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Introduction

A Different Way
of Looking at Your Impact
Out of all the measures in my organization, the one I choose to
measure my performance—to do my self-assessment—is culture.
Rebecca Kardos, CEO, Aurora Energy1

D

uring more than thirty years of research, I have never seen the idea of
organizational culture in such a prominent position: leaders are more
concerned now with the culture of their organizations than they have ever
been. Back in the late 1970s when Drs. Robert A. Cooke (developer of the
Organizational Culture Inventory®) and J. Clayton Lafferty (founder of
Human Synergistics) began working together, the concept of organizations
having cultures wasn’t discussed beyond the spheres of organizational
psychology and academic theory. Since I joined Human Synergistics in
1986, Rob Cooke and I have witnessed and contributed to the evolution
of organizational culture to its current state as a widely acknowledged
priority and source of competitive advantage. Certainly, some of the
attention is due to the increased publicity about the damages caused
by organizational cultures gone wrong. However, like Rebecca Kardos,
whom we met at Human Synergistics Australia’s Twentieth Annual
Leadership and Culture Conference, most of the leaders we encounter
are primarily interested not in crisis management or damage control but
rather in evaluating and improving their organizations’ cultures because
of the distinct advantages associated with cultures that are Constructive.
We focus on such leaders in this book, exploring their experiences as they
move the cultures of their organizations in a more Constructive direction
and highlighting the levers that you and your leadership team can use to
improve the effectiveness and sustainability of your organization.
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The Universal Value of Constructive Cultures
We define organizational culture as
a system of shared values and beliefs that can lead to
behavioral norms that, in turn, guide the way members of an
organization approach their work, interact with one another,
and solve problems.
Importantly, we distinguish an organization’s espoused values, which
are its stated values, from its operating culture, which is the set of norms
and expectations that drives the behavior of all members, including
leaders, on a day-to-day basis. As you’ll see, although operating cultures
are influenced by espoused values, the two are not necessarily aligned.
One of the things we’ve found by measuring and comparing the ideal
and the actual operating cultures of thousands of organizations over the
past several decades is that the cultures described by leaders and other
members as optimal are remarkably similar across organizations and
industries. Specifically, the ideal cultures they describe—which reflect
their values—are consistent with what we call Constructive cultures.
A Constructive culture is one that that encourages members to work
to their full potential, take initiative, think independently, participate
without taking over, and voice unique perspectives and concerns while
working toward consensus. In organizations with strong Constructive
cultures, quality is valued over quantity; creativity and curiosity are
fostered in place of conformity and indifference; collaboration and
coordination are believed to lead to better results than competition and
silos; the bigger picture is emphasized over minutiae; and doing good is
viewed as more important than looking good or “being good.”
Of course, you don’t need to be a researcher to notice the similarity
in the values that different organizations espouse, given that they
are often published on their websites or in their annual reports. As
we’ll demonstrate in the first chapter of this book, there is a genre of
behaviors in organizations that attracts and keeps talent, promotes
adaptation and innovation, supports the creation and implementation
of effective strategies and business models, and, more generally,
increases the capability of people to independently and interactively
solve problems and achieve goals. These behaviors, we have found, are
strikingly similar across organizations, because all organizations are
characterized by a common set of properties that give rise to the same
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set of problems, regardless of the industry or the country in which the
organization operates. For instance, within all organizations there are
interdependencies among members that lead to the universal problem
of (and need for) coordination. As another example, all organizations are
dependent on the external environment for resources, which gives rise
to the familiar problem of adaptation. In addition, all organizations are
characterized by partial inclusion of members (who also belong to other
groups—such as families, professional associations, volunteer groups,
community organizations, and societies) and therefore must address the
problem of integrating members into the system.2
Yet knowing what types of cultures are effective and productive doesn’t
necessarily translate into acting on that knowledge or creating those kinds
of cultures. Recent polls of managers, directors, and C-level executives
show that over 80 percent feel their cultures are not properly “designed”
or managed—and many feel a major overhaul is necessary.3 Perhaps
less widely recognized is the fact that senior leaders tend to have a more
optimistic view of their organizations’ operating cultures than do people
at other levels. As we’ll show in chapter 2, the behavioral norms that guide
the ways in which members approach their work and interact with one
another tend to stray further from the organization’s values as one moves
down the organizational hierarchy. While this tendency might seem to
suggest that the origins of culture disconnects—where behavioral norms
diverge from values—are at the lower levels of organizations, we find that
the roots of such problems are usually embedded at the top.

