getting fatter 
and slower,” he complained me in one of our regular catchups. “We can’t even 
get that new billboard up on the roof.” To promote BuildItPro’s new brand, 
the marketing department had designed a beautiful image of speeding race 
cars that would show the world that the company had become a highly re-
sponsive and productive enterprise. Although he had approved the design 
four months earlier, the advertising billboard still hadn’t appeared on the 
rooft op. Ben shared his frustration with everyone but Henry Tucker, BuildIt-
Pro’s head of marketing. He didn’t want to have the diffi  cult conversation 
with Henry.

I stepped into my role as Ben’s coach. I suggested that, by not giving 
feedback to Henry about the billboard delay, he may have been fueling the 

6
TAKE CHARGE 

OF THE JOURNEY

B e c o m i n g  a n  I n s p i r i n g 
C h a n g e  L e a d e r
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operated. Th at tinkering, and his budding head for business, helped him be-
come a sought-aft er watch repairer in his local area. At age sixteen, he left  the 
farm and moved to nearby Detroit, where he secured a job as a machinist. 
While Ford’s mechanical talents propelled him to a position as chief engineer 
at the Edison Illuminating Company, the young entrepreneur dreamed of 
“putting the world on wheels.” 

In 1903, Henry started the Ford Motor Company with $28,000 in cash 
collected from twelve investors. During the early days of production in his 
Highland Park factory, Ford built cars, one at a time, just like everybody else. 
Groups of two or three men gathered around the chassis as it sat on the 
ground, running off  occasionally to acquire needed parts. Th is method pro-
duced just a few cars a day. 

Figure 6.1. The Third Step on The Culture Disruptor: Break the Patterns

8344 Insider's Guide to Culture Change_FIN.indd   93 11/12/19   3:55 PM

T A K E  C H A R G E  O F  T H E  J O U R N E Y

•  9 5  •

The next wave of culture change in the automotive industry occurred in 
post-war Japan, where W. Edwards Deming, an American working as a man-
agement consultant, helped transform Toyota into a dominant force. Deming, 
born near 1900 in Polk City, Iowa, moved on from his farming community to 
become a world-class engineer, statistician, professor, and quality-control guru. 
Although his ideas about manufacturing quality went largely unheeded in 
America, they found fertile ground in a decimated postwar Japan in the 1950s. 

Japanese industrialists, eager to rebuild their country by exporting top 
quality products that would beat US manufacturers at their own game, lis-
tened intently to Deming’s sermons on quality. Until then, Americans poked 
fun at Japanese cars like Toyota’s hapless Toyopet Crown, a heavy, slow dino-
saur unsuited to American highways and the American appetite for speed 
and power. 

Toyota’s leaders went back to the drawing board with Deming’s quality 
mantra ringing in their ears. Deming delivered a simple central message: “Do 
it right the first time, and do it better the second time.” This prompted  

WAGE  AND SAFETY
PROVIDER

THE BOSS EMPLOYEES

SKILLED
LABORERS

EFFICIENCY
PATTERN

Figure 6.2. Assembly-Line Culture

dubbed “Fordism,” became the norm in industries around the world. Workers 
took pride in their jobs, brought home hefty paychecks, and remained deeply 
loyal to their employer. Their mental maps defined a new role for workers and 
a new pattern of relating in the world of manufacturing (Figure 6.2).
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point in her company’s history—its 2009 filing for corporate bankruptcy. 
Barra joined GM at the age of eighteen, beginning her career inspecting 
fender and hood panels on the factory floor while pursuing an engineering 
degree at General Motors Institute (now Kettering University). Later, she 
completed an MBA at Stanford University. She steadily rose through the 
ranks at GM to positions as the head of manufacturing, engineering, human 
resources, and product development. 

In 2014, this little-known engineer found herself in the hot glare of the 
media spotlight when she became the first female CEO of a large automaker. 
She faced a tsunami of criticism in her early days at the helm when, two 
months after she took charge, GM recalled 2.5 million cars plagued with 
faulty ignition switches. Company engineers had known about the faulty ig-
nition for at least a decade but had failed to act, a mistake that resulted in 
forty-five deaths and many more injuries. To her credit, Barra did not duck 
responsibility for the calamity but publicly apologized and issued a blank 
check to compensate victims. Barra held the whole company accountable as 
well. No longer would she allow GM’s people to conform to the old pattern 
of “hiding bad news.” From this day forward, she expected that each and every 
employee would react to problems with complete openness and transparency.

The new pattern didn’t just apply to manufacturing issues, it also governed 
the company’s response to restoring its flagging fortunes in the aftermath of 

Do it right the first time and do it better the second time

Do it right the first time and do it better the second time

QUALITY
MANAGERS

THE BOSSES EMPLOYEES

QUALITY
IMPROVERS

QUALITY
PATTERN

Figure 6.3. The Quality Pattern
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its 2009 bankruptcy. Barra ruthlessly ran the numbers to identify which 
parts of the business were making or losing money. She examined both grow-
ing and shrinking global markets. Her due diligence opened the eyes of 
once-complacent GM executives, who could now see the company’s less 
profitable ventures in Russia, Australia, India, and South Africa as well its 
unsustainable and massive European operation. 

