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Advancing Business Through People (sm)


To Thrive, Inoculate Your Corporate Culture Against Rigid Thinking

By Joan Lloyd

Today, I had the first management team meeting with a new employer. I found the situation to be productive and extremely comfortable. Of the nine people in the room (all upper managers), three of us had less than a year with the employer, three had over 15 years experience, and the other three were somewhere in between. What made the meeting special was the interchange of ideas and a good dose of humor. The newcomers were neither singled out nor ignored. Even though we had little experience as a team, the humor helped us to build the relationships we will need to be effective in the future. 

Contrast this to two other employers with whom I tried to build a career. Virtually from day one, it was made clear that "We won’t even know your name until you’ve been here for 10 years." Although it was a joke, it was also a sad truism. It was difficult to bring anything new to the table because the culture excluded contributions from newcomers (even at high levels). 

One of my peers was constantly on the defensive as a manager because long service, lower level people would go over her head to other long service executives. Tens of thousands of dollars in recruiting fees were wasted because the employer did not have the gene that incorporates new contributors into the organization. Both employers had high turnover of middle management employees hired from outside the company. (And in neither case was I given the opportunity to give an exit interview.)

I believe there is so much to be gained in the collaboration of long-service employees with those who have other work experiences. Employers who do that are truly "employers of choice."

Every organization is like a living, breathing organism with it’s own personality, emotional health, ethical standards and an immune system that rejects behavior and ideas that threaten its state of being.

When a foreign object—such as a new idea—is injected into the system, the organization’s antibodies rush to surround it and destroy it before it can spread to the rest of the organization. 

In a healthy company, the foreign behavior that isn’t tolerated may be that of a disrespectful sales rep, who verbally abuses the internal sales assistants. Or, the organization might drive out an employee who refuses to work cooperatively on her team.

In an unhealthy organization, it sounds like this, "Oh, we tried that already and it doesn’t work," or "Nothing changes around here unless the boss says it’s okay," or "Okay, try it if you want but I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes if it doesn’t work." 

This kind of insulated, narrow-minded thinking usually comes straight from the top and the only way it will change is through a change in leadership (or seeing the Ghosts of Christmas Past). That’s one of the reasons old-line or closely controlled companies with calcified cultures so often start by looking for an enlightened leader with a strong stomach for initiating change. The problem is that the executives and managers are conditioned so well, it is very difficult to change years of reinforced behavior.

Organizations that want to inoculate their organizations against rigid thinking are wise to take some of the following steps:

· Hire enough people from the outside to keep fresh ideas in the company’s blood stream.

Make it a point to take full advantage of lessons learned somewhere else. Ask, "Jack, you’ve had experience with this at ACME. When you were there, how would they have approached this problem? Any lessons we could apply here?"

· Do sixty-day interviews with new employees to find out how they like the organization, if they are feeling accepted and if there is more you can do to tap their experience.

· In meetings, squash nay-saying and premature evaluation of new ideas.

· If an employee has a new idea they are convinced will work, let them test it and monitor it’s effectiveness. 

· Do a "Post Mortem" on projects that fail or ideas that didn’t work. Rather than blaming those involved, make them a valuable part of the analysis of why it didn’t work and what can be learned. Thank people for their efforts.

· As an executive or manager, have the emotional courage to stay open to new ideas yourself. Admit when you’re wrong. Ask for advice. Try something for the first time. 

Even the smartest companies fall into the "not invented here" trap. If you think it’s seeping into your organization, it may be time for a booster shot.
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