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For more than 50 years,
Odgers Berndtson has helped
some of the world’s biggest
and best organisations find
their senior talent.
We do so by forming strong
relationships with the most
talented people, with those
seeking them and between
our own teams globally to
bring both sides together.
It is because of our deep,
non-transactional and lasting
partnerships that our clients
can acquire, develop and retain
their strongest leaders.
We deliver executive search
and leadership services to
businesses and organisations
varying in size, structure and
maturity. We do that across
more than 50 sectors, be it
commercial, public or not-forprofit, and can draw on the
experience of more than 250
Partners and their teams in
29 countries.
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WOMEN IN TECH WORLD SERIES VALUES
EMPOWERING
CHANGE AGENTS

CHAMPIONING
PEOPLE

MASTERING
TECHNOLOGY

We are with you on this
journey, we stand with you as
agents of change within the
Technology industry. We are
your strategic partners, let’s
change the industry together.

People are at the core of every
organisation. We connect you
with everything you need to
grow professionally and
personally to drive you
forwards and achieve success.

As the cost of doing business
continues to rise, technology
and innovation is the key
differentiator. Be the master of
tech and make technology
work for you.

www.maddoxevents.com/women-in-tech-world-series | enquiries@maddoxevents.com | +44 (0) 203 176 1120

Welcome

How do you rate your organisation’s
culture?
Is it supportive, where everyone has
freedom of expression and can feel they
are contributing to the common good?
Or is it less good for everyone – even,
dare we say, cultish?
At Odgers Berndtson, we believe
that creating the right culture – one that
is inclusive, representative and, above
all, achievable – can turn an ordinary
organisation into a world-beating one.
When your culture is based on a freer
and more inclusive process – which is
supported by the board and executive
and is flexible and regularly reviewed –
it can be liberating for all.
It can also, research tells us, drive
competitor advantage and deliver a
nearly 20 per cent increase in operating
income and close to a 30 per cent jump
in earnings growth.
Of course, no single culture fits all.
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Every organisation is different and
must create, and then refine over
time, the culture that suits its business,
its sector, its employees and its
outward-facing persona.
In this edition of Observe, we dive into
that diversity to try and answer the big
question; ‘how do you do great culture?’
Observe 17 ranges from the board’s
responsibility for culture to the CEO’s
role in modelling it, from cultural
changes in the mining sector to how
to recruit for culture, plus we have
some stand-out case studies of people
getting it right. We even look at how ‘the
business of culture’ works for a worldrenowned contemporary dancer.
If you believe that great culture is
at the heart of every business, then
read on!
Daniel Nerlich, Managing Partner,
Odgers Berndtson, Germany

Observe
To read any of the
great content featured
in Observe over the
past five years, go to
odgersberndtson.com and
click on the ‘Insights’ tab

@odgersberndtson
#obobserve
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Under Observation
Stories from
around the world
that highlight
some of the
latest thinking on
business culture
BOOKS

STILL A CLASSIC

Warren Buffett and Bill Gates
agree that John Brooks’ Business
Adventures from 1965 is still the
best business book ever written.
A compilation of 12 stories –
previously published in The New
Yorker, where Brooks was a staff
writer — it examines some of the
most important events in 20th
century corporate America. More
pertinently Brooks describes how
Xerox founder Joseph C. Wilson
was ahead of his time in the ’60s
because of how he prioritised
building a compassionate work
culture. Has anything changed?!

“A hallmark of a healthy
creative culture is that
its people feel free to
share ideas, opinions,
and criticisms. Our
decision making is better
when we draw on the
collective knowledge and
unvarnished opinions of
the group.”
ED CATMULL, PRESIDENT OF PIXAR
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PEOPLE

RISE OF THE CCO
More than 13 years ago Google
added the Chief Culture Officer
(CCO) title to its HR head Stacy
Sullivan. Since then, companies
of all sizes have used the CCO
role to preserve the “sanctity”,
as Fortune magazine calls it, of a
company’s corporate culture. One
of the biggest organisations with
an in-position CCO is Chubb, which
employs Ivy Kusinga (pictured).
Talking to carriermanagement.com
late last year Kusinga said: “The
definition I would use [of culture] is
that we are predominantly focused
on who we are, what characterizes
us – our DNA as a company, what
behaviors do we expect for each
other as colleagues, and how [do]
we really make decisions as a
business. Collectively, that tripod
– who we are, what behaviors
we expect, and what we reward

and recognize – really creates
how we view culture. For us, it’s
really about the coded wisdom
that is developed through shared
experiences and shared values.”
carriermanagement.com
chubb.com

“Why is culture so important
to a business? Here is a simple
way to frame it. The stronger
the culture, the less corporate
process a company needs.
When the culture is strong,
you can trust everyone to do
the right thing.”

“Maintaining an
eﬀective culture is
so important that
it, in fact, trumps
even strategy.”
HOWARD STEVENSON,
PROFESSOR EMERITUS AT
HARVARD UNIVERSITY

BRIAN CHESKY, CO-FOUNDER
AND CEO OF AIRBNB

PODCASTS

AN EPIC LISTEN

Josh Sweeney’s entertaining ‘Epic Company
Culture’ podcast aims to give business
leaders, HR professionals and company
culture aficionados the knowledge needed
to take a company’s culture to the next
level. Recent episodes covered such topical
themes as ‘The workaholic culture’ and
‘People first, employees second’.
Available from your app store

COMBATING BIAS
Susannah Crabtree,
a Partner and Odgers
Berndtson’s Ottawa
Office Head, talked to
Terry Lipovski, certified
executive coach and
founder of Ubiquity
Inspired Leadership,
on its recent Inspired
Leadership podcast.
Crabtree shared some
interesting ways that
organisations are
combating bias to create
more inclusive cultures
and build effective teams.
Well worth exploring.
Listen to the podcast at:
http://bit.ly/2DhX6RB
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Contents
CONFERENCES

LISTEN AND LEARN
Two upcoming conferences could well be worth
seeking out. The first is called Charity People &
Culture Conference 2019 and takes place in London
in September. It is focused on how to instil a positive
working culture and putting in place the right
strategies, processes and systems to build motivated
and effective teams. civilsociety.org
The second is the Culture Summit, a crossfunctional, cross-industry conference being held in San
Francisco in late June that brings together founders,
thought leaders, and culture champions from all over
the world to share insights and best practices on
building and transforming culture in the workplace.
culturesummit.co
RESEARCH

BANKING ON GOOD CULTURE
Research by Jillian
Grennan, a finance
professor at Duke
University’s School of
Business, shows how
banks performed – and
performed better – when
they communicated
their culture consistently.
Grennan looked at
historical versions of websites from 2004 to 2017
for 300 US banks, from household names to smaller
institutions. Grennan found that a majority of banks
inconsistently communicate their values across their
websites. For example, most banks tell their investors
they have a great deal of integrity, but many banks
don’t convey that nearly as often to their employees,
who are tasked with carrying out this trust and
integrity. Those that did so consistently before the
financial crisis had a greater return on equity, better
operating and stock performance during the crisis than
those that didn’t. And while banks in general became
more consistent after the crisis, those who were
consistent beforehand continued to perform better.
fuqua.duke.edu

“Every CEO is in fact a Chief Cultural
Oﬃcer. The terrifying thing is it’s
the CEO’s actual behavior, not their
speeches or the list of values they have
put up on posters, that defines what the
culture is. Without these four powers
(hiring, firing, promoting, punishing) any
employee at the company is along for the
ride in a culture driven by someone more
powerful than they are.”
SCOTT BERKUN, AUTHOR AND SPEAKER

8 The art of culture

Steacy Sun on defining culture in
today’s hectic, ever-changing business
environment

12 Culture fit or culture add?

If you are only hiring for culture fit
rather than culture add, then it’s time
for a rethink

18 No longer the tradition

A look at how global change is affecting
the culture of three different sectors:
education, mining and energy

28 Leading by example

There is now much greater onus
on boards to take a more active
role in overseeing and assessing an
organisation’s culture

32 Brought to book

Observe picks some of the best books
on business and corporate culture

34 Where culture takes oﬀ

A look at why Canadian airline WestJet
has crafted an enviable, company-wide
culture

40 AI: Culture’s next big challenge
Why Artificial Intelligence is set to be
culture’s next major hurdle

44 Rethinking diversity

Neurodiversity has for too long been the
poor relation in diversity conversations

48 Corporate culture infographic
A snapshot of different culture and
culture-related statistics from around
the world

51 Where culture and ethics meet

In an exclusive interview, award-winning
contemporary dancer Akram Khan talks
about combining cultures in his work

56 How to avoid a culture quake!
There is no one-size-fits-all when it
comes to setting an organisation’s
culture rules

63 Odgers Berndtson worldwide
A list of all 61 offices in 29 countries
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Culture: An introduction

STEACY SUN,

a Partner
at Odgers Berndtson
who leads the Human
Resources Practice
across the Asia Pacific
region, looks at what
‘culture’ really means
in today’s chaotic,
rapidly changing
world ➝

@odgersberndtson
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Culture: An introduction

hen he resigned from Goldman Sachs, Greg Smith,
a Vice President with the firm, wrote in the New
York Times that “culture was always a vital part
of Goldman Sachs’s success. It revolved around
teamwork, integrity, a spirit of humility, and always
doing right by our clients. The culture was the
secret sauce that made this place great…”. He then
added rather bitterly: “I am sad to say that I look
around today and see virtually no trace of the
culture that made me love working for this firm for
many years.” One can dispute the accuracy and
question the motivation of Smith’s words – but
what is in no doubt is the central importance of
culture in the workplace.
Yet what exactly is business, or corporate,
culture? The intangibility of the idea leads many
to resort to metaphors, such as referring to
corporate culture as “the DNA” of an organisation,
which is certainly true – but one yearns for a
much firmer definition. Émile Durkheim, the 19th
century French sociologist, is recognised as the
leading explorer of what culture actually means.
For Durkheim, culture is first and foremost the
medium through which a collective entity presents
itself to itself, and therefore gains a sense of its
own existence. In other words, culture is tribal.
What holds a tribe together? What makes one tribe
superior to another? What values, rituals, common
understandings are shared by the tribe? What
Durkheim did not tell us however was how to deal
with the warp-speed pace of cultural change in
today’s world.
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This state of ‘perma-change’ – driven largely
by the ever-advancing march of AI – leads to
massive, continuous, and radical disruption, in
which the culture of an organisation must keep
pace, or the organisation withers and dies. My
colleague Mark Braithwaite, who heads Odgers
Berndtson’s Asia Pacific business, has written a
book titled Leadership Disrupted which considers
the disruption facing businesses and their leaders.
In his view “culture is about how people interact
with each other – what their shared values are.
If it is part of what people really believe in, then
it becomes part of the culture. So it includes
language, it includes rituals, the way people are
treated, the way they regard their leadership –
these are all part of what I would describe as the
culture.” When people talk about a business’s
culture they are not discussing whether there
are beanbags in the office, or a slide through the
centre. They are talking about what it’s like to work
there, to be there – what are the people like? Will I
like them? Will I fit in?
I supported Mark in writing his book. We
concurred that in today’s disrupted world the
‘command-and-control’ leadership style has
stopped working. Successful organisations are
now listening to people all the way through
them. Companies are changing the mood of the
organisation – an important part of the culture –
to encourage employees to speak up, to make it
‘safe’ to do so. There is a personal element, about
the way the leader of a company behaves, their

