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The following is a reconstruction from notes of the presentation I made to the AFL Players’ Association on 

22 June 2018 at their professional development day titled “The Three Phases of the Mental Game.” 

 

Since I started preparing for this presentation six or so weeks ago, I have been watching the news for items 

that have made mention of the effects of culture. There have been a surprising number of organisations and 

related issues that have received that unwanted attention. They include: 

the Grenfell Tower enquiry, the #metoo movement, the banking royal commission, the Australian elite 

special forces report, Starbucks, the child abuse royal commission, the trade union royal commission, 

the live sheep export trade, the latest US school shooting, and Australian Cricket. 

 

For the last couple of years, I have been wading through the mountain of research and literature concerned 

with organisational culture. Organisational culture occupies some prominence in current Organisational 

Development thinking probably because of a recognition of its importance as a driver of both good and not-

so-good outcomes for organisations. Some even describe it as a major unharnessed resource for 

organisations. 

 

Due to the work that I do I have a vested interest in this literature, and, frankly, I find the literature daunting. 

Although it contains some very strong research, equally there seems to be a lot of unsubstantiated opinion 

and contradictory information. The most daunting aspect, from a personal perspective at least, is that I have 

found it very fragmented. For someone to trying to make sense of all this mountain of information, and 

particularly for someone who wants to be able to be constructive in working with culture and its effects, it has 

been nigh on impossible to identify a coherent story. 

 

I would like to offer where I have got to in that work. It is the latest version of how I am making sense of what 

I am reading, and how it relates to my experience in the field. 

 

I couldn’t hope to cover the breadth of this topic in an entire day, let alone in the hour that we have available. 

So, what I propose to do is focus on the areas that have the most practical implications. Firstly, I will cover a 

little of the basic information and research to provide us with a common starting point. I would then like to 

focus on three ideas that I believe may be central to building more functional cultures. Those ideas are: 

1. culture is not itself a direct driver of performance – but (in research terms) is a mediator, 

2. culture is less a state than a direction for momentum, and 

3. a core element of any successful culture is trust, and that makes it intensely personal. 

 

1.DOES CULTURE AFFECT PERFORMANCE? 

Let’s deal with the obvious first – does culture affect performance? The answer is a bit of a no-brainer really. 

There is plenty of evidence of the capacity of organisational cultures to affect performance – particularly 

negative examples such as the ones listed above. These examples evidence cultures that have allowed self-

interested or ill-advised behaviours to create considerable risk for the organisation. That risk ultimately 

resulted in material damage - reputationally if nothing else.  

 

If those are examples of the negative consequences of culture dysfunction, a more interesting question is 

whether highly “functional” cultures can result in positive performance effects. There seems to be good 
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evidence of this effect as well. One of the most interesting of those studies is often referred to as “the Google 

study” (Rozovsky 2015 – sometimes also referred to as “Project Aristotle”). 

 

The HR team at Google set about trying to identify what makes the most effective Google teams good at 

what they do. Over the course of two years the researchers conducted 200-odd “double-blind” interviews with 

more than 180 teams. They used both subjective (executive, team leader, and team member evaluations) 

and quantitative (sales performance) measures of team effectiveness. They identified around 250 separate 

team attributes that might have a bearing on team performance. 

 

Roznovsky and her colleagues freely admit that they got their hypothesis wrong. They had expected to find 

that the very strongest teams would demonstrate a common pattern of traits and skills among the team 

members. They found, in fact, that the differentiating factors were not the “who” of the teams, but the key 

factors were the interactions that occurred, and the structuring, personal meaning and impact of the work.  

 

The five factors were  

● “psychological safety,”  

● “dependability” (members could rely on each other to do their work on time and to a high standard),  

● “work structure and clarity,”  

● that the work was important to the individuals (“meaning of work”), and 

● that their work did actually make a difference (“impact”).  

 

They also found that psychological safety was “far and away the most important dynamic,” and acted as an 

underpinning for the other four factors. These results were also consistent across the organisation 

irrespective of context. 

