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Let your light so shine before men, 
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Foreword
Dr. Kimberly A. LaFevor 

Dean, College of Business-Athens State University 
Retired, Human Resources and Labor Relations Director - 

General Motors

There is one indisputable and unequivocal expectation that we have 

in our world today----change. It will and does happen. The law of 

change suggests, like time itself, that nothing ever remains constant and 

stagnant. This fundamental concept is certainly relevant in effectively 

managing organizations today. 

Managers who embrace the idea that change will occur with or 

without them, understand that planning must account for this phe-

nomena both at an operational and strategic level. They can proactively 

plan for change or reactively adjust to environmental forces, both inter-

nally and externally to their organization. How an organization’s culture 

is entrenched in core values, stated and integrated philosophies, and 

observed actions can best position the organization for the most optimal 

outcomes in today’s dynamic environment. Thus, the role and function 

of organizational culture is critical to any organization’s success.

Porter’s Five-Force model argues that all business planning must 

anticipate and proactively plan for the forces that influence it. Organi-

zations that effectively manage the forces driving change will increase 

their market position against competitors. Supplier power, buyer power, 

competitive rivalry, the threat of substitution and new entrants into the 

market place require planning. Planning means assessing factors that 

influence change and making educated decisions about what might 

be expected. This planning is then translated into an organizational 
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strategy and operational goals that are nimble, flexible, and adaptable to 

the business climate in which an organization operates. 

One might ask, what is the role of organizational culture in making 

business decisions? The answer is simple, though not simplistic. Orga-

nizations that are capable of self-correction, adaptation and growth 

are better at handling change. Organizations that resist feedback and 

self-monitoring are more closed and susceptible to negative outcomes 

and consequences. Consider the story of the VAGA, a Swedish warship 

that made its maiden voyage in 1628. King Gustavus Adolphus wanted 

a premier ship that demonstrated the expanding power of Sweden. He 

personally supervised the building specifications, adding more features 

to make the ship more imposing. The VAGA was the largest and most 

heavily armed warships of its time with three levels of cannon arms. 

It was elaborately adorned with hundreds of sculptures, and painted 

with brilliant colors. It was a beautiful vision when it launched. Then it 

immediately sank. 

What happened to the VAGA? It was top heavy and no one had 

considered how the many design changes would affect buoyancy and 

maneuverability because they didn’t want to disagree with the king. The 

organizational culture for this project team meant that they accepted 

the unilateral direction of the King. It was a perfect storm that lead to 

calamity.

The VAGA saga can be replicated in many contemporary cautionary 

tales. Consider famous organizations, like Smith Corona which stuck 

to typewriters as data processing evolved to computers; or Blockbuster 

which never adapted from old VHS and DVD rentals to newer technol-

ogy; or Eastman Kodak which set the standards in photography only to 

miss out on the digital revolution. Each company found their envious 

market positions in their respective industries compromised because 

their managers failed to embrace change, build the necessary supporting 

culture, and effectively leverage culture to navigate through a tumultu-

ous business climate.
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Drawing from my own experiences over 20 years serving in various 

capacities including Labor Relations, Organizational Development, 

and Human Resources in a unionized, Fortune 10 company, I have 

found organizational culture and its relevance and applicability to 

labor-management relations unquestionable. Labor peace lays the path 

for effective working relationships, building camaraderie and team-

work, whether in a union or non-union environment. Culture provides 

the context for effectively engaging employees to embrace shared values 

and beliefs within the organization, along with the emerging informal 

sub-cultures, which dictate whether there will be a coercive, compro-

mising, or collaborative business climate. The first brings compliance, 

the second conciliation, and the latter organizational commitment. 

In this book, The OC EquationTM, Cindy Beresh-Bryant brings a 

unique and valuable perspective of these forces of change and how 

culture is at the center of creating solutions for business success. Based 

on almost two decades of progressive experience in managing the human 

resource function for both domestic and global organizations, large and 

small, she offers business savvy advice that provides results-oriented 

solutions. 

I have known Cindy for about a decade. We were introduced 

through a mutual friend. We quickly realized we shared similar interests 

in business development, scholarly work, and professional engagement. 

Cindy and I now work together to help HR students discern employer 

needs and prepare these future business leaders for their transition to 

the workplace. It is common to find one who has extensive business 

experience, professional engagement, or tenure in academia. However, 

Cindy has successfully accomplished pinnacles of success in each of 

these fronts. While she has extensive hands-on business management 

experience in effectively managing change, she is a valued professional 

leader in the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM), and 

dynamic educator at the collegiate level in advanced human resource 

practices. As a savvy business professional and scholar her advice and 
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perspective is highly regarded and sought after. 

