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A high-performance culture is essential in today’s knowledge-based economy, where success depends on collaboration, trust, and shared purpose. Within professional services, where client expectations, regulatory standards, and ethical conduct are critical, culture forms the foundation of how people work together and how excellence is achieved. Coyle (2019) describes culture as the engine of human cooperation, suggesting that teams perform best when members feel connected by a sense of belonging. Schein (2017) adds that culture develops through shared experiences and becomes a pattern of assumptions guiding behaviour and decision making.
The organisation considered in this report operates within the professional services sector, delivering audit, advisory, and consulting activities across global markets. Its reputation depends on professionalism, accountability, and quality of service. This environment provides a strong context for exploring how high-performance cultures evolve and how ethical and cultural factors influence behaviour.
The aim of this report is to critically assess the organisation’s culture and context, evaluating how internal and external influences shape performance. It applies frameworks such as PESTLE, SWOT, McKinsey’s 7S, and the Cultural Web to demonstrate how internal culture interacts with external forces. Section 2 explores the meaning of organisational culture; Section 3 examines how high performance is developed and sustained; Section 4 analyses environmental and ethical influences; and Section 5 concludes with recommendations for strengthening a sustainable, values driven culture. The report integrates theory and practice to demonstrate how culture underpins professional performance and ethical integrity.
[bookmark: _Toc214207084]Understanding and Assessing Organisational Culture
[bookmark: _Toc214207085]The Meaning and Importance of Organisational Culture
Organisational culture can be described as the collective system of values, beliefs, and behaviours that shape how people work together. Schein (2017) defines it as the shared assumptions that a group learns while solving problems and adapting to change. In professional services, culture determines the quality of relationships, consistency of client delivery, and ethical standards that build trust.
Mullins (2016) argues that culture influences motivation and performance by creating identity and belonging. When employees align with organisational values, they take ownership of outcomes and drive improvement. However, Alvesson (2013) and Martin (2002) highlight that most organisations hold multiple subcultures reflecting departments, seniority, and geography. This diversity is particularly visible in professional services, where audit, advisory, and support functions have distinct priorities.
Coyle (2019) suggests that high performing cultures create psychological safety, where individuals feel able to share ideas and challenge constructively. In professional environments, this balance between innovation and accountability is essential. The organisation’s cultural strengths are summarised in Appendix B, showing how collaboration, governance, and professional identity sustain performance.
[bookmark: _Toc214207086]Comparing Models of Culture
Several models explain how culture operates. Handy’s (1993) four type model describes role, task, power, and person cultures. Professional services often combine role and task cultures: structured systems in audit ensure compliance, while task-based teamwork drives consulting projects. Thompson and McHugh (2009) note that most firms display hybrid characteristics that adapt to context.
Hofstede’s (2011) dimensions reveal how national values shape workplace behaviour. In global firms, differences in hierarchy and communication style affect collaboration. For instance, autonomy may be valued in the United Kingdom, whereas collective accountability may dominate elsewhere. McSweeney (2002) critiques Hofstede for over generalising national traits, arguing that professional identity and corporate systems often override national norms.
Johnson and Scholes’ (1992) Cultural Web identifies stories, rituals, symbols, and control systems that sustain shared assumptions. Success stories about ethical decision making or client excellence reinforce values such as integrity and quality. Pettigrew (1990) cautions that cultural frameworks risk treating culture as static rather than dynamic. In reality, it evolves as teams respond to new pressures, leadership styles, and client demands.
[bookmark: _Toc214207087]Applying Models to the Organisation
The organisation combines structural discipline with adaptability. Its audit function reflects a role culture of formal processes and accountability, ensuring compliance and reliability. In contrast, advisory and consulting areas exhibit task-oriented collaboration across disciplines to deliver tailored solutions. This hybrid structure supports agility while safeguarding standards.
Hofstede’s (2011) framework explains how teams that work across borders navigate diversity. Although communication styles differ, a shared professional ethos and global ethics framework create cohesion. McSweeney’s (2002) critique is relevant here, as professional norms often supersede national differences. The Cultural Web summary in Appendix D highlights rituals of recognition and informal narratives about workload pressures, illustrating both positive and challenging aspects of culture. Pettigrew’s (1990) view of culture as an ongoing process helps explain how leadership must balance ambition with sustainability.