 

The researchers defined psychological safety as “an individual’s perception of the consequences of taking 

an interpersonal risk,” or “a belief that a team is safe for risk-taking in the face of being seen as ignorant, 

incompetent, negative, or disruptive.” This definition of psychological safety is describing expectations around 

group behaviours and responses to behaviours. That is, they are describing group behavioural norms – and 

this is pretty much a definition of culture. Another way of describing psychological safety might be that the 

culture of the team is one where the consequences of taking interpersonal risk could reasonably be expected 

to be positive and supportive. 

 

2.WHAT ELSE DOES THE RESEARCH TELL US ABOUT WHAT IS A “GREAT” CULTURE? 

The information from the Google study is starting to provide some ideas about the components of effective 

cultures. What are the high-level findings regarding what it is that makes for a “great” culture in terms of 

performance? This area of the literature is large. Research on organisational culture started to become a 

serious topic for investigation in the early 1980s. By way of a very superficial overview of the area, the earliest 

findings tended to support the contention that it was strong cultures that drove high performance in 

organisations. As the research developed, the other major themes to emerge were that high-performing 

cultures were also “appropriate” to each organisation and its context (that is, “one-size-does-not-fit-all”), and 

were able to adapt to changes more effectively than less successful cultures.  

 

3.HOW DOES CULTURE AFFECT PERFORMANCE? 

If those findings are correct, the next obvious questions concern the mechanisms that link culture and 

performance. Recent research on the link between culture and performance has identified that culture is not 

a direct predictor of performance. There are a large number of factors that have demonstrated a direct effect 

on performance – such as leadership, goals, people, strategy, resourcing, environment, creativity – but 
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culture is not one of those, because it acts (in research terms) as a “mediator,” standing between the more 

direct drivers and their effects on performance. That is, it affects the way that drivers affect outcomes. 

 

For example, if you have a brilliant strategy, but the culture is unhelpful, then the implementation of that 

strategy will struggle. Any strategy has to run the gauntlet of the culture. To quote Peter Drucker “culture eats 

strategy for breakfast.”  Culture can enhance or kneecap the drivers of performance, but a great culture can’t 

make up for poor vision, strategy, resources, talent, etc. 

 

That is, culture stands between the direct drivers of performance and the outcomes that are possible. By way 

of a metaphor, culture is the vehicle in which the direct drivers of performance ride. 

 

4.CAN YOU CHANGE THE CULTURE? 

There is a popular belief that culture is a stable state – and very hard to shift. Research indicates that, more 

accurately, it is cumulative and dynamic, and based on how the group interpret their experiences. Cultures 

are not so much stable, as they are slow to respond to intentional efforts to change them – unless of course 

that shift is negative. Cultures can change very quickly when groups in an organisation interpret actions as a 

betrayal, or prejudicial. That is, change can occur very rapidly when actions destroy trust. This link between 

culture and trust is a major thread in the literature. Such a link explains how culture can be both extremely 

difficult to shift yet at times can change very rapidly. 

 

A more useful way of thinking about culture is that it is constantly changing or being reinforced. That is, it is 

dynamic – or, more accurately, positive progress can be easily disrupted. When trust is damaged, culture 

shifts towards more self-protective behavioural norms, which can happen quickly, whereas intentional 

positive changes (towards less self-protective and more organisationally aligned norms) take longer – 

matching the patterns of changes in trust. 

 

More importantly, because positive culture can be so easily derailed, taking a directional/perpetual view of 

culture (rather than a stable state) serves as a much more effective model for those who are trying to build 

effective cultures. That is, culture is a perpetual work-in-progress. 

 

Football is often described as having three phases – when we have the ball, when the opposition has the 

ball, and when the possession is contested. A football analogy for culture would be to consider the dynamics 

of culture as perpetual “contested ball” – and the major task is to make sure that the contest is moving in the 

right direction (that is, towards the offensive goal) as much of the time as possible. 