Cindy is in the business of enabling people to facilitate organiza-

tional change in order to achieve business success. She is an effective 

change leader and agent of change. If you are looking for solutions to 

today’s business problems, she can help. If you are a manager searching 

for solutions that can positively and proactively contribute to unparal-

leled competitiveness, she provides invaluable insight in this book that 

provides a roadmap for positive transformation of any organization. 

Her critical thought and insight provides convincing evidence that in 

today’s business climate change is inevitable and building the desired 

organizational culture is the key to organizational sustainability.



Part 1 
You Are HERE!
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Chapter 1

Clashing Cultures  
Spell Disaster

“Culture is not the most important thing  
– it’s the ONLY thing” 

~Jim Sinegal, Co-Founder and  
former President & CEO, Costco, Inc. 

In 2005, I spent 3 weeks in Pune, India on business. It was both a thrill-

ing and intimidating experience. Although I stayed at an exquisite five 

star hotel that catered to American business people and made substan-

tial attempts to make us feel at home, it was still evident that we were in 

a foreign land. One sunny, Saturday afternoon when I was completely 

bored looking at the four walls of my hotel room, I decided to take a 

walk to the local market. As I looked around, I realized that everything, 

and I mean EVERYTHING, about India was different - the scenery, 

the smells, the food, the people, the way they dress - EVERYTHING. 

As you can imagine I stood out like a sore thumb walking down the 

street looking very American, acting very American, and expecting very 

American responses. After all, I didn’t speak Hindi, I had blond hair, I 

didn’t wear a sari, I didn’t know their customs, beliefs or traditions and 

everything about me was completely different from the local Indian 

people. Although I had attempted to learn as much as possible about their 

culture before arriving, there was no doubt - I didn’t fit in, I didn’t belong. 

In India I quickly decided there are very few, if any, rules of the road. 

When driving, although they had similar traffic signs and red lights, it 
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became painfully observed there were no dividing lines separating traffic 

lanes and few roads were paved. When traffic lights changed from red 

to green, it was literally every man (and woman) for themselves. It was 

not unusual for a driver to drive momentarily down the wrong side of 

the road to maneuver around traffic or to avoid obstacles, only moving 

back to the “right” side of the road when oncoming traffic threatened a 

head on collision. 

Because the driving customs were so vastly different from home, I had 

an Indian driver pick me up at the hotel and drive me back and forth to 

work during the week. My driver was constantly dodging pedestrians, 

cows, goats, other cars, scooters, and anything else that might wander 

into the road. It didn’t take me long to realize that I was much better 

off, and far less stressed, if I just looked out the side window of the car 

admiring the scenery. But even that was different. I saw houses that 

were little more than shanty towns with no running water or electricity, 

I saw adults and children alike coming to the edge of the road, mere 

feet from traffic, to urinate or defecate in the street. I saw slaughtered, 

skinned animals hanging up to dry or be sold in the market with no 

refrigeration to ensure freshness and I saw women washing vegetables 

in the storm water runoff on the side of the street. There was no doubt; 

India had a very different culture from America. 

Their “Culture”, the way they do things, was completely different 

from our culture here in America. They have their own languages, their 

own goals and objectives, their own personal values and philosophies, 

and their own ways of doing things. Most of which were completely 

different from what I was accustomed to.

Webster’s dictionary defines “Culture” as “The beliefs, customs, arts, 
etc., of a particular society, group, place, or time”. And just as a country 

has their own culture, so do organizations. As a matter of fact, Webster’s 

acknowledges organizational cultures (OC) and defines it as “A way of 
thinking, behaving, or working that exists in a place or organization (such 
as a business)”. And, just as I felt like a fish out of water in India, when 
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you’re dropped into an unfamiliar organizational culture (OC), one that 

gets things done in a completely foreign way from how you would “nor-

mally” do things, you will likely feel equally out of place and awkward. 

For some people that feeling of awkwardness passes quickly as they 

assimilate and integrate into their new surroundings and adapt to their 

new organization’s way of doing things. But others may never assimilate 

into the OC, especially if the organization’s way of doing things goes 

against their personal values and philosophies, their hardwiring so to 

speak. They may never quite fit in, always struggling to find traction, 

build relationships and get results. 

Take for example my own personal experience with a client a while 

back. I knew as the words were coming out of my mouth, there was 

going to be fall out, but to be honest, at the time, I simply didn’t care. 

Then, a couple of weeks later the person who had contracted me for the 

job called and told me, “They don’t want you back.” I was devastated. 

