CLUB

WITH STEVE THOMAS

We made a club, packed it with cool stuff, and you’re on the VIP list.

Issue Four: THE CULTURE ISSUE

Culture Eats Strategy for Breakfast! (and Maybe
Your Lunch, Too)

Imagine walking into an office where no one makes eye
contact. The coffee is bitter, the energy is worse, and
people treat meetings like punishment.

Now imagine another team, same industry, same
challenges—but people laugh, ask questions, support
each other, and actually want to be there. And you can
see it, feel it, and sense it.

The difference? Culture.
And it's not fluff. It's fuel!

Culture is how it feels to work somewhere. It's the
unspoken rules, the tiny rituals, the vibe in the room
when the leaders walk in. It shows up in how people
treat each other when things go wrong, how feedback
is handled, and whether new ideas are welcomed or
quietly killed. You can't always see culture, but you can
absolutely feel it—and so can your customers.

For leaders, ignoring culture is like ignoring your car’s
engine and wondering why it won’t move. You can have
the best strategy, the most brilliant people, the fanciest
goals—but if your culture is toxic, fearful, or just plain
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boring, all that brilliance gets stuck in neutral. Or park,
because in neutral, at least you are still rolling.

Here's the kicker: culture doesn't just happen. It's
created—intentionally or organically—by what is
created, allowed, and modeled. Culture is the
culmination of the beliefs, behaviors, and assumptions
of everyone in that culture.

Are people allowed to speak up?

Can they ask questions?

Can they give ideas, no matter if they are the “perfect”
idea or not?

Are people asked for their input and ideas?

Are mistakes used to learn or to shame?

Do you celebrate progress or only perfection?

Some of you have heard me say that effective teams
and cultures do four things plus one:

o They create fanatical safety. A psychological
and emotional safety that sets people free to be
the best version of themselves.

e They build unmistakable chemistry. There’s
a noticeable connection within the team—they're
tight.

e They obsess over improvement. Not just
technical, but personal as well. They want people
to be better people.

e They declare a compelling WIN or purpose.
There’s something bigger with these teams than
just making money. They focus on the intrinsic
value of humans.

e And, they are led by intentional leaders.
These leaders know why they choose to lead
people, and their intent is to create something
big with and through the people they lead.

When leaders pay attention to culture, they don't just
build better workplaces—they build better outcomes.
Because when people feel safe, trusted, and like they
belong, they don't just work harder. They care more.
And caring beats compliance every time.

And the main thing about culture? It is a quality-of-life
issue. Look around, and you will see people everywhere
who hate their jobs. When people hate their jobs, they
take that vibe home, and everyone feels it.

True story. A friend of mine in Southern California left
his job of 10 years to work somewhere else for a LOT
more money. It took four days for him to realize he had
made a mistake. And his wife told him in that same
time frame to quit and go back to his other job. After a
week of begging and hounding, he went back to his old
job and left the money behind. Believe me, culture
matters!

fix for leadership
stuff!

Consider it your all-access
pass to tools and treasures
that make leadership (and
life) a little easier, smarter,
and way more fun.

"A hallmark of a
healthy creative
culture is that
its people feel
free to share
ideas, opinions
and criticisms.
Lack of candor, if
unchecked,
ultimately leads
to dysfunctional
environments.”

Ed Catmull

Click here for a cool looking
graphic of this quote!
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So yes, culture eats strategy for breakfast. But with the
right leadership, it can serve up something even better!

Enjoy this issue as we pound through lots of thoughts
on culture.

Call if you need anything more!
Steve

Click here for a simple 6-week
challenge and guide to use this stuff.

“INe can't control the behavior of individuals;
however, we can cultivate organizational
cultures where hehaviors are not tolerated
and people are held accountahle for
protecting what matters most: human
beings.”

Brene Brown

Click here for a cool looking graphic of this quote!

STUFF TO READ

short stuff

Read these articles and think about the questions. Then, send the article links to the leaders
around you. Once they have read it, create some discussion around the included questions.
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Why Workplace Culture Matters
Harvard Division of Continuing Education

Where do we currently stand with psychological safety and trust?
e In what ways do team members feel safe to speak up, share concerns, admit
mistakes, or propose ideas different from leadership?
e Are there recent examples that suggest we're doing well here — and counter-
examples that show we are falling short?

Do people feel a sense of belonging and being seen as individuals?
e How well do we know each other not only as “workers” but as people with
different backgrounds, values, and talents?
e What practices or rituals do we already have (or could we start) to foster
belonging, especially for those who may feel less connected?

