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Abstract

Gallup  reports  that  the  biggest  challenge  facing         
executives is building a high-performing organizational 
culture while also recognizing that culture is a              
"competitive moat." 1 However, high-Impact corporate 
cultures have two things in common. 1) they create an 
extraordinary employee experience, and 2) they deliver 
extraordinary customer value. These cultures do not 
happen by accident. They are rare, and they bear all of 
the characteristics of a design. In other words, they do 
not evolve. They are created. 

This article will describe the essential elements of a       
designed culture and how to integrate these elements 
into a visual map. This map will provide the pathway to 
cultural transformation.



What is culture
and

Why is it Important?
Ask twenty-five leading experts, academics, and practitioners to define culture, and 
you will receive twenty-five different responses. This confusion is why executives often 
talk about the importance of culture, but few know how to build one. This                     
phenomenon is why Dave Ulrich Ph.D. describes culture as an "an amorphous             
abstract2 ." However, our understanding is simple: Culture is the mirror image of lead-
ership. For example, culture is often described as shared values, common behaviors, 
the employee experience, or "just the way things are done around here." Each of these 
attributes rests on a foundation of leadership. Or as best-selling author, Siobhán 
(Shiv-awn) McHale states, "culture is leader-led, at all levels." 3  

With this understanding, leadership is 
primarily responsible for building a strong 
culture characterized by high employee 
engagement and high customer value. 
Gallup and many others note that in the 
U.S., two-thirds of all employees are nonen-
gaged or actively disengaged. Worldwide, 
this number is 85%. Gallup has calculated 
the annual cost of this disengagement to 
be $7 Trillion, or nearly the combined    
economies of Japan and Germany.

This suggests that even a small increase in the percentage of engaged employees 
will immediately impact value that can be delivered to both customers and           
stakeholders. However, capturing this opportunity will require more than one or two 
enlightened managers working with an organization. It will require a comprehensive 
approach to developing the right leadership system to build a culture that will deliver 
maximum value to employees and customers.

 1 Company Culture: Private Equity's Intangible Value Creation Lever, August 2020

 2 Building Culture from the Outside-in, Dave Ulrich, Justin Allen, Norm Smallwood, Wayne Brockbank, and Jon Younger

 3 https://www.linkedin.com/in/mchalesiobhan/recent-activity/shares/

The annual cost of
employee disengagement
is $7 Trillion, or nearly the
combined economies of

Japan and Germany.



Two Examples of
High-Impact Cultures

How is it that two soldiers, serving in different capacities 
and a generation apart, will say precisely the same thing 
when asked about how the Army approaches the practice 
of leadership? Answer: they both were trained into the 
requirements of a culture based on seven core values and 
an irrevocable creed. At the center of these values and the 
creed every soldiers aspires is service and love.
But the Army does not just talk abut culture, servant      
leadership, and love. The Army’s approach to culture and 
leadership is centered in extensive training, values, rules, 
routines, behaviors, mindsets, and a reward program that 
it designed to enforce and reinforce the outcomes it seeks 
in its soldiers and leaders. 

The U.S. Army is an institution of two-million active and reserve duty personnel. In 
researching my book, Leveraging the Genetics of Leadership, I had the opportunity to 
interview two senior officers. The first was a veteran of thirty-four years, a full colonel, 
and an Army Ranger. The second was a retired, highly decorated 4-Star General with 
three Purple Hearts, who later held a cabinet position in the Clinton Administration. 
They served a generation apart. I doubt that either of them had ever met. Yet when I 
asked both of them the same question, this is how they responded.

My question: 
If you described how the Army approaches the practice of leadership in one or two 

words, what would they be?

Both officers, without hesitation, said precisely these words:
We practice servant leadership.

Then both paused for just a moment and said precisely this:
There is another word I would use, and that is love. 

Here is just one example. The Army has a core value of “Selfless service.” However, the 
Army takes this a step further by defining it to a behavioral expectation of every officer 
– “put the welfare of the nation, the Army, and your subordinates above your own.” 