But at that moment, it became clear, I wasn’t a culture fit for their orga-

nization and no amount of trying was going to change that. In other 

words the way they did things was contrary to the way I did things and 

neither of us were willing to sacrifice our values or beliefs or our philos-

ophies to make the necessary changes to assimilate together to make it 

work. After two years working with this client, it was obvious, although 

no one would admit it, that my personal and professional values and 

their OC clashed. We simply didn’t “fit”, we had different leadership 

philosophies, different people philosophies and different engagement 

philosophies and neither of us was willing to change our beliefs, values 

or customs to maintain the relationship and make it work. 

Whether dealing with a local culture in another country or with a 

culture in an organization, it’s imperative that there be an understand-

ing and respect for the values and philosophies that have established it. 

Or to put it another way, “when in Rome, do as the Romans” because 

it’s unlikely you’re going to change the culture. 

We see this kind of reaction in our daily lives and in our workplaces. 



THE O.C. EQUATION™

20

Sometimes you go into an organization with stars in your eyes, excited 

about new possibilities, but quickly learn the organization has a differ-

ent value system and culture that doesn’t support your personal needs, 

philosophies and values and you’re not a fit. You feel like a fish out of 

water, struggling to perform, get along and build an effective network. 

Struggling to figure out how to be effective and get things done, won-

dering what’s wrong with you. On the other hand, when you work or 

volunteer in an OC that suits your personal values and style, it’s like 

lightening in a bottle – everything just fits, seemingly without effort 

and it feels like coming home. 

But how do you know what the organization’s culture is? Can you 

know before you decide to go to work with them? Can the OC change 

with management changes? How can you determine if the current OC 

is effective? If not, how can the OC be changed to provide a competitive 

advantage? 

Fitting into an OC can be faked for a period of time, but eventually 

faking it will take its toll and in the end, it always comes crashing down 

– either in the crashing and burning of relationships and interactions, 

performance, or in someone’s personal health and happiness. When the 

culture doesn’t fit who you are, what you value and hold dear, it’s an 

absolutely miserable experience.

We will explore all of these issues throughout this book. It is designed 

as a practical guide to help anyone, at any level, in any type or size orga-

nization understand the power of OC and how it can be used to unleash 

your employee’s passion, potential and performance to create a sustain-

able competitive advantage in the marketplace. 

What is Organizational Culture (OC)?
As previously noted, an organizational culture (OC) is like a coun-

try’s culture. It’s the shared traditions, beliefs, values, philosophies, and 

actions of the people who make up the organization. In other words, 

quite simply, it’s how things get done, the way employees think and act, 
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what forms the basis of their decisions at work. 

Using a simple, but powerful equation – The OC Equation™ - you 

can discover what makes up your current OC and if it aligns with and 

supports what your organization says it values. Once you know what 

your OC is, you can begin evaluating if it’s effective. Does it engage 

employees and empower them to get results and go the extra mile? If not, 

the second half of the book will provide a roadmap for putting together 

a workable action plan to unleash your employees’ passion, potential 

and performance and create the one true competitive advantage. 

OOOOC
organizational

culture

values philosophies actions

 the OC equation™

Values + Philosophies x Actions = OC]
By using The OC Equation™ you will begin to discover what 

you or your organization truly values. You will be able to articulate 

those values through specific, detailed philosophy statements and then 

compare those to your actions to determine if they’re consistent. Con-

sistency is the key: for employees to emotionally and physically invest 

in your organization, they have to know where you stand and what you 

value. If you’re all over the place they won’t fully commit themselves, 

remaining on the fringes of the OC and, like a reed in the wind, waiting 

on cues to decide how they should behave. 

For example, we’ve all been to Effective Communication seminars 

where we learned, sometimes through harsh examples, that when faced 

with words or actions (body language, gestures, tone, etc.) people will 

believe your actions every time over the words they hear. Your OC 
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works much the same way. You can tout “values and philosophies” all 

you want, you can tell employees what a great place to work they have. 

But in the end, they will decide if they agree with your assertions based 

on your actions – what you actually did vs. what you said. If your words 

and actions are different, employees will always look to the actions to 

tell them everything they need to know about what you truly value. 

What is Culture “Fit”?
Recently, a client whose OC is defined by getting things done based 

on relationships and face-to-face, personal interactions, hired a very 

tech savvy employee accustomed to communicating and getting things 

done through the use of technology – email, instant messaging, and 

texting. Bam! An almost instant OC clash! Their new employee was 

communicating in a manner that didn’t “fit” the OC, creating strife 

and dissatisfaction among co-workers. A strife that he was completely 

oblivious to. 