 

5.TRUST 

To reiterate, patterns of shifts in culture tend to mimic the patterns of shift in trust. The culture research 

supports this. One writer went so far as to say that “culture is trust” (although I believe that may be an over-

simplification).  This link between trust and culture is also indicated in the Google study, both to the extent 

that the definition of psychological safety points to both trust and culture, and that psychological safety 

underpins the other four factors identified in the study in what could be argued to be a mediation role between 

the direct drivers of performance (reliability, structure, meaning and impact) and outcomes. 

 

What do we mean when we use the term “trust”? There is an extensive literature in this area as well. As 

regards trust in an organisational sense, the definitions in the literature could be summarised by the question 

“how much do I trust powerful people to do the ‘right thing’ (subjectively assessed)?” In making that 

assessment people will tend to consider three things: 

- capability – does this person/organisation have the strength, resources, intellect/smarts, authority, 

environment etc to be able to do the right thing? 
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- integrity – does this person/organisation honour commitments? - vs “I can get away with this,” 

- care – does this person/organisation care/demonstrate compassion? 

 

There is an important caveat to this description of trust. The imperative is about “doing the right thing.” This 

is not the same as “being nice to me,” or “always looking for compromise and consultation” – a distinction 

that is easily ignored, forgotten or misunderstood. The “right thing” to do is often not the “easy thing.” 

 

How is this discussion of trust relevant to intentional culture change? If I’m wanting to drive intentional change 

in a culture (changes in “how we do things around here”), then one might be able to express that goal in 

these words “can I intentionally move the behavioural norms such that they provide stronger support for 

organisational goals?” Taking a more cynical phrasing, the demand could equally be framed as “give up the 

behaviours that work best for you individually, and take on more risk and/or more effort and/or more care for 

the good of the organisation” 

 

Why would I do that if I don’t believe I can trust you? In those circumstances, logically, I will tend to protect 

my interests ahead of any others. To quote former NSW Premier Jack Lang “always back the horse named 

‘self-interest’ - because at least you can be sure it’s trying.” 

 

6.DOES THE RESEARCH ON CHANGING A CULTURE REFLECT THIS FOCUS ON TRUST? 

There is a two-part answer here. Firstly, yes – there is an extensive literature on engagement, alignment, 

commitment, and trust in relation to working with organisational culture.   

 

Equally the answer is “no.” There is an extensive literature on culture change that takes what I would describe 

as a “macro” view of the work. That is, this literature is focused on models, project designs, and particular 

techniques (e.g., culture review tools, communication techniques, planning and goal-setting) that tend to take 

an organisation-wide view of the work, and give only limited coverage of the personal and interpersonal 

demands that such work can entail (the “micro” view of culture) - frequently doing little more than emphasising 

involvement and consultation to gain engagement. This “campaign”-based approach does, however, provide 

the opportunity for evaluation for the success of change initiatives. 

 

A question for you all: Hands up everyone who has had experience of an intentional culture change process 

(either separately or as part of an organisational change project) - that commenced more than 18 months 

ago. [Around 40 to 50 hands went up.] Can you give me an idea about how effective the project was in terms 

of having a positive effect on culture? Out of 10, keep your hand up if the project achieved a 3 or more. [A 

few hands went down.] A five or more? [More hands came down.] A seven or more? [Only five hands 

remained in the air.] 

 

This result tends to reflect what is reported in the literature. The most common statement is that 70% of 

organisational change initiatives fail, including culture change initiatives. These figures are contested, yet 

other sources also report high failure rates. McKinsey have been quoted as indicating that about one-third 

fail, and John Kotter in the Harvard Business Review has indicated that a majority fail. 

 

7.WHAT IS GOING ON HERE? 

