THE CURRENCY OF CULTURE.
DEFINING, BUILDING, AND MAINTAINING
A STRONG ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE
WITH AN ELASTIC WORKFORCE.

IMAGINE, FOR A MOMENT,
YOUR FAVOURITE
COFFEE SHOP.
HOW DO YOU FEEL WHEN YOU FIRST WALK IN? WHAT STANDS OUT AS YOU
LOOK AROUND THE SPACE? DO YOU KNOW WHAT TO EXPECT? DO YOU KNOW
HOW EMPLOYEES WILL INTERACT WITH YOU, HOW THEY’LL PREPARE YOUR
ORDER, AND HOW IT WILL BE SERVED? IF YOU WERE DROPPED INTO THE
SHOP WITHOUT BEING TOLD, WOULD YOU KNOW WHERE YOU WERE?
NOW, IMAGINE YOUR COMPANY. COULD YOU DO THE SAME THING?
If you were dropped into a meeting, reading a job posting or standing in the middle of your office,
would you know definitively that it was your company? Do the ways in which the people interact, the
language used to communicate, and the spaces in which you collaborate connect you to the brand?
Is the company culture articulated by your leadership the actual culture within the organization?
If not, then it’s time to think about your organizational culture.
Often talked about but rarely understood, culture is the currency that drives your business. It is the
secret ingredient that keeps your team working toward a shared goal. It attracts the right people,
whether they’re employees, partners, vendors, or customers, and repels those who aren’t the right fit.
It determines how people behave, how they make decisions, and how they share information with
each other.
Whether you know it or not, your organization has a culture. The challenge for senior executives is to
define, build, and maintain the right culture that supports and enables the organization’s strategy.
But how can you implement a strong, effective, and well
aligned culture when employees can work from anywhere?
With less time in the office and fewer face-to-face conversations,
how can you ensure that everyone understands and exemplifies
your desired culture in their day-to-day work?
This whitepaper will explain why culture, when aligned with
your strategy, is such a powerful asset.
It will then explore the challenges of culture at a distance
and how space must adapt to reflect the realities of the
Elastic Workforce™. Finally, it will introduce some of the
steps senior executives can take to overcome these challenges
and implement the right culture for their organization.
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ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE –
A VALUABLE ASSET WHEN PROPERLY ALIGNED WITH YOUR GOALS
“There was a time when organizational culture meant painting the walls in your company colours
and adding a ping pong table to the break room. Those times are over.”
Too often, culture is viewed as superficial. However, culture isn’t defined through catchy slogans,
game rooms, or beer nights. It’s not enough to paint the walls with your company colours or plaster
your logo everywhere around the office. And companies shouldn’t be surprised when these
surface-level initiatives fail to lead to improved performance.
Instead, culture is a strategic asset that defines how you do things, what your values are, and how
performance is acknowledged.
In a recent Harvard Business Review article, they state that “Culture expresses goals through values
and beliefs and guides activity through shared assumptions and group norms.”i Culture, therefore, is a
shared mindset, an understanding of how work gets done, and an expectation of how people will
interact with each other in the workplace.

“77 PERCENT OF WOMEN AND
67 PERCENT OF MEN BELIEVE
THAT CULTURE IS IMPORTANT
TO HELPING THEM THRIVE IN
THE WORKPLACE”
Viewing culture this way demonstrates its role in performance. A strong culture means nothing if it’s
not aligned with the goals and objectives of the organization. For example, an organization that
wants to be innovative, bold, and creative needs a culture that rewards risk taking, embraces failure,
and encourages collaboration and problem solving. On the other hand, a company that strives for
stability and measured growth requires a completely different approach to how decisions are made,
the level of acceptable risk, and how employees are evaluated and rewarded.
That’s why senior leaders must constantly be asking themselves a simple question, “Why do we want
to establish a certain culture?” What business outcomes do you want to achieve, and how do you
align your culture to move you toward these objectives?

CULTURE DECIDES WHO ENGAGES WITH YOU, AND VICE-VERSA
Employees increasingly care about culture. A recent Accenture report found that 77 percent of women
and 67 percent of men believe that culture is important to helping them thrive in the workplace.ii
Culture also plays a role in determining who applies to jobs, and alignment with the organization
influences who stays and who eventually leaves.
This concept extends beyond employees. Customers, suppliers, partners, and other stakeholders are
all impacted by your culture.
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The Attraction-Selection-Attrition (ASA) model provides a good framework for understanding how
culture impacts who engages with you.iii Certain people will be attracted to join your organization
based on its stated goals, processes, and values. People tend to look for places that align with their
own personal values and attributes.
After applying, formal and informal selection procedures choose people with characteristics that the
organization desires. Put simply, companies look for people who are a good fit.
Finally, the degree of fit or misfit determines the likelihood of attrition. Retention rates are directly
impacted by factors such as satisfaction, motivation, and cultural fit.

