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FOR THE PAST 60,000 YEARS HUMAN BEINGS HAVE CREATED
CULTURES AS THEIR PREFERRED WAY OF BEING IN COMPANY TOGETHER.
NO OTHER SOCIAL OPTION HAS EVER REPLACED CULTURE.
IN THE HISTORY OF OUR SPECIES, THIS IS NO SMALL THING. UNLIKE
RELIGIONS OR POLITICAL IDEOLOGIES OR FASHIONS, CULTURE STUCK
AS OUR PREFERRED WAY OF BEING ‘US’.
Culturing didn’t prove to be just a passing trend. It wasn’t popular for a few hundred years and then given up in
favour of a new and better way of socialising together. Culture stuck. Culture worked. Culture prospered. It didn’t
matter how big a people’s population became, culture proved to be scalable and durable.
It didn’t matter how isolated a human community became, human beings generated a culture.
Be it the Inuit people in the frozen northlands of the arctic circle of Canada or Siberia. The Aboriginal people of the burning sands of the
central Australian desert. The Polynesian inhabitants of the most isolated Pacific atolls or the pygmy people of the northern Ugandan
rainforest. The Kogi people of the magnificent mountain range the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta of Colombia that overlooks the Caribbean
ocean. The nomadic peoples of the grass seas of Mongolia.
No matter where you look on the planet, if human beings inhabit a geographical area, then you could be assured they will have created and
relied on culture to provide the necessary social cohesion, and sense of identity and belonging to lift each individual performance to a level
that contributed on the whole, to the whole. No matter where we look it seems that cultures that optimise human performance are the rule
and not the exception. The demise of any culture was more often than not as a result of environmental factors (climate change, floods,
eruptions, earthquakes), or culture clashes with other, often more powerful or advanced technological societies.

Human beings it seems, are masters of culturing, no matter what the location circumstances and time. That is of course, until we look inside a modern organisation.
Research indicates that around the world most organisations’ cultures struggle to optimise the performance of their people. In fact, the majority of people in a
modern organistion’s culture are more misaligned with their organisation than they are aligned. Despite our ancient ancestors’ ability to master culture, it seems our
modern organisation's cannot. Why is that?
As a corporate anthropologist I have pondered this question for decades. It seems remarkable to me that every organisation is populated by the same species
(human beings) as all other cultures on the planet and yet somehow organisational cultures that optimise human performance appear to be the exception and not
the rule.
It’s not as though some organisations have cultures and others do not, because of course every company has a culture, whether they know it or not, but
proportionately very, very few have a high performance culture.
After much observation, inquiry, reflection, and research I have arrived at a number of key attributes that I believe many traditional and contextually high performing
cultures seem to embody. In this article I will share what I consider to be five of the most important attributes.
(I should point out that not all five are embodied by all high performance cultures, at any given time. Yet at all times, enough of them are actively apparent within the
culture to make a difference in human performance.)
Most of these attributes are typically missing in low-performing company cultures.
I refer to these attributes as “lores”, as in folklore – traditional beliefs, customs and stories of a community passed through the generations.
I’ve done this as an alternative to the usual business reference to five laws/principles, because I want to reinforce the organic and embodied nature of what is to
follow. In other words, traditional cultures don’t just know about these attributes, they embody them to such an extent they have even forgotten that they live them,
so familiar have the lores become in their culture.

FIVE LORES

OF A HIGH PERFORMANCE
COMPANY CULTURE
LORE 1

CULTURE AWARENESS
Without question, the first and most noticeable difference between a low and high-performance
company culture is that high-performance cultures invest in learning about culture. When I say
invest, I mean time, energy, and if necessary, money. High-performance cultures develop a high
level of awareness about, and an in-depth knowledge of culture. It is, of course, impossible to
enhance and improve a culture if you don’t really and truly understand what a culture is - and
more importantly, what it does.

LORE 2

CULTURE OWNERSHIP
In a traditional society, culture is seen as the very essence of a people’s collective identity and the
ultimate source of their ability to live and work together. In this way, every member of the clan sees
culture as their personal responsibility and feels accountable to and for the culture.
In many modern organisations, culture is all but an afterthought, as indicated by the fact so many
of them only pay attention to their culture in any focused manner when it comes time for their
annual engagement survey. In modern organisations, culture is also seen to be the responsibility
of others. Culture is deemed to belong to HR or the senior leadership team. This disassociation of
ownership and responsibility for culture makes it impossible for people to feel the necessary levels
of accountability to contribute and enhance the culture in their daily work.