odgersberndtson.com

Culture: An introduction
authenticity, their humility, their agility – people see
those things and take note.
Companies that are thriving in a time of
disruption are able to do so because they can
adapt more quickly, whereas some companies are
struggling and don’t know what to do. It is all about
leadership – the companies that are struggling still
have the command-and-control leadership. Today
everything is coming at them too quickly and their
decisions are poorer – their leaders can’t know
everything. Whereas there are companies where
the leadership is much more humble; they know
they can’t know everything, and they have learned
to trust their people. They are decentralising the
decision process, it is much more collaborative.
And this is a massive cultural change.
What we found in our meetings with 70
companies, with more than a $1 trillion in aggregate
revenue, was that companies who are succeeding
in adapting to a fast-changing environment have
a much more open culture than companies that
don’t. Here is just one example of the cultural
change that we found.
The regional head of a major
multinational chemicals company told
us that he started visiting China and
wanted to hear from people on the
factory floor. He started hosting
brown bag lunches, bringing
20 people into the room,
and the workers did not say
anything. Now, China has a
very hierarchical national
culture and the factory
floor workers clearly were
not going to say what they
really think to the ‘boss’.
The regional head said
that he had to re-position
how they saw him, to
be able to get closer. So
this 55-year old had some
photographs taken of
himself skateboarding, with
a tee-shirt and his cap on
backwards, with his son, which
he enjoys doing at weekends.
The photos got ‘leaked’ to social
media and suddenly he seemed to
be human to the factory floor workers.
They started talking to him because they
realised they could. And he told us that he
knows much more today about the business
as a result, and he makes better decisions. This is
cultural change in operation.

@odgersberndtson

There are permanent disruptions happening to
the way we live. The accelerating pace of change
has overtaken our ability to cope with this ‘permachange’. Customers are behaving differently and
the competition is behaving differently and the
implications for companies that do not keep up
with this are that at some point they will be in real
trouble. We found that almost all the CEOs ‘get it’;
they know they need to change. What’s happening
is that these companies know that something is
coming but they are struggling to react. By placing
the issue of culture on the agenda of the Board,
and ensuring that culture is aligned with strategy,
then culture will no longer “eat strategy for lunch”.
The unwritten ‘rules’ that guide the thousands
of decisions employees make throughout the
company every day are tribal – often instinctive
and not thought-through. Yet they are there, and
can make or break the business. ■
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Recruitment

CULTURE
FIT or
CULTURE
ADD?

Hiring for culture fit is on the decline as more
businesses look to recruit talent that brings
SOUZA finds out why
culture add. NATASHA D’
12 OBSERVE 2/19
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ILLUSTRATION: PETER CROWTHER / IKON IMAGES

n a mere decade, the notion of
hiring for “culture fit” – once touted
as a competitive advantage and the
bedrock of corporate recruiting – is
already facing increasing criticism.
From social media behemoth Facebook
to enterprise software leader Atlassian,
some of the world’s most influential
companies are moving away from the
bias-ridden and tribalistic notions of
“culture fit”.
Business leaders understand that a
sophisticated market strategy simply
isn’t enough. “An organisation may have
ambitious growth plans but how will it
achieve them? Businesses alone don’t
create value; people do,” notes Elizabeth
Stewart, Head of Executive Assessment
and Development at Odgers Berndtson
in London. Case in point: highperforming mega-growth businesses
like Uber achieved monumental scale
but faced widespread consumer and
investor scrutiny for systemic lapses in
company culture.
Instead, forward-thinking firms
recognise that a strong, visible culture
serves as a competitive advantage
because it enables an authentic
consumer connection and serves as a
magnet for top talent.

@odgersberndtson

Why hiring for ‘culture fit’ falls flat
At its core, the intention of hiring
for culture fit is about ensuring that
employees are in alignment with the
vision and mission of the company.
Employees that are a poor culture fit
often end up costing an organization
between 50 to 60 per cent of the
person’s annual salary, according
to the Society for Human Resource
Management. But when organisational
culture itself is complex and not easily
defined, it follows that culture fit is
equally amorphous and therefore
difficult to assess. Employee behaviour,
office design and dress code are a
window to company culture but do not
show the whole picture.
The concept of ‘culture fit’ has
increasingly come under fire because it
carries the risk of unconscious bias. In
a 2018 Harvard Business Review article,
Patty McCord – former Chief Talent ➝
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The biggest problem
is that while we invoke
cultural fit as a reason
to hire someone, it is far
more common to use it
to not hire someone

14 OBSERVE 2/19
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Officer at Netflix – who penned the celebrated
‘Netflix Culture: Freedom & Responsibility’ (what
Sheryl Sandberg calls “the most important
document to ever come out of Silicon Valley”)
wrote: “Finding the right people is also not a matter
of ‘culture fit’. What most people really mean when
they say someone is a good fit culturally is that he
or she is someone they’d like to have a beer with.
But people with all sorts of personalities can be
great at the job you need done. This misguided
hiring strategy can also contribute to a company’s
lack of diversity.” Workforce optimisation expert and
Managing Partner of PeopleMax, Brad Wolff agrees.
“We all have our own cognitive biases and are wired
for cultural homogenisation. This why you see startups mostly hiring single people in their twenties and
early thirties.”
“The biggest problem is that while we invoke
cultural fit as a reason to hire someone, it is far more
common to use it to not hire someone,” believes
Wharton management Professor Katherine Klein.
Technology companies – the likes of Facebook,
Pandora, and Atlassian among others – found that
when interviewers were presented with a candidate
who differed enough from themselves to trigger this
unconscious bias, the overwhelming tendency was
to label the interviewee a bad culture fit; a reductive
blanket term that was usually never questioned
further. Over time, this practice of categorisation
contributed to homogenous cultures that ultimately
resulted in a decline in innovation.
Growth mindset
Another complexity when it comes to culture
is company size. The larger and more siloed a
firm, the more opportunities there are for culture
messages from the top to not permeate all the
way through. Take Microsoft which tripled in value
thanks to a well-defined (and well-publicised)
culture overhaul led by CEO Satya Nadella over the
past five years. Inspired by Stanford psychologist
Carol Dweck’s book Mindset, Nadella heavily
evangelised the notion of ‘growth mindset’ as core
to Microsoft’s future. However not all department
heads or employees subscribe to his notion of
making lifelong learning a priority. One senior
Microsoft executive who requested anonymity
said: “Middle management is a vital layer in the
company that needs to embrace, live and breathe
company culture.” Microsoft was her top choice
after graduating from Harvard Business School. “The
most impressionable hires at Microsoft report to this
layer and get all their day-to-day messages and

@odgersberndtson

culture examples from there. Yet when there is even
the slightest lack of buy-in, all the culture messages
from the top get corrupted,” she explained.
Culture changes, values don’t
Forward-thinking companies, realising that culture
can no longer run on auto-pilot, are going back to
the drawing board to define a unified set of values
that can steer employee efforts and strengthen
the recruitment process. “Culture is a byproduct of
character and values,” believes Wolff. “If honesty
and integrity are important to the founder and
important to every employee in the building, it
becomes part of the culture.”
Three years ago, Australia-based software giant
Atlassian completely reframed its recruitment
approach, moving away from culture fit to the
more objective ‘values fit’. The company wanted
to build a culture where everyone can bring “their
truest, most authentic selves to work”. Atlassian
recognised that values need to be “worth living”
for employees to embrace them and be inspired
by them while also acknowledging that people can
hold similar values while exhibiting vastly different
personalities, which, over time, de-homogenises
a company’s culture. Atlassian Co-founder and
Co-CEO Mike Cannon-Brookes says: “Our values
are our attempt at hiring people with the attributes
we want. We understand that even if their skills,
job roles, or industries change, the fundamental
base attributes of how they treat the world, other
people, and their customers won’t change.”
Atlassian pursued a complete redesign of their
interview process, beginning with internal focus
groups to identify which behaviours signal values
alignment versus misalignment.
Another important change was selecting
and training designated ‘values-fit’ interviewers
on topics like structured interviewing and
unconscious bias. Interviewers were balanced
across demographics, job role, and geography and
deliberately chosen to not be experts in the job
a candidate is applying for, to ensure objectivity.
Finally, the values interview carries significant
weight in the recruitment process, poor results
amount to a veto.
The result? Atlassian saw a marked improvement
in overall diversity with the percentage of female
leaders and women in technical roles, both
increasing year on year. The company recognised
that as a business grows and inevitably changes, so
will its culture. But “a strong set of shared values
lets you flex and adapt and roll with the changes – ➝
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and still have the mental, physical, and
emotional bandwidth innovative thinking
requires,” according to Cannon-Brookes.
Beyond culture fit: culture add
When the core values that underpin
company culture are clearly defined, it
empowers hiring managers to identify
candidates who will be a culture add,
not just a culture fit. “Culture fit” can
lead to too many like-minded employees
and complacency, whereas “culture add”
can lead to unique skills, viewpoints, and
ultimately innovation.
It’s a concept that’s now embedded in
the recruitment approaches at several
top-tier firms; Adobe calls it “culture
complement” while IDEO refers to it
as “cultural contribution”. In a popular
LinkedIn post, former IDEO Global
Managing Director Diego Rodriguez
explains: “I don’t optimise for fit with our
existing culture, because over time that
will lead to uniformity and irrelevancy.
Instead, I try to envision a future where
this person’s unique point of view has
shifted how we work and what we value.
I hire for potential cultural contribution.”
Sustaining culture fit
Companies invest significant time and
money in hiring the right people and
providing orientations or “onboarding,”
but cultural integration often ceases
soon after. Amir Goldberg, Associate
Professor of Organisational Behavior
at Stanford’s Graduate School of
Business, believes that companies
which consistently encourage cultural
integration following the employee’s
“point of entry,” enhance an employee’s
ability to recognise and follow standards.
Goldberg’s suggests that in the future,
advanced linguistic analysis, such as
mining employee emails and footage
of their facial/body gestures at work,
can cheaply and accurately predict a
person’s cultural openness. Goldberg
believes these tools could serve as a
valuable supplement to the conventional
work of recruiters and managers
as they undertake employee
assessments and help leaders
“keep a finger on the cultural
pulse of their organisation”. ■