The U.S. Army

U.S. Marine Corps Sargent Nicole Gee,
killed during the final withdrawal from

Afghanistan



Alcoa Aluminum

Then the Army takes this one step further again by a rule. When a helicopter is landing, 
whether it be in a safe location or a hot landing zone with bullets flying, the highest 
ranking officer gets off first – putting themselves between the enemy and their subor-
dinates – first. The opposite is also true, when getting on a helicopter, the highest rank-
ing officer gets on last. It has nothing to do with etiquette. They are taking themselves 
out of the battle, of harms way, last. Thus protecting their subordinates at the expense 
of their own life.It is these values, behaviors, routines, and rituals that builds the culture 
of the U.S. Army.

As a result, waste was eliminated and replaced with value, profit went up, quality went 
up, and costs went down. When Paul retired, the market valuation of Alcoa surged 
from $3 billion to $27.5 billion, and net income rose from $200 million to $1.5 billion. One 
of the most remarkable corporate transformations in history.

However, O’Neil did not build this kind of culture by just talking about it, creating a new 
set of core values, and writing a few slogans to be emblazed upon a few walls. Among 
other things, he established two rules:
      1. He gave every employee permission to call him at his personal phone number 
any time, day or night, if a manager was not listening to suggestions of how to 
improve safety.
        2. If any employees suffered any injury that resulted in a day off, the plant manager 
was to report the incident directly to O’Neil with a detailed plan of how to eliminate the 
accident from future operations – within twenty-four hours or be terminated. When he 
had to follow through and terminate one of their most promising plant managers, 
every manager and employee knew safety was serious. 
Safety became the lens through which every process could be measured, and 
improved. 

In 1987 Paul O'Neil was named CEO of Alcoa Aluminum. It 
was an unusual appointment for a man considered by 
many to be nothing more than a government bureaucrat. 
When he took over, quality was poor, customers were 
unhappy, and labor was in constant turmoil. After a few 
months, he determined he could address unhappy labor 
and unhappy customers the same way – employee 
safety. He designed a culture that made Alcoa so safe for 
employees that when he retired thirteen years later, it 
wassafer to work in an Alcoa Aluminum Foundry, working 
with 2000°(F) liquid aluminum than it was to work in the 
back office of an insurance company. 

Paul O’Neil



80%-90% Of all process and organizational improvement initiatives fail. A principal 
reason is a misalignment with the delivery of customer value. For example, senior        
executives have often asked me to help overworked and demoralized teams. However, 
I have never done one of these engagements that within the first hour, someone did 
not take me aside and say, "you know, we have been through this before. The problem 
is, they (the senior executives) just don't want to listen." While there are many reasons 
for this kind of disfunction, senior executives won't listen to their employees because 
they don't see the connection to value being delivered to customers. When they under-
stand that listening to employees will build long-term customer value, and win in the 
marketplace,  then they pay attention.  Of course, as we saw with Paul O’Neil and Alcoa 
Aluminum, a few supportive rules will help as well.

In the same way, a commercial real estate developer begins the design of a new    
building with the tenants in mind first. She would never design a professional office 
building that will be the home of bankers, lawyers, and accountants but make it look like 
a shopping center. The starting point for designing a strong company culture is the 
customer. Therefore, the value to be delivered must be: 

•  Measurable.
•  Meaningful to customers.
•  Aligned with the business strategy.

This customer-centric culture is 
what David Ulrich calls culture 
"from the outside-in."

Three Steps to
Developing the Right Culture

Every organization has a unique mission and a unique customer. Because of this,    
high-impact organizations design cultures to their customers' and employees' unique 
requirements. There are many ways to organize the various elements of culture. However, 
this article will describe the elements and arrange them into a system of leadership.

Step 1: 
Identify the Business Opportunity or Value to be Delivered

Designing the business strategy around the 
value to be delivered to customers

Examples of the core
value to be delivered
to customers include:
•  Relationship
•  Safety
•  Collaboration
•  Love
•  Confidence
•  Achievement



Step 2:
Design the Foundation

The foundation is what allows a building to withstand harsh weather elements and 
wear. Without a solid foundation, any building will be a temporary structure. It is the 
foundation that allows the building to withstand the forces of economic and               
market-driven hurricanes. 