Leaders Affect Culture…and Culture Affects Leaders
Our initial interest wasn’t in how leaders affect culture but rather in how
culture affects leaders. This interest came out of Rob’s early research (he
was teaching at the University of Michigan and working as an associate
research scientist at its Survey Research Center) on the Life Styles
Inventory™—a 240-item survey originally developed by J. Clayton Lafferty
that measures twelve personal thinking and behavioral styles. Clay asked
Rob to assess the reliability and validity of the Life Styles Inventory and
suggest improvements. Rob analyzed data on thousands of individuals
who had a) described their thinking styles using the Self-Description form
of the Inventory, and b) received feedback on their behavioral styles from
others who had completed the Description by Others form for them. Rob
discovered that the twelve styles clustered into three general personal
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orientations, which he later labeled Passive/Defensive, Aggressive/
Defensive, and Constructive. (We describe these sets of styles in more
detail later in this introduction.) He then examined the relationship
between these sets of styles and indicators of managerial success, health
and well-being, and effectiveness.
Rob found that the Constructive styles were strongly correlated with
managerial effectiveness, positive interpersonal relations, and interest in
self-improvement as rated by others. With Clay and colleagues, Rob also
found that teams with members who were more Constructive performed
more effectively on group problem-solving simulations (such as Human
Synergistics’ Desert Survival Situation™, Subarctic Survival Situation™,
and Project Planning Situation™) than those with members who were less
Constructive. These positive and statistically significant relationships are
indicated by the plus marks (+) in the first column of Table I.1.
Constructive ways of thinking tended to be related to organizational
level. However, the correlation with salary was not significant (indicated
by the zero in the first column of the table), suggesting Constructive styles
were not necessarily being rewarded and reinforced by organizations.
Instead, those who were rewarded with promotions and pay raises
tended to be strongly oriented toward competing with, dominating, and
controlling others; being critical of others; and remaining detached,
impersonal, and focused on details (see the pluses in the last column
of Table I.1). Despite the positive correlation between Aggressive/
Defensive styles and material gain, these styles were not related to task
effectiveness (indicated in the table by a zero). Additionally, these styles
correlated negatively with both interpersonal relations and problemsolving effectiveness (indicated by the minuses in the last column of the
table) and with health and well-being. Participants who tended to use
Aggressive/Defensive styles showed psychological and physiological
symptoms of strain, such as anxiety, ulcers, and heart attacks.
While certainly not mainstream findings at the time, these disconcerting
results were consistent with the thesis of the 1975 article “On the Folly of
Rewarding A, while Hoping for B.” This classic work highlights the shortsighted focus of so many organizational policies and practices, including
performance management and reward systems. Author Steven Kerr of
Ohio State University noted:
It is hoped that administrators will pay attention to long run
costs and opportunities and will institute programs which
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will bear fruit later on. However, many organizational reward
systems pay off for short run sales and earnings only. Under
such circumstances it is personally rational for officials to
sacrifice long term growth and profit (by selling off equipment
and property, or by stifling research and development) for
short term advantages.4
Table I.1. How Personal Orientations Relate to Effectiveness and Personal Success