Changing the rules
Organisational culture plays a
key role in many of the strategic
leadership and management
decisions that CEOs must make.
The success or failure of a newly
hired senior executive increasingly
hinges on compatibility – how well
that individual understands and
melds with the company culture
– versus ability and experience. In
fact, culture ranked as the number
two reason why executives
were likely to leave their current
jobs, according to BlueSteps’
2018 Executive Career Outlook
Report. It is critical that executive
candidates also assess company
culture to ensure a fit with their
own personal brand and particular
career goals.
Here are some things to consider
as a CXO candidate, especially
when you’re in the penultimate
stages of the interview process:
1. Supportive senior leadership:
“As the CEO, you’re the Chief
Culture Officer so yes, you will
have the opportunity to influence
the future culture of the company
but you need to check what
kind of a support mechanism
exists among senior leadership,
the people who will amplify
your message throughout the
organization,” recommends Wolff.
2. Power-dynamics between
board of directors/Ex-Com:
While a CEO is the ultimate
authority when it comes to
making management decisions,
the board still wields tremendous
influence. Wolff believes it is vital
for a prospective CEO to have
a “frank conversation” with the
board and uncover the systemic
and market-driven challenges
facing the company and “the
culture of decision-making when
it came to addressing these
issues... was it collaborative and
balanced or skewed in the favor of
a specific party or faction?”
Odgers Berndtson’s Elizabeth
Stewart agrees and suggests
asking the board and/or Ex-Com:
“What was your biggest challenge
last year? In the last five years?
How was a strategy devised
to address these challenges
and who drove this strategy?”
Stewart believes the answers to
this question will reveal “whether
or not the company and your
leadership peers believe in

collaboration and continuous
learning or whether there is a
tendency towards blame culture.”
If you’re vying for another
role in the C-suite, say CFO or
CHRO, Wolff suggests trying
to determine how previous
individuals in these roles are
involved in strategic discussions,
including board meetings, and
whether their input has been
historically both valued and
implemented.
3. Outgoing CEO/CXO
experience
“I would also want permission to
talk with the past CEO to find out
exactly where the gaps are and
what the fundamental business
realities of the organisation are as
he/she sees it,” advises Wolff. “If
the recruiter drags his or her feet
in order to connect you, I would
take that as a bad sign.”
4. The average employee
experience
“Ask to see results of previous
employee engagement surveys. If
designed and executed correctly,
they offer great insights into
what employees really think
about the culture, particularly the
commentary, which the executive
leadership will likely never say,”
notes Stewart.
“Culture is what happens out on
the floor, within departments,
within teams. Come on board
as a consultant for one or two
days and spend time in the
trenches,” advises Wolff. “Walk
about different floors and get a
sense for the workplace energy.
Are individuals interacting with
one another? Do employees look
stressed? What is the setup of the
office: open floor plan or cubicles?
Do leaders/department heads all
have their own private offices?
Does the work space seem
inclusive?” He also recommends
having conversations with a cross
section of people across functions
and job titles and see what
they reveal about the company
culture. What organizations did
employees come from and where
do they tend to go after?
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Cultural change

No longer
the tradition

hey may seem
strange bedfellows
but each of the
T
three sectors
examined below –
and we could have
selected many
others – has one thing in common:
they face new and unforeseen cultural
challenges that demand a different
kind of approach. Each of them –
education, mining and energy – has
to contend with shifts in the way
they consider all aspects of their
activity. Everything from dealing with
technological change to the type
of employee or manager they need,
from diversity issues to fundamental
structural matters to changing the way
they are funded or financed. What
ties them together is that in their own
way they must radically overhaul their
recruitment processes and create new
cultural norms hitherto unseen.
This recent comment from Maria
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Joyce, MEC Mining’s General Manager
Strategy and Business Development
sums up the changing cultural
world in mining. Yet her perceptive
comments can be readily applied
to numerous other sectors. MEC is
an Australian-based, globally active
mining consultancy, specialising in mine
planning, feasibility studies, geology and
onsite professional services solutions for
the mining industry.
Joyce told australianmining.com.
au: “Our industry is rapidly changing;
its highly cyclical nature makes it
tough to attract and retain talent. In
my experience, mining companies
with a strong culture are not only
more collaborative and innovative –
their teams are more resilient when
confronted with change. They respond
faster than their competitors, capitalising
on good market conditions – sometimes
even becoming disruptors themselves.”
Whichever way you look at it cultural
change affects all of us. ➝
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Certain industry sectors such as energy, education
and mining are shaking up their working and
operational cultures to deal with rapidly changing
global landscapes. DAVID CRAIK provides a snapshot
of how these three sectors are responding and
what it means for talent, skills and recruitment

Cultural change
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Cultural change

New technologies
such as robotics are
making an impact
MINING
on global mining
and with it the
need for enhanced
digital skills.
Other changes include an increased
focus on safety, community engagement
and stricter environmental regulations.
The industry is also facing a global
skills shortage with Canada, for example,
seeking 100,000 new workers by 2025*.
Being a more diverse industry will help
but, according to Bloomberg, only 20
per cent of the global mining workforce
is female.
“Recruitment has its challenges from
working in remote locations to the bad
reputation mining has with the new
generations,” says Rosario Astuvilca,
Partner and Head of Odgers Berndtson’s
Mining & Metals practice in Canada.
“We haven’t done a great job in
communicating the importance of the
mining sector for society. Even more
challenging is to recruit women for the

@odgersberndtson

mine sites where they still face
barriers and non-inclusive cultures.
This situation is changing as companies
face the pressure to find talent which
is very scarce.”
How are companies responding?
MiningCo had been missing its
production targets and losing talent
to competitors blaming a workforce
divided by geography, operations,
language and literacy. Consultants Bain
helped it make cultural change its top
priority leading to new safety standards,
language training, community projects
and even bus stops for mining staff.
On diversity BHP (the Anglo-Australian
multinational mining, metals and
petroleum company) vowed in 2016 that
half its 26,000 workforce will be female
by 2025. Representation, helped by more
flexible working, has grown from 17.6 per
cent in 2016 to around 22.4 per cent.
Vancouver-based goldminer Goldcorp
is also driving more diversity including
establishing the University of British
Columbia’s Goldcorp Professorship for
Women in Engineering. ➝

“Even more
challenging is to
recruit women for
the mine sites where
they still face barriers
and non-inclusive
cultures.”
ROSARIO ASTUVILCA,
ODGERS BERNDTSON
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Anna Tudela, VP, Diversity, Regulatory
Affairs and Corporate Secretary at
Newmont Goldcorp, says: “Mining
is striving to be more inclusive and
looking for transferrable skills from
other sectors. At Newmont Goldcorp,
we have an entrepreneurial and
innovative culture that is different from
the traditional structural and procedural
approach. Being more diverse will bring
new perspectives and innovation.”
Newmont Goldcorp runs a scheme
called Creating Choices to train,
develop and mentor women both
internally and from other sectors. “It
covers all areas from administration
to finance and leadership. If we don’t
diversify, we won’t meet demand,”
she explains. “The mining industry has
become more inclusive in the last 10
years. Some mines have breastfeeding
rooms and there is more female specific
work gear.”
*(Source: http://ahki.ca/engineering-labourmarket-in-canada-projections-to-2025/)
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“The mining industry
has become more
inclusive in the past
10 years. Some mines
have breastfeeding
rooms and there is
more female specific
work gear”
ANNA TUDELA,
NEWMONT GOLDCORP

According to Julie
Steiner, Chair of the
Global Education
EDUCATION Practices at Odgers
Berndtson based
in Australia, the
education sector is
going through fundamental change.
“Historically the provision of
education was the domain of
governments. But in many countries,
especially in the developing world,
they can no longer afford to build brick
and mortar schools and universities,”
she states. “This comes as demand
for education is being driven by the
aspirations of a growing band of middleclass parents in developing nations and
governments needing to plan long term
to ensure they have a skilled workforce
relevant to their needs.”
Education is not just a social good
but an economic necessity and has
directly led to the growth of socalled ‘for profit’ providers. “These
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❝

At Newmont Goldcorp, we have
an entrepreneurial and innovative
culture that is different from
the traditional structure

❞
organisations,” says Steiner, “are able
to complement the investment of
governments. Government will still
oversee quality and regulation but are
opening up the provision of education
from kindergarten to the tertiary sector
for commercial providers where the user
will have to pay.”
But there is also another rapidly
moving development – Education
Tech, known as EdTech. Traditional
publishers of content, NPF and
commercial education players, tech
companies, private equity firms and
governments are forming alliances
to focus solely on online delivery of
education and education services.
The driver is education and everincreasing populations of students and
the mechanism is the evolving ease of
access to digital delivery.
The main alliances are forming locally
backed by global investment. The
money for investment at present is in
the developed world and the major
growth will be in the developing world.
Odgers Berndtson recognises that
these changes affect the leadership of
educational organisations.
“Senior leaders must focus on what
the world of work will be in the future
and therefore this will affect education
strategy, policy and investment. Critical
to this is how teachers will teach well
and how student will learn well in a
digital environment,” Steiner explains.
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“We are looking at different sectors, not
just education to find these new leaders.”
Matthew Robb, Partner and Education
Practice Lead at strategic advisors
EY-Parthenon, adds: “Organisations
need people who can innovate, think
about customer service and be more
commercially minded.”
Universities, he adds, are now in a
commercial marketplace. “They are
competing against each other for the
best students. For many that means
less research and more investment
in teacher quality, more up-to-date
courses and using advanced digital
technologies,” he states. “How do we
give students better job opportunities?
Universities are now less knowledge
factories and more talent factories.”
Universities are also looking to
external experts such as PwC which
is working with institutions such as
Russia’s National University of
Science & Technology. In particular, it is
interested in how a conducive research
culture can be built to attract and
retain talented students.
Vanta Education is a commercial
education provider running mainly
online vocational courses. Folline Cullen,
President states: “There are varying
degrees of cultural acceptance when
it comes to using a live online teacher
or pre-recorded. Europeans still hold
to some form of traditional education
and are less inclined to go fully online. ➝
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Developing countries like China
economically need to reach broader
groups of people more quickly so they
are more accepting.”
Vanta’s target is the adult learner
and getting them to be ‘career ready’.
“Businesses want skills like data
analytics and data security. That helps
us develop specific programmes,”
Cullen states.
When it comes to recruitment,
it can be difficult to find academic
management that truly understand it is
a ‘for profit’ business. “Academic leaders
traditionally like to control how they
assess students and communicate with
them. In a commercial business they
need to understand efficiencies and
that universalising such processes are
needed. There needs to be a focus on
the bottom line,” she says.
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When it comes
to recruitment it
can be difficult
to find academic
management that
truly understands it is
a ‘for profit’ business

Technological
advancement,
shifts in regulatory
ENERGY
policy and customer
behaviour are
driving energy
evolution.
“New technologies, renewables, smart
cities and distributed energy resources
means businesses are redefining the
future based on customer requirements,”
says Robert Quinn, Partner and Head
of the Industrial Practice in Odgers
Berndtson’s Toronto office.
One of those is Ontario-based Alectra.
“The unprecedented and rapid
transformation in the global energy
sector is being driven by consumers
wanting more choice in areas such as
home energy systems and technological
innovation. There is also the rebalancing

odgersberndtson.com

Cultural change

❝

New technologies, renewables,
smart cities and distributed energy
resources means businesses are
redefining the future based
on customer requirements

❞

of the grid through decentralisation,
digitisation, decarbonisation and
democratisation,” explains Alectra’s
Chief Executive Officer Brian Bentz.
Alectra’s utility business holds
approximately $5 billion of assets
and delivers electricity to more than
one million customers. It also has an
Energy Services & Solutions Company
(ESS) which in turn has business units
including solar generation and smart
meter implementation.
“There are very different cultures.
There is the project management focus
on safety and reliability in the utility arm
and more customer and technology
focus in the services company,” Bentz
states. “ESS is more agile, but the
way we manage the grid also needs
to change. We have to build a grid
which is not a one-way power flow
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but an ‘Internet of energy’ to meet
the demands of the new prosumers.”
[Essentially a consumer who becomes
involved with designing or customising
products for their own needs].
Alectra needs leaders who understand
these dynamics.
“At one time, our leaders were focused
on asset management skills. Now they
bring the lens of innovation, technology
and customer focus,” he says. “We look
internally but also draw from sectors like
blockchain and cyber security and find
leaders able to provide new customer
solutions,” he adds. “We are looking
at IT start-ups and other industries
which have gone through similar
transformations, like telecoms.”
German utility group E.ON split its
business in 2014. Its power generation
and global energy trading activities ➝