What is happening that so many well-intentioned and substantial efforts have not achieved the changes that 

were sought. Rather than look at a negative example first, I would like to offer an extract from a report by a 

consulting firm that has done extensive work in the social sector. I know the principals of this firm (Dr Michelle 

Lucas and John Dryden) very well and was involved in a minor role in some of their work. Here is an example 

of a macro project that achieved some remarkable results. 
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STORY: The Collective Impact school  

 

Performance Edge first entered this community school halfway through 2009. At this stage the school: 

o was considered a feeder school for the regional prison 

o comprised four generations of unemployed parents 

o had gardens that were desolate and had been destroyed by disengaged community members 

o students who did come to school rarely attended class 

o was in lock down due to a recent parent assault on the school receptionist 

o saw little value placed on education by parents or students 

… and in this environment, we were unable to use our standard approach of having community 

conversations because of the disruption from parent and student swearing and abuse 

Also in 2009, a Year 8 student at the school attempted suicide; the victim of trauma and abuse, she was depressed, 

had little confidence and was reluctant to trust anyone. 

 

In this context, we had received a brief to build an aspirational community based around this school. We connected 

school, police, health, community centres, youth justice and community members through a rigorous Collective Impact 

process. 

 

By the end of 2010 (18 months later), the school had: 

o a thriving school association 

o parents actively and regularly engaged in learning (both student learning and their own learning) 

o moved literacy levels from 68% below national minimum standard at Year 9 to 25% below national 

minimum standard 

o shifted policy to allow the most at risk students to engage in a totally different education, supported by 

social workers at the community centre, and all outside of the school gates; those who had been 

graffiti-ing the local kindergarten were now painting it and working alongside the children. 

In 2011, the school was: 

o identified as ‘most improved school in the state’ 

o individually responsible for millions of dollars in reward funding entering the state through its improved 

literacy levels 

o awarded ‘most improved school’ nationally by a philanthropic foundation.  

 

Also in 2011, a young girl from Year 10 proudly presented a speech to the Governor General. Her final words were 

directed to her grandparents in heaven and summed up her journey with the community:  

 

‘I noticed how beautiful the sky was the other day and that’s when I realised it’s because you’re all up there. I don’t 

know if you can hear me, but I hope you can. I want to tell you about some of the amazing things I’ve managed to do 

and the opportunities I’ve been given here. I guess you could say my journey so far has been like the making of a 

precious gold chain; one link, one connection after another that is slowly building, slowly forming into hopefully 

something big; something amazing.  I’ve been a very lucky girl with all the amazing opportunities I’ve been given.  I 

certainly wouldn’t have been able to do it without the support I’ve received from [our] community’ 

 

 

That young year 10 student was the same girl who had attempted suicide only two years previously. 

 

What seemed to have happened through this work was that the community were able to engage with and 

work effectively towards a future that was genuinely aspirational. This is one of the central features of the 

Collective Impact approach. Collective Impact derived from concurrent but separate work at Stanford 

University in the US and by an independent researcher in Tasmania (Dr Michelle Lucas) in the early 2000s 

to address major and seemingly intractable social issues. Recently it has gained in popularity and profile, 

although, as with all popular approaches, the label of Collective Impact has been used much more extensively 

than the discipline and the rigour of the approach. 
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The culture change achieved at this school was built through aspiration to achieve worthwhile change and a 

focus on the direct drivers of that performance. The culture/values/behaviours were addressed, not as the 

central focus of the work, but as an essential side agreement. 

That is, there was 

● a compelling reason for people to take on more risk/effort/care, and 

● meaningful work … in which they personally had an impact. 

(This last point having echoes of the Google study discussed earlier.) 

 

8.SUMMARY SO FAR 

Let’s pause for a moment and summarise the ideas that have been presented so far: 

1. Culture is not a direct driver of performance – it is the vehicle in which the drivers ride. Organisational 

performance depends on the effectiveness of the direct drivers ahead of the influences of culture.    

2. Culture is dynamic – a strong collaborative and supportive culture can be easily damaged, but in more 

challenging cultures it is hard to move groups and individuals away from practices that support self-

interest. That is, what is important is not the “state” but the “direction of the momentum” of culture. 

Maintaining a positive and effective culture is a perpetual work-in-progress. 