Kerr reported a similar inconsistency around what we now call
Passive/Defensive behaviors. During his interviews with managers,
they complained about lower level members’ tendencies toward “apple
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polishing” and conservatism. However, via brief surveys, he found that
subordinates claimed that “always agreeing with the boss” and “going
along with the majority” were the “most rational course(s) of action in
light of the existing reward system.”5 Again, organizations were somehow
reinforcing behaviors that were the opposite of what managers were
hoping for. However, based on the results shown in the center column
of Table I.1, promotions and pay raises apparently are not responsible
for these passive behaviors. In fact, the data indicate that these styles
are negatively related to these tangible rewards. It seems more likely
that the leadership styles of the respondents’ superiors—including their
aggressive behaviors and the nature of the feedback they provided—
produced passive responses.
Similarly, managers who participated in development programs based
on the Life Styles Inventory made it clear that they were encouraged to
behave aggressively by factors beyond just pay and promotion. They
cited various forces within their organizations that signaled the need for
these behaviors. As one of them said in a follow-up debrief (with a mix of
humor and frustration), those at the top of the organization, along with
his peers, would “simply chew me up and spit me out” if he engaged in
less aggressive and more constructive behaviors on a day-to-day basis.
Rob felt it was important for organizations to understand the thinking
and behavioral styles they were reinforcing. Though he began by writing
a survey focusing on what they rewarded, it struck him that some of the
forces leading to these behaviors were more subtle and pervasive—almost
cultural. But the cultural forces at play were more at the organizational
level rather than the societal level. At the same time, most of the writings
on culture by anthropologists such as Edward T. Hall focused exclusively
on societies and rarely mentioned organizations.6
Consequently, rather than developing a survey that focused just
on what was being rewarded, Rob created the Organizational Culture
Inventory to measure the extent to which members believed their
organization expected or implicitly required the sets of styles assessed
by the Life Styles Inventory. Rob’s original intention was to use the
Organizational Culture Inventory to provide organizations with a picture
of their cultures to stimulate changes consistent with and supportive of
the leadership development programs based on the Life Styles Inventory.
The irony was that for an organization to support leaders in their efforts
to think and behave in more effective ways, those leaders often had to
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redirect their organization’s culture—a “which comes first, the chicken
or the egg” conundrum. This is why Rob and I started working together to
uncover the various ways in which leaders create cultures that are more
strongly Constructive.
Clearly, leadership styles shape culture and, reciprocally, culture
shapes the thinking and behavioral styles of leaders. This type of causality
is consistent with the notion of reciprocal determinism proposed by
psychologist Albert Bandura.7 Instead of viewing the environment as a
one-way determinant of behavior, Bandura pointed out that behavior
also influences the environment, and both are influenced by the
individual’s cognitions and predispositions. Figure I.1 illustrates how
this works with respect to leadership and culture. Environment includes
the organization’s operating culture in terms of shared behavioral norms
and expectations, as well as the more tangible aspects of organizations
such as their structures and systems. Behaviors refer to the leader’s
behavioral styles (such as those measured by the Life Styles Inventory
Description by Others). Thinking includes the leader’s task-oriented
versus people-oriented patterns of thinking, which are driven by higherorder versus lower-order needs, as measured by the Life Styles Inventory
Self-Description.
Figure I.1. The Reciprocal Relationship between Culture and Leadership
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Bandura’s work is instructive in understanding the complexity of
culture transformation and the difficulty of effecting sustained change.
Leaders can change their own behaviors, but such changes are fragile if:
a) their thinking doesn’t change (such as when leaders are just “going
through the motions” or giving “lip service” to change efforts) or b)
environmental factors are nonsupportive or point in another direction
(such as when leaders are criticized when they’re trying to practice
something new—for example, behaving in a more Constructive manner).
As noted in a recent Harvard Business Review article, many leadership
development programs today do not have a significant impact on their
target organizations because of deficiencies “in the policies and practices
created by top management”8—who in many cases are the same leaders
who initiated the development programs.
Such behavioral and environmental factors include not only the skills
and qualities of leaders but also systems, such as those around
reinforcement, performance management, and goal setting; structural
features, such as empowerment and the distribution of influence; and
technological factors influencing the design of jobs. All these factors
send signals that translate into the shared beliefs held by members of an
organization regarding what’s actually expected (i.e., the operating culture).
The emergent behavioral norms and expectations may be inconsistent
with the organization’s stated values and preferred culture and stand in
the way of even elegant programs designed to change leaders’ behaviors.
Consequently, to effectively and sustainably achieve improvements in
performance, development initiatives must simultaneously address
leaders and members as individuals and the organization as a system in a
way that is consistent with the organization’s stated values and preferred
culture. This doesn’t imply that everything has to be changed all at once
and right away. Rather, the members of an organization need to see from
a leader’s initial changes that a different set of behaviors is truly expected
and will be supported. This is much easier said than done, particularly
when leaders are unaware of their own thinking and behavior and how
they affect—and are affected by—the organization’s current culture.