“At one time our
leaders were
focused on asset
management skills.
Now they bring the
lens of innovation,
technology and
customer focus.”
BRIAN BENTZ,
ALECTRA CEO
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became a new unit called Uniper, leaving
E.ON to focus on renewables and energy
efficiency.
“The public is more energised about
climate change, decarbonisation and
pollution,” says Chris Norbury, HR
Director of E.ON UK. “The pressure
to move from carbon to renewables
is enormous and it requires different
capabilities and ways of thinking. In the
new world the customer is everything
and it gives us new purpose and pride to
do good for the planet.”
Employees and leaders need to
be reskilled. “We have invested in
accredited learning and are using the
[UK’s] Apprenticeship Levy to improve
skills in areas such as cyber security and
customer operation,” Norbury says.
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E.ON are also making key external
senior hires when they need niche
strategic capabilities.
“We want people who can use their
experience to help us with smart
solutions for customers,” Norbury
states. “On the retail side it hasn’t been
our heritage to deal with customers
via digital channels so again we need
different IT expertise. Putting capital
investment in a power plant is different
from the more agile and iterative spend
we need for customer platforms.”
In the oil and gas sector, firms are
also making changes. BP has developed
digital twins of every production system
to improve optimisation and promoted
more agile decision through crossfunctional teams. ■

Technological
advancement,
shifts in regulatory
policy and customer
behaviour are driving
energy evolution
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Boardroom
LEADING BY EXAMPLE With an ever changing business,
talent and technological landscape, the onus is now on
boards to take a much more active role in overseeing and
assessing an organisation’s culture. JONATHAN ARNOLD reports

A

t the beginning of
2019, the new draft
of the UK Corporate
Governance Code
stated that boards
must monitor and assess culture and be
satisfied that behaviour throughout
the organisation is in line with the
company’s values.
So far, so sensible. Surely boards
everywhere should be taking a much
more active position when it comes to
recognising the crucial role that culture
plays in the organisation, and not just
leave this element to the CEO and
executive?
Yet understanding and shaping
behaviour and culture is still a relatively
new task for boards and many boards
are struggling to come to terms with
what this additional – yet pivotal –
responsibility actually means for them.
This changing landscape comes at a
time of shifting corporate dynamics.
Because culture is not directly
measurable, boards now must find ways
of assessing it and satisfying themselves
that people are behaving in the way that
is expected of them.
Tony Gaffney, Managing Partner,
Board and CEO Services at Odgers
Berndtson in Canada, believes this
dynamic is critical to success and
whilst hard to get right, it should apply
to boardrooms everywhere. He says:
“Boards are spending more time on the
governance of culture. It is no longer the
sole purview of the CEO to set the tone
within an organisation. Culture is being
viewed more holistically by boards in
terms of its many elements, how they
drive behaviours and define norms
within an organisation.”
Part of this shift links to the changing
nature of ‘culture’ itself within an
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organisation and that it now includes
such areas as Environmental, Social
and Governance (ESG) and the rapid
development of Artificial Intelligence
(AI) to name but two. To recap for
those readers unfamiliar with this
acronym, ESG criteria are a set of
standards for a company’s operations
that socially conscious investors
use to screen potential investments.
Environmental criteria consider how
a company performs when it comes
to what might be called its green
agenda. Social criteria examine how the
organisation manages its relationships
with employees, suppliers, customers
and the communities where it operates.
Governance deals with a company’s
leadership, executive pay, audits, internal
controls and shareholder rights.
Adds Gaffney: “ESG, amongst other
things, defines social purpose, an
important element of culture. As a
result, leading boards are insisting that
no strategy is complete without an
ESG plan.”
When it comes to AI, leading boards
are insisting on clear accountability
for the rules and assumptions used
in machine learning algorithms, as
they relate, for example, to customer
experience and employee interactions.
Culture and AI may seem like strange
bedfellows but there are clearly
defined cultural issues that need to be
addressed. [For more on this rapidly
developing topic see pages 40-42 of
this issue.]
Of course, while boards look at the
organisation’s overall culture, they also
have to be doubly mindful of their own
internal culture within the board. Julia
Poltaratskaya, Managing Partner for
the Executive Development practice at
Odgers Berndtson in Russia, puts the ➝
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“Boards are spending more time on the
governance of culture. It is no longer the
sole purview of the CEO to set the tone
within an organisation. Culture is being
viewed more holistically by boards in
terms of its many elements, how they
drive behaviours and define norms
within an organisation.”
TONY GAFFNEY

@odgersberndtson
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situation in starker terms: “Beware the
one bad apple,” she says. “The impact
of the personal reputation of board
members is extremely important and the
misconduct of any of your directors can
lead to catastrophic results. The culture
and behaviour of the board of directors
forms a culture of behaviour for the
entire organisation.” Poltaratskaya
adds that “a positive reputation of the
company can be immediately ‘killed’ by
a change of the board of directors or
the arrival of new members of the board
of directors who bring ‘toxic’ behaviour
with them”.
Poltaratskaya cites high profile and
well-documented examples – the
dismissal of Uber founder Travis Kalanick
and the shenanigans at Volkswagen
leading to Martin Winterkorn’s fall from
grace over the emissions scandal. There
are plenty of others to choose from. The
impact on the company’s reputation
– and the fallout affecting company
culture – is hard to overestimate.
“Any appointment of a member of
the board of directors of a company
imposes obligations on that person –
since all the qualities and reputation of
the person, both publicly manifested
and visible only within the company
or in personal life, directly affect the
reputation of the company and its fate,”
adds Poltaratskaya. In other words, if
the culture within the board is poor (aka
toxic) then what hope is there for the
rest of the organisation?
A recent KPMG report titled ‘Board
Oversight of Corporate Culture’
was blunt in stating that there must
be greater onus on boards to take
culture seriously. The report stated:
“Corporate culture is front and center
for companies, shareholders, regulators,
employees, and customers. Not
surprisingly, the focus tends to be on
corporate culture as the culprit — with
headlines of sexual harassment, price
gauging, shady sales practices, and
other wrongdoing. As a result, boards
themselves are in the headlines — with
an expectation that they need to ‘fix’
broken cultures.”
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The report went on: “Given the critical
role that corporate culture plays in
driving a company’s performance and
reputation — for better or, as evidenced
by the #MeToo movement, for worse —
it is not surprising that boards today are
reassessing their approach to oversight
of culture. The key question they are
asking is: How can we ‘up our game’
and take a more proactive approach to
understanding, shaping, and assessing
corporate culture?”
In practice this can take on a number
of different facets, as the KPMG report
notes. One CEO declared: “Our board
has dedicated agenda sessions on
culture quarterly where they review
the culture dashboard and the conduct
dashboard. When management leaves
the room, the directors discuss whether
we’re measuring it the right way. Then
they give the CEO their view on how
they think we are doing.”
Peter Montagnon, Associate Director
at the Institute of Business Ethics,
recently stated that: “Boards spend little
time looking in detail at the supply chain
or at customer complaints. On staffing,
they look at survey results but rarely
check sites like Glassdoor, which hosts
worker reviews, to see what recentlydeparted employees say about the
organisation.
“Few are the companies that look at
morale in the supply chain – but this can
tell you a lot about how a company is
perceived by key stakeholders and the
build-up of unwanted stress, as some
supermarkets have learned to their cost.
“All this involves a raft of new work.
Rather than adopt a standardised
clipboard of indicators, boards may do
better to create a ‘culture dashboard’
based on their business’s nature and
their main stakeholders’ concerns.”
Ultimately there are certain things
boards can do (outside of getting their
own culture on an even footing) that
will help the organisation, help the CEO
and the executive and help create better
conditions for growth and reputation
enhancement. Examples of these are
shown in the panel on the right. ■

Five steps for boards

1
2

Understanding
why culture is
vital to ensuring
long-term
business success
Defining
exactly what
the culture
is within the
organisation and
assessing it fairly and
accurately

3

Making sure
that culture
helps align
company
values and purpose
with strategy and
execution

4

Ensuring
that
reward and
performance
evaluation
mechanisms
reinforce the
right leadership
behaviours

5

Defining
the roles of
the audit,
compensation, and
nominating and
governance
committees in the
oversight of culture
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Beware the one bad apple
“The culture and behaviour of the board
of directors forms a culture of behaviour
for the entire organisation. A positive
reputation of the company can be
immediately ‘killed’ by a change of the
board of directors or the arrival of a new
member of the board of directors who
brings in potentially ‘toxic’ behaviour.”
JULIA POLTARATSKAYA

@odgersberndtson
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Review

BROUGHT
TO BOOK

There are
numerous
books about
culture and
its effect
on business
and industry.
Observe
picks some
of the more
interesting
ones…
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The Culture Map:
Decoding How People
Think, Lead, and Get
Things Done Across
Cultures by Erin Meyer
Paperback £10.99/€14/
US $15.99. Also available
as an e-book.
INSEAD professor Erin
Meyer takes readers
through the subtle,
sometimes treacherous
terrain in which
people from starkly
different backgrounds
are expected to
work harmoniously
together. She provides
a field-tested model for
decoding how cultural
differences impact
international business,
and combines a smart
analytical framework
with practical, actionable
advice. One reviewer
said this: “With business
becoming ever global,
there are a raft of
books available on
dealing with cultural
differences. If you only
read one, make it INSEAD
Professor Erin Meyer’s…
Skillfully blend[s] reallife examples… with an
analytical framework…
What brings this book
to life are the numerous
examples Meyer has
encountered, both in her
own life as an American
living in Paris, and in her
experience as running the
Managing Virtual Teams
module at INSEAD.”

The Culture Code:
The Secrets of Highly
Successful Groups by
Daniel Coyle
Paperback £9.99/€13/
US $15. Also available as
e-book.
The Culture Code claims
to reveal the secrets of
some of the best teams
in the world – from Pixar
to Google to US Navy
SEALs – explaining the
three skills such groups
have mastered in order
to generate trust and a
willingness to collaborate.
Combining cutting-edge
science, on-the-ground
insight and practical
ideas for action, it offers
a roadmap for creating
an environment where
innovation flourishes,
problems get solved,
and expectations are
exceeded.
Seth Godin said of
the book: “There are
profound ideas on every
single page, stories that
will change the way you
work, the way you lead,
and the impact you have
on the world. Highly
recommended, an urgent
read.”