[bookmark: _Toc214207088]Formal and Informal Contexts
Formal structures such as governance frameworks, quality systems, and professional standards shape expected behaviour and accountability. Informal networks, however, often determine how collaboration and innovation actually occur. Krackhardt and Hanson (2000) describe these as networks of trust and advice that operate beyond hierarchy. Within the organisation, informal relationships enhance mentoring, problem solving, and knowledge sharing.
Atkinson and Frechette (2009) refer to organisational climate as the lived experience of these relationships. A positive climate fosters openness and cooperation, which are essential for high performance. Informal mentorship and peer learning encourage growth beyond formal training. Yet, Alvesson (2013) warns that informal systems can unintentionally exclude voices or reinforce power imbalances. Leaders must therefore ensure inclusion and fairness within both formal and informal spheres.
[bookmark: _Toc214207089]Cultural Diversity and Performance Outcomes
Cultural diversity is a significant strength in professional services but can also create complexity. Lencioni (2002) emphasises that high performing teams depend on trust, accountability, and shared purpose. When diversity is harnessed well, it enhances creativity and problem solving. However, entrenched subcultures can cause silos. 
Senge’s (1990) idea of the learning organisation promotes shared vision and team learning to overcome such barriers. Easterby Smith and Araujo (1999) caution that this ideal is difficult to sustain under high pressure. Peters and Waterman (2004) argue that excellence arises from values driven leadership, whereas Rosenzweig (2007) and Mintzberg (2009) warn against attributing success solely to culture without considering context. In professional services, performance stems from a blend of culture, leadership, market forces, and regulation. Recognising this interdependence prevents a simplistic view of culture as the single cause of success.
[bookmark: _Toc214207090]Summary
Culture in professional services is multifaceted, combining accountability with flexibility and independence with collaboration. Frameworks from Schein, Handy, Hofstede, and Johnson and Scholes offer useful insights but require critical application. The organisation’s hybrid culture supports innovation while ensuring consistency, though the pursuit of excellence can create pressure.
Strong cultures also rely on ethical leadership to sustain credibility. When culture and ethics are aligned, performance becomes both productive and principled. As the following sections will show, the most successful environments integrate ethical awareness into learning and leadership development, ensuring that performance outcomes are sustainable and socially responsible.
[bookmark: _Toc214207091]Developing and Sustaining a High-Performance Culture
[bookmark: _Toc214207092]Characteristics of High Performance
High performance cultures are defined by shared purpose, psychological safety, and accountability. Garvin (1996) explains that organisations capable of learning adapt faster and perform more effectively because they continuously review and improve their processes. Lencioni (2002) identifies trust and commitment as the foundations of team success. In professional services, where intellectual expertise is central, collaboration and respect for professional judgement underpin excellence.
Coyle (2019) notes that strong cultures rely on belonging cues that make individuals feel valued. When employees experience respect and inclusion, they are more likely to take initiative and contribute ideas. Conversely, environments that reward competition over collaboration risk undermining morale and innovation. The most successful firms cultivate humility and shared accountability rather than hierarchy.
Mintzberg (2009) emphasises the importance of integrating structure with empathy. High performance therefore depends not only on technical competence but also on interpersonal relationships that sustain engagement. Leaders who demonstrate fairness and emotional intelligence strengthen both productivity and trust.
[bookmark: _Toc214207093]Leadership and Motivation
Leadership plays a decisive role in shaping high performance. Burns (1978) distinguished between transactional leadership, focused on control and reward, and transformational leadership, centred on inspiration and values. In professional settings, both approaches can coexist. Transactional practices maintain quality and compliance, while transformational leadership inspires purpose and learning.
Herzberg’s (1959) motivation theory reinforces this balance. He found that satisfaction arises from intrinsic motivators such as achievement and recognition rather than external rewards. Covey (1989) builds on this by advocating self-awareness and integrity as the basis of leadership. Goffee and Jones (2006) describe authentic leaders as those who reveal their values and build emotional connections.
In my workplace, leadership demonstrates both structure and empathy. Managers set clear expectations but allow individuals to determine how best to meet them. This autonomy builds confidence and ownership. Employees are trusted to take responsibility for their outcomes and to share ideas about improving performance. This combination of freedom and accountability reflects Burns’ transformational approach, as leaders aim to develop others rather than control them.
Leadership development programmes focus on inclusion and feedback. Mentoring and coaching encourage employees to reflect on their goals and how their actions contribute to collective success. This continual feedback process allows learning to become part of leadership identity. It also supports psychological safety, since people feel confident to discuss mistakes without fear of blame. Such openness creates a learning culture where leaders model curiosity, humility, and integrity.
