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Company culture is everyone's responsibility 
 
This essay considers the statement that the culture of a company is the responsibility of everyone in a company. It was written in a Harvard Business Review paper by Denise Yohn (2021). To assess how valid this statement is it is necessary first to understand what is meant by “Company culture”. Having identified a definition of Company Culture I consider some of the many models of company culture which will inform my conclusion on the statement that “Company Culture is everyone’s responsibility” (Yohn 2021). 
 
Forbes Advisor Business and others accept that there is “no single definition of Company Culture” (Wong 2023) as company culture is influenced by many and varied factors. In the absence of an agreed definition Wong defines company culture as “the shared norms, values, attitudes and practices that form the collective identity” of a company - “the invisible glue that binds teams” (Wong 2023). Yohn defined culture in a similar way but included “beliefs” also as informing behaviours and summarised it as “the way we do things around here” (Yohn 2021).  
 
My reading finds that Organisational Culture theory began in 1951 when Dr Elliot Jaques wrote “The Changing Culture of a Factory”. His analysis concluded that there is an organisational culture where people in the factory/organisation he studied work together and share wishes, desires and aspirations. Organisational culture studies have evolved and expanded understanding of company culture over time. The statement that Company culture is everyone’s responsibility is one of the most recent evolutions of organisational culture theory. In my view Yohn’s and Jaques' definition of company culture are quite similar. 
 
Company culture theory is important to business because where it is good and works it will “breathe new life into your workforce, triggering higher levels of engagement, productivity and innovation” (Wong 2023). All businesses and economies want to succeed and grow and academics in social sciences and business management research businesses to identify what factors contribute to success/growth. Organisational culture is identified as one of the main contributors to making a business a success, but it has not always been a high priority for business.
 
Organisation Culture theories have evolved from 1951 to 2021 as companies change to try to succeed as economic, financial, technical, scientific, social and other factors continually change the business environment. Below I consider some of the better-known theories on this subject. 
 
Of the many organisational culture theories three of “the most well-known are the theories developed by Handy, Schein and Hofstede” (Personnel Today 2023). I consider these theories in turn: 
 
· Charles Handy in his book “Gods of Management” 1978 identified four types of culture, each having different “values and personalities" (Management Study Guide 2023). Handy concluded that businesses that applied the following 4 cultures consistently over time will build the culture that a business wants to establish:
    
 
· Club culture. 
· Role culture. 
· Task culture. 
· Existentialist culture. 
 
A summary of Handy’s book and research findings and each of the four cultures is that:
·   “When power radiates throughout the company from a top boss, that would be an example of a "Club" organisation, one that investment banks and brokerage firms often adopt for their corporate climates.
·  A "role" culture, on the other hand, results in a stable bureaucracy, such as a life insurance company or a firm with a long history of success with a single product.
· The "task" environment emphasises talent, youth, and team problem-solving, as we'd find in ad agencies and consultancies.
· Lastly, an "existential" design exists to let individuals achieve their purposes, as in a university or group medical practice.
Charles Handy shows managers how to be aware of the cultural choices they can make to create a more productive and satisfying workplace” (The Oxford Press 1978). 
 
 
· In "Organisational Culture and Leadership" (Shein 2010) considered organisational culture was central to the effective functioning and success of businesses. He concluded there are three layers in an organisational cultural triangle – he named the layers in order of importance:
· Underlying Beliefs (held by members of a company as these reflect how an organisation works and what matters to employees). 
· Espoused Values (the things an organisation says about its way of working and culture) 
· Artefacts (the visible signs of culture such as posters, uniforms, office design)
He concludes Underlying Beliefs is the strongest “lever” for change but recognises it is the hardest to influence. 
In 2019 Schein’s conclusions were backed up by Deal and Kennedy "Corporate Cultures: The Rites and Rituals of Corporate Life" 
 
· Hofstede (1980) researched how different cultures and countries undertake business in different ways. He identified six categories that define culture: 
 
· Power Distance Index 
· Collectivism vs. Individualism 
· Uncertainty Avoidance Index 
· Femininity vs. Masculinity 
· Short-Term vs. Long-Term Orientation 
· Restraint vs. Indulgence 
 
His work is summarised in The Corporate Finance Institute as helpful to understand cultural difference in business and “to reduce misunderstanding and conflict while optimising communication and collaboration” but feels it is too general in the summary of different cultures and doesn’t recognise “every individual is still ultimately unique, shaped by personal experiences that influence their values throughout life” (Helen Wale). 
 