The Power of
Company Culture:
How any business can
build a culture that
improves productivity,
performance and profits
by Chris Dyer
Paperback. £19.99/€15/
US $29.95. Also available
as an e-book.
Winner of the best book
in the Independent Press
Award 2018’s Business
General Category,
Dyer’s book states that
while culture is the
foundation for success
in any organisation, it
is no coincidence that
the companies with
the strongest cultures
not only consistently
top the leaderboards
of best places to work
but also have the most
engaged workforces,
are the most in-demand
employers and have
the strongest financial
performance. The Power
of Company Culture
“debunks the myth that
a remarkable company
culture is something that
a business either has or
hasn’t and shows how any
company of any size can
implement and maintain
a world-class culture for
business success.”
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DISRUPTION:
HOW 70 LEADERS
IN ASIA PACIFIC
ARE RESPONDING
MARK BRAITHWAITE

Culture Decks Decoded:
Transform your culture
into a visible, conscious
and tangible asset by
Bretton Putter
Paperback £14.99/
€19.50/US $ Also
available as an e-book.
Start-up and high-growth
company culture expert
Bretton Putter’s lofty
claim is that this ‘first
of its kind’ handbook
details what a culture
deck is and explains how
successful companies use
theirs to gain an unfair
competitive advantage.
Your company’s culture,
Putter believes, can be
either a strategic asset or
a potential liability – yet
it’s hardly a secret that
many companies pay lip
service to culture without
truly living it. But what
is culture, really? Putter
takes the reader on a
journey through some
of the most effective
and thoughtful culture
decks illustrating how
companies think about
their culture – from
household names like
Netflix, LinkedIn and Etsy
to companies on the
cutting edge of culture
like Next Jump, Valve
and HotJar.
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Lab Rats: Why Modern
Work Makes People
Miserable by Dan Lyons
Paperback. £9.99/€13/
US $15. Also available as
an e-book.

The Future Is Asian:
Global Order in the 21st
Century by Parag Khanna
Hardback. £20.00/€26/
US $29.95. Also available
as an e-book.

With the rise of AI,
automation, robotics
and more the culture
of the workplace is
changing forever. With
the same wit that made
Lyons’ Disrupted an
international bestseller, he
shows how the hypocrisy
of Silicon Valley has
been exported globally
to a job near you. Even
low-grade employees
are now expected to
view their jobs with a
cult-like fervour, despite
diminishing prospects
of promotion. From the
gig economy to the new
digital oligarchs, Lyons
takes to task the new
work climate, while asking
what can be done to
recoup some sanity and
dignity for the expanding
class of middle-class
serfs. Skewering
corporate jargon,
management science and,
worst of all, enforced fun,
Lyons’ waggish jeremiad
lays out how the world
of work has changed for
the worse.

If you want to get a
firm grip on how the
Asian business world
is changing – and what
to do about it – then
this is the book for you.
The Wall Street Journal
rightly declared: “[Asia]
is becoming increasingly
blended into one political,
cultural and economic
unit poised to overtake
a waning West... The
Future Is Asian offers a
valuable and thoroughly
researched analysis of
one course that the
region may take.” Or, as
Lawrence H. Summers,
Former Secretary
of the US Treasury,
Former Director of the
National Economic
Council, and Harvard
President Emeritus put
it: “Understanding the
global economy in this
century means above
all understanding that
it is likely to be an
Asian Century. Parag
Khanna’s important
book provides a rich
perspective going well
beyond the economic
statistics. Everyone
concerned with the
future of the global
economy should consider
its arguments.”

Leadership Disrupted by
Mark Braithwaite
Available as an e-book.
Go to:
odgersberndtson.com/
insights to download
your free copy
Mark Braithwaite, who is
Managing Director of
Odgers Berndtson in
Asia Pacific, says that
leadership is being
challenged like never
before and that
company cultures
formed in earlier times
need urgent change
to keep pace with new
realities. Braithwaite’s
book declares that senior
leaders have to embody
that evolution.
For senior leaders
today, he adds, the
challenges are multiple.
They have to lead humbly
and communicate their
message in new ways
that resonate with websavvy employee teams.
Encouraging risk-taking
is part of their remit too,
but that is never easy in
companies clinging to
long-obsolete models
of success. Seventy
APAC leaders of big
name, highly-successful
global companies, across
multiple industry sectors
were interviewed faceto-face.
The results make
fascinating reading.
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✲
Canadian airline WestJet is lauded for
its extraordinary company culture

WHERE
CULTURE
TAKES OFF
spoke to two senior
executives at the airline to find
out why culture is at the heart of
everything it does

LOUISE HOFFMAN

W

hen Lisa Helfrick, Senior Manager
of Talent, joined Calgary-based
WestJet Airlines in 2017, she knew
the company’s culture would be
a competitive driver in attracting top talent to
support its transformation from a successful lowcost carrier to a global full-service network carrier.
“Whether we are speaking with leaders in the
Middle East, New Zealand, Canada or the UK, the
common response to ‘What do you know about
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WestJet?’ is ‘Its strong culture of caring and
challenger mindset’,” she enthuses.
Indeed, this was the vision for WestJet from its
very inception in 1996, when the company’s four
founders – including Clive Beddoe, current Chair
of WestJet’s board – laid the foundations for a
uniquely humanised airline. Here, passengers are
referred to as ‘guests’, employees are known as
‘WestJetters’, executives fly economy, and fun is
positively encouraged.
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With a mission ‘to enrich the lives of everyone in WestJet’s world’,
the organisation operates a people-focused business model.
Its original core principles are today represented by four values,
which really cut to the heart of the WestJet ethos.
Namely: act like an owner; care from the heart;
rise to the challenge; and work together to win

With a mission ‘to enrich the lives of everyone
in WestJet’s world’, the organisation operates a
people-focused business model. Its original core
principles are today represented by four values,
which really cut to the heart of the WestJet ethos.
Namely: act like an owner; care from the heart; rise
to the challenge; and work together to win.
“When it comes to acting like an owner, 86 per
cent of our 14,000 employees participate in our
employee share purchase programme. They also

@odgersberndtson

receive a profit share each year, assuming we’ve
done well – and in the last 13 years we’ve only had
one quarter where we haven’t been profitable. It
really has led to a ‘we’re all in this together and
each of us has a role to play’ approach,” Mark
Porter, WestJet’s Executive Vice-President People
and Culture, tells Observe.
It’s an approach that applies throughout the
company’s notably flat organisational structure.
The distinct lack of hierarchy sees the CEO and all ➝
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Passengers are
referred to as ‘guests’,
employees are known
as ‘WestJetters’,
executives fly economy,
and fun is positively
encouraged

The directors
deliberately chose
people for commercial
roles who did not have
airline backgrounds but
came from other guestfacing sectors, such as
the hotel industry

A collaborative
approach
(to interviewing
prospective employees)
is adopted, with
WestJetters of all levels
frequently involved in
the talent selection
process

Mark Porter, WestJet’s
Executive Vice-President
for People and Culture

senior executives making in-flight announcements,
serving drinks to guests and pitching in with cabincleaning duties (or “grooming”) alongside the
frontline crew.
“If you’re serving guests a coffee and having a
chat with them, they’re much more open to talk
to you. Plus, it’s a great opportunity to have real
conversations with our crew and get their feedback
on how we’re doing as a leadership team,” Porter
explains. “At the end of the day, we wouldn’t be
where we are without our guests or phenomenal
crew, and the little bit we can do to help goes a
long way.”
As well as going the extra mile for colleagues
and guests on a daily basis, the helping hand of the
WestJetters is extended to the wider community
through the organisation’s ‘Christmas Miracle’ – an
annual giving campaign, for which a tear-jerking
video is released each year that quickly goes viral.
Adds Porter: “A few years ago we set ourselves a
target of ‘mini miracles’ and asked each WestJetter
to do something for somebody in their community
– whether it be buying them a cup of coffee, or
shovelling snow off their driveway. In the end, more
than 30,000 miracles happened!”
Crafting culture
Naturally, talent acquisition and empathetic
management have from the very outset been key
in building and shaping such WestJet’s unique
corporate culture.
“Initially, the directors deliberately chose people
for commercial roles who did not have airline
backgrounds but came from other guest-facing
sectors, such as the hotel industry. They also spent
quite a bit of time – as we do today – on hiring, to
find the right fit for WestJet. Those people who
showcase empathy, are giving, are challengers, who
are open to working across different boundaries,
and are willing to roll up their sleeves,” says Porter.
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Despite being, in Porter’s words, “middle of the
pack” when it comes to remuneration, the company
is still able to attract a strong line-up of quality
applicants due to its lauded corporate culture. The
issue, then, is how to screen and identify those who
will flourish under the WestJet model.
“During the assessment process we seek to
identify evidence of our four core values,” says
Lisa Helfrick. “We ask a series of questions that
allow us to listen for things like putting others
first; going above and beyond; natural leadership
and ownership; problem-solving and learning
agility; and professionalism during conflict or crisis.
Consider the pressure much of our frontline is

under every day with uncontrollable flight delays
or other trip interruptions; when a guest has been
impacted and becomes frustrated, our WestJetters
aim to achieve a positive outcome with that guest.
That takes a lot of empathy, agility and patience
to manage.”
Potential candidates are also required to take
part in a group ‘talent audition’, so that their teamworking skills and reactions to certain scenarios can
be observed. As ever, a collaborative approach is
adopted, with WestJetters of all levels frequently
involved in the talent selection process.
“I had board members as well as frontline
employees interview me for my senior leader role,” ➝

86 per cent of WestJet’s 14,000
employees participate in its employee
share purchase programme. It has led
to a ‘we’re all in this together and each
employee has a role to play’ approach

@odgersberndtson
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Lisa Helfrick, WestJet’s Senior Manager of Talent:
“... it’s pretty incredible how much of our
strategy actually stems from the strength of our
leadership visibility and direct feedback from our
WestJetters – especially around culture...”

of the ways WestJet keeps its culture alive is
by involving its people. The Culture Champion
Network is a group of 120 WestJetters from across
the company, with a 50 per cent annual rotation,
which meets quarterly to discuss what’s working
and what isn’t. “We have people coming from as far
as Montreal and Vancouver Island to spend a halfday with the executive leadership team so we can
get their feedback and test out ideas, new features
and policy changes. Our belief is that a successful
culture isn’t just about two or three executives at
the top – every WestJetter creates that success,”
Porter enthuses.