[bookmark: _Toc214207094]Communication and Collaboration
Effective communication is fundamental to sustaining high performance. Kohn (1993) argues that reward-based competition discourages collaboration and that genuine commitment emerges from intrinsic motivation. Teams that communicate openly are better able to share knowledge and challenge assumptions.
Krackhardt and Hanson (2000) demonstrate that informal advice networks often transmit information more effectively than formal hierarchies. Within professional services, such networks foster trust and enable problem solving across departments. Digital collaboration tools further enhance transparency, though leaders must ensure that technology complements human connection rather than replacing it.
Lencioni (2002) suggests that effective teamwork depends on healthy conflict and shared accountability. Psychological safety allows professionals to question decisions without fear of criticism. Regular team reflections, project reviews, and open forums create a learning climate where people can discuss mistakes constructively.
[bookmark: _Toc214207095]Continuous Learning and Development
A high-performance culture depends on continuous learning and collective responsibility. Senge (1990) describes the learning organisation as one that continually expands its capacity to create desired results. Easterby Smith and Araujo (1999) add that learning must be embedded in daily practice rather than treated as a separate initiative.
In my own workplace, learning is deeply embedded in how the organisation operates. There are structured opportunities for development, but employees are also encouraged to take ownership of their learning. This approach builds confidence and promotes problem solving because individuals are trusted to find their own solutions. Accountability is not seen as control but as empowerment. Managers act as mentors, guiding rather than directing, and this creates an environment where people feel valued for their initiative.
Knowledge sharing is another strength. Teams regularly hold internal learning sessions to exchange insights from projects and discuss emerging trends. This open dialogue not only builds capability but also reinforces a sense of shared purpose. The culture promotes feedback at all levels. Leaders actively seek comments on processes, communication, and performance management. Importantly, the organisation closes the feedback loop by reporting back to employees about what actions are being taken in response. This transparent cycle of listening, acting, and reporting nurtures trust and demonstrates that every voice matters.
Garvin (1996) notes that learning cultures thrive when leaders model curiosity and encourage experimentation. In my organisation, mistakes are viewed as learning opportunities rather than failures, which reduces fear and supports continuous improvement. This approach strengthens adaptability, ensuring that employees feel prepared to manage complexity and change.
[bookmark: _Toc214207096]Sustaining High Performance through Wellbeing and Ethics
Sustained performance requires attention to wellbeing and ethical balance. Barrett (2005) argues that organisations thrive when personal values align with collective purpose. In my workplace, wellbeing and performance are seen as mutually reinforcing rather than competing priorities. Regular surveys invite honest feedback about workload, communication, and leadership effectiveness. The results are shared with staff, along with clear action plans, which demonstrates accountability and respect. This inclusive process gives everyone the opportunity to raise concerns and contribute to improvement.
Leaders actively promote psychological safety by encouraging open conversations about challenges and stress. Team members are supported to find flexible solutions that meet both client needs and personal wellbeing. Kunda (1992) warns that performance cultures can become coercive if they overemphasise targets, but when wellbeing is integrated into daily management, pressure becomes manageable and sustainable.
Schwartz (2012) reminds us that ethical leadership is inseparable from wellbeing because it ensures fairness, respect, and equality in decision making. In this sense, wellbeing policies are not merely procedural but are part of the organisation’s moral framework. The result is a balanced culture where people perform at a high level because they are respected, not because they are driven by fear or competition.
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[bookmark: _Toc214207098]Environmental Context
External factors shape cultural priorities and strategic decisions. The organisation operates within a complex environment characterised by constant regulatory, technological, and social change. A PESTLE analysis offers insight into how these forces influence leadership, ethical decision making, and performance.
Political factors influence the professional services sector through regulation, governance, and accountability expectations. Governmental policies and professional oversight bodies set the tone for ethical behaviour, quality assurance, and client protection. Compliance with these frameworks is essential for maintaining credibility and trust. Leaders must therefore demonstrate awareness of both national and international standards, ensuring that political pressures do not compromise professional integrity.
Economic factors also affect organisational strategy and culture. Market competition and global economic fluctuations influence client budgets, pricing structures, and workforce planning. During periods of uncertainty, leaders must maintain motivation and commitment while managing costs responsibly. High performance cultures rely on transparency and fairness in decision making so that employees continue to feel valued even when financial conditions are challenging.