A Framework and Language
for Describing Leadership and Culture
The language used throughout this book to describe an organization’s
current and ideal culture, leaders’ thinking and behavioral styles, and
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the impact of leaders on others is based on the Human Synergistics
Circumplex (see Figure I.2), as developed by J. Clayton Lafferty in the
1970s and revised and validated by Rob in the 1980s.
Figure I.2. The Human Synergistics Circumplex

The Circumplex identifies twelve styles that are grouped into three
general clusters—Constructive, Passive/Defensive, and Aggressive/
Defensive. Styles at the top of the Circumplex are driven by higher-order
satisfaction needs for growth, development, relationships with others,
and achievement; styles at the bottom are triggered by lower-order needs
for protecting and maintaining one’s own security, interests, position,
and status. Styles on the right side of the Circumplex reflect a concern for
people while those on the left side are oriented toward tasks. The specific
placement of the styles around the Circumplex indicates their degree of
similarity to one another. Styles that are more similar and that covary are
placed closer to one another on the Circumplex, while those that are less
similar or even opposing are placed farther apart.9
Throughout this book, you’ll see various Circumplex profiles showing
results for different leaders and organizations that have used our surveys.
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The extent to which each section of the Circumplex is filled with blue,
green, or red depicts the extent to which each style describes the focal
individual, group, or organization based on comparisons to others who
previously completed our surveys. Long extensions represent relatively
strong tendencies along a style; short extensions indicate that the style is
not characteristic of the individual, group, or organization represented in
the profile. In other words, the Circumplex is used to transform raw scores
on style measures to percentile scores.
Constructive (Blue) styles are labeled Achievement, Self-Actualizing, Humanistic-Encouraging and Affiliative and are located—using
the analogy of a clock—in the eleven to two o’clock positions on the
Circumplex. We use the word constructive as consistent with its dictionary definition, “relating to construction or creation” and “promoting
improvement or development.”10
Leaders and organizational cultures that promote and reinforce
Constructive styles motivate members toward self-development and
doing good. They also encourage members to pay attention to the
development of others and the organization, and to take initiative in
solving problems, accomplishing objectives, and building effective work
relationships with others. Members are expected to strike a balance
between prioritizing tasks and prioritizing people, as well as to balance
their own needs and interests with those of their group or organization.
More generally, many of the ways of thinking and the behaviors that are
activated in Constructive cultures are associated with classic research
on higher-order needs and motivation11 and have since been identified
as components of emotional intelligence and positive mindsets. As
described in the next chapter and illustrated by the cases that make up
the bulk of this book, when Constructive styles are strongly (rather than
weakly) supported by an organization’s operating culture, members
tend to be more satisfied and engaged; teamwork and synergy are more
evident; and individuals, groups, and the overall organization perform
more effectively.
Passive/Defensive (Green) styles—labeled Approval, Conventional, Dependent, and Avoidance—are found in the three to six o’clock
positions of the Circumplex. The word passive—defined as “lacking in
energy or will,” “lethargic,” “not active,” and “submissive”—and the word
defensive—defined as “serving to defend or protect”—together capture
the essence of the underlying orientation shared by these styles.
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Passive/Defensive ways of thinking and behaving are driven by the
need to maintain personal security and safety via interactions with people.
While the underlying motivation is for self-protection and being good,
these styles reflect a tendency to subordinate personal interests to those
of the group or organization. Leaders and organizational cultures that
implicitly require and activate these styles promote the belief that fitting
in, being accepted, following orders (even if they are wrong), and avoiding
blame take priority over effectively solving problems or accomplishing
tasks. Consequently, regardless of whether the Passive/Defensive styles
are intentionally or inadvertently reinforced by leaders or by the cultures
