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Stop trying to change the culture 

How many times have we heard politicians, commentators and senior 
managers say things like “what we need to do is change the culture” in 
response to the latest announcement of poor performance, or some 
blunder that has made it into the headlines? 

It’s usually closely followed (or preceded) by the equally common “we will 
conduct a review”. I’ve written previously about some of this “culture 
change stuff” and the difficulty of trying to implement a “Culture Change 
Programme”. 

In numerous surveys of business leaders, “achieving the right culture” is 
one of the key issues raised regularly.  The authors of these reports 
typically then go on to describe the key steps required to plan and 
implement a Culture Change Programme.   

Is it just me, or is that completely missing the point?  Surely, the thing that 
organisations need to do, almost universally, is to improve their 
performance continuously.   To do that, all sorts of changes in processes, 
systems, capabilities and behaviours may be required, but it seems a bit of 
wishful thinking that a Culture Change Programme is going to be the 
answer.  For one thing, culture is an outcome, not a process.   

A Harvard Business Review blog on the same subject was titled: “To change 
the culture, stop trying to change the culture“.  It says: 

One reason these efforts are disappointing is that companies are trying to 
transform a whole lot of cultural dynamics all at once. We’ve found that 
managers get better results when they start with a few smaller successes, 
which then provide a basis for expanding. Start with one problem — or a 
few. Get some people to plan a couple of modest experiments to make 
progress on that issue, with guidance on the kinds of innovation you’d like 
to see. Build in some learning on the cultural issues that need to change. 
Try it out. Pay careful attention to what works and how. Incorporate the 
successful ideas into subsequent steps. 

Absolutely spot on in my opinion! 

Read more of my change articles: 

Welcome… 

<< Simply, improvement… 

provides a round-up of my Blog 
posts and articles I’ve tweeted 
about over the past few weeks.  
Given that “improvement” 
covers such a wide range of 
topics, I hope there’s something 
to interest you. 
Until next time, good luck with 

your improvement efforts. >> 
Ian Seath 

 

Happy New Year 
Best wishes to all my 
readers for a happy and 
successful 2013. 
My blog’s “Annual Report” 
for 2012 is here.  There 
were 69,000 page views in 
total. 

 

Some of my recent 
Tweets: 
 
Make Change a habit 
 
Networking is about giving, 
not taking 
 
Half-adopted processes are 
bad news 
 
Follow me @ianjseath 

 
I was pleased to get a 
LinkedIn invitation to connect 
from someone who had found 
my article: “Kaizen Blitz – 
doomed to fail?”.  He wrote: “I 
found you by doing a Google 
search for non-blitz kaizen. I 
was very happy to find a voice 
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 You don’t need a culture change programme 

 Culture change in circles of 10 

 

 

Management is not Leadership 

John Kotter’s recent Harvard Business Review blog post is essential reading 
for all managers. He says that people use the words “Leadership” and 
“Management” synonymously and it really annoys him.  I agree. 

I’ve always talked about “Management” as being associated 
with transactional activities and “Leadership” 
with transformational activities.  Kotter makes a similar distinction and 
adds that Leadership is not about attributes, it’s about behaviour.  He also 
says we risk ending up with organisations that are over-managed and 
under-led which will be a recipe for failure in this fast-moving world. 

It reminded me of the work I did for a client in 2010 where we were 
helping managers develop the skills to build and sustain high-performing 
teams.  We introduced a few well-known teamwork and leadership models 
and gave the participants time to practice the behaviours needed to 
succeed as team leaders. At no point did we talk about “management 
processes”. 

It also reminded me of one of my favourite books on leadership: Zapp! – 
the lightning of empowerment, by Bill Byham.  This book is all about 
leadership behaviour: every time you have a conversation with someone 
you either Zapp them or Sapp them (you either empower them or dis-
empower them).  Simple really. 

of reason out there”. 

Why would anyone with any 
common sense believe that a 
1 week rapid improvement 
workshop is likely to make a 
significant difference to an 
organisation? Culture change 
happens in units of one 
(person by person) and a 
workshop involving perhaps 
10-20 people is hardly likely to 
make that much difference, 
however representative of the 
wider organisation those 
people might be. 

Read my article here. It 
describes the origins of the 
Kaizen Blitz, 
the typical outputs and 
outcomes from a blitz, and 
explains the circumstances in 
which it might be of value. 
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Recommend to a colleague: 

My e-Newsletter is published monthly 
(except August) and is another way to 
keep in touch with topics of relevance to 
Continuous Improvement. Sometimes 
it’s a round-up of what I’ve been writing 
on my Blog in the previous month; 
sometimes it’s a new article. If I’m 
running public workshop events, those 
details will also be included.  Sign-up to 
receive my monthly e-Newsletter. 

 You won’t get spammed 

 Your contact details won’t get 
passed on to anyone else 

 You can unsubscribe at any time 
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