Social factors have become increasingly significant as employees seek purposeful work, flexibility, and inclusion. Modern professionals value cultures that recognise wellbeing and diversity as drivers of success rather than optional considerations. This shift requires leaders to model empathy and authenticity, ensuring that social expectations are reflected in everyday practice. In my workplace, a focus on collaboration and feedback supports inclusivity by encouraging dialogue and mutual respect.
Technological factors continue to redefine how professional services are delivered. Automation, data analytics, and digital collaboration tools have improved accuracy and efficiency but also increased expectations for speed and innovation. Leaders must guide teams through digital transformation while preserving ethical judgement and human connection. Hybrid working has introduced new dimensions of flexibility, yet it also demands strong communication to maintain trust and engagement across virtual teams.
Legal factors form another critical influence. Professional standards, data protection legislation, and employment law shape conduct and accountability. Ethical behaviour is not only a moral choice but a legal requirement. By embedding compliance into culture, organisations protect both reputation and staff wellbeing. Leaders play a vital role in translating legal obligations into meaningful practice that supports integrity and fairness.
Environmental factors are now central to long term performance. Clients increasingly expect responsible business practices that address sustainability and climate concerns. Organisations are therefore expected to consider environmental impact in travel, operations, and partnerships. This shift encourages a broader understanding of responsibility, linking ethical and environmental considerations under the principle of stewardship.
Together, these PESTLE factors highlight the importance of adaptability and values driven leadership. The external environment is dynamic and interconnected, and organisations must respond in ways that preserve trust and professional standards. Leaders who combine cultural awareness with ethical consistency are best positioned to guide teams through uncertainty while sustaining high performance.
[bookmark: _Toc214207099]Ethics, Values, and Organisational Integrity
Ethical behaviour is central to maintaining trust and credibility. Barrett (2005) contends that values driven organisations achieve sustainable success because they align personal motivation with collective purpose. As illustrated in Appendix E, the organisation’s ethical commitments and CSR programmes demonstrate how values are translated into practical initiatives that reinforce integrity and stakeholder trust.
Carroll’s (2016) four-part CSR model provides a useful lens for examining how ethical performance connects with business goals. Economic and legal responsibilities remain foundational, but the ethical and philanthropic dimensions strengthen long term relationships and social legitimacy. Freeman et al. (2010) argue that this stakeholder-oriented approach improves decision making by encouraging organisations to consider the needs of employees, clients, regulators, and communities collectively.
Ethical decision making is not always straightforward. Professionals may face dilemmas where commercial objectives conflict with moral judgement. Toulmin’s (2003) model of argumentation supports ethical reasoning by encouraging individuals to evaluate evidence, consider counterarguments, and justify conclusions. Pearson’s (2016) critical thinking framework also promotes reflective analysis before acting. Integrating these principles into professional development encourages accountability and sound moral reasoning.
My own values, including openness, empathy, compassion, fairness, and growth, strongly influence how I approach work and collaboration. These align closely with the organisation’s culture of accountability, collaboration, feedback, learning, and support, creating a consistent foundation for ethical decision making. This alignment supports integrity in action, as shared values strengthen both moral confidence and trust across teams.
[bookmark: _Toc214207100]Sustainability and Long-Term Performance
Elkington (1998) introduced the concept of the triple bottom line, proposing that organisations should pursue environmental, social, and economic outcomes simultaneously. This perspective aligns ethical integrity with business success. Carroll’s CSR model and Elkington’s framework together demonstrate that sustainable performance depends on responsible resource use and community engagement.
Sustainability is also linked to innovation and learning. By encouraging experimentation and reflection, organisations can adapt to new challenges without losing ethical direction. Freeman et al. (2010) argue that long-term value creation arises when stakeholder needs are met collectively rather than competitively. Visser (2008) supports this by suggesting that sustainability is achieved when individuals view their professional roles as part of a broader social system.
Leadership accountability is essential to this process. When leaders demonstrate ethical consistency and take responsibility for the social and environmental effects of their decisions, they model integrity that others can follow. In my workplace, leaders are expected to act as guardians of both performance and culture, ensuring that growth does not compromise fairness or wellbeing. Cross-generational learning also supports sustainability by combining the technical expertise of experienced staff with the creativity and adaptability of newer professionals. Mentoring across levels sustains knowledge transfer and strengthens shared purpose.
A truly sustainable culture links performance, learning, and ethics. When these elements are aligned, organisations are more likely to thrive through uncertainty and maintain trust with both clients and employees.