Porter points out. “Having that group approach to
selection means that everyone can come at it from
a different angle.”
Challenging the challengers
Easy-going the company’s approach may be, but
easy to maintain it is not – particularly for leaders. “I
can’t think of another Canadian organisation that’s
our size or larger where employees have direct
access to the executive team. This is a difficult
expectation to maintain with the on-going growth
of our employee base,” says Helfrick.
“Just this morning, a 10-minute journey from
the airport parking lot to this room took me
30-40 minutes, because I was being stopped
by WestJetters wanting to catch up, share great
stories or ask questions. So it’s that visibility that
makes the demands much higher, and it requires us
to invest in more training and development for our
leaders,” Porter adds.
Ironically, the unique culture that has driven
WestJet’s success has also presented challenges to
the organisation’s evolving global business strategy.
Once the only non-unionised airline in North
America, the company has seen its pilots, cabin
crew and flight dispatchers unionise in the last year.
“Culture alignment is proving to be a big test for
the organisation, in terms of how we continue this
friendly, non-hierarchical culture and still have some
groups seeking more structure.”
It will come as no surprise, however, that one
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Over the horizon
So, with a string of impressive business awards
to its name, including ‘Canada’s Most Admired
Corporate Culture’ (Waterstone Human Capital),
‘Canada’s Most Attractive Employer’ (Randstad)
and ‘Best Airline in Canada’ (TripAdvisor), what
does the future hold for WestJet?
“The next chapter is going global,” Mark states.
“We’ve already expanded outside of the US
footprint – now flying to Europe, the UK and Hawaii
– and our first three 787 Dreamliners have begun
flying from Calgary to Gatwick, Charles de Gaulle
and Dublin. The next chapter also involves targeting
the premium guest – the business traveller – which,
again, is a big change for our WestJetters.”
With new faces taking over WestJet’s executive
leadership team in the past five years, including the
CEO, new aspirations have brought about much
internal change for the company. But Helfrick
believes this is par for the course when evolving
into a more competitive, global business. From a
hiring perspective, it has also enabled the company
to bring in senior leaders with experience in cultural
change management and brand transformation.
“We’re in the heart of that transition right now,”
she says, “but when we think about the vision we’re
embarking upon, it’s pretty incredible how much of
our strategy actually stems from the strength of our
leadership visibility and direct feedback from our
WestJetters – especially around culture. And I’m
sure you’ve heard the phrase ‘culture eats business
strategy for breakfast’...!” ■
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AI: AI: CULTURE’S
NEXT BIG
CHALLENGE
CAN ‘CULTURE’
BE PROGRAMMED
INTO ARTIFICIAL
INTELLIGENCE?
OR IS IT JUST ONE
STEP TOO FAR?
LOUISE HOFFMAN
SEEKS SOME ANSWERS

On March 23 2016, Microsoft launched ‘Tay’, a
state-of-the-art artificial intelligence (AI) chatbot,
which was designed to learn from its interactions
with human beings via Twitter. In less than 24 hours,
it became a racist, misogynist, neo-Nazi – and had
its plug unceremoniously pulled by the creators.
Shortly after the shutdown of Tay, Corporate
Vice President of Microsoft Healthcare Peter Lee
published a blog, saying: “We are deeply sorry for
the unintended offensive and hurtful tweets... which
do not represent who we are or what we stand for”.
A light-hearted experiment gone wrong it
may have been, but the incident and subsequent
apology highlighted a big issue facing developers:
that is, how do we ensure that AI systems hold
cultural and ethical values?
In truth, Tay is one of many recent examples of
the pitfalls of machine learning. In 2017, researchers
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from Princeton University and the University of
Bath demonstrated that AI can learn human-like
semantic biases from written texts. They studied
millions of words online, looking specifically at their
proximity to each other – i.e. the same approach
used by automatic translation systems to learn the
meaning of language. Their findings showed that
male names were more closely associated with
maths-, science- and career-related terms, while
female names were primarily linked with artisticand family-related terms. There were also strong
links between European or American names and
pleasant terms, while African-American names were
often associated with unpleasant terms.
“Our work has implications for AI and machine
learning because of the concern that these
technologies may perpetuate cultural stereotypes,”
said the researchers. “Already, popular online
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➝

translation systems incorporate some of the biases
we study... [and] further concerns may arise as AI is
given agency in our society.”

‘GARBAGE IN, GARBAGE OUT’
Left unaddressed, this kind of bias has the power to
significantly impact on people’s lives as the world’s
most influential institutions ramp up their use of
AI. For instance, there are already claims that it
has led to racial and gender discrimination against
bank loan applicants, as a result of the systems
drawing upon data that reflects social and cultural
inequalities. After all, AI is only as good as the
information it is fed – ‘garbage in, garbage out’, so
the saying goes.
Many financial services companies are now
focusing their efforts on developing ethical AI,
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in the hope of setting new standards across the
sector as a whole. But, as Jiahao Chen – formerly
a research scientist at Capital One and now VP of
AI Research at JPMorgan Chase – has pointed out,
it’s no easy prospect: “The first clear challenge...
is demonstrating that a machine-learning model
meant to make credit decisions complies with fairlending laws. Laws like the [United States’] Equal
Credit Opportunity Act require banks to show that
the way they extend credit to customers does
not discriminate on the basis of protected classes
such as race, colour, religion, national origin, sex,
marital status and age. However, translating these
legal notions into precise mathematical statements
immediately presents the problem of having
multiple legal notions of fairness.
“There is ‘disparate treatment’, treating people
differently based on their protected attribute, and ➝
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GET THE DATA QUALITY RIGHT, AND THE
POSSIBILITIES COULD, IN THEORY,
BE ENDLESS – PARTICULARLY IN BUSINESS
also ‘disparate impact’, in which the outcome of a
policy could be evidence of discrimination. Banks
want to be fair in both senses, with respect to the
inputs to a decision as well as the outcomes of a
decision. The challenge of fully mitigating both
disparate treatment and disparate impact risks...
requires a discussion between business leaders,
data scientists and legal experts to determine
the best risk-management strategy for each
application. It also requires a decidedly humancentred approach to instil confidence that machinegenerated decisions are being made with the
customer’s interest in mind.”

THE CULTURE QUESTION
Fair-lending legalities are the tip of the iceberg
when it comes to developing the next generation
of ‘enculturated’ AI systems. Another key factor is
cultural context; since ethics and values vary from
community to community across the world, whose
culture are we talking about when we discuss
ethical AI? Or is it possible that AI systems could be
designed to take cultural diversity into account?
Kenneth D Forbus, Walter P Murphy Professor
of Computer Science and Professor of Education
at Northwestern University in the US, is closely
involved in research into the relationship between
AI and culture. Recognising that people’s choices
are rooted in their environment, upbringing and
experience, he believes “creating AI systems
that can take culturally influenced reasoning
into account is crucial for creating accurate and
effective computational supports for analysts,
policymakers, consumers and citizens”.
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Indeed, headway has already been made in
developing AI that can do this by analysing cultural
narratives. “Recent progress... has provided systems
that form the basis for a new analogy-based
technology for AI. That is, given a new problem, a
system can use a human-like retrieval process to
find a similar prior situation, and ascertain how it
applies,” he explains.
Forbus predicts that building cultural models
via analogical learning from a culture’s narratives
could eventually lead to AI systems that, for
instance, would assist decision-makers in
understanding how different cultural groups
might react to new regulations, or help
negotiators to find common ground.
“As AI systems become more intelligent and
flexible, having them become full-fledged partners
in our culture seems like a promising way to
ensure that they are beneficial in their impacts,”
he reasons.
So, as computer scientists and developers
grapple with the issue of how to deploy objective
yet culturally relevant AI in a complex human
world, the future of machine intelligence, it seems,
lies chiefly in its input. Get the data quality right,
and the possibilities could, in theory, be endless –
particularly in business.
“Consider for one moment a truly data-driven
organisation,” said Jean-Philippe Courtois, Microsoft
EVP and President of Global Sales, Marketing and
Operations, at the 2018 World Economic Forum.
“The ability to utilise information in real-time across
the entire organisation to make fluid business
decisions can be transformative to a company’s
culture.” ■
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argues that it is
high time the diversity debate
included neurodivergent
individuals – those with autism,
attention deficit disorders,
dyslexia, dyscalculia, dyspraxia
and other neurological
conditions

PICTURE CREDIT

LAURA JAMES

D

iversity in the workplace
is much discussed, but
often this public discourse
relates to gender, ethnicity
and physical disability. It’s
rarer that the debate focuses on issues
surrounding neurodiversity, although
neurodivergent individuals can offer new
ways of thinking to organisations looking
for creative problem-solvers.
Neurodiversity relates to the way our
brains process information. The term
was coined by Australian social scientist
Judy Singer. The word itself was one of
many ideas in her 1998 honours thesis,
which mapped out the emergence of a
new category of disability that, until that
point, had not been named.
Broadly speaking, the term takes
in autism, attention deficit disorders,
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dyslexia, dyscalculia, dyspraxia and other
neurological conditions. Proponents of
neurodiversity – led most prominently
by autistic adults – argue that while
neurodivergent people are different,
they are not less and that their rights
should be given the same weight as
those of so-called neurotypicals.
Neurodiversity is a relatively new
concept and self-advocates have
come to the fore only since the advent
of social media. It is, then, perhaps
understandable that recruiters are
only now becoming more aware of the
benefits neurodivergent people can
bring to the workplace and the relatively
minor accommodations needed to
help them successfully navigate the
recruitment process. Many, for example,
may fail at interview stage simply

PICTURE CREDIT

Inclusion & diversity

because they are reluctant to make
eye contact or cannot get through
psychometric or personality tests.
While data on the neurodiverse
population is sparse, figures on autism
and employment paint a picture of
residual bias. According to the UK’s
National Autistic Society, just 16 per
cent of autistic adults are in full-time
employment. In the US, 85 per cent
of autistic graduates are unemployed,
compared to the national unemployment
rate of 4.5 per cent.
That such a rich vein of creative
talent is not being mined by industry
and business is particularly depressing
when one looks at the huge advantages
neurodiverse thinking can bring to a
company.
Jane Griffith, Partner and National ➝
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Diversity Leader at Odgers Berndtson
in Toronto, believes neurodiverse
individuals can provide new
perspectives: “People on the autism
spectrum, for example, are often very
intelligent and are able to process data
and see patterns. They have a great
work ethic and the ability to focus when
accommodations are made,” she says.
Solving problems in a different way
Wayne Deakin is Executive Creative
Director of Huge London, the EMEA
office for a global digital agency. He
describes himself as having highfunctioning autism spectrum disorder
and leads a team of creatives, designers
and technologists. He believes his autism
is helpful in his role.
“My job,” he says, “is all about looking
at and solving problems in a different
way. I think most creatives are wired
differently. [Neurodivergent people
bring] problem-solving skills that
offer businesses or organisations real
competitive advantages.”
Nicole Radziwill, a VP at Intelex
Technologies in Toronto, is an executive
advisor to C-suite leadership and an
internal consultant to the rest of the
organisation. She is also autistic.
“I’m the keeper,” she says, “of a whole
discipline’s worth of information for
my company. Sales people come to me
for help and advice on how to position
their demos because I can draw from
hundreds of different examples stored
in my head. And if I don’t have an
appropriate example I can mine the
research literature and find an answer
pretty quickly.”
Most workplace neurodiversity
programmes focus on autistic people,
but there is no reason they cannot
extend to those with dyslexia, dyspraxia,
ADHD and other neurodivergences.
A number of these programmes
cover STEM subjects or areas where
systemising is important. There tend to
be fewer that cover off the softer areas
of business or creativity, such as human
resources or marketing.
Marie O’Riordan is a Senior Public
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Relations and Communications Manager
at PFS, one of Europe’s top FinTechs.
O’Riordan is a savant, meaning she was
born with eidetic/photographic memory
and auditory recall. She finds the world
highly mathematical and can focus in on
minute details. She believes her softer
skills make her effective in her role.
“I am naturally very deeply
empathetic,” she says, “and I feel this has
been a huge advantage in my career in
relating to people and audiences. We
[neurodivergent people] literally see the
world differently and are natural-born
problem solvers. This can only be an
advantage in a highly disruptive industry
such as FinTech.”
Authentic selves
Roxanne Hobbs, of the Hobbs
Consultancy, is an inclusivity coach and
works with companies to highlight the
importance of diversity and inclusion.
She is a strong advocate of ‘people
turning up as their authentic selves in
the workplace’.
She, too, believes now is the time for
greater neurodiversity at senior levels
across business and industry. “Most
neurodivergent people have spiky
profiles,” she says, “which means they
might be brilliant at some things and
have other things they struggle with.
Inclusion of neurodiversity makes sense
to me when you’re thinking about the
intelligence of a system. If you have
people in it with spiky profiles then the
intelligence of the system will be greater.
By bringing in neurodivergence the
system works better for everyone.”
Jane Griffith adds: “As much as we
hear the need for normalising female
leadership or leadership from people
of color, I would argue it’s the same for
neurodivergent people. People will see
it’s possible and say ‘that person has
done it, so I can do it’.
“We all filter things through our own
experience. If we have people sitting on
the board or in a leadership position
that have lived experience they will have
a better appreciation and knowledge
of the types of accommodation that
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would work. The standard recruitment
process is set up in a really colonial
manner, with processes geared to abled,
white men. Anybody outside needs a
change to the process. We know, for
example, that men will apply [for a
position] when they have met 60 per
cent of the criteria; women won’t apply
until they have met 100 per cent.
“If there are neurodivergent
people who aren’t comfortable with
interviewing because, say, it involves
eye contact, our job as recruiters is to
accommodate them with a process that
is able to bring out their skills. We need
to be testing and finding people’s skills
not the potholes that are going to sink
them. We want them to be their best.”
Accessing neurodivergent talent
A more positive sign of change is that
a growing number of companies are
keen to access neurodivergent talent
and have made changes to their HR
processes to facilitate it. Among them
are Hewlett Packard Enterprise (HPE),
Microsoft and Ford. Another – Goldman
Sachs – is specifically targeting autistic
candidates. It is launching an eight-week
paid internship programme for those
who identify as neurodiverse, the aim
being to reach a point where 1 per cent
of its employees are neurodivergent.
Maureen Steltman, who is Head of
School at Fraser Academy in Vancouver
and is herself dyslexic, believes that with
the right accommodations anything
is possible. She says: “People with
differences are not well suited to a
traditional work environment, but they
still can find their way and prosper in a
company, by knowing themselves and
understanding their needs.
“If you’re looking at it from an
employer’s perspective the most
important question is: do they have the
ability to reflect on their own needs and
do they have the ability to ask for the
accommodations they’ll need? We call it
self-advocacy.” ■
Laura James is the author of Odd Girl Out:
An Autistic Woman in a Neurotypical World
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HOW IMPORTANT IS CULTURE?
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[Source: hays.com]

