
How can you align culture with strategy?

In this series, Palladium asks expert strategy 
practitioners to share their experiences and 
opinions. We asked:

Culture is “the way we do things around 
here.” It the result of long-established behav-
iours, norms, rituals and accepted ways of 
working that employees collectively practice. 
Strategy, on the other hand, is the unique 
way the business model will deliver success 
against medium- to long-term goals.

But what happens when the ingrained or-
ganisational culture is misaligned with a new 
strategic focus? For instance, how can an or-
ganisation that has long succeeded by doing 
business in a conservative, risk-averse man-
ner shift to an entrepreneurial, risk-embracing 
strategy? What must organisational leaders 
do to align the culture with the strategy and, 
crucially, keep it aligned?
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The approach to aligning people with strategy differs between 
incremental change and drastic change. In both situations it’s 
important to ask, How do I align people with strategy so that we 
execute well? When strategy changes drastically, another ques-
tion is added: What do I do to support my people so that they can 
embrace this new strategy? 

To align people with strategy, following through on three actions 
will create the desired outcome:

1.	 Communicating clearly and continuously (feed forward and 
feedback);

2.	 Setting well-defined, prioritised and measured key objec-
tives; and

3.	 Providing ready access to decision support.

Communicating clearly and continuously is critical to aligning 
individuals with strategy. This includes clear and current role 
descriptions, with a connection of each role to strategy. A leader 
can assess if they are communicating enough not only by prog-
ress, but also if they find they are being mimicked. 

Prioritise the objectives that are communicated and measured. 
Define one to three priorities for your strategic shift; having too 
many priorities scatters focus and rarely achieves the desired 
results.   

Decision support at the initiative level is also important, and 
often overlooked. Create clarity around how problems will be 
discovered, communicated and solved. This requires trust and 
is most effective when every person knows their manager has 
their back and wants them to be successful. Communication 

between individuals and managers can ensure that decisions 
are made and resources are allocated smartly – and aimed at 
keeping execution on track with strategy.  

Who you are aligning with your strategy matters. You may find 
that the people who took you to where you are today are not 
the right people to execute the new strategy. Ask questions 
about alignment, such as, Is each member of our leadership team 
committed to the strategy? and, Are our people willing to change in 
the ways that this new strategy requires?  

In the case of a drastic change in strategy from conservative 
to more risk-embracing, the leader is asking people to address 
daily work differently than they have before. This will require 
each person in a changing role to stretch further than they are 
used to, and possibly further than they can. Those who cannot 
grow may be better suited for a role outside of the more nimble 
culture that is now in place. Some organisations choose to 
begin with an intrapreneurial venture, filling it with early adopters 
of the new strategy, and without requiring the entire organisation 
to pivot from risk-averse to risk-embracing.

This assessment of alignment with a new strategy includes 
the CEO — no one is exempt. A study from December 2013 
found that younger CEOs were better able to handle risk and 
gain alignment to execute strategies. Consider that it may not 
be their age that allows for this, but that their talent for reaching 
outside of their own experience in order to grow and their ability 
to communicate allows them to align their team to execute well 
even when there are more unknowns. Those talents are not 
age-specific.  
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The Emirates Foundation embarked on a new strategy and a 
radical change management programme just over three years 
ago. From the outset, it was clear that success would be deter-
mined by the extent to which we could secure the buy-in of all 
employees on the need for a new strategy. As such, we spent a 
lot of time explaining the business case, what the new strategy 
meant for the organisation and individual employees and how 
their roles related to the change and strategy. We soon realized 
though that the glue to ensuring this strategy was embedded 
and ultimately successful was equally dependent on our own 
internal values and culture, a culture that promotes honest and 
open thinking and is up for change. 

The Foundation’s managers knew what they needed to change. 
We had agreed on the long-term direction but did not have the 
appropriate process for getting there. The cultural piece was 
central, therefore we spent a lot of time thinking about our cul-
ture, what type of culture we wanted to build and from that de-
ciding the ways we wanted to work. To drive these discussions, 
we empowered the senior team to ask questions to all employ-
ees: What kind of people do we want to hire? How do we want to 
work as teams? How do we want to behave toward each other? 

From these discussions we identified our core values: respect, 
inspire, ambition and courage. Each one responded to spe-

cific behavioural issues inside the organisation that we felt 
would hinder the adoption and execution of our new vision and 
strategy. For example, creating programs with really sustainable 
and measureable social impact would be difficult and require 
courage (to justify the new model) and ambition (to ensure the 
impact). Extensive team engagement around these helped build 
a consensus that these values or principles or even “ways of 
working” were really what we needed and believe in – in es-
sence that they were critical to how we operate and hence 
critical to the success of our strategy. Over time we see these 
values becoming part of our culture, and as we institutionalize 
them, we see even more potential for our strategy. They have 
created a more open and progressive working environment 
where people are comfortable sharing what worked and what 
didn’t. They allow us to take the risks that are inherent in our 
new strategy and help us deliver on our philanthropic mission – 
philanthropy having high risk tolerance.