3. Finally, culture has a substantial base in trust. “I’m not going to take on more personal risk/effort/care 

if I don’t trust you.” 

 

We have covered a lot of theory up to this point in the presentation. In addition to the above, I would like to 

emphasise a couple of points based on my experiences. Firstly, this work of culture change is relatively easy 

to talk about, but very demanding in the real world, particularly in the face of the multiple pressures that exist 

in most organisations, and that are exaggerated in the AFL by the week-to-week pressure-cooker and public 

critiques of performance. 

 

Secondly, achieving results in this work is driven almost entirely by the efforts of the people involved, rather 

than the frame that has been used, no matter how well-evidenced, rigorous or sell-supported. This work is a 

human rather than a mechanical endeavour. 

 

9.THE HUMAN BIT 

For that reason, I would like to change direction a little and talk more about the human aspects of the work, 

and, in doing so, draw more from my experiences than from a strictly theoretical and research-based 

perspective – fascinating though that stuff is! The reality is that doing work with culture is not the nice clean 

theoretical work that is so often described in the literature. The work is a ragged, imprecise, iterative, human 

thing. 

 

Some years ago, I conducted a two-day workshop on coaching research, techniques and practise for Defence 

Force psychologists. I would describe this group as fairly down-to-earth and pragmatic. On the second day 

they asked me to present a “fish-bowl” demonstration of coaching technique. “What does this stuff look like 

in practise?” Talk about a bit of pressure! 

 

I was to coach one of the psychologists who was channelling a senior commander in one of the forces, 

someone who had recently lost his command. It became clear that this had occurred because he had lost 

the trust and confidence of his troops. Our interactions were challenging. The commander was making it very 

clear that he had been treated unfairly and that the central issue was about holding his tormentors to account. 

The turning point in the conversation came after the commander had had the opportunity to give vent to his 

feelings. Things seemed to shift when we discussed what his bosses were going to need to see for the 

commander to considered for future command. He was going to need to bring the very best of himself to his 
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work if he was to be considered again. What might that be? From that point we were able to start to think 

about what his best self might need to look like. 

 

The exercise was fascinating and demanding in many ways. What stood out for me though, was the premise 

of the work. Even in what could be argued is the ultimate command-and-control environment, trust and 

confidence were so powerful. Authority alone is not enough. The culture of trust or distrust that the leader 

created had a material effect on that person’s future. This points to the central role of the “people who lead” 

(how they operate, how they interact, the decisions they make, how they respond to pressure and temptation)  

in shaping the culture of teams. 

 

I would like to relate another story that sheds further light on this effect. I was one of a team of people that 

was asked to work with the executive team of a medium-sized organisation operating in a very competitive 

part of the technology sector. The organisation was a strong performer in the sector. We had been asked to 

work with the team by the CEO who considered that the team was operating in a way that was more risk-

averse and siloed than the CEO believed was good for the future of the organisation. She was wanting the 

team to develop a more co-operative, supportive, innovative and open culture. She had recently made a 

couple of new appointments into the team hoping to inject more energy and drive, but the result had been an 

increasingly competitive atmosphere among team members, and a deepening of the protective and siloed 

behaviours. 

 

The CEO had been in the business from its creation as a separate organisation some years ago. Her personal 

strengths were her deep technological knowledge, her very high personal standards as regards her work 

ethic, and the quality of her outputs. She also took the responsibilities of her role very seriously. She tended 

to dominate any important discussion, would get deep into the detail of every aspect of the business, and 

would always leave her mark on any project. Although she was well-intended and incredibly effective, the 

culture of the team was a direct reflection of that leader’s strengths. The team was detailed, risk-averse and 

patch-protective – because that is what kept them from the ire of the CEO. 

