By J. Daniel Beckham



Overestimating the Importance of Culture
Culture doesn't eat strategy for breakfast; it eats weak leaders.
Robert Louis Stevenson once suggested, "Man is a creature who lives not upon bread alone but principally by catchwords." A catchphrase is a kind of slogan that is often faddish and short-lived. 

The origin of a catchphrase is often mysterious. It might first appear in a speech or an advertisement. It often lines up well with existing prejudices. After all, it's catchy, so it catches on. And then it spreads.

Most catchphrases are inconsequential. They become trite and then fade harmlessly away. But occasionally they harbor assumptions poorly tested, and they include implications with the potential to do damage.

A defining characteristic of a catchphrase is popularity. It can get used so often, it becomes an empty and thoughtless reflex. Repetition can encrust it with an easy acceptance that becomes a barrier to critical thinking and self-examination. So it endures. 

"Culture eats strategy for breakfast" (or "lunch" depending on your eating habits) is just such a catchphrase. It resonates most strongly with those who don't have much use for the "strategy thing" anyway. It translates into a view that you shouldn't waste too much time strategizing, because the culture will determine whether your strategies succeed. This is a high-stakes argument worth some debate because the implications for leadership are pretty profound.

Culture vs. Strategy
Both "culture" and "strategy" are ideas that can benefit from some definition. Culture, in an organizational sense, usually is characterized as a set of prevailing values and behaviors that is relatively consistent across an organization. A strategy is a pathway through uncertainty and resistance to accomplish an organization's aspirations.

Organizational culture is, without a doubt, an important consideration when it comes to leadership. But it often is described as if it were something much more homogeneous than it is in most organizations. Every culture has its subcultures, and these are often in conflict. There is also a tendency to regard culture as deeply resistant, even impervious, to change. 

Finally, many organizational leaders and experts treat culture with a kind of hands-off reverence as if there was something sacred about it when, in truth, it is ubiquitous and cheap. You get culture for free whenever a few people gather to do something with some regularity. Culture emerges like body heat without the least bit of facilitation and intent. There are admirable cultures and despicable ones.

A view of culture as fixed, omnipotent and sacred can engender passivity on the part of leaders when it comes to moving beyond day-to-day operations to the game-changing initiatives. Why bother when culture will resist, overwhelm and suffocate efforts to mobilize meaningful change? An omnipotent culture becomes a convenient excuse for inaction.

On the other hand, a strategy is a game plan for getting from a point in the present to a point in the future. It defines what it is most important for an organization to do. It embodies intent and resolve. Strategy execution is the opposite of passivity.

The Importance of Strategy
Whenever I think about culture eating strategy, I remember a scene in the movie "Indiana Jones and the Raiders of the Lost Ark" when Indy is confronted by an opponent whose blinding swordplay and attire reflect cultural traditions centuries old, and to which our hero responds by calmly pulling out his revolver and shooting the guy. Samuel Colt's strategy quickly had disposed of a threatening, seemingly omnipotent, cultural manifestation.

When leaders diminish the importance of strategy, they undercut their own organizational value. Leaders, particularly those at an executive level, exist to make their organization's most important decisions and ensure their effective execution. Important decisions are invariably complex decisions high in uncertainty and risk. Important, complex decisions require seasoned experience and judgment. That's why such decisions are in the purview of top executives. 

A strategy is a pathway through complexity to a place of advantage. The word leader invariably begs questions: "Leading toward what? And how?" Strategy is the answer to those questions. The omnipotent culture obliterates the notion of effective leadership because it presumes to hold the power to obstruct intentional movement forward. The omnipotent culture says, "Forget about it!"

Those who subscribe to the "culture eats strategy" view fail to see in it a false choice. While culture may be an inherent characteristic of every organization, "culture change" is a strategy. It is one lever among others that leaders can pull on the way to creating advantage. Indeed, competitive advantage is always a mix of variables drawn from a pool of strategy options which, when melded together, result in meaningful differentiation. 

Leaders must decide which levers to pull, how hard and when: Pull service line innovation a little bit, now pull hard on physician supply and access, now give culture a tug. And so forth. Thus, executives make and execute the decisions that justify their role as leaders.