“ACCENTURE FOUND THAT WHILE
68 PERCENT OF LEADERS FELT THEY
CREATED AN EMPOWERING CULTURE,
ONLY 36 PERCENT OF EMPLOYEES AGREED”
As a result, the ASA model predicts that culture becomes reinforced over time. People are selected
based on their perceived fit, while people stay with the organization based on their actual fit. This
solidifies and establishes culture while making the organization more homogenous.
As mentioned, this model doesn’t just impact who works for you. Clients and customers also look for
companies with a culture that is clear, engaging, and aligned with their own beliefs. Once they’ve
selected you, they are much more likely to become loyal, long-time customers if their experience fits
with their expectations and they interact with employees who epitomize and demonstrate that
culture each time they engage with your brand.
The people you work with, both internally and externally, need to believe in your company and values.
Culture becomes the currency when attracting and retaining the best people because it allows both
sides to determine if there is a good fit.

ALIGNING YOUR DESIRED CULTURE WITH YOUR ACTUAL CULTURE
This leads to another interesting challenge for senior leadership. The stated culture, or the one that
senior leaders believe to be true, can be vastly different from the experience of employees in their
day-to-day work.
A recent survey found that just 28 percent of employees strongly agree that their employer’s values
and actions are aligned.iv Similarly, Accenture found that while 68 percent of leaders felt they created
an empowering culture, only 36 percent of employees agreed.v And though 76 percent of leaders
believed employees had good control over when, where, and how they worked, only 29 percent of
employees felt the same way.vi
This disconnect leads to serious issues because regardless of what senior executives believe the
culture to be, it is the actual culture that drives behaviour, performance, retention, satisfaction, and
motivation.
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ELASTIC WORKFORCES – MAINTAINING CULTURE WHEN EMPLOYEES CHOOSE
WHERE THEY WORK
“The future will see elastic workforces that constantly shift from working remotely to being in the
office. Aligning culture in this new environment creates unique challenges for senior leaders.”
The trend toward an increasingly remote workforce has been growing in recent years. McKinsey
found that 80 percent of people enjoy working from home, and 68 percent of them feel they are at
least as productive or more productive than if they are in the office.vii
While remote work has been established through better technology and a shift in mindset, it was
rapidly accelerated due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Companies were forced into a partly or fully
remote workforce due to government restrictions and health and safety concerns.

