
The problem with this approach, however, 
is that it focuses on individual talent. 
While individual talent is certainly critically 
important for any organisation, focusing 
primarily on individual contributions 
overlooks all that makes the organisational 
whole greater than the sum of the parts. It is 
this integrating and leveraging function of 
organisation that creates a competitive 
advantage in the long run.

There’s more than one ‘i’ in 
‘championship’
Individuals can be champions, but it is teams that 
win championships. Culture makes good people better 
together. Culture is more difficult to copy than access 
to financial capital, implementing a new technology 
system, or even crafting a strategic plan. It ensures 
sustainability that outlives individuals and ensures that 
employee engagement is not an isolated event, but a 
sustained pattern. Culture is top of mind for CEOs who 
want to adapt their organisation and for future high-
potential employees looking for a good fit.

My team has conducted research on competencies of 

HR professionals 
who help create good 
corporate culture add 

enormous competitive 
value to an organisation

deloitte’s human capital trends for 
2015 and 2016 found 

that organisation issues (culture, organisational 
design) were the top human resource (HR) issues. 
Some companies (Disney, Marriott) are trying 
to maintain their culture, others want to change 
it (General Electric, Apple), and others want to 
embed it (Google, Facebook). Top HR leaders 
share the same message: the war for talent is 
evolving and needs to evolve toward creating 
victory through organisation.

Why creating a

Business success is not only about 
individual talent

winning culture
matters
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HR professionals (individuals) and capabilities of HR 
departments (organisations) and their relative impact 
on business performance.  We found that across 1,500 
organisations, organisation level activities explained 
twice as much of the variance in business performance 
than the knowledge and skills of individuals.  The 
impact of key stakeholders based on individual 
competence versus organisation capabilities was even 
more profound. 

Definition dilemma
One of the challenges for HR professionals is that 
while the concept of culture clearly matters, it 
seems impossible to articulate or define with any 

precision. I propose seeing culture in 
the following way:

• Phase 1: culture as seen 
through symbols, rituals, stories 
and other organisation events. 
We experience these artefacts 
when we join an organisation. 
• Phase 2: culture as seen 

through how it shapes 
how people think, 

behave and feel in the organisation.  Culture 
shows up in the values, norms, unwritten rules 
and emotional responses to how things are done 
in a company.

• Phase 3: defines culture as the identity of a 
company. In this phase, culture is the identity of 
a company in the mind of the best customers, 
made real to all.

By moving to an outside-in, customer-centric view of 
culture, we create a winning culture. The words used 
to describe culture represent categories of behaviours 
as they are experienced and perceived by observers. In 
the business setting, customers tend to be the most 
relevant observers. Thus, Marriott wants to be known for 
exceptional service, Apple for design and simplicity, and 
Google for innovation. These firm brands or identities 
should then become infused through the company. 

Steering the ship
As cultural stewards, HR professionals need to have an 
outside-in perspective, making sure that the internal 
culture and processes – through which the ideal culture 
is created and sustained  – reflect the external brand 
promise. HR professionals need to define the right 

culture, creating unity between those outside 
the company (customers and shareholders) 
and those inside it (management team). 

They also need to create an intellectual 
agenda to communicate the desired 
culture throughout the organisation via 
speeches, emails and social media. Next, 
they must instil a behavioural agenda, 

showing the extent to which all 
employees behave consistently 
with the desired culture.  As a 
fourth step, HR professionals 
must design and deliver key 
processes and structures for 
staffing, training, promotion, 
measurement, compensation, 
leadership development and so 
on. Lastly, they must define and 
implement a leadership brand, 
which occurs when leaders inside 
a company behave consistently 
with customer expectations 
outside the company. 
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