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Culture Matters
A guide to examining company values and creating  

the right company culture for your business.
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Now more than ever, the culture of a company can determine its future success.  

With a workforce full of innovative and forward-thinking individuals, it’s no wonder they 

demand a positive work environment with a focus on fulfilling and successful work. 

Learn how your company culture can impact your bottom line.

Company Values: The Foundation of Culture
Every person and every company lives and operates by a set of values – or at least purports to. 

Too often though, we state our values, then ignore them – and eventually forget about them. 

Revisiting your values on a consistent basis is extremely important – especially for businesses.

EVERY COMPANY IS DIFFERENT
While many companies have shared values like “hard work” and “honesty,” each company should have values that 

apply directly to their operation. Some businesses value employee loyalty, giving them a strong sense of team, 

community, and stability that will help the company thrive even in difficult times. Some businesses, like manufacturing 

operations, may value attention to detail. Some may value faith or ethics. Bottom line, every business is different and 

should develop and live their values based on their unique approach.

CORE VALUE EXERCISES
Values require a deep level of thought that can be easily derailed by everyday distractions. Take a full day and meet 

away from the office to discuss and define your company’s values and culture. Bring all major stakeholders in the 

company, and ensure that everyone has a voice.

Here is a roadmap for determining your company values:
• Start by breaking into smaller groups (so people will feel comfortable sharing their thoughts and feelings).

• Have each person identify 10 concepts that believe reflect the company’s culture (i.e., things that are unique to the

company or things that the company would never do).

• Have each person share their list with their partner or small group and identify common themes.

• Next, have each group choose 10 values they believe define these core concepts, then condense the list to the top

five values they believe reflect the company culture.

• Once the list is condensed, have each person write a paragraph that they believe summarizes the company’s values.

• After the group session, have the whole team get together and discuss their results and come to a consensus,

finalizing the Core Values.

There are plenty of exercises to facilitate this, but the main point is to have open and honest conversations about where 

the company is, and where it’s going. In some cases, the values stay the same. In others, they may change to meet the 

realities of the market or the vision of the next generation. Whatever your group agrees on will help guide the company 

and its leadership going forward.
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Operationalize Your Values
Identifying and agreeing on your company’s values is an important and necessary step. But it won’t 

mean much if they are not operationalized. That means making decisions based on their fit to your 

company values. Hiring employees that fit your values will go a long way to ensuring your company 

culture stays intact – and your operations run smoothly.

Operationalizing your values also factors into your day to day business decisions. They serve as a 

guiding principle when there are disagreements on the way forward. Additionally, operationalizing your 

company’s values empowers employees to take more ownership in the day to day, and feel more at 

home in their environment.

Your values are a living, breathing blueprint to the way your company operates 

today and into the future. Make sure your company, from leadership on down, 

lives those values every day.
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Culture Fit: How to Find the Right People
Culture is crucial to success in any business, large or small, privately or publicly held. Yet too 

few business leaders concentrate on culture fit during the hiring process. Talking about culture 

during an interview is one thing, properly interviewing candidates for culture fit is another.

THE RIGHT QUESTIONS FOR THE INTERVIEW PROCESS
The problem is that employers ask the wrong questions during interviews. It’s natural to focus 

on technical abilities during an interview, however, they shouldn’t be the only factors considered. 

Asking culture-oriented questions often means asking more personal questions. And there’s an 

understandable uneasiness to delve into that realm. Failure to do so, though, will cost you. When 

interviewing candidates to join your team, consider the following:

KNOW WHAT YOU’RE LOOKING FOR
If you’re a business leader, you know your culture. Take time to write down the types of personality 

traits that you desire in an employee before the interview process begins, then develop a series of 

questions designed to determine whether the candidate possesses those traits.

Ex. “Tell me about a time you received negative feedback from a superior. How did you react?”

GET PERSONAL – BUT NOT TOO PERSONAL
Too often, interviewers are so concerned with offending people that they fail to ask questions 

that provide real insights into a candidate’s personality. That fear, however, is mostly unfounded. 

Common sense will tell you what not to ask. Instead, ask openended questions focused on the 

candidate’s feelings. Give the candidate a chance to open up on how they feel about certain subjects.

Ex. “How do you prioritize your time when faced with simultaneous deadlines? How important 
is work-life balance?”

CREATE SYNERGY
Get to know a bit about the candidate personally before you follow up with situational questions. Ask 

about family, hobbies or favorite restaurant – and share a little about yourself in the process. This will 

help put both parties at ease, and create a synergistic environment that breeds comfort, and will help 

you get to know the candidate on a deeper level.