As the tech savvy employee illustrates, it’s possible to have exceptional 

talent with the right education, experience, knowledge, skills, and abil-

ities (KSAs) to do the job, but lose the impact and effectiveness of that 

talent if they aren’t a culture “fit”. If a highly talented employee is trying 

to get things done in a manner contradictory to the organization’s OC 

(their values, philosophies, beliefs and traditions), their effectiveness 

will be greatly diminished simply because how they approach the job, 

their co-workers, leaders, customers and vendors doesn’t fit with expec-

tations and norms, creating high anxiety and frustration for everyone 

involved. While the frustration and anxiety will be recognized almost 

immediately, the reason seldom is because it’s not something you can 

easily put your finger on.

With few exceptions, no one sits you down on your first day of 

employment (or during the interview process) and tells you about their 

OC. It isn’t something that you can see or read even in marketing mate-

rials or the employee handbook; often emerging as an unsettling prickle, 
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prickle, prickle deep in your gut that something isn’t quite right. Ignore 

OC at your peril because it has the power to propel or derail not only 

your career but the organization’s success. 

Culture fit, based on The OC Equation™, is when your personal 

values, philosophies and actions coincide with the organization’s values, 

philosophies and actions. In other words, it is matching how things get 

done in an organization with how you would expect to get things done 

yourself. Now don’t become too concerned if you experience that tell-

tale prickle, it doesn’t mean the organization is evil or bad or wrong and 

it doesn’t mean you’re evil or bad or wrong, it simply means there’s not a 

proper “fit”. This is why hugely successful leaders and employees at one 

organization can go to another organization and completely bomb out. 

“Behind every successful leader is a vibrant culture that engages and 

energizes employees. In almost every case, that culture has been defined, 

shaped and personified by the leader.” ~Anonymous

The Elusiveness of OC
OC is like the wind and in the case of an OC misfit that wind turns 

into a hurricane leaving a path of organizational and personal destruc-

tion in its wake and depending on the survivors to pick up the pieces 

and start again. The problem is that it’s usually the best employees that 

jump ship. You can’t shake off bad employees with a stick! 

If OC can be such a competitive advantage, then why do so few 

leaders embrace it? OC is a difficult concept for many people to com-

prehend, especially those who are data driven because it’s elusive and 

can’t be directly measured like the number of widgets produced. OC, 

however, can be measured by the indirect outcomes of its presence – 

attendance, customer satisfaction, employee engagement, productivity, 

quality, safety, complaints, conflict, etc. 

Leaders, and all employees for that matter, know they have an OC, 

but few have the foresight or vision to harness it and leverage it as a 

bona fide business tool. Most ignore it because they can’t readily see it 
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and don’t believe they can make a hard measure out of it. They don’t 

intuitively understand how or why their OC was created or how it’s sus-

tained. They aren’t sure if it can or even should be changed. They feel it’s 

too complicated and ambiguous to harness. They don’t even know if it 

should be harnessed, and if it should, how. Worse yet, they don’t know 

what to do with OC once it is harnessed. Shouldn’t it just be ignored, 

they wonder, as they move on to other priorities?

Because leaders are accustomed to dealing with cold, hard facts and 

data, they seldom take the time or invest the energy to deal with abstrac-

tions. OC is definitely an abstraction. As a matter of fact, it’s like the 

wind - you can’t see it, grasp it, or even hold on to it, but you definitely 

know it’s there. You can feel it and you can experience its effect on the 

people and environment around you. You can also harness its power to 

create a competitive advantage for your organization. Harnessing your 

OC, however, takes vision, discipline, hard work and an unwavering, 

intentional spirit. 

High employee engagement ultimately has the power to propel an 

organization to outperform their competition. According to research by 

Towers Watson, organizations with high engagement experience have, 

on average, three times higher operating margin than organizations with 

low engagement. But unlocking the secret to engagement isn’t easy – or 

inexpensive. One major factor in employee engagement is employees’ 

perceived connection to the organization resulting in their willingness 

to use discretionary effort (go above and beyond what’s expected) to get 

results. But how do you raise engagement? Most organization’s focus is 

on the hard measures such as: pay, benefits, and training. But the fact is 

that no matter how much you pay someone, if they don’t feel an emo-

tional connection to the organization, you won’t be able to unleash their 

passion, potential or performance. 