[bookmark: _Toc214207101]Conclusions and Recommendations
The analysis demonstrates that high performance is not achieved through systems or incentives alone but through a culture that unites ethics, learning, and leadership. Within a professional services environment, where accountability and client trust are central, culture defines how people think, behave, and deliver excellence. Using the frameworks of Schein, Handy, Hofstede, and Johnson and Scholes, the report has shown that the organisation operates within a hybrid culture that balances accountability with collaboration. This blend enables innovation while maintaining professional integrity.
Leadership is the driving force of culture. Leaders shape motivation, engagement, and ethical behaviour by modelling authenticity, inclusivity, and respect. Learning and development reinforce these values by ensuring that employees remain capable and confident to navigate complexity. Ethical responsibility and social purpose further strengthen performance by linking organisational success with long term stakeholder trust.
The external environment outlined in Appendix A highlights how regulation, technology, and sustainability pressures continually reshape the conditions under which high performance occurs. The organisation’s capacity to adapt its culture and systems to these forces determines its resilience and long-term success.
In practice, creating and sustaining a high-performance culture within my own workplace would involve several key methods:
1. Embedding shared purpose and values.
I would continue to strengthen the link between organisational goals and personal meaning by facilitating team discussions about purpose and expected behaviours. This approach ensures that values remain visible and practical, not abstract.
2. Developing leadership through trust and inclusion.
Building on existing mentoring and coaching structures, I would expand peer feedback sessions to include cross team dialogue, helping leaders learn from one another and encouraging shared accountability.
3. Strengthening learning systems.
My workplace already provides strong learning opportunities, but I would aim to enhance knowledge sharing through structured reflection after major projects. These sessions would focus on lessons learned and improvement actions, ensuring learning directly informs future performance.
4. Encouraging collaborative innovation.
I would promote regular idea sharing forums where colleagues from different areas collaborate to address common challenges. Encouraging collective ownership of solutions supports innovation while maintaining ethical standards.
5. Balancing performance with wellbeing.
I would ensure that high expectations are balanced with open dialogue about capacity. This includes promoting transparency about workload planning and creating psychological safety to speak up early about pressure.
6. Integrating ethical reflection.
Ethics discussions would be embedded into regular team meetings so that moral reasoning becomes a natural part of decision making. Leaders and staff would reflect on how decisions affect both local and global stakeholders, encouraging moral awareness and shared responsibility.
Through the process of this analysis, I have also become more aware of how my personal values align with the organisation’s cultural principles. My values of openness, empathy, compassion, fairness, and growth mirror the firm’s focus on accountability, collaboration, feedback, learning, and support. This alignment has reinforced my appreciation of how ethical integrity and continuous improvement underpin sustainable performance. At the same time, it has highlighted opportunities to strengthen transparency, wellbeing, and ethical decision making across teams. Recognising this alignment between personal and organisational values provides a practical foundation for developing cultural maturity, ensuring that high performance is achieved through trust, fairness, and shared responsibility rather than pressure or competition.
Looking forward, my vision as a developing leader is to help shape a workplace that balances ambition with care and innovation with integrity. I aim to model transparent decision making to champion wellbeing alongside performance, and to encourage curiosity and dialogue across professional boundaries. By embedding these habits into daily practice, the organisation can evolve from a culture of high performance to one of high purpose, where every achievement contributes not only to business success but also to ethical and social progress.
By embedding these methods, the organisation can continue to build on its strong foundation of learning, openness, and trust. High performance would not depend on pressure but on purpose, empowerment, and accountability. A reflective, ethical, and collaborative culture enables professionals to deliver sustainable excellence that benefits clients, colleagues, and society as a whole.
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	Factor
	Key Influences
	Impact on Leadership, Culture and Ethics

	Political
	Government policies, professional regulation, and audit oversight requirements
	Leaders must ensure compliance, transparency, and ethical accountability while maintaining client trust.

	Economic
	Market competition, financial fluctuations, and resource pressures
	Necessitates fair workload management and open communication to maintain morale and engagement during challenging periods.

	Social
	Employee expectations for inclusion, wellbeing, and meaningful work
	Encourages empathetic, people-centred leadership that fosters trust, diversity, and shared purpose.

	Technological
	Automation, digitalisation, hybrid work, and data security
	Requires digital competence and strong communication to maintain cohesion and ethical integrity in virtual settings.

	Legal
	Professional standards, employment law, and data protection regulations
	Demands accountability and awareness of rights and obligations, linking compliance with integrity and professional ethics.

	Environmental
	Sustainability expectations and climate responsibility
	Promotes stewardship and long-term thinking, embedding environmental ethics into corporate decision making.
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