
LEARNING  
IS THE LEVER:
How a Deliberate  
Approach to Learning 
Creates a High-Performing 
Organization



Organizational culture permeates everything – productivity, staff 
retention, how many sick days an employee takes, how customers are 
treated. A company’s perceived culture impacts the employer brand and 
the ability to attract new talent.

Learning is the lever for organizations that want to compete at the top of 
their fields. In this ebook, 5 experts detail the link between learning and 
high-performing culture and share strategies for implementing a culture 
of learning within your own organization.
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A RECIPE FOR A 
HIGH-PERFORMING CULTURE
Company culture comes in many flavors, and a culture that 
is effective for one organization may not work for another, 
but truly thriving businesses share one common ingredient: 
Their culture empowers its people to react quickly to today’s 
rapidly changing business environment.

The best-known research on the link between learning and 
company performance is by talent management consultant 
Josh Bersin in 2012. His firm, Bersin by Deloitte, analyzed 
and developed a model of what he calls the High-Impact 
Learning Organization, or HILO. They found that HILOs had 
profit growth 3 times greater than their competitors.

More recently, research from the Association for Talent 
Development (ATD) shows that global market leaders are 
“almost 5 times more likely than lower performers to have 
extensive learning cultures. Further, high performers are 
nearly 2 times more apt to say their learning functions help 
meet organizational business goals.”

Culture is the shared values 
and perceptions driving the 
organization. There’s an ideal 
side of that, where we want 
certain things. Then there’s 
the current side. A high-
performing culture is one 
where the current is starting 
to match up with our ideal and 
we’re uniting the organization 
to drive learning and results 
as a team. 

Tim Kuppler, director of culture  
and organizational development  
for Human Synergistics
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Influence employee choices
Just as a society’s culture shapes the behavior of the 
individual, a company’s culture can affect factors such  
as employee absenteeism rates, customer churn and  
employee engagement. 

“Whether it’s a company, sports team, university, group of 
friends or a club, the culture has an enormous influence  
over how people do what they do,” said David Friedman, 
founder and CEO of the consulting firm High Performing 
Culture and author of the books Culture By Design and 
Fundamentally Different. “Whatever a person’s set of skills, 
if you put them in one company versus another company, 
they’ll perform differently.”

When researchers for the National Bureau of Economic 
Research studied the cultures of over 1,300 North American 
firms, they found senior executives believe their firm’s culture 
influences a wide range of decisions and actions:

85%
believe an employee is more likely 
to act unethically or illegally in an 
ineffective culture.

70%
believe effective culture leads their  
firm to take on the appropriate  
amount of investment risk.

29%
believe their firm’s investment goals 
are hindered by ineffective culture.

80%
believe culture influences their  
choice to prioritize goals that lead  
to long-term value rather than  
short-term objectives.

Nevertheless, even though respondents seemed to  
understand the importance of culture, NBER researchers  
found only 16% believe their firm’s culture is exactly where  
it should be.

That disconnect comes about because culture is more than 
simply stating values, said Josh Levine, author of Great 
Mondays: How to Design a Company Culture Employees Love 
and founder of a culture design firm by the same name. He  
said effective workplace culture comes from influencing 
employees to make choices and exhibit behaviors that align 
with those values.

For example, a bank may claim to value integrity. But when,  
for example, Wells Fargo employees were rewarded for the 
number of accounts they opened, millions of fraudulent  
savings and checking accounts were opened. “What they  
need to be rewarding is the values,” said Levine. “Then the 
behaviors will be aligned.”
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A high-performing culture is 
one where employees feel 
like they can bring their full, 
authentic human self to 
work each day. At the end 
of the day, they can still go 
home with the best version 
of themselves. That’s what 
makes up a high-performing 
organization. 

Rosie Ward, co-founder and CEO 
of culture consulting firm Salveo 
Partners

What a high-performing 
culture looks like
To achieve the type of success a company seeks, its culture 
must be fertile for alignment between values and behaviors. 

Success might be defined in any number of ways, said Tim 
Kuppler, director of culture and organizational development 
for Human Synergistics. But the company’s cultural norms 
are fundamental to pursuing that success. “There will always 
be certain aspects of the culture that are helping us and 
certain aspects that are holding us back.” 