 

I believe this culture change project failed. I suspect it would probably have scored a 3 out of 10, using our 

previous scale. I believe this was because team did not trust that the decisions and processes of the CEO, 

and the interactions with her, were likely to change. That is, the issues (and strengths) of the culture were a 

direct reflection of both the strengths and the style of the CEO, and the CEO’s inability to recognise and make 

the personal shifts that would change that dynamic. The evidence for the primacy of the CEO’s influence in 

the intractability of the culture came with the retirement of the CEO three months later. The appointment of a 

new CEO resulted in rapid and major changes in the culture of the organisation. 

 

It is my observation that effective leaders (or, more accurately, “people who lead” – not just those labelled 

“leader”) usually look outside themselves when they are seeking to make changes. These people are 

effective and influential because they are “problem-solvers” or see themselves as such. The question they 

address most easily is “how do I fix this?” or more accurately “how do I get these people to do what is required 

here?” Those are effective questions only if the issue does not require change in the person asking the 

question. 

 

If cultures evolve as a response to powerful people, then, often, a big piece of the work is necessarily 

internally focused. The personal and interpersonal aspects of culture have the power to undermine 

macro/campaign efforts at producing more functional cultures. That is, if a powerful player wants to shift the 

momentum of a culture in a less self-protective direction, then there is a personal growth demand that comes 

with the turf. In particular, these powerful people need to be able to recognise and modify their own patterns 

such that there are obvious “new shoots” in “how we do things around here” – as modelled by themselves. 
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This is trust-building at the personal or micro level. Specifically, the work entails: 

1. clarifying your personal principles and commitments. That is 

a. thoughtfully negotiate and clearly articulate 

b. the principles and commitments to which you subscribe 

c. that have powerful personal meaning, and 

2. build both  

a. the capacity and  

b. the personal flexibility  

… to be able to live by and deliver those commitments even under pressure.  

 

It is those last few words that have all the “teeth” - “even under pressure.” The phrase could be extended to 

“even under pressure or in the face of temptation.” Specifically, “can I back up my good words with actions 

when the chips are down?” – because this work has lots of pressure. 

 

This is a really important point. Whatever approach or method you decide to adopt in working with culture, 

whichever might seem to be the best way forward, lip service and spin will not cut it. Make sure that the 

commitments you sign up to are ones that you are actually able to follow through on. In asking people to 

trust, if you prove that your commitments are not trustworthy, the culture not only reverts, but has been further 

damaged, and people will be even less likely to trust in the future. An announced and committed change that 

isn’t matched by actions is worse than doing nothing. There is a delightful saying that seems appropriate here 

- “I can’t hear what you are saying. Your actions are shouting too loudly.” 

 

The breaches of trust that damage relationships and culture do not tend to happen when things are easy and 

commitments are front of mind. They tend to happen when either we are no longer holding the commitments 

as front of mind – when we are under the ordinary pressure of everyday existence – or in the face of the 

extraordinary pressure of critical moments (with critical consequences). 

 

Most of us have highly-automated response patterns for when we are under pressure. It can be extraordinarily 

difficult to get these protective patterns “back into the box” once they have launched. Let me give you an 

example. 

 

Many years ago, I was riding a pushbike up Chapel St, down the lower St Kilda end. For those of you who 

don’t know that piece of road, it is quite narrow and busy, further complicated by tram tracks. It is not 

particularly bike-friendly. When you ride a bike you tend to develop something of a sixth sense for car doors, 

the sort that can open suddenly in front of you. There are the standard indicators: a head in the driver’s seat 

visible through the rear windshield; the flicker of the reversing lights as the gear shift is moved into “park.” 

Well, I missed them all that day. The door flew open right in front of me. I yelled as I swerved and missed the 

door by what seemed to be millimetres. I looked back as I rode on up the road. A guy, who looked like 

someone who wrestled for the WWF, leapt out of the door and screamed at me “watch where you are f******g 

going!” 

 

I just kept riding. A fist fight on Chapel St was never going to be a good outcome. But the psychologist in me 

would not let it go. What if that was someone that I had to work with? How could I possibly open that 

conversation? What do you think? What would you have said? And how hard is it to come up with a response 

that is not defensive? 