While the value delivered to the customer is the central anchor for the culture, the     
foundation wraps around the anchor to strengthen and provide the stability the            
organization will need. This foundation has three parts:

 1. Core organizational values

 2. Specific and measurable benefits customers will receive

Ideally, core values are what drive the delivery of customer value as well as 
the employee experience. However, all too frequently, values are    nothing 
more than aspirational behaviors of leadership. However, linking core 
values to the delivery of customer value means there is an economic 
cause and effect between organizational values and customer value. This 
chain anchors personal and corporate behaviors to customers and makes 
them relevant to all stakeholders. 
For example, many organizations will have a core value of respect.            
Unfortunately, this aspiration is often directed toward employees and is 
undefined. However, when respect is defined in terms of employees and 
customers, there is a higher probability it will be baked into the corporate 
DNA, or culture. 

Customer benefit is often associated with product or service functionality. 
However, there is more to customer value and benefits than product    
functionality. For example, many companies will identify "confidence" as 
the core value they want to deliver to their customers. When they take the 
next step and define "confidence" in terms of deliverables, then everyone in 
the workforce can understand their role in delivering "confidence."



 3. Specific and measurable value to the employee
Today's millennials and those coming after them are just as much          
consumers of a workplace experience as customers are of a customer 
experience. With a strong job market, there has been a major shift in the 
traditional power dynamic at work. Employers no longer hold power over 
employees. Employees have many options available, and 50% of them are 
looking for a new job on any given day. 

Furthermore, in the recently released "State of the Global Workplace: 2022 
Report," Gallup reports that employee engagement has declined since 
the start of the pandemic. In the U.S., the percentage of " engaged "    
workers has declined to 33%. Worldwide, the number of engaged workers 
is only 21%. 4 

Relationship

Core Customer Value Customer Benefits

For example, confidence might be measured in terms of:
•  On-time delivery.
•  Consistency of quality.
•  A phone call when there is a delay.
•  Responsive customer service.

The following are additional examples.

Safety in the patient
experience (healthcare)  

•  Lower risk of a fall
•  Lower risk of a hospital-acquired infection
•  Lower mortality

•  Higher total value
•  Lower total cost
•  Innovative products and services

Collaboration

•  Innovative products and services
•  Community and family impact (education)
•  Lower product returns
•  Lower total cost of ownership



Recognizing this trend, high-impact organizations seek to provide a    
workplace culture or experience just as much as they seek to provide a       
customer experience. While salary and benefits are an important feature 
of this experience, there is more to it than economics. 

Examples of employee retaining experiences include: 
•  Gaining growth in self-confidence, 
•  Overcoming fear, 
•  Psychological safety,
•  Opportunity to contribute to the improvement of their company, and
•  Strong social bonds with the people they work with. 

The following graphic will illustrate this cultural foundation. 

The foundation of a culture is the value to be delivered, the benefits of that 
 value, value to be delivered to employees, and the supporting core 

organizational values.

 4  State of the Global Workplace: 2022 Report, Gallup



 1. The employee experience – aligned with the customer experience
The employee experience is more than employee satisfaction. Employees 
might be satisfied with their salary, but if this is coupled with the                   
opportunity for personal growth, collaboration, and psychological safety, 
they enjoy an experience that will engage them. When this experience is 
aligned with the value to be delivered to customers, the organization       
becomes – high-impact.

For example, it is easier for a hospital to develop a culture of patient safety, 
if there is the intent to create that same experience or value for the doctors, 
nurses, technicians, etc. (It is more dangerous for those who work in a     
hospital than for those who construct hospitals.) 
Similarly, when a manufacturing organization develops a culture based on 
authentic relationships, it is far easier for employees to engage customers 
based on genuine relationships. 

 2. The mindset of leaders in how they develop value in three key      
     organizational resources

Every organization has three resources from which to create marketable 
products and services. 
a)  People, 
b)  Money (capital), and 
c)  Knowledge. 

Step 3:
Design the Superstructure

As previously stated, developing a solid and dynamic organizational culture is like de-
signing and developing a building. First, the design of the building is driven by tenant 
requirements. Then, after the foundation has been laid, the superstructure can be built. 