they create, these behaviors stifle diversity, creativity, and initiative and
allow individual members as well as the overall organization to stagnate.
Aggressive/Defensive (Red) styles—which include Oppositional,
Power, Competitive, and Perfectionistic—are shown in the seven to ten
o’clock positions on the Circumplex. These behaviors are characterized by
aggression, which is defined as “a forceful action or procedure (such as an
unprovoked attack) especially when intended to dominate and master”
and “hostile, injurious, or destructive behavior, especially when caused
by frustration.” Like the passive styles described above, the aggressive
styles are driven by the perceived need to defend and maintain a personal
sense of security.
While the results of Aggressive/Defensive norms and expectations can
be destructive and counterproductive, the underlying intentions are more
benign. Leaders in Aggressive/Defensive cultures are motivated by the
desire to look good. Their priority is self-promotion, and, more generally,
the protection of their own security and status via task-related behaviors.
Individuals who are encouraged by leaders or their organization’s culture
to think and behave in these ways tend to place their own interests above
those of the group or organization and, in certain ways, use the group or
organization as a vehicle or arena for meeting their own needs.
As described in the next chapter and illustrated by some of the cases,
organizations with strong Aggressive/Defensive cultures have a more
difficult time attracting and retaining talent; they experience more
conflicts within as well as between teams; they are more likely to break
into silos; and they tend to perform more unevenly or inconsistently than
organizations in which these styles are not emphasized.
Brief descriptions of the twelve specific cultural norms measured by the
Organizational Culture Inventory are provided in Table I.2. As you review
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the descriptions, consider the extent to which your organization’s day-today operating culture currently embodies the characteristics listed.
As noted earlier, the Circumplex framework and terminology are
relevant not only to describing an organization’s current and ideal culture
(measured by the Organizational Culture Inventory and Organizational
Culture Inventory—Ideal, respectively) but also the thinking and
behavior of individuals as measured by the Life Styles Inventory as well
as ACUMEN® Leadership WorkStyles™ (a derivative of the Life Styles
Inventory). Descriptions of the twelve personal thinking and behavioral
styles are provided in Table I.3. As you read the descriptions, consider the
extent to which they: a) describe your own thinking and b) reflect how
others would describe your behavior.
These inventories provide a structured, quantitative, and comprehensive means of assessing your organization’s culture and your personal
styles. You may have already noticed some parallels between your own
thinking and behavioral styles and the culture of your organization simply
by reading these brief descriptions and reflecting on what you have observed in your organization and in your own thinking and behavior. More
generally, using the same language and framework to describe what is
happening at the individual, group/team, and organizational levels can
be pivotal in helping leaders connect their own thinking, behavior, and
impact to the interactions within their groups and to the broader culture
of their organizations.
The full diagnostic system based on the Circumplex is summarized
in the diagram in Figure I.3. In addition to personal styles and cultural
norms, the framework and terminology are used to identify the personal
impact of leaders and managers on the behavior of other people and the
culture (measured by Leadership/Impact® and Management/Impact®).
The framework and terminology are also used to describe members’
interaction within groups (measured using the Group Styles Inventory™)
and with customers (measured by Customer ServiceStyles™). Thus, the
Circumplex helps leaders to understand how their own thinking and
behavior are affected by as well as affect other members, groups and
teams, and the organization’s culture in terms of styles. Possibly more
importantly, the use of a single shared framework and terminology
facilitates multilevel change and development that are integrated and
mutually reinforcing rather than unrelated, inconsistent, or even mutually
exclusive.
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Table I.2. The Twelve Cultural Norms Based on the Organizational Culture Inventory
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Table I.3. The Twelve Thinking and Behavioral Styles
Based on the Life Styles Inventory Styles
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Figure I.3. The Human Synergistics Integrated Diagnostic System