Defining, understanding and living new values and culture are 
critical for strategy execution and change management to 
succeed.  New ideas and ways of working must be tested and 
the key learning captured and changes made when required.  
People must be given opportunities to experiment if new and 
positive internal dynamics are to be developed. Our own change 
management program has clearly demonstrated this.
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In an ideal world a company’s value proposition is its compass, 
its North Star, driving the company’s culture and leadership 
values. Unfortunately, “ideal” is rare. We live in the real world: 
Cultures and company strategies sometimes are loosely linked 
and even that may be by chance. 

But the impact is real. When cultures and leadership practices 
don’t match, it’s at best confusing for employees. More likely, 
this disconnect imperils the strategic momentum, and good tal-
ent and, potentially, customers flee.

This is where great leaders make their mark. Here’s what you 
can do to encourage alignment:

1.	 Get prepared to lead under a microscope. When leaders are 
aligning culture and strategy, every single action they take is 
examined by employees for consistency. Every promotion, 
hire, communication and programme will let employees 
know what’s valued and what’s not. Any action that’s per-
ceived by employees as indifferent or, worse, contradictory, 
could represent a set-back to aligning culture and strategy.

2.	 Make sure your HR function is up to the task. A strategic HR 
function is essential for any effective alignment between cul-
ture and strategy. They oversee many of the programmes 
and initiatives that help or hurt culture and strategy align-
ment.

3.	 Develop the culture and strategy alignment story. Make sure you 
can explain to employees what the strategy is, what kind of 
culture it requires and their role in executing on both. The 
story needs to be simple, yet compelling. 

4.	 Communicate the strategy and desired culture clearly, letting 
leaders and employees know the new rules of engagement. 
Communicate what’s expected and what won’t be tolerat-
ed—for both leaders and employees. You’ll need to have a 

cogent communications strategy, and you’ll want to support 
this with communications experts.

5.	 Assess your leadership talent – quickly. Evaluate which leaders 
have the right behaviour and competency sets to drive the 
new strategies. Reward and elevate them…publicly. Grace-
fully – but promptly and firmly – move out those who can’t 
or won’t acquire the right executive skills. It may sound ruth-
less, but misaligned talent can undo any strategy.

6.	 Hire to the gaps. Understand the skills and leadership gaps 
resulting from the culture and strategy alignment. Acquire 
the right talent – quickly. Every great hire – like every promo-
tion – gets you closer to alignment. And you’ll need them to 
sustain the progress.

7.	 Examine the company’s compensation, benefits and performance 
management programmes: Do they gauge and reward the 
right behaviours and results? Is there enough flexibility in the 
programme to reward both the “what” and “how” of perfor-
mance? Does the performance management process mea-
sure the competencies and behaviours so vital to success?  
Fuzzy, out-of-date compensation programmes undermine 
culture and strategy. And benefits programmes designed to 
retain employees can work against you, if it’s retaining the 
wrong employees. Take a fresh look at them.

8.	 Assess the company’s development programmes and initiatives. 
Are the behaviors and skills defined in these programmes 
aligned with the strategic initiatives? Are they future-fo-
cused, “looking around the corner” for what comes next? 
Make sure the competency models measure the right 
behaviours and skills to drive alignment. 

Strategy and culture are powerful allies, and when strategy and 
culture are in harmony, employees and customers feel it. The 
battle for alignment is tough, but the payoffs are immeasurable.
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Sometimes you’ll walk into a company and in a matter of min-
utes have a strong sense of the culture. Some companies are 
vibrant, some disciplined and some depressing. It is easy to feel 
the culture, but not easy to fix it. Creating a culture aligned with 
strategy is difficult for leaders because the pressure for short-
term results makes them forget the impact their actions are 
having on culture.

Leaders have a number of levers to affect culture:
•	 How they behave on a day-to-day basis
•	 How they behave in moments of truth
•	 The systems they put in place, especially the reward system
•	 The kind of people they hire

How to work these levers isn’t particularly mysterious. If we look 
at the “who you hire” lever, it’s pretty obvious that if you hire ag-
gressive people, they will tend to create an aggressive culture; if 
you hire disciplined, process-oriented people, then you’ll get a 
disciplined, process-oriented culture. Similarly, if a leader, on a 
day-to-day basis, makes decisions based on data, then that will 
create a data-driven culture.

So the challenge isn’t so much that we don’t know what to do 
to change culture as it is that we are so busy with other things 
that the cultural impact of how we act, how systems are de-
signed and who is hired gets overlooked.