Creating that emotional connection is about connecting employ-

ees to your OC. The shared values, philosophies, beliefs and traditions 

of your organization and how those translate into the decisions and 
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actions people see every day. Because OC is so elusive, most leaders fail 

to harness its power. To do so requires vision, commitment and inten-

tionality. Few leaders recognize its power or take the time and effort to 

think beyond the obvious to harness it and use it to their advantage. As 

we noted previously, every organization has an OC, but do you use it to 

your advantage or is it being used against you? 

Harnessing the power of your OC to attract, engage and retain top 

talent will ultimately position your organization to outperform the 

competition, survive a recession, enhance your value proposition or any 

number of other competition crushing achievements. Forward-think-

ing leaders have the insight and vision to recognize that OC is just as 

important to success as innovative products and services, cutting-edge 

R&D, superior customer services, lean manufacturing, and uncompro-

mising systems and processes. 

Throughout this book we will help you eliminate the elusiveness 

of OC. We will teach you how to harness your organization’s OC and 

create a competitive advantage that can’t be duplicated by your compe-

tition. We will show you how to apply The OC Equation™ to every 

department and decision within your organization and unprecedented 

results. 

Not a Quick Fix
Although we will teach you the components needed to harness your 

OC, make no mistake; it is not a quick fix for all that ails your orga-

nization. It’s not like a fancy new software program that you can buy 

and install one time and then walk away. Using OC as a competitive 

advantage takes considerable commitment, intention and discipline. 

Leaders must be constantly vigilant to ensure the desired OC is not 

only identified, but the actions of employees at all levels are consistent 

with the desired OC and reinforce it, protect it, and nurture it without 

compromise. Commitment and discipline are required especially when 

OC begins to slip, when it begins to once again become elusive, when 
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things get off course, as with any other business metric, action plans 

must be put in place to get back to the espoused values and philosophies 

to ensure consistency, which in turn ensures commitment. 

It takes hard work because employees at all levels have to think, 

speak, act and lead in such a way as to instill and reinforce the espoused 

values and philosophies of your OC into every other leader, manager, 

team member and employee so their actions demonstrate the values 

and philosophies and mirror your ideal and intended OC. This ensures 

your decisions will not only take into account the business needs and 

demands, but that it also takes into account employee needs and demands 

as they relate to the desired OC. Thus every action must be considered 

and calculated in terms of its impact on the OC while constantly evalu-

ating if those actions are helping or hindering your achievement of the 

desired OC. Leaders who aren’t willing to put in this extra effort will 

find themselves at the mercy of an accidental, unintentional, yet equally 

powerful OC driven by the most influential or manipulative employees 

in the organization, which will quickly reduce your desired OC to just 

another grandiose idea or flavor of the month. 

It takes an unwavering, intentional spirit because there are times 

when sticking to your values and philosophies will force you to make 

decisions and implement actions that, in the short term, appear to defy 

logic and “good business sense”. However, for those with the fortitude 

to stick with it, the payoffs are nothing short of extraordinary. 

Getting it Right
During the recent “Great Recession” I flew every week to New 

Jersey for my job. As the recession deepened I began to notice a drop 

in employee morale and customer service at my airline of choice. 

Employees on and off the flight began behaving as though their cus-

tomers were an annoyance, in some cases becoming borderline hostile 

and even abusive. After suffering through the effects of dwindling cus-

tomer service coupled with almost weekly fare hikes I finally decided 
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that the pain of dealing with their employees’ attitudes wasn’t worth it. 

Although my previous airline provided a direct flight into Newark, NJ, 

I longed to be engaged and connected to my weekly airline provider.

So I began looking for alternatives. That’s when I discovered the “fun” 

of Southwest Airlines. I hadn’t previously considered Southwest because 

they didn’t provide service into Newark. To change airlines would mean 

I would have to fly into Philadelphia, Pennsylvania and then take a train 

to Iselin, NJ and then walk 2 blocks to the office – suitcase in tow. But 

with service dwindling and price increasing, the airline had finally hit 

the law of diminishing returns; they were no longer worth it. The idea 

of feeling connected and valued was more important to me than the 

pain and effort of multiple train rides and a short walk to the office, 

even in the snow! 

But how did Southwest earn my business even though it cost more 

time and effort? It was their OC. Their OC was infectious to both 

employees and customers alike. Southwest has an OC with consistent 

values, philosophies and actions and they hire employees who share 

and embrace their OC. Employees demonstrated true customer service 

through their commitment to providing a pleasant experience no matter 

what the circumstances and engaging passengers in that experience. 

Organizations that get it right don’t worry that an employee will 

leave to go to another employer for a few more bucks per hour. They 

don’t worry that they might lose customers because of a cheaper price 

or easier interface, because OC creates commitment, loyalty and dedi-

cation – a connection that all humans ultimately seek. 