“MCKINSEY FOUND THAT 80 PERCENT OF 			
PEOPLE ENJOY WORKING FROM HOME, AND 68 		
PERCENT OF THEM FEEL THEY ARE AT LEAST AS
PRODUCTIVE OR MORE PRODUCTIVE THAN IF 		
THEY ARE IN THE OFFICE”
Some companies, including tech giants like Shopify and Twitter, have already moved to a “digital by
default” approach which will see employees working from home full-time for the foreseeable future.viii
A Gartner survey also found that nearly 25 percent of companies intended to move at least 20
percent of their workforce into permanent remote positions post-COVID-19.ix
However, most companies will find that it does not have to be an all-or-nothing approach. Instead,
organizations should look to facilitate an elastic workforce.
In this scenario, the office and remote workplace serve different roles. Employees choose where they
work depending on the task they’re completing and the outcomes they need to achieve. Collaborating,
brainstorming, and other team activities, for example, can take place in the office, while focused,
independent, or analytical work can take place remotely.
The spaces you create need to support this shift, and many organizations will need to rethink the
design and layout of their office. With fewer people coming to work, it may be an opportunity to
realign the space with how people will use it going forward.
This type of arrangement makes sense for a few reasons. It reduces the number of people in the
office at a single time, allowing for more distancing and space between employees. It also aligns
work to the workplace. People know when they come into the office that they’re going to work with
other team members. It automatically creates an expectation of the day ahead and gives people the
tools they need to be productive.
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“PEOPLE WORKING REMOTELY CAN
FEEL DISCONNECTED OR LOSE SIGHT
OF HOW THEIR WORK IMPACTS THE
SUCCESS OF THE GROUP”
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THE CHALLENGES UNIQUE TO BUILDING CULTURE WITH
AN ELASTIC WORKFORCE
While this approach leads to many advantages for both companies and employees, it also introduces
new challenges when it comes to culture. Building and maintaining culture at a distance requires
senior leaders to shift how they think to ensure everyone remains aligned and working toward a
common objective. As more employees become part of the elastic workforce, culture needs to be
defined, communicated, and reinforced on a regular basis.
One of the biggest challenges is that people have less awareness of what’s happening outside of
their immediate work or team. They may feel disconnected from the organization, or they may lose
sight of how their work impacts the success of the group.x
Often, this occurs because people only meet within their teams. In an office environment, there are
opportunities to bump into each other, share ideas, and take note of what’s happening in other
departments. While virtual communication allows team members to connect, it becomes much more
difficult to have these types of spontaneous, relationship building chats with colleagues.
Taken to the extreme, multiple cultures can end up being solidified as each team develops its own
ways of working and communicating.
Similarly, while technology has enabled remote work, it certainly doesn’t replace face-to-face
communication altogether. Video calls are draining. They require more focus, and a lack of non-verbal
cues often makes it difficult to effectively connect with people. Technical issues or limitations, such as
poor connectivity, audio or video distortions, and distractions from other communication platforms all
mean that virtual meetings, while valuable, cannot replicate face-to-face interactions.
No wonder that when thrust into full-time remote work, many people are experiencing “Zoom fatigue”.xi
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DEFINING, BUILDING, AND MAINTAINING CULTURE AT A DISTANCE
These are not the only limitations of remote work, but they do point to the central challenge of
building and maintaining a culture when employees spend less time in the office. It’s more difficult
to communicate as people work remotely, and it’s easy for people to feel disconnected, isolated,
or otherwise misaligned with the organization’s strategy and outcomes.
Senior leaders must think intentionally about how to adapt and shift the organization’s culture to
reflect these new realities.
Reconsider the Role of the Office
Space drives behaviour. When you walk into a space, you should intuitively know what’s expected.
Consider how you know to lower your voice when you enter a library or place of worship. Compare
that to the energy and excitement felt when walking into an arena or concert venue. This understanding
of how to feel and act is built into the design of the space. Your office should be no exception.
An elastic workforce encourages people to do work where it makes sense to do so. If the office is
intended to be a space for collaboration, brainstorming, strategic discussion, and teamwork, it should
be designed in a way that enables and supports these behaviours.
The space should reflect your culture, and it should serve as a way of connecting people with the
culture that you’re building. Again, this means more than painting the walls in bright colours. Instead,
consider how you want employees to interact with each other and build spaces that facilitate this.
This could mean providing more meeting rooms and larger spaces with collaboration tools while
reducing the number of assigned desks.
Offices will likely see an influx of new technologies. Even as the COVID-19 pandemic subsides,
employees will want to feel safe and comfortable while working. This means implementing technologies
such as touchless access systems, voice or motion activated sensors, automatic doors, and other
solutions that limit contact and reduce the chance of transmission.xii
There will also need to be changes in how people move around the space. This could mean reconsidering
how employees arrive at the office, how corridors, hallways, and desks are designed, and whether to
keep, modify, or scrap open office plans and shared workstations.
Encourage and Facilitate Communication Outside of the Immediate Team
As everyday tasks now occur remotely, it’s even more important for leaders to create opportunities for
teams to share their achievements, challenges, and projects with the rest of their colleagues. Leaders
must take the time to update everyone on the organization’s overall performance, direction, and
strategy and call attention to which aspects of culture are on display and why that matters to the
organization’s success.xiii
In addition to these top down status updates, companies should also encourage horizontal
communication between departments. This includes providing time for employees to interact with
colleagues outside of their direct team, both in a professional setting and a more relaxed environment.
The goal of these activities should be to recreate those spontaneous conversations that happen in the
office and build relationships between people who would otherwise not work together on a regular basis.
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Change How Meetings Are Conducted
With everyone in the office, meetings can easily be called to discuss a key strategic decision, to get
everyone’s thoughts on a new initiative, or to respond to an unexpected issue. This isn’t nearly as
simple when everyone is working remotely.
As mentioned above, communication is critical in an elastic workforce. However, how meetings are
conducted, what purpose they serve, when they should be held, and how to ensure they lead to a
productive outcome are all questions that senior leaders need to consider.
First, virtual meetings can be disruptive. If the goal of remote work is to facilitate focused, independent
tasks, then asking someone to hop on a quick call can take them out of that focused state. Consider
if a meeting is necessary, or if another form of communication might be more appropriate. If meeting
virtually, decide whether it’s necessary to turn on video, or if a phone call will achieve a better outcome.
Like all discussions around culture, the main purpose of any meeting should be to facilitate an effective
discussion and achieve an outcome aligned with the organization’s strategy.
Similarly, organizations with an elastic workforce should embrace asynchronous communication.
This means sending someone a message without expecting an immediate response.xiv For elastic
workforces, asynchronous communication allows employees to dedicate time specifically for responding
to messages while leaving their remaining time open for focused work. It also gives more time for
considered, thoughtful responses to questions, reducing the risk of poor decision making or rushed
answers that don’t fully address the issue.
Finally, in-person meetings that require people to come into the office should serve a specific purpose.
They should be reserved for times when face-to-face discussions will lead to better outcomes.
Allow for a Work/Life Blend