In the Human Synergistics model, Kuppler and his team 
categorize an organization’s cultural norms into 3 areas: 
constructive, passive and aggressive. 

•  Constructive cultural norms promote innovation and 
ideation, consistency and compliance, or cooperation and 
mutual support. 

•  Passive norms discourage employees from making 
individual decisions or challenging superiors. 

•  Aggressive norms encourage competitive and 
perfectionist behaviors. 

Effective company cultures may have different flavors, said 
Kuppler, but they always have a higher concentration of 
constructive qualities. 

Friedman echoed this, pointing out that a focus on growth 
is present across almost all high-performing cultures. “It 
would be unusual to have a high-performing culture that 
wasn’t also one that promoted and encouraged learning and 
development,” he said. 

A high-performing culture, he added, “isn’t complacent  
and isn’t satisfied with the status quo. It encourages  
people to constantly reinvest in themselves by  
doing everything they can to increase  
their skill set.”
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Start early and innovate
Conversely, companies that don’t invest enough in training 
often find employees underperforming rapidly, according 
to Paul Zak, author of Trust Factor: The Science of Creating 
High-Performance Companies. 

“If a company wants to continue to perform at a high level, 
then they need to continually innovate,” he said. “Particularly 
in the information economy, in which information spreads so 
rapidly. Learning and development are a key part of that.”

This requires more than technical skills training. Employees 
need opportunities for learning in the humanities to develop 
better interpersonal skills.

“That can sometimes be undervalued, especially by some 
technical organizations,” said Zak. And yet, that type of 
meaningful investment cultivates loyalty. “It is a clear sign 
of trust by that organization.” By giving employees time to 
learn, the organization signals they want to build a long-term 
relationship. 

Levine said this is particularly true in frontline roles. He has 
noticed a divide between organizations that develop a clear 
path for workers and those that don’t have an answer for 
incoming employees who ask what’s next.

Understanding how an organization will help a job candidate 
work toward their goals makes a compelling employment 
pitch. “Not only is having a plan great for retention, it’s great 
for hiring,” he noted. 

It has become easier than 
ever for companies to copy 
each other. If you can get 
your people to be better than 
everyone else’s people in how 
they operate with each other 
and interact with customers, 
that is the most sustainable 
competitive edge in a 
commoditized world. 

David Friedman, founder and CEO 
of consulting firm High Performing 
Culture
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Create safe and  
honest environments
Updating skills and marking out a career development path 
are a good start. But to create lasting behavioral changes, 
organizations need to bake learning into the culture.

For Rosie Ward, co-founder and CEO of culture consulting 
firm Salveo Partners, that means giving people at all levels of 
the organization the leeway to take risks and make mistakes 
they are able to learn from.

“Culture is an everybody thing,” she said. “Everybody needs 
to develop and grow. That becomes part of how you run 
meetings, the questions you ask and how you challenge each 
other every day.”

She pointed to research by Robert Kegan and Lisa Lahey 
from the Harvard Graduate School of Education, who coined 
the term “deliberately developmental organizations” to 
describe companies that promote learning and growth. 
These companies provide safe, honest environments that 
encourage experimentation and have a shared commitment 
to honest feedback.

As they wrote for Harvard Business Review, deliberately 
developmental organizations believe that personal growth 
and business results are interdependent. “Both profitability 
and individual development rely on structures that are built 
into every aspect of how the company operates,” they wrote. 

By focusing on the development of their employees, these 
companies vastly outperformed their competitors, according 
to the findings. For example, the Bridgewater Associates 
hedge fund was the only financial services company to 
make money for its clients during the Great Recession, and 
the Decurion movie cinema chain regularly has the highest 
average gross per screen.

Culture is the only sustainable 
competitive advantage in the 
future. It’s the only thing that 
can’t be stolen or copied, 
and it’s the only thing that’s 
going to help you win the war 
for talent. Culture is not only 
a competitive advantage, 
but something that helps 
people as much as it does the 
organization. 