Hays’ 2017
‘What People Want
Report’ found that

47%
of people

➧

actively
looking
for new
positions say
company
culture is the
main reason.

CORPORATE
CULTURE
A GLOBAL DATA SNAPSHOT

TOP 10 COMPANIES

Comparably’s
annual Best
Company
Culture survey
ranks those
companies that
received the
highest ratings
by employees.
Information is
gathered via
anonymous
feedback on
a variety of
workplace culture
questions ranging
from work
environment to
compensation
to leadership.
The 2018 top 10
winners in the
large company
category were:
1. Costco
2. Google
3. T-Mobile
4. HubSpot
5. Aflac
6. Insight Global
7. Intuit
8. Salesforce
9. Blizzard
Entertainment
10. Starbucks
[Source:
comparably.com]

NORTH AMERICAN CEOS AND CFOS

A study by Shiva Rajgopal,
an accounting professor at
Columbia Business School and
three co-authors from Duke’s
Fuqua School of Business
surveyed more than 1,400 North
American CEOs and CFOs over
13 months, ending in October
2015. They found that:
More than 90% said
that culture was
important at their firms
92% said they believed
improving their firm’s
corporate culture would
improve the value of
the company
More than 50% said
corporate culture
influences productivity,
creativity, profitability, firm
value and growth rates.
Only 15 per cent said their
firm’s corporate culture was
where it needed to be.
[Source: fuqua.duke.edu]
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A 2016 study by Deloitte looked
at whether respondents from
different countries across
the globe ranked culture as
‘important’ or ‘very important’.
Australia came top and Italy
bottom:

AUSTRALIA 94%
JAPAN 91%
CANADA 90%
SOUTH AFRICA 80%
CHINA 88%
INDIA 88%
NETHERLANDS 87%
UK 87%
USA 86%
BRAZIL 85%
BELGIUM 84%
MEXICO 84%
GERMANY 82%
SPAIN 82%
FRANCE 81%
ITALY 80%
[Source: deloitte.com]
IS CULTURE A COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE?

82%
of the respondents to Deloitte’s

2016 Global Human Capital
Trends Survey said they believe
that culture is a potential
competitive advantage
[Source: deloitte.com]
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THE EFFECTS OF TOXIC COMPANY CULTURE

GO.CULTUREIQ.COM SURVEY

A 2018 UK report called ‘The
Culture Economy’, and
produced by breatheHR,
has revealed the
damaging effects of
toxic company culture.
The report claims
that culture has a
clear impact not just on
business success, but on the
wider economy and reveals that
poor company culture costs
£23.6 billion per year.
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Of those UK
workers lacking
trust in their leaders
28% cite a lack of
authenticity, 35%
self-centredness,
38% are playing too
much ‘office politics’

SAMUEL ZELLER UNSPLASH

It found that:
50% of respondents cited
a lack of transparency as
the reason why they don’t
trust their business leaders.

A 2017 survey of more than
500 HR professionals across
numerous industries conducted
by CultureIQ and HR.com
found that:

73% 52%

of respondents said leadership
believed great
buy-in is
corporate
the biggest
culture drives
obstacle to
competitive
strengthening
advantage for
culture
their company,
resulting in higher engagement
levels and a stronger brand
COMPANY CULTURE RATINGS

ABOVE AVERAGE: 40%

[Source: breatheHR.com]

AVERAGE: 33%

JOB TURNOVER DEPENDING ON COMPANY CULTURE
COMPANIES WITH POSITIVE CULTURE

A Columbia
University study
showed that the
likelihood of job
turnover at an
organisation with
positively reviewed
company culture
is a mere

iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii
iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii
iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii
iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii 13.9%,
to
iiiiii iiiiiiiiiiiiii compared
turnover in
COMPANIES WITH POOR CULTURE

negatively reviewed
company cultures at

iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii 48.4%.
Turnover is an
metric,
iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii important
the study found,
not only says
iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii that
a lot about your
but can also
iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii culture,
be used to quantify
building
iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii culture
initiatives.

[Source: columbia.edu]
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BELOW AVERAGE: 27%

Only 40% rated their company culture as
above average; 33% rated average;
27% rated below average.
Lack of senior management and not
enough resources were selected as the
top two reasons why organisations do
not actively manage culture
[Source: go.cultureiq.com]

WILLIS TOWERS WATSON SURVEY

According to human
resources consultancy Willis
Towers Watson, low-level
engagement within companies
results in a 33% decrease in
operating income and an 11%
decrease in earnings growth,
whereas companies with
high-level engagement have
a 19% increase in operating
income and a 28% increase in
earnings growth
[Source: willistowerswatson.com]
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Collaborative Culture
By building strong teams that draw on our combined experience,
expertise and contacts across the world, we deliver the
best possible search results.
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Arts and culture

Where culture and ethics meet

PHOTOS: NICK DAWE

World renowned
dancer Akram Khan
talks exclusively to
NICOLA MÜLLERSCHÖN about his
approach to contemporary
dance and the cultural
questions that come with it
➝
@odgersberndtson
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NM: Akram, you have just been honoured
with the Outstanding Achievement
in Dance Award at the prestigious
Laurence Olivier Awards. Huge
congratulations! What does this award
mean for you?
AK: It is always very moving for
any artist to receive that kind of
acknowledgment, and the Olivier Award
is quite special. It is really nice because
I received one for Desh, which was my
first full-length solo piece, and I also
received one for Xenos for my last solo,
which is like a full circle. I feel very
honoured, really lucky.
NM: We are meeting in the middle
of rehearsals for your new company
production Outwitting the Devil which
will premiere in Stuttgart in July. You
won’t be on stage yourself, but you act
as the choreographer bringing together
six individuals. How do you find new
talent and how do you know that they fit
your company ethos?
AK: We always have an open audition
then we select those that we feel would
be right for this particular project. How
do I know they are right? We really
don’t until we have had a shared history.
The problem with auditions or any
interview for a job is that you show the
best side of yourself to get the job, but
then you have to keep the job. For me
it is not just about talent and neither is
it just about a specific character. I am
looking for people who are willing to go
on a very particular kind of journey. We
are not asking them just to be dancers.
We are asking them to be thinkers.
NM: You are British by birth, Bangladeshi
by family heritage. You are the prime
example of the intercultural ambassador
which combines an awareness of
important topics with a kind of branding.
Is that a blessing or a curse?
AK: I am not an ambassador for a
particular colour with a particular
heritage. There are so many of us. I am
just lucky and very fortunate to have
been supported at the right time and
the right place. But I think it is important
that we question who tells the stories.
For too long the Western white man
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has been telling the story and writing
history for us. And it is just not right. It
is just not fair. It never has been fair. As
you said, I am British-Bangladeshi, I tick
the box, and that becomes your identity
or your voice, and that is the very thing
I am trying to lose now. I want people
to ask the questions of not where he is
from, but what are the questions he is
asking. Not what is he, but what does
he do. That breaks the identity. That
is why I love movement, that is why
I love dance so much, because it has
huge scope to break boxes. A friend
of mine was telling me a story which is
so profound: There was this Western
journalist-photographer, who said to an
Amazonian tribe: ‘The future is in front
of us, and the past is behind us, it is
gone, but the future is ahead of us.’ And
the tribe leader said: ‘The past is in front
of us, because we can see it. The future
is behind us, because we cannot see it.’
So I am interested in blurring past and
future, we cannot just look at the future,
if we do not understand the past.
NM: How do you transfer this awareness
to economy, society, our everyday world?
AK: We don’t have a choice anymore.
I think we all globally have a kind of
dementia of our past mistakes. We don’t
see the past as mistakes. We are doing
this interview as if everything is fine.
It is not fine. We will be eliminated by
nature. But then again, maybe moving
and waking up in the morning, gives us
a sense of hope. To move is to hope.
That is why we get up and do this
interview.
NM: Is your work in the company also
a possibility to spread the word? Is the
company a tool for that vision?
AK: I think more so now than it ever has
been. All companies have to embrace
that. We have to do it, because our
children will be left. We are the first
generation to know that we are messing
up the world, and we are also the last
generation that can do anything about
it. That statement in itself is terrifying.
So it is not just my responsibility, it is all
our responsibilities. We are so hooked
up on present time, that we are not ➝
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seeing the future by learning about our
past mistakes. And it has to go right
down to the top people, to heads of
corporations, to politicians, because
they have children, too. And money is
not going to save them.
NM: You are 44 years old and you have
retired from stage as a solo dancer. In
the business world it is not necessarily
the physical body that tells you when to
stop, but social conventions. A 55-yearold person might find it hard to find
a new job, despite the fact that there
might be at least 10 years of working
time ahead. In Outwitting the Devil you
work with an older dancer, the amazing
Dominique Petit. Why did you choose
him?