Even with years of experience working and leading great OCs and 

personally experiencing the power of those OCs to engage employ-

ees, inspire commitment, dedication and loyalty and get extraordinary 

results, I’ve also witnessed both personal and professional destruction 

when OCs go awry. 

The reason you should push through the elusiveness of the OC is 

because it’s what really matters – after all, it’s the ONLY thing your 
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competition can’t duplicate. Turnover is expensive both monetarily and 

emotionally; and as previously noted, personal and organizational per-

formance can only be maximized when the “fit” is correct. This book is 

about helping you learn from both my triumphs and failures so you can 

leverage a winning OC to outperform in your niche. 

In the following chapters we will walk you through how to assess 

your organization’s OC based on The OC Equation™. You’ll learn 

how to identify your actual versus stated OC, you’ll develop philoso-

phies to back up those values and you learn how to ensure congruence 

and continuity and leverage your OC to crush your competition. 

Hold on! You’re in for the ride of your life – one that can change 

your future and the future of those around you – for the positive. 
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Chapter 2

Do You Speak “Harvard”?

Developing an OC as a Competitive Advantage  
Doesn’t Take a Rocket Scientist

“Complexity is your enemy. Any fool can make something 
complicated. It is hard to keep things simple.”  

~Sir Richard Branson

You get up early and turn on the morning news program while you 

prepare for work. Some “expert” is expounding on the crisis of 

the moment. At first, you think you haven’t had enough coffee because 

the expert makes absolutely no sense. Then you realize the expert has 

“Harvard Syndrome”, a desire to impress by using twenty-five cent 

words and industry-speak (buzzwords) to obscure complicated concepts 

rather than to enlighten the audience. You turn off the TV to head out 

to fight rush hour traffic and you’re already annoyed. 

You’re annoyed because the so-called “expert” on the news treated 

you with contempt by confusing the issues rather than helping you 

understand them. Why couldn’t the expert explain the crisis simply 

and clearly? When you’re attempting to diagnose, implement or change 

your OC it’s no different – simple is better. Keep it simple or you’ll lose 

your people and your momentum. Think about your own organiza-

tion. How many great ideas, projects and programs die each year just 

because they are so overburdened no one can keep up with them? Your 

employees can’t possibly embody the OC you’re striving to create (and 
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they won’t even try) if it’s too complicated or cumbersome which means 

ultimately you will lose any potential competitive advantage you had 

hoped to gain from it. So, keep it simple. 

As with most things, if it’s simple, people will use it. Take for example 

all the weight loss plans advertised every year to an overweight American 

public. These plans make losing weight simple and people BUY simple: 

order our prepackaged meals, eat 5 times a day, plus 2 snacks and you 

too can obtain your ideal weight! Or consider the simplicity of Apple’s 

devices. The sleek design of the original iPod – no complicated buttons 

and total integration of the computer, the software and the iTunes Store 

to access all the media you could ever want or need. 

Steve Jobs got this concept of simplicity and built his company on 

that guiding principle. Under his leadership, Apple, Inc. became the 

epitome of simplicity—not just a superficial simplicity that comes from 

an uncluttered look and feel at the surface of their products. It’s a deep 

simplicity that comes from knowing the essence (the purpose) of every 

product, the complexities of its engineering and the function of every 

component. “It takes a lot of hard work,” Jobs said, “to make something 

simple, to truly understand the underlying challenges and come up 

with elegant solutions.” In a 1977 marketing brochure Apple claimed, 

“Simplicity is the ultimate sophistication.” No doubt that Jobs got it, 

lived and breathed it and demanded that everyone working with him 

also lived and breathed it – it was part of Apple’s OC. 

KISS – Keep it Simple, Stupid! 
Throughout my career I’ve worked for some of the most beloved and 

recognized brands in the world, I have seen the power of both the Six 

Sigma and Lean methodologies. The Six Sigma methodology seeks to 

reduce variation. The reduction of variation is important because varia-

tion generates waste which in turn increases our energy and resource use 

to chase down and manage processes and results that are not what we 

want or expect. When Six Sigma is used, processes are simplified. And 
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simple things are easier to predict, repeat and control.

Lean manufacturing also strives for simplicity. Lean principles drive 

a simplification of process and, often, management structure. Lean 

seeks to eliminate unnecessary work and waste by eliminating unnec-

essary steps, reducing movement and exchanges, minimizing material, 

and dictating a highly focused management structure for each market 

or product line. In other words, it simplifies the processes, equipment 

and decision-making. 