Josh Levine, founder of culture 
design company Great Mondays
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Don’t leave culture  
to chance
Providing opportunities for employees to grow is more than 
sending individuals to a workshop or having them watch 
a training video. Ward likened training and development 
efforts that aren’t also addressing personal growth to asking 
people to install a new app on a device with an outdated 
operating system. 

“We want people to behave differently, but we’re not doing 
anything typically to address that inner operating system 
those behaviors anchor on,” she said. “In a growth culture, 
training employees always starts from the inside out.”

Kuppler also cautioned against applying training at an 
individual level without understanding how it will affect the 
larger group. “Training and development should be focused 
on not just arming people with skills and knowledge, but also 

preparing them for what they’re going to  
face when they go back into the culture,”  
he said. “Then they’re actually able to use what  
they’ve learned.”

Training and education is necessary both to impart the 
values of the desired culture and as an element of a high-
performing culture itself, said Friedman. Investing in the 
education of employees at all levels allows companies to 
optimize the talent within their organization to nurture the 
type of culture in which they’ll be most effective. 

“Culture has an enormous influence on people’s 
performance,” he said. “If you understand how significant 
culture is as a factor in performance, then as leaders, we 
know not to leave that to chance. We need to be purposeful 
about creating the culture we want.”

By empowering them to make 
decisions, to try new things, to 
innovate, to gain mastery over 
what they’re doing personally 
and professionally, to feel like 
they can improve themselves 
at work – those things are key 
to high-trust organizations. 
Those organizations are 
rapidly outperforming low-
trust organizations.

Paul Zak, researcher and author of 
Trust Factor: The Science of Creating 

High-Performance Companies
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Can culture be measured?
Culture is fundamental to how well your organization 
performs, but how can you assess the effectiveness of  
that culture?

Josh Levine says you can start evaluating the work 
environment by measuring output goals.

To be useful, output measurements should be linked to 
the culture you’re trying to create. Indicators for this might 
include how many new ideas are being shared throughout 
the organization, how satisfied customers are, employee 
productivity or how well are you meeting compliance goals. 

Paul Zak has found certain measures to be highly predictive 
of a high-trust culture. 

Retention, job satisfaction, energy at work and sick days 
taken can all be good measures of the effect a culture is 
having on employees. Profit, market share or net number 
of clients served can be good indicators of how well the 
company culture is helping an organization meet its goals.

Zak cautioned that organizations need to consider a variety 
of measurements, rather than relying on any one indicator. 
“From a science perspective, when you see all those 
indicators lining up the same way, you can have a lot of 
confidence that you’re performing at a high level,” he said.

He recommended focusing on the quality of relationships. 
Especially as an organization scales, losing focus on the 
relationships within the organization can create fiefdoms, 
infighting and other symptoms that collaboration is  
breaking down. 

“Relationships are the synapses of culture,”  
said Levine. “Regardless of what flavor of  
culture you want, you need to be able to  
have great relationships.”

Rosie Ward uses a tool called the Thriving Workplace Culture 
Survey to measure how people currently see the organization 
and how they would like it to be. The survey asks about 
leadership, identity, climate and support for development 
and well-being. This shows how much alignment there is 
between the current state and the desired state. 

Tim Kuppler noted the need to combine qualitative work 
with quantitative measurements from a survey like the 
Organizational Culture Inventory his firm uses. Interviews or 
focus groups give an understanding of the beliefs and norms 
that exist within an organization.

Putting all these elements together can help stakeholders 
get past assumptions about their culture, said Kuppler. “If 
culture is like the water we swim in, we’re going to miss 
certain things we don’t even think about.”
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Top takeaways
1      A company’s culture affects customer churn, employee absenteeism, 

employee engagement and employee performance.

2      Despite their growing understanding of how important culture is to success, 
only 16% of senior executives surveyed by the National Bureau of Economic 
Research believe their organization’s culture is exactly where it should be.

3      Company culture is unique. What works in one place may not work 
elsewhere. 

4      Thriving organizations have a culture of learning that allows them to react 
quickly to today’s rapidly changing business environment.

5      To create a high-performing culture, organizations need to be deliberate 
about creating learning opportunities for employees.

6      To effect cultural change, skill training isn’t enough. An organization must 
invest in the foundational education of its workforce.
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