Barra exited the Russian market, closed Chevrolet operations in Europe, 
shut down Holden production in Australia, and sold the European Opel/
Vauxhall unit to the Peugeot parent, PSA. She redirected the firm’s focus 
onto the more profitable American and Chinese markets. Under Barra’s lead-
ership, GM went on to become a consistently profitable operation. 

Barra’s approach to manufacturing and financial problems signalled the 
tenets of the new culture she wanted to install at GM. For example, she 
crafted this encapsulation of a cultural belief she wanted all her people to 
hold: “Be Bold: I respectfully speak up, exchange feedback, and boldly share 
ideas without fear.” With insight and courage, Barra launched an era of 
change at GM that transformed the company from a place where fearful 
people kept their eyes closed and their mouths shut to one where everyone 
made sure they saw and talked about any issue that threatened the compa-
ny’s success. The new mental maps, redefined roles, and the emerging pat-
tern got results (Figure 6.4).
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Figure 6.4. Be Bold Pattern
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Figure 6.5. The Culture Disruptor
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Figure 6.6. The Likability Pattern
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Ben almost jumped from his chair. “Yes, that’s exactly what’s going on! It’s 
high time I changed the game! Can you draw a new pattern, one that makes 
accountability for performance the new way of doing things in the culture?”

I nodded. “Sure. I can do that. Look at the accountability pattern that 
emerges if you redefi ne your role as a performance manager, who gives 
achievers feedback and holds them to account for performance outcomes” 
(Figure 6.7).

Figure 6.7. The Accountability Pattern

Ben took that insight back to the offi  ce. With his new perception of how 
his role cocreated a pattern he needed to break, he began to give people frank 
feedback about their performance. He praised people who achieved the re-
sults that the company needed and he held people to account who did not 
meet his performance expectations. Th ese constructive conversations were 
designed to help employees get better results. Th is coaching proved invalua-
ble. Many underperformers began to show measurable improvement. Th ose 
who did not accept the new ways were encouraged to fi nd more suitable 
employment elsewhere. Ben was no longer Mr. Nice Guy, but instead he had 
stepped into the role of performance manager who gave his people the con-
stant feedback they needed to lift  their performance at work.

It took time, but it worked. Within six months, his people were actually 
valuing the feedback conversations about their performance, racking up sig-
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Dateline: Cape Canaveral, Florida, 3:35 a.m., February 6, 2018 

Hundreds of SpaceX employees have gathered around computer consoles at 
the Kennedy Space Center, waiting anxiously for the test fl ight of the Falcon 
Heavy, the most powerful space rocket ever assembled. SpaceX is the brain-
child of its CEO, Elon Musk, the inventor of the revolutionary Tesla auto-
mobile. He has set ambitious goals for SpaceX: reduce the cost of space fl ight 
by returning the expensive rocket’s boosters to Earth, and take a major step 
toward his dream to colonize Mars. Th e rocket carries the CEO’s personal 
midnight cherry red Tesla Roadster, with a dummy astronaut nicknamed 
“Starman” sitting in the driver’s seat. To the underside of the sports car, work-
ers have affi  xed a plaque bearing the names of every SpaceX employee who 
has worked on the Falcon Heavy project. 

Employees hold hands as the countdown begins. At 3:45 a.m., they gasp 
and applaud as the Falcon Heavy lift s off  in a cloud of smoke and fi re. Th en 
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better. The Results Converted (Figure 7.1) shows you how you can translate 
abstract wishes into concrete objectives. So “best in class performance” might 
become, “achieve a 25 percent increase in net profit.” The vague goal of “new 
product innovation” might shift to “reach $14 million revenue for the new 
X Factor product.” An ambition to “delight customers’” might be replaced 
by, “ensure 95 percent of customers are extremely satisfied.” Finally, instead 
of wishing to be “the best football team,” the Sheffield United Football Club 
might focus instead on “winning the FA Cup.” 

Best-in-class
performance

New product
introduction

 Delighted
customers

The best football
team

$14 million in
revenue for X Factor

25% increase in net
profit

   Win Football
Association Cup

 95% of customers
”extremely satisfied”

ABSTRACT CONCRETE

Figure 7.1. The Results Converter

Try setting your own concrete goals to create a focused and higher per-
forming team. 