The Problem of Buying into the Catchphrase
One proponent of the "culture eats strategy" catchphrase, Shawn Parr, an innovation and design consultancy CEO, made his case in a Jan. 24, 2012, Fast Company article holding out shoe company Zappos as an example. In response, Bob Frisch, a strategy expert with experience at the Boston Consulting Group, had this to say in the same publication a month later:

"Parr attributes the success of Zappos to a culture that is 'inclusionary, encouraging, and empowering.' Customer service representatives write zany emails and company leaders have often affirmed their belief that if you get culture right, success follows. But Zappos also has fast delivery, deep inventory, a 365-day return policy and free shipping both ways. That's a strategy – not a culture – and if Zappos weren't competitive with catalog sellers and mall shoe stores, all the culture in the world would make little difference. … In the business world, it's easy to take a handful of current winners, give them a backstory about their cultures and conclude, like Parr, that 'authenticity and values always win out.' Always? Walmart is the winner in retail. McDonald's serves more meals than anyone else. And yet they're hardly praised as paragons of superior culture. … "

Designing Culture
Effective leaders aren't cowed by culture. They use it. In some instances, they take aspects of the culture – an intrinsic entrepreneurialism, for example – and put them to work, or they quite purposefully inoculate new values into the organization to energize and motivate success. When cultural characteristics are counterproductive, effective leaders neutralize them, in some instances driving adherents of bad behavior out of the organization. In other words, effective leaders grab the cultural bull by its horns, put a harness on it and then ride it.

Years ago when Southwest Airlines was ascendant and Northwest Airlines in decline, the value of culture as strategy easily could be seen as planes arrived and departed from the gate. Southwest baggage handlers and ground crews ran to meet their planes while Northwest crews sauntered. But the behavior of the Southwest employees was no happy coincidence. It reflected the purposeful intent of disciplined leadership all the way to the CEO's office. 

The culture of Southwest Airlines was designed, not accidental. It was a strategy in motion. And like all strategies, it had a half-life. Experts were quick to point to Southwest's culture as the key to its success when, in fact, it was one of several keys, not the least of which was dramatically lower ticket prices than its competitors. Culture alone did not deliver low prices. Just as important was the stockpile of fuel that Southwest bought when the cost of fuel was low. 

Today, cheap aviation fuel is a thing of the past, and so are Southwest's low prices. Southwest was not the first airline to have a great culture. Pan Am was once renowned for its pride and professionalism. I say "once" because, well, Pan Am is gone, having been unable to create strategies to sustain success.

Another Catchphrase
"Our culture" is often another way of saying "our people," and it provides a common segue into another catchphrase: "Our people are our most important asset." This is also an assertion easy to salute, but it has its limits. Some might quickly counter with another catchphrase: "The customer comes first." Or more appropriately for health care: "The patient comes first" – which, with a little tweaking, can be modified to suggest that "Our most important asset is the preference and loyalty of our patients."

Institutional reputation provides evidence against which these battling catchphrases can be tested. Both Mayo Clinic and Cleveland Clinic value their employees and cultivate their cultures quite intentionally. But at neither organization is there a question about who comes first, patient or employee.

And so when an employee at Mayo or Cleveland Clinic goes the extra mile in the patient's best interest, it may reflect a commitment now deeply embedded in the organizational culture, but it is a commitment quite intentionally embedded and then preserved with tenacity. Will Mayo articulated it back in 1910: "The best interest of the patient is the only interest to be considered." 

Later, he and Cleveland Clinic founder George Crile shared their experiences when they traveled home together from Europe on a troop ship during World War I. The combat experience had solidified in both men an appreciation for the importance of unit cohesion and teamwork – concepts that became a driving strategy that secured sustainable competitive advantage for both organizations. It was a strategy easy to regard as cultural in retrospect; but it was implemented with resolve in the face of the prevailing culture of medicine, which valued independence and individualism over collectivism. Very early at Mayo Clinic and Cleveland Clinic, strategy ate culture for breakfast when Will Mayo pronounced: "In order that the sick may have the benefit of advancing knowledge, union of forces is necessary."

Apple's Leadership Tale
Few organizational cultures have received as much attention as that of Apple. There is a rich folklore of pirate flags and independent thinkers. Central to the Apple story is the troubled tenure of John Sculley as its CEO. Steve Jobs recruited Sculley from Pepsi partly by luring him with the question, "Do you want to sell sugared water for the rest of your life? Or do you want to come with me and change the world?" But the man from Pepsi soon got himself crossways with both Jobs and the Apple culture. 

Apple's culture was, understandably, dominated by computer and software guys. Sculley, the sugar water guy, encountered resistance and setbacks when he began to push a new technology strategy for Apple. It was embodied in a handheld device called Newton that promised to provide a new communications and computing platform. The Newton strategy was potentially game changing. It was introduced when Apple's computing was still being done on desktops and the cell phone was still a clumsy novelty. But it was championed by a CEO who lacked credibility and authenticity in technology. 

Sculley soon was gone from Apple, and Jobs was back as CEO. Had the Apple culture eaten Sculley's strategy? Or had it simply eaten Sculley? After all, in retrospect, what was Newton other than an early step toward an iPod, iPhone and iPad?

Certainly there may be occasions when culture is well-positioned to eat strategy, but only when leaders fail to execute the strategies that set the table and make the guest list. Sculley's experience at Apple holds a lesson. It suggests that what culture really eats for breakfast are weak leaders.
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