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Psychological research has consistently demonstrated that one of the largest influences
on employee performance, satisfaction, motivation, and collaboration ability is
organizational culture (Belias & Koustelios, 2014). Organizations that are warm,
interdependent, and dynamic are typically healthier, more thriving organizations.
Conversely, organizations that are cool, judgmental, or alienated typically have negative

workplace outcomes, low retention, and low employee satisfaction.

Good management should make sure to “take the temperature” of their workplace from
time to time, to ensure the emergent climate and culture is a beneficial, productive one.
When an organizational culture needs a significant shift, the responsibility for that often
falls to management, too. The existing research suggests that changes in culture can
come about three ways: by identifying issues, by making small, bottom-up changes,

and by large, top-down shifts (Alvesson & Svenningsson, 2015).

If changes to organizational culture are on your horizon, it is your responsibility as a
manager to first identify and describe the current culture as it exists. There are a number
of ways to formally and informally assess organizational culture (Flowers et al, 2015). A
variety of psychological surveys exist that measure the climate of a workplace — that is,
how warm and supported employees feel. Other measures assess how safe and
appreciated an employee feels within the organization, and how connected they feel to

peers and management.

If you use such measures, make sure to administer them anonymously, and promise
employees that their responses will not be tied to their name or any other identifying
information. When such surveys are administered by a manager, response bias can be
a concern — individuals may feel pressure to give more positive responses, and mask
complaints. Reassure employees that you are seeking honest appraisals, and that you

are interested in improving the organization, to help ameliorate this issue.



In many cases, it is more beneficial to assess organizational culture using observational
means. Here are several outcomes to look at, and to evaluate (by yourself, and with the
assistance of other managers & HR): are employees quick to seek out help and to
collaborate with others? Do employees raise concerns publicly, and freely? Does
management have to work to motivate employees, or are most people self-driven?
How does your employee retention rate compare to the average for your field? How
much fraternization do you witness between colleagues, and across levels in the
hierarchy of your organization? A workplace that has a beneficial, warm culture will
feature high retention, high collaboration, free expression of concerns, and strong

communication within and across status levels in the organization (van Hoorn, 2017).

If you identify issues within your organization’'s culture, there are many steps you can
take to improve relationships and foster growth. Many impactful changes are small, and
occur at a relatively granular level. These changes are typically quicker, and cheaper, to
enact than large-scale shifts. These small changes can be organized into two

categories: relationship building, and opportunity giving (Goetsch & Davis, 2014).

Relationship building. First, you can work to improve your organizational culture by
making small, bottom-up changes to relationships within the organization. One way to
improve relationships is by purposefully scheduling more quality, one-on-one time with
your employees (Goetsch & Davis, 2014). Schedule meetings, or go out with employees
for lunch or coffee, and make it clear the purpose is to establish a rapport, not to
reprimand or judge. Ask about employee concerns and disclose an appropriate amount
of personal information. Provide a means for employees to easily, safely share concerns
with you — such as a suggestion box — and have open, low-stakes discussions about

issues.

In addition, work to foster close connections between employees — provide more
opportunities for peers to work together, schedule more socially bonding activities such
as group lunches, workplace outings, or for-fun events that are optional, but enjoyable
(Banker & Bhal, 2018). These steps will help you to tear down walls that divide
individuals, and help foster the bonds that make a workplace warm.
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Opportunity giving. You can also improve your organizational culture by giving new
opportunities to employees, beginning at a small-scale level. Based on your newfound,
close knowledge of your employees, grant new responsibilities and opportunities for
growth that fit where an employee is in their career. Allow employees from lower in the
hierarchy to sit in on meetings where higher-level decisions are being made. Grant
employees opportunities to grow their skills, and allow greater independence, to
demonstrate that you trust your employees to be productive and invested in their own
success (Choi, Oh, & Colbert, 2015). When individual employees are granted agency,

they are more invested in their work — and their workplace.

When an organization’s culture is in need of a massive shift, large-scale changes
probably have to be made. The research on transformations to organizational culture
have yielded many recommendations for engaging in this process: transformational
leadership can have a massive impact on how an organization runs, and how
employees feel; furthermore, changes to how an organization is structured can have a

massive impact.

Transformational leadership. When members of an organization feel demotivated,
unsupported, and alienated, management needs to rise to the occasion, and become a
source of encouragement and guidance. Research has consistently demonstrated that
energetic, encouraging leaders can revamp an organization, breathe new life into
employees, and develop a network of meaningful bonds that help an employee
collaborate and innovate (Khan et al, 2014). Such leadership must be actively involved,

passionate, and well trained in best practices for their field.

How can a manager become more “transformational”™” A great deal of personal and
interpersonal work is required. To be an effective, inspiring manager, you will need to
work on developing your own skills, improving your own mental health, and harnessing
your motivation for, and love of, your workplace (Matthew & Gupta, 2015). Effective

transformational leaders are warm, high energy, and responsive to concerns; they also

espouse a positive outlook, but show sensitivity to other people’s concerns and
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problems. High emotional intelligence is essential to having this kind of impact — so

make sure to focus on developing or practicing active listening and mediation skills.

Structural changes. Strict hierarchies can destroy rapport within an organization (Pilch
& Turska, 2015). As a result, one massive, impactful change that you can make to
improve your organization’s culture is to make the workplace less vertical, and more
horizontal. Horizontally organized workplaces feature a great deal of communication
between employees of all levels. Very few divisions keep "higher ups” away from those
‘lower down” — in fact, employees are unlikely to think of their relationships in terms of

hierarchy very often.

To encourage this dynamic, make sure the workplace is organized in a manner that
allows incidental, comfortable contact between employees of all levels (Lee, Shiue, &
Chen, 2016). Do not relegate higher-status employees to one floor or area, and lower-
status employees to another (De Been & Beijer, 2014). Hold regular meetings that
update lower-level employees on the organization’s performance and goals, and
demonstrate that you value the opinions and guestions of all people. Dismantle work
systems that maintain the hierarchy — especially work processes that rob employees of

agency and independence.

To craft an organizational culture of warmth and respect, management should trust
lower-level employees to self-regulate, and focus your management on providing
support and guidance, rather than reprimands. Such a massive alteration in workplace
culture and organization will require time, and may be met with some resistance by
higher-status employees, but it will help dismantle barriers and create a more vibrant,

warm space.



Organizational culture can be assessed using surveys, or by assessing
collaboration, retention, and employee self-motivation.

To change your organizational culture from the bottom-up, foster close personal
relationships with employees and give them opportunities to grow.

To change your organization from the top-down, engage in transformational
leadership strategies and reorganize the workplace to make it less status-based.
Changes to an organization’s culture may initially be met with resistance, and

may take a while to be fully absorbed.
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