“MANY PEOPLE WHO HAVE
BEEN AT HOME DUE TO THE
PANDEMIC HAVE INDICATED
THEY’RE WORKING MORE HOURS”
One of the realities of working remotely is that people are now blending the space where they work
and live.
This means that it’s increasingly difficult for people to disconnect. Smartphones, laptops, and a
constant connectivity to email or messaging platforms means that employees can work, or be
thinking about work, at all hours of the day.
Already, many people who have been at home due to the pandemic have indicated they’re working
more hours.xv In this environment, the idea of a work/life balance is difficult to achieve. The normal 9-5
workday, with a commute separating the office from home, is no longer the case for many employees.
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In response, organizations should look to facilitate a work/life blend. In this type of arrangement,
people can choose to work when needed, and take time to deal with personal or family needs as well.
They may need to drop their kids off at school in the morning or attend an appointment in the afternoon.
Rather than monitoring when they are at their desk, leaders should evaluate employees on their
performance, output, and results.
Leaders Must Take the Lead
Research consistently shows that active and visible executive sponsorship is the most important
factor for any change effort, including a shift in organizational culture.xvi When adapting and aligning
culture to an elastic workforce, leaders must live their desired culture. They need to change their own
behaviour, demonstrate what’s expected of others, and consistently communicate this message.

“ACTIVE AND VISIBLE EXECUTIVE SPONSORSHIP
IS THE MOST IMPORTANT FACTOR FOR ANY
CHANGE EFFORT, INCLUDING A SHIFT IN
ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE”
Leaders must be authentic and transparent about the new culture and reinforce the norms and
behaviours in their own actions. They also need to consider how performance is evaluated to ensure
that the right behaviours are being encouraged and rewarded in employees. It’s no use attempting to
change the culture if bonuses, performance evaluations, and promotions are still based on the previous
way of doing things.
Think Intentionally About Culture
As mentioned, your organization has a culture. Whether it has been purposefully created, or developed
organically overtime, your culture impacts how people engage with your organization.
Now, more than ever, senior leaders must take the time to intentionally think about culture and how it
aligns with strategy.
With an elastic workforce, establishing this culture will take meaningful actions that guide employees
in the right direction. It will require constant communication, a clear plan, and an understanding that
implementing culture takes time and commitment.
As you adapt to a new way of working, it’s also a good opportunity to change parts of your culture
that either weren’t working or no longer fit with an elastic workforce.xvii Find ways to bring your
culture back in line with your strategy, and don’t be afraid to challenge the way things have been
done to achieve better outcomes.
Everyone should be able to identify what the culture is, how it impacts their day-to-day work, and
how it helps the company succeed. The essence of the culture you build must be reflected in your
values, communications, dealings, and space, especially if people are coming into the office to meet,
innovate, and collaborate.
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Importantly, your culture doesn’t just impact employees, it also dictates how you are perceived in the
market, how you represent and promote your business, how you deliver your products or services,
and how you interact with both internal and external customers. Your culture represents your brand,
and everything you do reinforces that idea in the minds of your employees and customers.

YOUR CULTURE IS A VALUABLE ASSET – NOW IS THE TIME TO ALIGN IT WITH
YOUR STRATEGY
Culture is a currency. More than ever before, culture is a powerful asset that will determine your
performance. It will attract the right people to your organization, give them the tools they need to do
their jobs, and ensure they always know how their work fits into the larger team.
A strong culture that aligns with and demonstrates your brand, values, and beliefs will be recognized
by everyone who engages with your company. It will shape how customers, employees, partners, and
suppliers view you, and it will play an important role in the success or failure of your business strategy.
As we shift toward an elastic workforce, employees will choose how, where, and when they work. In
this environment, senior leaders will have to think intentionally and carefully about the culture that
best supports this new reality.
Faced with this opportunity, it is time to reconsider how things are done, what’s expected of the
people within your organization, how to encourage and facilitate the transition to the desired culture,
and the role of your office space in shaping behaviour.
The best organizations will be the ones who are able to overcome the challenges of building culture
at a distance and aligning everyone in their organization around a common understanding. Those
who can align culture with strategy will be rewarded.
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