IMPROVE YOUR EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE
Being a successful interviewer requires emotional intelligence. Learn to read people’s body language 

– it can tell you a lot about their level of comfort with a certain line of questioning. Strike the

right tone and the right sequencing. Don’t push people too hard – instead, try to get on the same

emotional wavelength. Let the atmosphere guide the conversation, not the other way around.
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Culture Problems: Identifying and Fixing a Toxic Culture
A toxic company culture can be identified very quickly, as the warning signs tend to be similar across a variety 

of industries and businesses. Unfortunately, many leaders fail to recognize the culture decay in their own 

companies until it’s too late and are often part of the reason the culture has become toxic.

What Is a Toxic Workplace?
A toxic workplace is one that is marked by significant drama and infighting, where personal battles 

often harm productivity. Similarly, a toxic work environment is one that negatively impacts the viability 

of an organization. Employees are often the first to notice these issues – and leaders often the last.

PALPABLE TENSION
You can feel this type of environment the minute 

you walk in the door. There is little laughing 

or smiling, little positive interaction between 

employees.

BEHAVIOR MOTIVATED BY FEAR
In toxic environments, employees aren’t motivated 

by the desire to succeed. Instead, they are motivated 

by the desire to avoid punishment or retribution.

POOR COMMUNICATION
There is little, if any, direct communication when 

it comes to solving issues.

RUMORS
Rumors and hearsay thrive where communication 

is absent – and then tend to grow quickly.

POOR LEADERSHIP
Toxic cultures start at the top. Weak leaders who 

act defensively, are constantly blaming others 

and would rather pass the buck than solve the 

problem are often the biggest driver of poor work 

environments.

LACK OF TRUST
For employees, one of the most important parts 

of a job is knowing that your boss has your back. 

When that trust falters, so does the culture.

LACK OF RESPECT
Whether it’s a leader not respecting their 

employees or employees not respecting each 

other, cultures can turn toxic quickly if there are 

those who don’t believe others are competent.

DIFFERING VALUES
Shared values are incredibly important to 

an organizational culture. When leaders and 

employees place different priorities on different 

values, conflict soon arises.

LACK OF COMMITMENT
As in every human relationship, lack of 

commitment creates a lack of unity, a lack of 

respect and ultimately, a lack of viability.

EMPLOYEES HAVE NO VOICE
When employees feel as if they have no outlet 

to voice their concerns, and that leadership 

isn’t listening to them, they are less likely to 

stay engaged in their work.

CULTURE MATTERS
Finding the right culture fit for your business 
means learning how to identify it—and 
learning to ask for it. Don’t be afraid to ask  
the right questions. Failing to do so will cost 
your business in the long run.



How to Avoid (or Fix) a Toxic Culture
A solid company culture can turn sour quickly if you’re not consistently nurturing it. The best thing company leaders 

can do to avoid a toxic company culture – or reverse one – is to start by immediately opening all lines of communication 

to determine the root cause or causes of the emotional strife. Facilitate conversations around these topics with 

employees and come up with solutions that both employees and leadership can implement together. Above all, 

building a positive and productive company culture requires three major factors:

PREDICTABILITY
Employees desire of a level of comfort that comes with predictability. They want to know what’s expected 

of them, and that they will be valued and awarded if they play by a set of clearly defined rules.

CONSISTENCY
When leadership operates in a consistent manner and espouses the same values as the 

company the employee signed up to work for, culture stays on track.

ACCOUNTABILITY
As a leader, do what you say and say what you’ll do. A culture in which both employees 

and leadership feel comfortable owning up to mistakes is a culture that can easily move 

past problems and grow stronger as a result.

Building a Positive and Productive Culture
Building a positive and productive company culture takes focus, time and continuous nurturing. Simply laying out a 

vision and then putting it on the shelf won’t do. Leaders who want to avoid toxicity in the workplace should be aware 

of what is going on with their management and employees at all times, proactively creating a communication strategy 

that can rectify any communication issues before they metastasize.

Looking to revitalize your company culture or address a toxic environment?  
Contact Kaplan today for a personalized consultation about your organization’s culture.

Visit: www.kaplanprofessional.com

Call: 877.656.5557

Email: leadership@kaplan.com

Not everyone gets along inherently, but a good leader and a good employee 

know how to avoid causing unecessary tension and resolve conflict 

constructively in order to stay focused on the work at hand.