The point is, whether your business has adopted a popular business 

improvement or process improvement methodology, or whether you 

prefer to follow your own methods, you can generate a great deal of 

business, process, and product improvement by following the “Simplic-

ity Principle” – Keep it Simple, Stupid (KISS).

OC is Simple, but Not Simplistic

The Ultimate in Simplicity –  
Einstein’s Theory of Relativity

 
“If you can’t explain it simply,  

you don’t understand it well enough”  
~ Albert Einstein 

 E=mc2

Einstein’s theory of relativity, on one level, is devastatingly simple. It 

says that the energy (E) in a system (an atom, a person, the solar system) 

is equal to its total mass (m) multiplied by the square of the speed of 

light (c, equal to 186,000 miles per second). But on another level, like 

all good equations, its simplicity is a rabbit-hole into something so pro-

found it boggles the mind. 

Before Einstein, scientists defined energy as the stuff that allows 
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objects and fields to interact or move in some way – kinetic energy is 

associated with movement, thermal energy involves heating and elec-

tromagnetic fields contain energy that is transmitted as waves. All these 

types of energy can be transformed from one to another, but nothing 

can ever be created or destroyed. The fact is that Einstein’s simple equa-

tion brought a new understanding to the world of physics and paved 

the way to the creation of the atom bomb. 

Figuring out your Organizational Culture (OC) isn’t hard. In fact, 

it’s incredibly simple if you can stomach the truth. The OC Equa-

tion™, like the theory of relativity, provides a clear map that you can 

actually understand and use to not only diagnose your organizational 

culture (OC) but figure out practical, effective changes to improve it 

and get results. But beware; beneath The OC Equation’s™ simplicity 

lies a rabbit hole into values, philosophies, systems and processes, pol-

icies and procedures and internal and external actions. Its significance 

doesn’t pave the way for the creation of a physical bomb but it does pave 

the way for an organizational bomb that can, by its sheer strength and 

power, infiltrate every cranny of your organization. 

When the components of The OC Equation™ are consistently 

applied and leveraged as a key business strategy, they can change the 

face and dynamics of your organization which allows you to attract 

and retain top talent and inspire performance. Employees will be per-

petually engaged, deliver high performance and make decisions as if 

they owned the company. Organizational Culture can create a sustain-

able, truly proprietary competitive advantage for your organization that 

competitors can’t duplicate. 

The beauty of The OC Equation™ is that it is simple to under-

stand and use even as it delivers results that are not simple. Our desire 

for more features and more options tends to drive complexity in busi-

ness, processes, products, policies, procedures and practices. But the 

solutions that perform the best are the ones that are simplest to under-

stand, operate and manage. Working with employees is no different. 
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For example, while developing The OC Equation™ I researched 

several well-known authors and institutes famous for their “intellec-

tual horsepower” and strategic research on OC. The problem was that 

I couldn’t understand what they were talking about although I had 

lived and breathed OC for more than 20 years in actual workplaces and 

seen firsthand the incredible impact a positive OC can have on bottom 

line metrics! As I reviewed their work, I found it so fraught with the 

“Harvard Syndrome” and so “intellectual” and complicated that no one 

could actually understand it, let alone implement it and know what 

changes to make to affect OC to drive superior business results in a 

“real” organization. 

Their discussions of culture depended on complex equations and 

foreign terminology that would require business leaders to learn and 

implement a whole new language. The result of such an approach is 

a deer in the headlights look and head scratching rather than serious 

strategic consideration. But it doesn’t have to be that way – developing 

and implementing a positive OC doesn’t have to be complicated. But 

it does take a commitment to OC as part of the overall strategic plan, 

clarity on your organization values, disciplined intent and simple but 

consistent and powerful actions that actually infuse OC into the DNA 

of your organization to make a positive difference in engagement and 

performance of your people, their department and the organization. 

So, like any good researcher, I didn’t rely solely on my own experi-

ence. I assembled a group of trusted colleagues who personally worked 

in and were responsible for creating and reinforcing some of the best 

organizational cultures in the world to help identify and clearly artic-

ulate what it takes to create a positive OC that drives business results 

and what it takes to sustain that OC through business changes and 

leadership turnover. 
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Simplicity and The OC Equation™
Before we jump into how to actually “use” The OC Equation™ in 

future chapters, let’s explore the power of simplicity and why keeping it 

simple is the best approach to sustainability. 