There are three remedies to the problem of cultural impact being 
overlooked. The first is being clear about what the culture is and 
what you want it to be. You need both some kind of diagnostic 
that measures culture (to keep us grounded in reality) and a lot 
of candid conversations about why the culture is that way and 
how to change it. There is a lot criticism of value statements, 
and usually it is justified, but if you are serious about aligning 
culture with strategy then at some point you will probably end 
up crafting a values statement. Just make sure it is both heart-
felt and grounded in a realistic understanding of what it will take 

to live up to those values.

The second remedy is building your own discipline as a leader 
to ensure you are constantly creating the culture you need. We 
all have our own systems for ensuring important tasks gets 
done, and leaders should know what will work for them so that 
culture stays high on the agenda. However, just like the best 
way to ensure fitness stays high on the agenda is to create a 
weekly routine for visiting the gym, the best way to keep culture 
on the agenda is to build it into standard routines. For example, 
if you use a checklist when preparing for meetings, add How is 
this affecting the culture? to that list, and the issue will be routinely 
brought to your attention. (And if you think this won’t work for 
you then do something that does.)

The third remedy is for the Chief HR Officer to proactively advise 
leadership on how their actions, their systems and who is being 
hired are affecting culture. In fact, this shouldn’t need to be said. 
Advising leaders on culture is one of the core responsibilities 
of HR. The CEO should be insisting HR act as his or her con-
science when it comes to culture and should welcome it when 
HR tells them something they don’t really want to hear. This is 
particularly true in moments of truth, where some particularly 
emotional and visible decision is being made, and the leader 
should be absolutely relying on HR to step forward and make 
sure that this is used as an occasion to reinforce the needed 
culture and not undermine it.

Culture is not a concrete object and leaders who grew up in 
a field like engineering or finance may feel uncomfortable with 
the imprecision of the topic. But think back to those compa-
nies you’ve visited that have been vibrant and those that were 
depressing — that felt pretty concrete. Experts say, “Culture 
eats strategy for breakfast”; if you don’t invest energy in man-
aging culture then you can forget about successfully executing 
strategy.
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According to Palladium’s 2014 Global State of Strategy and 
Leadership Survey, 82% of executives believe their organisa-
tions are not able to genuinely sustain a positive organisational 
culture. The cost of this shortcoming is significant. According 
to a Gallup study, companies with an average of 9.3 engaged 
employees for every actively disengaged employee in 2010-
2011 experienced 147% higher EPS than their competition in 
2011-2012.

Despite these findings, understanding culture is a challenge for 
many in the strategy world. Strategy execution is made tangible 
through measures; as the business adage goes, “You can’t 
manage what you can’t measure.” Culture, on the other hand, 
is all about intangibles. It’s “the way we do things around here.” 
It’s not written; it’s felt. Indeed, most often it’s not deliberate; it 
evolves. And yet, without aligning the organisational culture to 
the strategy, the barriers to execution are significantly higher. If 
the people aren’t aligned, the execution will likely fail. 

The first thing that organisational leaders must do in order to 
align the culture to the strategy is to really understand the cul-
ture. While this may sound obvious, it is very rare that the lead-
ership team really takes the time to do this. Leaders come with 
their own perception and perspective. They see the organisation 

through one set of filters – theirs. Quite often this filter is quite 
different from that of the broader team. Gaining a common view 
demands collective reflection, discussion and agreement on the 
characteristics of the current culture and the type of culture the 
organisation needs to execute strategy. This process can be 
brutal but must be unbiased, in that leaders must put aside their 
own filters. Focus the questions on, How does the culture look 
now and what are the dominant behaviours? In order to successfully 
execute our strategy, what does our culture need to be and look like? 
How do we – and our teams – need to do things around here to drive 
success in our new strategy? 

With an understanding of the gap between as-is and desired 
cultures, the organisation’s leaders can set about bridging it. 
Deliberate actions must be taken. Leadership is critical here. 
In any organisation, leaders set the culture of the organisation, 
whether they know it and whether they mean it or not. Without 
leadership commitment to the new culture it is unreasonable to 
expect the rest of the organisation to commit. In driving strategic 
organisational cultural change, words are important but actions 
are critical. Employees constantly look to the leadership team 
to demonstrate the expected cultural traits of the organisation. 
Trust needs to be earned, consistency needs to be practiced 
and, most importantly, leaders need to lead. 



Palladium develops and delivers solutions that create positive impact for communities, 
businesses, societies and economies.

We transform lives and create enduring value by working with governments, corpora-
tions and non-profit organisations.

Palladium is built on the idea that progress is supported by four key pillars:
•	 International Development
•	 Strategy Executing Consulting
•	 Impact Investment
•	 Training and Events

We create positive impact through more than 100 current projects with more than 
2,000 employees operating in over 90 countries.

www.thepalladiumgroup.com