There are many other books and research papers on business culture too numerous to list and summarise here (others have been considered and included in the Reference list), but I recognise there is a huge amount of research and information on company culture from around the world. In my opinion each can only reflect the world and the circumstances of any business at the time of the research and so are relevant to the time and the business being researched or studied. This opinion is supported by the Harvard Business Review paper by Denise Yohn. This paper identified that the Pandemic made businesses review how company culture is positioned in terms of importance in the business and where it sits in the Risk Register for business. She concluded “in the continuing battle for talent…. Culture has become a strategic priority with impact on the bottom line. It can’t just be delegated and compartmentalised anymore” (Yohn 2021). 
 
Yohn considered that before the Pandemic business generally treated Company culture as a “top down” mechanistic process where the CEO or Board dictate a set of values and task Human Resources with embedding the values in for example publicity, recruitment, staff annual reviews and with feel-good gestures such as free Christmas Party or an Away Day. She describes this approach as lacking leadership, ownership and accountability and where desired and actual culture outcomes are not the same. 
 
Yohn finds that post pandemic organisations are starting to adopt a model where “Shared responsibility for culture throughout an organisation involves different people and functions within the organisation playing different roles in developing and maintaining the culture. In this context, culture can be defined as the ways people in the organisation behave and the attitudes and beliefs that inform those behaviours i.e. the way we do things around here” (Yohn 2021).  
 
Yohn identifies what she terms a “culture building” approach with “clear accountabilities for results”. She explains the approach varies with the business, but the general distribution of role and responsibility is set for: 
· The Board of Directors; 
· CEO and senior management team; 
· Human Resources Department;  
· Compliance, Risk, and Ethics department:  
· Middle managers and  
· Employees 
 Yohn uses the example of an investment management company Old Mutual Wealth where in 2012 because of “embracing its culture-building responsibilities, a healthy, well-aligned, effective culture improved business performance results” Interestingly this example is a decade before Covid-19. 
 
The “culture building approach” she describes is not the top-down style of the past “more a toolkit for all to draw from and input to” (Yohn 2021) that is flexible and adapts to changes in the world and business environment – dynamic in my view and not fixed. It requires excellent communication and listening by all and an understanding that everyone supports the approach even when they don’t agree with bits of it so working “together in a deliberate and coordinated effort to cultivate it” (Yohn 2021). In summary the “new job of the CEO and senior management team is not to hand company culture down from on high but to prioritise it and allocate the resources to ensure it” (Yohn 2021). 
 
In conclusion, I understand company culture has been recognised and studied by researchers and academics for 70 years. Many interesting and helpful theories have informed the understanding of culture in an organisation but for most of this time business leaders have not given it priority. But putting company culture as everyone's priority and responsibility seems to be the best way forward. From my reading a good company culture drives company success and shapes everything from how employees act to what they achieve at work, so it is surprising it was a low priority for most businesses. The paper by Yohn in the Harvard Business Review takes understanding of business culture to a new level that is very relevant to business today. I think she and businesses reacted to the shock impact of the unpredicted and unplanned Covid-19 pandemic to review the meaning and value of a good company culture. She identifies companies that adopt her “culture building” approach where “Company culture is everyone’s business” as reacting better to and recovering better from the turmoil of the pandemic. The culture building model Yohn describes in her paper is in my view being carefully read and adopted as a priority now by many business leaders everywhere as the recovery post pandemic continues. More research and time will help us understand if she was right. 
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