Fortunately for all of us, even if we don’t speak Harvard (and I don’t), 

creating a positive, empowering OC that supports our business strategy, 

goals and objectives doesn’t require us to. Simply put, the components 

of culture (good or bad, intentional or accidental) are best represented 

by The OC Equation™:

OOOOC
organizational

culture

values philosophies actions

 the OC equation™

The power of The OC Equation™ is that it is simple. But don’t 

be lulled into believing that makes it less potent, profound, or effec-

tive. In fact, it is the simple nature of The OC Equation™ where you 

find its power and the ability to leverage its components in harmony to 

maximize your one true competitive advantage – your people. It’s an 

advantage your competition can’t duplicate. 

Your OC Is Your Competitive Advantage 
If you’re still on the fence as to whether organizational culture is 

important, consider the following facts:

•	 Only 30% of American employees are engaged – 

According to Gallup’s State of the American Workplace: 

2013 report, only 30% of American workers and 13% of 

global employees are engaged, or involved in, enthusiastic 
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about, and committed to their workplace.

•	 It’s better to be fair than right – Neuroscientists discov-

ered that when employees feel mistreated, those emotions 

run deep and are not easily forgotten. So, if your OC 

emphasizes treating employees with respect and dignity it 

will likely reinforce one or more of the six employee needs 

and build loyalty and engagement. (The six employee needs 

are discussed in later chapters.)

•	 Social interaction drives results – Whether an introvert 

or an extrovert, our brains are predominately social organs 

and need social interaction and goals to perform at its peak. 

However, most OCs focus on optimizing results over people 

(social interactions) resulting in employees (even top per-

formers), feeling devalued, insecure or even unfairly treated 

which may lead to disengagement.

Using your OC to your advantage isn’t just about making employ-

ees happy or making everyone feel good. It’s about getting results as 

discussed in more detail in Chapter 4. For now, suffice it to say, the 

bottom line is this: creating an empowering OC that drives employee 

engagement and satisfaction isn’t rocket science. It’s incredibly simple, 

but not simplistic. It takes discipline, constant vigilance and sometimes 

short-term financial sacrifices.

Case in point: In 2004, top leaders in a multinational organization 

presented their local leadership with a plan to save the plant millions of 

dollars over a 5 year period, which was incredibly attractive. The plan 

would outsource maintenance and facilities to a provider guarantee-

ing improved response time, improved machine uptime and improved 

Maintenance, Repair and Operations (MRO) cost savings. In addition, 

the organization negotiated with the provider to hire the current main-

tenance team so there would be no learning curve and no one would be 



THE O.C. EQUATION™

36

out of work – they would leave one organization on Friday and report 

to work on Monday as an employee of the new provider.

When this plan was presented to Human Resources (HR), they hit a 

snag. No, it wasn’t because of HR; it was because of their commitment 

to their culture. HR reminded the leaders that they would have to abide 

by the severance policy and offer every maintenance employee severance 

adding hundreds of thousands of dollars to the cost. Incredulous that 

their cost savings would be virtually wiped out in the near term, the 

leaders took their argument to the CEO, sure he would support the 

business decision. When they approached the CEO, he listened intently 

to their proposal and reviewed in detail their cost saving projections, 

impressed with the potential financial impact. When presented with 

the dilemma, the CEO asked one question, “On Monday morning will 

the affected employees work for our company or wear someone else’s’ 

logo?” The answer was clear; they would work for someone else. In less 

than a nanosecond, the CEO stated, “if you move forward with this 

plan, these employees are entitled to severance. It’s not whether they 

have a new job on Monday or not, it’s the fact that they will no longer 

be employed by us.”

Feeling defeated, the team left his office, but the culture remained 

intact and employee loyalty and engagement was never stronger because 

the employees knew the organization not only posted values on the wall 

– they lived them!

The key in this particular situation was the fact that the CEO boiled 

the entire matter down to the bare essence in order to effectively deal 

with it. Developing a competitive OC happens only when you boil 

down your values, philosophies and actions to their essence and then 

develop the systems and principles to keep it simple. 

So, the message here is KISS. Don’t worry about speaking “Harvard” 

or over complicating your journey to an effective OC. You don’t have to 

speak “Harvard” to create and maintain a positive culture that engages 

employees, but it has to be intentional.
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The OC Equation™ in Action

1 KISS – Keep it Simple, Stupid  
– don’t over complicate your OC.

2 Only 30% of employees are engaged:  
OC drives engagement > Drives results> competitive advantage. 

3 Employees value being fair over being right  
– develop an OC that fuels “doing the right thing”.

4 Getting to simple is HARD work,  
but simple doesn’t mean simplistic!

5 If you build it (an intentional OC), they  
(results and competitive advantage) will come!