As the ancient proverb holds, every thousand-mile journey begins with a 
single step. Since the whole journey may take a few million steps, you need 
to give people feedback about their progress along the way.
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On a brisk Monday evening in October, Sam Goldman prepares her living 
room for a football party, surrounding her big fl at-screen television with 
comfortable sofas and a broad coff ee table. She can’t wait for her beloved 
New England Patriots to crush their archrivals, the Green Bay Packers. Th e 
doorbell rings. Her best friends, Tyrone and Ava, arrive, open a bottle of 
white wine and declare, “Hey, we’re starving!”

Sam grabs her smartphone and, with a few quick taps, accesses Domino’s 
mobile app and orders two large everything-but-the-anchovies pizzas. A few 
minutes later, she checks her order status and announces: Excellent! Jack, the 
pizza guy, is already making our order! She shows Tyrone the Domino’s Pizza 
Tracker on her phone. Th ey watch the delivery car winding through the Back 
Bay streets until, presto, the doorbell rings again. “Watch out, they’re hot!” 
warns Sam as the three friends tuck into their food and watch the Patriots’ 
return specialist run the kickoff  back for a touchdown.
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tems, Processes, Policies, and Procedures, Business Remodeling, and the 
Physical Environment (Figure 8.1).

System changes can reinforce your desired culture, but only if you simul-
taneously shift the underlying patterns—otherwise people are likely to work 
around the new systems to go back to the old ways of doing things. Let’s start 
by examining how digital technology can accelerate culture transformation. 

EM B RAC I N G  T H E  D I G I TA L  F U T U R E

There’s one key reason why leaders embark on culture change: to get better 
results. In business, often it comes down to more effectively and efficiently 
connecting with customers, providing ever more convenient and delightful 
customer experiences, and forging undying customer loyalty. Even a coffee-
maker does it. Technology has been advancing at such mind-bending speed, 
these examples will be outdated before you turn this page. I’d like to offer a 
few examples from ancient history, all the way back to 2018. That year, Star-
bucks, one of the best-known companies in the world, operated more than 
twenty-eight thousand stores globally. It didn’t do that by making the best 

Figure 8.1. Five Key System Reinforcers
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Jørn Lyseggen, the founder of the business intelligence and media monitor-
ing company Meltwater, was born in South Korea and later adopted by a 
Norwegian family and raised on a small farm near the Swedish border. Melt-
water’s story began in Oslo in 2001 (just aft er the dotcom bubble burst) 
when Lyseggen rented an offi  ce in Oslo’s shipyard and invested $15,000 to 
develop soft ware that would enable businesses to gather vital information 
ranging from what people were saying about them on social media to the 
activities of their competitors. Within a few years, Meltwater became one of 
the largest media intelligence companies in the world, with more than thirty 
thousand clients in 108 countries. Th e list included such diverse clients as the 
Harvard Business School, Coca-Cola, Air France, the Muhammad Ali 
Center, and Jersey Mike’s.

Meltwater’s success stemmed in large part from a vibrant culture ex-
pressed by a simple three-letter acronym, MER, the Norwegian word for 
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MA I N TA I N I N G  A N  U N SWE RV I N G 
D E D I CAT I O N  TO  T H E  C H ANG E  E F FO RT 

One of the biggest issues during culture transformation is that leaders can 
lose momentum on the journey. Aft er an initial burst of energy, you may lose 
some of your passion for the change and fall back into the old ways of doing 
things. If that happens, you might take a cue from successful professional 
sports teams. Perennial winners, such as the New England Patriots during the 
years they dominated the National Football League, work hard to consoli-
date their gains every year. Coach Bill Belichick and quarterback Tom 
Brady understood the need for a rallying cry that would help teammates 

Figure 10.1.  The Fourth Step on The Culture Disruptor: Consolidate Your Gains
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For another example of using a ruler to measure the “soft stuff,” take a good 
look at the financial services firm Edward Jones. According to the firm’s web-
site, in 1922, Edward D. Jones established his company in downtown St. Louis 
in a single room furnished with a desk, three chairs, and a hat rack. Jones 
wanted to build a firm that involved associates as business partners who fully 
respected their clients’ desire to acquire high-quality investments without pay-
ing exorbitant fees. Managing partner Jim Weddle, hired as an intern in the 
company’s Research Department in 1976, maintained those values. For the 
nineteenth year in a row, the organization was named as one of the best com-
panies to work for by Fortune magazine and received an impressive ranking of 
fifth in 2018. But another number was even more important to Weddle: 0. 
According to Fortune, while the 2007–2008 financial crisis forced competitors 
to shed employees during the tough times, Edward Jones froze salaries and 
reduced costs without issuing a single pink slip. 

In terms of its internal partnerships, 63 percent of Edward Jones’ employ-
ees are female. They and their colleagues serve the firm’s 7 million investors, 
not from Wall Street skyscrapers, but in myriad small offices in the cities and 
towns where the company’s customers live and work. To promote service to 
customers, Weddle developed the Client Experience Index and hired an  

Figure 10.2. Hard Metrics for the Soft Stuff
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