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So what is culture?
In human terms, culture is about mutual support, 
bonding, and the mutually-accepted behaviors that 
build and signify those. It’s how people share their 
identity, and develop commonality and community. 
It’s about relationships and acceptance, not about 
business, or regulation.

So, culture is not about commerciality, 
appropriate risk, good governance or customer 
centricity, but it can include all of these. Culture is 
about the way people relate to each other on a day-
to-day basis, how they speak to each other, about 
the things they have in common—their shared 
assumptions, their rituals, and the sometimes 
unspoken rules to which they adhere. In a largish 
organisation, there can be a number of cultures, and 
often, they’re not what that the management of the 
business thinks they are.

The greater the number of commonalities 
employees have with each other, the stronger the 
culture—and the harder it can be to change. A strong 
culture makes people feel safe. They feel surrounded 
by people who will support them. The X
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newspaper headline:  
“Basel rules call shots on big bank culture.”
Yet another attempt to change bank culture is on the 
way. Eyes roll, nothing changes. What’s new?

For some reason, the big thing now is culture 
change. Every business is adamant that they want 
culture change. Almost every day, we are asked to 
undertake culture change projects or to advise on 
how firms and corporations, or even governments, 
should go about it.

Usually what people mean by the term is 
something rather specific. They want “a culture of 
appropriate risk” or “a customer-centric culture” or 
“a commercial culture,” or “a multicultural culture.” 
To them, culture is whatever they feel the regulators, 
or their customers, or voters want, or that the 
business climate demands.

And 90% of the time, the culture change 
initiatives they undertake, like previous attempts to 
change bank culture, fail to deliver what they want. 
The reasons are simple: they don’t understand what 
culture is, and they go about the process of altering it 
in the wrong way.
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change behaviour when they feel safe; insecurity 
makes them cling even harder to the old ways of 
doing things. 

On an individual level, you can only really 
change people’s behaviours if they believe the 
relationship with you is important to them, and 
that their behavioural change will strengthen 
that relationship. You are changing the basis of 
support and asking them, in effect, to prove their 
commitment. A marriage is not that different.

Culture change in any largish group is 
somewhat different because of the interlocking 
nexus of relationships within the culture.

But you can successfully change people’s 
behaviours, and thus their culture. There are 
seven golden rules to bear in mind. Culture 
change happens in organisations when:

unwritten assumption is: “I will agree to abide by 
these rules, adopt these behaviors, defend these beliefs 
(even if I don’t believe them myself ), and in return you 
will watch my back and look out for me.” 

Relational support is one of our strongest needs 
as human beings. Eighty percent of our DNA is, in 
some way, devoted to achieving it. It’s a genetically 
more significant driver than even the need for food or 
shelter, or the preservation of life itself. Any change 
that might affect that support is seen, consciously or 
subconsciously, as a potential existential threat, and 
may well be stoutly, if not passively, resisted.

Those who want to change the governance of an 
organisation, or introduce a regime of appropriate 
risk or compliance, need to remember that they are 
probably going to increase people’s sense of insecurity, 
and that will induce resistance. People only really 

“In human 
terms, culture 
is about mutual 
support, 
bonding, and 
the mutually-
accepted 
behaviors 
that build and 
signify those.”
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“the new 
behaviours, the 
acceptance of 
which will form the 
basis of the new 
culture, must come 
from the bottom 
up; in a sense, 
they must be a 
tribal decision.” 

1. People are committed to the relationships with 
each other and their leaders

2. People feel safe enough to change
3. People feel they, individually and collectively, 

have made a significant contribution to the 
change initiative

4. They see that the change will deepen the 
relationships with those they care about, 
including each other, managers or leaders, 
customers or clients

5. Leadership consistently uses good relationship 
habits and skills

6. Leadership consistently role models new 
agreed behaviors

7. Leadership shows consistent interest in and 
attention to the initiative.

Top-down dictates won’t work in changing 
behavior, nor will appeals to facts or reason. 
Human beings don’t make decisions on the basis 
of either, and neither will convince them to change 
deeply ingrained behaviors. The new behaviors, the 
acceptance of which will form the basis of the new 
culture, must come from the bottom up; in a sense, 
they must be a tribal decision. 

Management can say that they want appropriate 
risk to be part of the new culture. That’s their 
prerogative. They must now let the “tribe” decide 
on the particular behaviors that signify that general 
aspiration. Surprisingly, in my 20 years of experience 
in culture change, I have found the tribe will always 
come up with a really appropriate list of behaviors.

Power to the people….what a concept for culture 
change!   •••  
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