Overview of This Book
Throughout this book you’ll be presented with a variety of examples of how
the Circumplex framework and language have been used by organizations
as well as researchers around the world to a) understand the relationship
between Constructive styles and outcomes, b) uncover misalignments
between cultural values and norms, and c) identify how leaders can and
do create more Constructive cultures within their organizations.
In chapter 1, we’ll review research and highlight some case examples
that together demonstrate how important Constructive cultures are to
effectiveness and performance. We’ll also show how Constructive cultural
norms relate to the values espoused by various organizations and to the
ideal cultures described by men and women, people of different ages, and
organizational leaders in different countries.
Starting in chapter 2, we’ll address the question of how leaders directly
and indirectly affect and change culture by sharing our findings on
how culture works. Through our research and early case studies, we’ve
uncovered more than thirty enablers of operating cultures. For many
leaders, this section can be a real eye-opener to the inadvertent impact
they have been having on culture and the many potentially constructive
changes they have the power to make.

16

Introduction

Beginning with chapter 3, we’ll share the recent stories of nine
different organizations around the globe that illustrate some of the ways
in which leaders have used the Circumplex language and framework to
a) identify the prevalence of the different styles within their organization,
b) define what’s ideal, and c) address culture disconnects to strengthen
their organizations’ capacity to tackle universal business challenges
and achieve organizational goals. The leaders, managers, and change
agents featured in this book were open and generous in sharing
their experiences and the insights they’ve gained thus far from their
organization’s culture change journey. They were also courageous in
that they resisted approaching change in the manner that one would
have predicted, given their organizations’ operating cultures at the time
they began their journeys. Rather than going through the motions, they
chose to change their own thinking and behavior, to actively engage
others in the process, and even to implement complementary changes
(for instance, to structures, systems, technology, and skills/qualities) to
shift the operating cultures of their organizations in a more productive
direction. Many organizations and leaders underestimate the value of
this kind of integrated multilevel approach.
The most senior-level leaders we interviewed were a diverse group that
included
• the first female CEO of the fourth-largest port in the state of
California;
• the CEO of an internationally based privately held online retail
company headquartered in Germany;
• the CEO of a publicly traded global organization in the dental
implant and tooth replacement industry headquartered in
Switzerland;
• the founder of a Latin American agricultural biotechnology
company;
• the owner of a family bakery in Serbia;
• the former managing director of a Hungarian brewery;
• the managing director of an Australian breakfast and health food
manufacturer;
• the CEO of a cooperative owned by the credit unions in
Saskatchewan, Canada; and
• the first African American Presiding Bishop of a church
headquartered in New York City.
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Aside from the first and last case studies—both focused on
organizations in the United States—the other seven organizational
examples appear in the book according to the length of time they’ve
spent so far on their culture change journey. This arrangement helps to
underscore a key point of this book, which is that creating an organization
in which people can solve a broad swath of problems and adapt to
changes is an ongoing journey—one that is often bumpy and is certainly
not linear. It’s a venture that members of all these organizations have
found essential to positioning themselves for long-term sustainability
as well as intermediate financial success, customer satisfaction,
organizational adaptability and innovation, and employee engagement
and loyalty. As you will discover, these facets of success are consistent
across organizations ranging from an e-commerce company in Germany
to a church in the United States.
Finally, by sharing with you the results of our culture research along
with client experiences and insights, this book addresses a key question
that is often lost in conversations about leadership and organizational
culture:
As a leader, how can you both directly and indirectly influence
your organization to ensure that members can independently
and interactively solve problems and achieve the organization’s
goals more readily and effectively?
As you will see, the biggest obstacle to changing an organization’s culture
is its culture! Consequently, to create change, leaders must approach
culture and their leadership in a different way—one that consistently
reflects and supports the cultural norms they want to strengthen rather
than those they want to extinguish.
We begin our journey with an exploration of why Constructive cultures
are optimal for most organizations and what leaders aim for when they
want to change and improve their cultures.
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