The superstructure of organizational culture has four parts:



Standard practices of
leaders are the glue

that holds the culture
together and creates

infrastructure to maintain
the culture through

the storms of changing
markets and economic

turbulence

 3. Standard practices of leaders
Every leader or manager has a select 
number of core activities defining 
their leadership approach. For          
example, some see themselves as 
police officers telling others what 
they can and cannot do. Others see 
themselves as developers of human 
potential (see pt. two above). Still, 
others see themselves as managers 
of the budget, so they spend most of 
their day reviewing budget reports.

The more effective they utilize these resources, the more effective they will 
be in delivering value to customers. 

One of the dynamics of high-impact cultures is that they are obsessive 
about developing value. Thus, leaders in a high-impact culture will seek to 
develop their people holistically because they recognize that a confident 
worker is both a better human being and a more vital employee. Secondly, 
high-impact organizations train, coach, and mentor leaders, to develop 
the value of their capital through process improvements. For high-impact 
organizations, continuous process improvement is a vital function of every 
leader and manager. Thirdly, high-impact organizations realize that         
developing new knowledge and innovating is their life-blood. They           
recognize that developing the specialized knowledge that allows them to 
be in business is always one minute away from becoming obsolete.   
Therefore, they are laying the foundation for daily innovation by holistically 
developing their people and making process improvements routine 
throughout the organization. 

However, high-impact organizations coach their leaders and managers to 
model a key number of:
a)  Personal behaviors that are aligned with organizational values. 
b)  Keystone habits, routines, or rituals.
c)  Rules and/or policies.
These standard practices are the glue that holds the culture together and 
creates the infrastructure to maintain the culture through the storms of 
changing markets and economic turbulence. 



 4. The reward and recognition program
Most organizations have detailed and complex programs to reward       
employees and managers for high performance. Usually, the performance 
is tied to the financial performance of the company. However, when 
Google began to study the dynamics of its highest-performing teams, 
team performance had little to do with economics. (or the number of 
Ph.D.’s and MBA’s they could put on a team). Instead, it had more to do with 
psychological safety 5.  Another way of looking at psychological safety is to 
understand it as the employee experience (see graphic below). 
The results of the Google research indicate that reward and recognition 
programs should also recognize leaders' contributions to building a great 
culture. The hard reality of this approach means that leaders personal     
behavior will be graded by how well they take care of those under their 
care. Or as Jeffrey Pfeffer states

"When leaders' own jobs and salaries depend on how well they look after 
others, they will do so. Until then, relying on leaders' generosity of spirit or 

the exhortations of the leadership literature is an ineffective and risky way 
to ensure that leaders take care of anyone other than themselves 6."

Graphically, the superstructure is illustrated in the following manner:

The cultural superstructure has four parts:
1) the employee experience, 2) the value generating mindsets of leadership,

3) standard leadership practices and 4) the reward system.

 5 What Google Learned From Its Quest to Build the Perfect Team, NY Times Magazine, Charles Duhigg
6 Pfeffer, Jeffrey. Leadership BS: Fixing Workplaces and Careers One Truth at a Time. New York, NY: Harper Collins, 2015. p. 168-169.



Why Map the Culture?
The power of visual communication is unquestionable. In social media, visual content 
is 40 times more likely to be shared. Sixty-five percent of us are visual learners, and the 
human mind processes things in pictures.
Developing a visual map of culture provides four benefits. 

However, the real value of a culture map is the process of developing it. Through the 
experience of facilitated workshops, every management level can contribute and 
take ownership of the results. In addition, everyone can visually see and interact with 
each element of a high-impact culture rather than competing internally for power 
and position. By representing each element visually, managers will interact with the 
map and quickly understand their role in developing a dynamic culture that will 
engage employees and deliver unparalleled customer value. 

*****

Daniel B Edds, MBA, is the author of, Leveraging the Genetics of Leadership, cracking 
the code of sustainable team performance. This book is available wherever books 
are sold and on his website, DanielEdds.com. His insights into organizational leader-
ship and culture are based on twenty-five years in the consulting trenches, working 
with over 200 organizations. To schedule an informational interview to discuss if 
culture mapping is right for you and your organization, please visit: calend-
ly.com/dan8854

1.
The process creates a 
shared understanding 

of culture across all 
leadership
segments.

3.
Leaders can see the 

best place to start the 
journey. 

2.
Leaders, managers, 
and front-line staff 
can see the future.

4.
Managers can track 
the progress of their 

teams.