 

I found it really tricky to frame up an approach that didn’t contain an element of “you just tried to kill me!” My 

automatic protective systems (what I refer to as my “best gear”), as with most people, make it very hard not 
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to respond defensively – self-protectively. After about 48 hours, the best answer I could come up with was 

“oh, so you got a fright too?” I was pretty happy with that. Another saying seems appropriate here. “Empathy 

is the first casualty of anxiety.”  

 

These automatic “best-gear” response patterns are very hard to stop once they have been activated. The 

best metaphor I can think of is that of a match being struck. There is an initial tiny spark that ignites a powerful 

flare. The conflagration burns brightly while it has fuel – usually not long – but ultimately it reduces to a soft 

flickering flame and then dies. Our automatic patterns have a similar pattern. Never try to put a match out 

with your fingers while it is flaring. You will get burned. 

 

It is these automatic responses to pressure that so often create breaches of trust. Organisations can create 

enormous pressures and people who lead can make decisions or say and do things they would never do in 

less stressed environments, but that can do great harm to the trust within a group. 

 

To extend the “match head” analogy, the growth demand on people who lead and who want to make a 

positive shift in culture, includes:  

1. understanding your own “match head” story,  

2. being able to recognise when it is about to spark and forestalling it, and 

3. being able to access your Plan B if it is the right thing to do. 

 

10.WHAT CAN I DO ABOUT SHIFTING A CULTURE? WHERE DO I START? 

If the tone of this discussion feels a bit uncomfortable then you are getting the sense of why the personal and 

micro aspects of culture and trust work can be so difficult and demanding. How would one begin this work in 

an organisation – on a practical level? 

 

Here are two resources for such work. The starting point for any intentional culture change work is beginning 

a conversation at a sub-cultural (or team) level. The following is a list of questions that might be useful to 

consider in such a conversation. 

 

Think about what the culture looks like in your team: 

What is the culture … 

- Describe the culture “vehicle” in your team? What does the “car” look like? Its 

condition? Which parts feel good, or get you frustrated, etc? 

- What direction is it headed? 

- How would you describe the psychological safety in your team? 

- What elements would someone else disagree with in your description? 

What is going on … 

- What sustains the self-oriented elements of the culture? 

- What is your/my part in this system? 

- What is your own “match head” story … our go-to auto responses when you feel 

the heat? 

Where is a good place to start … 

- What is a change that you could commit to that would nudge the culture in the right 

direction? 

 

The second resource is a list of literature that covers a range of practical information and tools for working 

with culture [and is at the bottom of this document]. I would particularly recommend the following: 

- Walking the Talk (Taylor) – a comprehensive guide to culture work based on a macro model, but that 

contains considerable discussion of the micro elements. 
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- Immunity to Change (Kegan & Lahey) – a useful tool/method for uncovering and working with patterns 

of behaviour that are deeply ingrained. 

- Leadership Without Easy Answers (Heifetz) – Heifetz’s work is what underpins discussion of “adaptive 

leadership.” The book provides a description of the differences between complicated and complex 

problems and the very different ways to successfully tackle these two types. 

- Five Dysfunctions of a Team (Lencioni) – is a very easy read. It is a fictional story of team culture 

change that uses a clear and simple model. There is also a companion fieldwork guide for 

implementing the approach. 

- Understanding Executive Presence (Dagley & Gaskin) – provides a discussion of the mechanisms of 

influence for people who lead.  

 

 

11.WRAP UP 

Here are the central points that we have covered today: 

1. Culture does affect performance but is not a primary driver of results (in the way that strategy or 

leadership or resourcing are) – but culture can kneecap the drivers. “Macro” efforts at culture change 

seem to be more successful when they are holistic and focused on the direct drivers of performance 

rather than focused solely on culture. 

 

2. To tie this idea of working with culture back to the football themes for the day (having the ball, not 

having the ball, and contested possession). I believe working on culture is like perpetual contested 

possession. The job is to make sure it contest is moving towards your offensive goal square.  