LORE 3

CULTURE ELEVATION
Because traditional people are in touch with their culture they are quick to spot (and are
incredibly sensitive to) the early warning signs that their culture is drifting or stagnating.
Every member of the tribe is expected and willing to share their observations daily on
indications that the culture is exerting into entropy or collapse. Through the simple
vehicle of nighttime fireside chats, stories are shared about the day’s activities and
outcomes. In this daily check, culture is constantly being discussed, monitored and
guided to ensure every possible opportunity is seized to optimise the culture - which of
course optimises the group’s potential to survive and thrive.
Similarly, in modern organisations performance is regularly discussed on a daily
basis - but I have noticed that very few organisations have the cultural awareness to
consider or reference the role culture has contributed to uplifting or sabotaging of
that performance. In other words, organisations seemed overly focused on the end
(performance) and overlook the all-important means (culture). The exception to this
situation is, as mentioned earlier when it comes time for the annual organisational culture
or engagement survey. In traditional society, culture is a deliberate and prioritised daily
topic of discussion. In organisations, it is an overlooked and annually referred-to topic.

LORE 4

CULTURE STABILITY
I find it amusing to think that the world’s most popular value when it comes to
organisational values, is integrity. Not that there is anything wrong with integrity. In fact,
if only organisations would truly commit to embodying the value, it would be wonderful.
However, many of the organisations that have been associated with malpractice or
corruption over the past two decades listed integrity as one of the highest values.
What many organisations seem to fail to understand (unlike their traditional culturing
counterparts) is that the word “integrity” doesn’t refer to honesty per se, but rather is
in reference to the word “integrated”. Your word is your bond because the word is so
integrated into the way you see and act in the world that it could be no other way.
When you say you will do business in a legal manner you do because your people fully
integrate the value into their culture. Too many (I’m tempted to say most) organisations
speak with forked tongue in regards to both the topic of culture - and especially in
regards to integrity.
To truly embody a value, be it integrity or any other value, a culture needs to be fully
integrated into and of itself. The culture has to be structured comprehensively. The
beliefs, rituals, symbols, values, language, ceremony, rites, lores, totems, artefacts
and places, are all interwoven in a carefully thought-through mosaic of interlinking,
interconnecting social cohesion. They all contribute to a wider narrative that explains
and declares who we are as a people. Whereas most traditional peoples have spent
generations mastering this cultural integration, many organisations attempt to do so in
the time span of a project and with the depth of a to-do list. The end result is that the
culture lacks full comprehension, full conviction and any real integrity.

LORE 5

CULTURE CONTINUITY
Cultural continuity is often a hallmark of traditional cultures. The passing of on tribal knowledge and wisdom from one generation
to the next is the very memes through which survival can be largely guaranteed. Traditional societies invest heavily in the time
patience, thoroughness and repetition required to transfer culture to the next generation. Great companies attempt to replicate
this process through induction and unbarring programs. Poor performing organisations leave this all to chance.
Traditional tribal chiefs are usually and even traditionally incredibly respectful of the existing culture. The leaders recognise the
role culture has played and will continue to play in the people’s lives and in the contribution, it will make to their ongoing survival
and prosperity.
On more than one occasion I have seen that all it takes for an organisation to radically change its culture (for better or worse) is
something as common and as simple as a change in senior leadership. Often even the changing of one person such as the CEO
is enough for a whole culture incorporating thousands of employees to shift. This can be a good thing if it leads to increased
business performance, employee fulfilment and of course customer experience. Often it does not. I know this to be true as on
countless occasions I’ve been invited into organisations to try to restore the culture they had before the CEO departed.
Of course, history shows us that this scenario of a new leader overhauling an established culture has played out in traditional
cultures too (Shaka, king of the Zulu, being one well-documented example).
There are not too many CEOs I’ve encountered, that prior to accepting a role in a new organisation bothered to make an in-depth
inquiry into the fundamental nature of the organisation’s cultural performance dynamics. At best they briefly checked on the
last engagement survey results. Given culture is the major driver of any organisation’s performance, you would think it wise for
any leader to be fully invested in ensuring the culture delivers continuous levels of high performance for the business, by way of
ensuring culture continuity, as and where it is deemed to be a positive and significant contributing factor.
Cultural continuity is an unconscious capability of most traditional peoples. For organisations, it’s a symbolic and social art that is
largely underplayed, to the detriment of ongoing and sustainable performance.
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