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5   CULTURE 

 “The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking 
new landscapes but in having new eyes.” 

Marcel Proust 

While it is hard to define precisely, culture is often 

cited as a reason why companies, political parties, 

and countries struggle or thrive. 

The notion of culture dates back to Socrates’ times, 

when considerable thought was devoted to 

understanding how the Greeks differed from other 

civilizations.  In the nineteenth century, as Charles 

Darwin and his contemporaries were taking special 

interest in the origins of human nature, the field of 

anthropology, which is essentially the science of 
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culture, was born.  One of the fathers of 

anthropology, Sir Edward Tyler, defined culture in 

page one of his seminal 1871 book, Primitive Culture, 

as “that complex whole which includes knowledge, 

belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other 

capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member 

of society.”1  However, it was only in the 1980s that 

the methodical study of cultures began to be applied 

to the corporate world.   

One of the pioneers in the field of organizational 

culture was Professor Edgar Schein, who defined it as 

“a pattern of shared tacit assumptions that was 

learned by a group as it solved its problems of 

external adaptation and internal integration, that has 

worked well enough to be considered valid and, 

therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct 

way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those 

problems.”  Whereas the early anthropologists were 

more concerned with explaining why different 

cultures existed, Schein focused instead on why 

corporate cultures must be managed and changed.  

“There is no right or wrong culture,” he wrote in The 

Corporate Culture Survival Guide, “no better or worse 

culture, except in relation to what the organization is 

trying to do and what the environment in which it 

operates allows.”2  Schein emphasized that some 

industries, technologies, and periods call for cultures 

that would fail miserably in a different setting or 

circumstance.  “If you do not manage culture,” he 

concluded, “it will manage you – and you may not 
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even be aware of the extent to which this is 

happening.”  Jeff Bezos echoed this point in a 2008 

interview with U.S. News & World Report: “Part of 

company culture is path-dependent – it’s the lessons 

you learn along the way.” 

In her 2015 book, The Silo Effect, FT columnist and 

managing editor Gillian Tett discusses how cultures 

can form in destructive ways.3  She highlights the role 

that silos play in forming cultural rigidities and offers 

strategies for combatting their dangers.  Drawing 

from her Ph.D. in social anthropology and her 

experience as a journalist, Tett argues that the 

enduring success of any organization depends on the 

ability of its people to interact in ways that break 

down the debilitating silos which spring up over 

time.  “The word ‘silo’ does not just refer to a physical 

structure or organization (such as a department),” she 

claims. “It can also be a state of mind.  Silos exist in 

structures.  But they exist in our minds and social 

groups, too. Silos breed tribalism. But they also go 

hand in hand with tunnel vision.”   

According to Tett, the financial crisis of 2008 was 

caused by mental silos regarding credit risk, as well 

as the organizational structures of financial 

institutions that promoted conflicting incentives and 

resulted in poor communication.  She quotes Upton 

Sinclair in making her point about incentives: “It is 

very difficult to get a man to understand something 

when his salary depends on him not understanding 
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it.”  One “silo-busting” strategy that Tett offers is for 

companies to tie compensation to overall 

performance, instead of the more common, “eat-

what-you-kill” model.  She also recommends that 

leaders promote a common purpose that transcends 

job descriptions.   

The power of purpose in driving strong cultures and 

enduring success is also discussed in the book Grit, by 

University of Pennsylvania psychologist Angela 

Duckworth.4  She writes, “Interest is one source of 

passion.  Purpose – the intention to contribute to the 

well-being of others – is another.”  Duckworth evokes 

the parable of the bricklayers to make her case: 

“Three bricklayers are asked: ‘What are you doing?’  

The first says, ‘I am laying bricks.’  The second says, ‘I 

am building a church.’  And the third says, ‘I am 

building the house of God.’  The first bricklayer has a 

job.  The second has a career.  The third has a calling.”  

Duckworth concludes that when an organization’s 

top-level goal is so consequential to the world that it 

compels all of its workers to see their job as their 

calling, formidable cultures emerge. 

Duckworth also quotes from a study whereby 

journalist Studs Terkel interviewed hundreds of 

working adults in different professions and 

concluded that very few people view their work as a 

calling.  “All of us,” Terkel remarked, “are looking for 

daily meaning as well as daily bread…for a sort of life 

rather than a Monday through Friday sort of dying.”  
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Interestingly, those few people that Terkel found with 

a calling didn’t always have professions that were 

conducive to purpose.  They included seemingly 

mundane jobs like stonemasonry, bookbinding, and 

garbage collection.  “I don’t look down on my job in 

any way,” one of his subjects was quoted as saying. 

“It’s meaningful to society.” Indeed, as Marcel Proust 

would say, purpose is in the eye of the beholder. 

In summary, cultures are difficult to build and to 

maintain, but they are even harder to modify.  

Moreover, the most successful cultures are those that 

remain anchored to a common purpose that endures 

throughout the organization.  This is why we pay 

close attention to not only the quality of the people in 

an organization, and the strategies that they deploy, 

but also how their culture changes through the good 

and the bad times.  As former IBM Chairman Lou 

Gerstner put it, “Culture isn’t just one aspect of the 

game – it is the game.” 
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