 

3. Macro/campaign-based approaches don’t work unless the micro work is also going on – and the micro 

work is based in the building of trust – which means that the work is personal. 

 

I would like to add one last point, and this is based on my experience.  

You don’t have to get it perfect – neither trust nor culture. In fact, 

you get credit for effort, 

… provided it is genuine and provided it is persistent. 

 

Central to that effort is resisting the temptations brought on by pressure, and to continue to make good 

decisions, rather than automatically handballing to your “best gear.” 

 

I realise that I have not gone even close to covering all the topics of importance in this area. Here are some 

further topics that I haven’t touched, but that you might like to explore in the panel discussion questions later 

in the day: 

• culture and fear 

• power of subcultures 

• special cultures of sporting clubs 

• change campaign essentials 

• practical trust-building 

• working with “strong” leaders 

 

 

Thank you for your attention. 
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RESOURCE LIST 

 

(Contains title, author(s) and year, followed by a few words about the central theses or models discussed.) 

 

1. The Leadership Circle Profile (Anderson, 2006): 360 tool differentiating (perceptions of) task vs 

relationship behaviours and creative vs reactive behaviours 

2. Knowledge for Action (Argyris, 1993): single vs double loop learning (from Senge) in relation to 

theories of action – Espoused Theory vs Theory-in-Use (defensive vs productive) 

3. Good to Great (Collins, 2001): key drivers for moving organisations from “good” to “great”: level 5 

leadership + people + brutal facts + simple drivers + discipline + accelerators 

4. Appreciative Inquiry (Cooperrider, Whitney & Stavros 2003): collaborative vision construction model; 

1. appreciating 2. envisioning 3. co-constructing 4. sustaining; based in continuity + novelty + 

transition 

5. Understanding Executive Presence (Dagley & Gaskin, 2014): impressions versus evaluations that 

affect a leader’s ability to influence 

6. Leadership Without Easy Answers (Heifetz, 1994): adaptive leadership; complicated vs complex 

change; technical vs adaptive issues/leadership 

7. Collective Impact (Kania & Kramer, 2011): key components: alignment + common measures + 

backbone organisation + constant communication + mutually supportive activities  

8. Reading the Room (Kantor, 2012): primary domains of difference in interaction styles – action 

stances <> communication domains <> operating systems 

9. Balanced Scorecard (Kaplan & Norton, 1996): scorecard domains – finance + customers + 

personnel + resources and systems 

10. Immunity to Change (Kegan & Lahey, 2009): model of awareness building and hypothesis building 

and testing – commitment + do instead + worry box + conflicting commitments + assumptions 

11. Leading Change (Lawrence, 2015): model – action <> dialogue <> perspective / purpose / identity 

12. Five Dysfunctions of a Team (Lencioni, 2002): model – trust + conflict + commitment + 

accountability + results tracking 

13. Discussing the Undiscussable (Noonan, 2007): organisational defensive and productive reasoning 

patterns that limit learning; Model I vs II theory-in-use (convince vs enquire); valid info + informed 

consent + vigilant adherence 

14. Transtheoretical Model of Behavior Change (Prochaska & DiClemente, 1983): model – 

precontemplation + contemplation + preparation + action + maintenance 

15. Google study – (Rozovsky, 2015): model – psychological safety + dependability + structure/clarity + 

personal meaning + impact  

16. Organizational Culture & Leaderhip (Schein, 2004): early model of culture change; unfreeze + 

change + refreeze 

17. The Fifth Discipline (Senge, 1990): learning organisations and double-loop learning 

18. The Hard Side of Change Management (Sirkin, Keenan & Jackson, 2005): the DICE model; 

Duration (short time between milestones) + Integrity (consulting team skills) + Commitment + Effort 

(required increase no greater than 10%) 

19. Walking the Talk (Taylor, 2005): model – be + do + have 

20.  “Trust” research – useful references: Lowe (2006); Nold (2011); Jason (2014); Kujala et al (2016); 

Caldwell & Karri (2005) 

 