AK: I wanted to reflect time on the
body. How we as a global society,
especially Western society, see the old
as irrelevant. We forget that the old is
also the new.
NM: What is the benefit of including
older people in the work environment?
AK: I tell you what was not the benefit
with the older generation and the
younger generation: the patriarchal
system, the hierarchy. So I made it
horizontal. You are no less or more than
me, whether you are 20 or whether
you are 70. We all have an equal
responsibility.
NM: When you started the company
20 years ago you described its driving
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force thus: ‘The rules were simple: take
risks, think big and daring, explore
the unfamiliar, avoid compromise and
tell stories through dance that are
compelling and relevant, with artistic
integrity.’ Are these rules still relevant for
you or have they changed?
AK: Well, for me now the rules are
complex. Take risks, for sure, putting
yourself in the unknown. The problem is,
we are too comfortable we know where
we are too often. You have a house, you
have a street you have friends in that
street. Everything is set, everything is
structured you feel safe. We have to
put ourselves in an unfamiliar place, so
taking risks is important. Think big and
daring – no, I would say, think small
and daring.
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Akram Khan is one of the most
celebrated and respected dance
artists today. In just over 19 years
he has created a body of work
that has contributed significantly
to the arts worldwide. His
reputation has been built on
the success of imaginative,
highly accessible and relevant
productions such as Until the
Lions, Kaash, iTMOi (in the mind
of igor), DESH, and many others.
As an instinctive and natural
collaborator, Khan has been
a magnet to world-class
artists from other cultures

and disciplines. His previous
collaborators include the
National Ballet of China, actress
Juliette Binoche, ballerina Sylvie
Guillem, singer Kylie Minogue
and indie rock band Florence
and the Machine, visual artists
Anish Kapoor, Antony Gormley
and Tim Yip, writer Hanif Kureishi
and composers Steve Reich, Nitin
Sawhney and Ben Frost.
Khan has been the recipient of
numerous awards throughout his
career including most recently
the coveted Outstanding
Achievement in Dance award
at the 2019 Lawrence Olivier
Awards for his extraordinary
piece called XENOS.

NM: Why small?
AK: The faster you are, the bigger you
are, the better it is. That is how you win.
That Western concept in itself is the
problem. We ask the wrong questions.
Think big – no, think small, think really
minute. We are looking always at ‘let’s
go to the moon’, we are not looking at
the molecules and atoms right here. I
think we have to change the way we
look at things. Explore the unfamiliar –
absolutely. Avoid compromise – learn to
compromise.
NM: What advice would you give to
business managers when setting rules
and visions?
AK: Don’t talk, listen first. ■

Dr Nicola
Müllerschön
is responsible
for the Arts &
Culture Practice at
Odgers Berndtson
Germany, based in
Frankfurt
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How
to avoid

There is no one-sizefits-all when it comes to
creating great culture
in an organisation, as
NATASHA D’
SOUZA discovers
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a culture
quake!

I

n order to truly inspire people to produce great
work, creating a strong, vibrant company culture
remains a core focal point for business leaders.
While it may have been a few decades since
management guru Peter Drucker coined his famous
adage: “Culture eats strategy for breakfast,” it has
never been more true in the age of flexible working,
inclusivity and (seemingly) overnight tech moguls.
Digital disruption means companies need to be
agile – ready to transform business models – and
adaptive to the increasing influx of a younger
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generation of employees, who no longer seek
lifetime employment at one company.
Modelling what’s needed
“Great cultures start with an obsession for
customers and products,” says Robert Bruce Shaw,
an organisational and leadership performance
consultant and the author of Extreme Teams: Why
Pixar, Netflix, Airbnb, and Other Cutting-Edge
Companies Succeed Where Most Fail. Shaw admits
that although iconic companies like Amazon and
Tesla are “not perfect... they do model what is
needed to have a strong culture.” He explains:
“Amazon is customer obsessed while Tesla is
product obsessed. A customer or product focus
inspires a relentless drive to deliver extraordinary
results in the targeted area.”
Yet even the most customer/product-centric
companies with dizzying growth trajectories and
enviable valuations are not always buoyed by a
strong culture. “High growth companies are always
at risk of failing to scale in a productive manner,”
suggests Shaw, adding that firms need formal and
informal safeguards to prevent self-destructive
acts “to avoid making the mistakes we see in firms
such as Uber and Facebook.” In a 2017 survey by
startup Comparably, Uber employees rated their
culture much lower than their peers at Airbnb,
Pinterest and Dropbox, three of the next closest
U.S. tech companies by valuation. And despite
a series of celebrated hires, such as a dedicated
‘culture fixer’ in the form of Frances Frei, a Harvard
academic, Uber has yet to fully emerge from the
shadow of its culture troubles. This covered intense
competitiveness bordering on being cutthroat
and accusations of racism and sexism that have
spawned a slew of senior exec departures in 2018
including its top finance executive Prabir Adarkar,
HR chief and ex-Googler Liane Hornsey and
marketing executive Bozoma Saint John.
And there’s no one-size-fits-all when it comes
to great culture. Take the Amazon acquisition
of Whole Foods, a transaction that one Harvard
Business School case study likened to “the
corporate equivalent of mixing tap water with
organic extra virgin olive oil”. Amazon’s focus on
data-driven efficiency to drive its product mix and
enforcing strict employee discipline to generate
cost savings was a complete antithesis to Whole
Foods, which always prided itself on its personal
touch and on being what Whole Foods Market ➝
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STRONG CULTURE
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STRONG CULTURE
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ALTHOUGH AMAZON
❝
AND TESLA ARE NOT

PERFECT THEY DO MODEL
WHAT IS NEEDED TO HAVE
A STRONG CULTURE

❞
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founder John Mackey described in his book
Conscious Capitalism as “business that can elevate
humanity”. This “culture quake” caused wide
enough chasms that in 2017, Whole Foods dropped
from Fortune’s best companies to work for list for
the first time in two decades.
Follow the leader
When you consider some of the world’s finest
companies with cultures that have stood the test of
time – those that have been in business for close to
a century such as Goldman Sachs or Marriott – the
Founder/CEO epitomises the culture and defines it
for years to come.
“A CEO needs to be a living model of the
culture he/she aspires to lead and must diligently
emulate key behaviors and values in a way that
is authentically true to himself/herself,” advises
Elizabeth Stewart, Head of Executive Assessment
and Development at Odgers Berndtson in London.
She believes persistence in emphasising the right
cultural behaviour will continue to be influential
in the long-term. “Your role as a cultural leader
is, more likely than not, the primary vehicle for
establishing your leadership legacy,” believes
Stewart.
The millennial factor
With millennials representing a quarter of the
world’s population (c.1.8 billion according to the
Financial Times) and the largest segment of the
US labour force (56 million in 2017 according to
the Pew Research Center), the preferences of this
influential labour class are dramatically redefining
the essence of a strong company culture. Millennials
(soon to be followed by the ‘exponentials’, those
born in the mid 1990s to the early 2000s) eschew
archaic management systems and cultures that
have always depended on hierarchy.
OYO, India’s fastest growing hospitality company,
embraces the fact that it is “driven by millennials”,
reveals Dinesh Ramamurthi, CHRO at OYO Hotels
and Homes. Founded by college dropout Ritesh
Agarwal at the age of 19, the company is valued at
around $5 billion and recently secured a reported
$200 million in funding from Airbnb, the world’s
largest hospitality platform. “While building OYO,
we learned that this generation seeks ownership to
make decisions, be accountable and create impact,”
explains Ramamurthi. “They’re not only working
for two square meals a day but wish to be self-
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starters and trendsetters. They want the freedom to
execute their ideas while seeking the organisation’s
trust in their judgment.”
According to Brad Wolff, workforce optimisation
expert and Managing Partner of PeopleMax, in the
information age, ideas are the core currency for
success and companies realise that “brilliance and
creativity are not relegated to people with lofty
titles alone”. He adds: “If a few twenty-somethings
can take down entire corporations with hundreds
of billions in market share or build completely new
business models worth trillions, great ideas can – in
theory – come from anywhere and anyone.”
At OYO, which currently boasts more than 16,000
employees globally, every individual is a partner
in the company’s success and each of them is
encouraged to ideate in ways big and small when
it comes the company’s mission to create beautiful
quality living spaces. This kind of organisational
culture is increasingly becoming the norm. “It’s
about consultations and consensus over command
and control,” explains Ramamurthi. Every employee
is an “OYOpreneur” with complete ownership of
their projects and it’s an ethos that Ramamurthi
believes has led to “more employees not only
proving their mettle and moving to more significant
and different roles but also going beyond their
comfort zone”.
Employees at the core
OYO’s approach towards its company culture is
emblematic of a significant shift in businesses
worldwide, as a growing cadre of companies
recognise that the strongest cultures place
employees’ needs front and centre.
It’s what Dan Lyons, former technology journalist
at Newsweek and author of Lab Rats: How Silicon
Valley Made Work Miserable for the Rest of Us,
dubs “stakeholder capitalism”, a sorely-needed shift
from the “existing toxic narrative of shareholder
capitalism, where we see mega unprofitable
enterprises pursue a grow-at-all-costs investorstake-all approach, to the detriment of their
employees”. Lyons argues that Silicon Valley giants
have exported their damaging business culture into
wider society, creating a wave of unprecedented
worker unhappiness. “The larger these companies
become, the louder their cultures creak and crack
from the inside. We have a new work culture that
celebrates overwork, exhaustion and stress.”
His vision of a way forward? Companies seriously ➝
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upholding their responsibility to treat their
employees with the dignity, security, and respect
and understanding that profit does not have to
come at the expense of employee wellbeing.
“You don’t have to touch millions of lives or make
billions of dollars to change the world. If you
employ a handful of people, give them all health
insurance and a decent wage — then you just
made the world a better place. You do the right
thing just because it’s the right thing. If that means
the company makes a little less profit, the founder
becomes a little less rich, and the investors receive
a slightly smaller return, then so be it.”
As examples he cites an on-demand office
cleaning and maintenance company called
Managed by Q that is redefining what it means
to be a successful business and BaseCamp in
Chicago. “These companies don’t look to grow too
fast, they place workers’ rights at the forefront,
rather than an all-consuming focus on profit.”
Creating a timeless culture
While there is no magic formula indicating
precisely the select few behaviours and strategies
that will catalyse a strong and sustainable
culture, recent academic research suggests that
the fundamental way to build a truly successful
company — one that is profitable and can compete
with its rivals — is to treat your employees
extremely well.

CULTURE OF
INVESTMENT
IN EMPLOYEES
UPS
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In the book The Good Jobs Strategy, Zeynep
Ton, a professor at the MIT Sloan School of
Management reveals that the most successful
companies – such as Costco, Starbucks, UPS and
Toyota – were not the ones who excessively cut
labour costs but who “invested heavily in their
employees” and “view their workforce as a valuable
asset to be enhanced, not as a big, scary expense
to be kept under tight control”. Lyons agrees:
“Treating people exceptionally well doesn’t mean
putting out ping-pong tables and free candy, or
running kooky New Age team-building games,” he
notes, “but means paid sabbaticals, on-site child
care, and reimbursement for college tuition.”
Keep to the fundamentals
Consistently great companies also place human
values like trust and camaraderie at the core of
their culture, not words that are more reminiscent
of business jargon like performance and speed,
explains Ed Frauenheim, Director of Research
at Great Place to Work Institute, which regularly
publishes annual lists of the best workplaces
cultures all over the world.
Companies who keep these fundamentals at
the forefront when it comes to defining, nurturing
and reinvigorating their culture will be the ones
attracting the most talented, passionate, and
dedicated employees and ultimately the ones who
stay ahead of the curve. ■
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