How effectively are we supporting growth (mastery), autonomy, and purpose?
e Are there sufficient opportunities, feedback, and resources for people to
develop new skills and advance?
e Do people have freedom in how they do their work, with managers trusting
them without micromanaging?
e Do we clearly communicate the “why” behind tasks, so each person sees how
their work ties into the bigger picture of the organization?

Which of our stated values are we consistently modeling — and where is there a gap
between what we say and what we do?
e Are there values written in mission, vision, or internal statements that we
sometimes neglect?
e When harmful or hurtful behaviors emerge, how do we (or how could we)
respond — do we let them slide, or do we confront them?

How flexible and responsive are we to individual needs and changing circumstances?
e For instance, when personal situations arise (such as family or health issues),
do we adjust our work schedules, offer support, or demonstrate empathy?

* Is our working model (remote, hybrid, in-office) helping people do their best

work, or are there constraints or inequities?

What signals are we unintentionally sending about culture — through leadership
behavior, decision-making, or “unstated norms”?
* Are there behaviors, routines, or “the way things are done here” that undermine
trust or belonging, even unintentionally?
e How transparent are our decisions, especially those that are difficult? How do
we handle conflict, mistakes, or dissent?


https://professional.dce.harvard.edu/blog/why-workplace-culture-matters/

Company Culture Matters More Than Ever in 2025
Forbes

What are the top three unwritten rules (cultural norms) on our team or in our
department that currently hinder or contradict our stated strategic goals? What
specific leader behavior is inadvertently reinforcing these unwanted norms?

How do the observable behaviors and personalities of our senior leaders (especially
during times of stress, uncertainty, or failure) differ from the desired culture we
promote? What tangible action will we take in the next 30 days to align a critical
leader's behavior with our values?

What are the key differences between the "microculture” of our team and the core
organizational values? Are these differences beneficial (e.g. tailored to function)

or detrimental (e.g., creating silos or inconsistent experiences)? How do we ensure
our team’s core values and decision-making principles are consistent with the rest of
the organization?

Who, specifically, owns the responsibility for cultural management and
transformation within our team/department—and is it being treated as a strategic
imperative or merely an HR task?

What visible consequences are attached to a lack of accountability for cultural goals
versus financial goals?

Given that only 30% of cultural transformations succeed, which of the following
warning signs represents the most critical and urgent bottleneck for our
organization's current performance and why? Select one to prioritize over the next
quarter.

A. High turnover rates and declining employee engagement

B. A culture of finger-pointing and a lack of accountability

C. Persistent unresolved conflicts

D. Employees feel afraid to speak up or share ideas (lack of psychological safety)
E. Excessive bureaucracy or inefficient decision-making


https://professional.dce.harvard.edu/blog/why-workplace-culture-matters/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/tracylawrence/2025/01/26/company-culture-why-it-matters-more-than-ever-in-2025/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/tracylawrence/2025/01/26/company-culture-why-it-matters-more-than-ever-in-2025/

long stuff

Book Recommendations

/ O &\/\ %\), THI
I CULTURE
&=
\Q\( | .CODE
CONTAGIOUS 2 N
AMSEC;VAN[:MJyLTURE D A. NI l.l: % () Y. LE
Contagious Cultures The Culture Code
Anese Cavanaugh Daniel Coyle

We helieve that it's really important to come
up with core values that you can commit to.
And hy commit, we mean that you're willing to
hire and fire based on them. If you're willing
to do that, then you're well on your way to
building a company culture that is in line with
the brand you want to build.

Tony Hsieh

Click here for a cool looking graphic of this quote!

STUFF TO WATCH

Watch these by yourself or with your team. Take time to time to journal thoughts or

create conversations.
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Work Culture - Why the Gap?
Kim Hoogeveen - TedXTalk (Watch time: 16:34)

How to Design and Build a Healthy Company Culture
Melissa Daimler - TedXTalk (Watch time: 12:58)

"Culture eats strategy for hreakfast.”

Click here for a cool looking graphic of this quote!

STUFFTOLISTENTO

Budge

Budge is Stuff Club’s very own podcast — get ready to hear plain talk and everyday
thoughts about leadership!

"“To win the marketplace you must firstwin in
the workplace”

Doug Conant

Click here for a cool looking graphic of this quote!
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STUFFTOGOTO

Check out these Scooch Leadership Labs: a two-day power-up for your leadership
and personal development! Think of it as a creative workshop meets team huddle —
where bold ideas, real talk, and hands-on challenges collide. You'll leave energized
and ready to lead with purpose (and maybe have a little fun, too)."

Upcoming Events:

March 24-25 | Seattle, WA
April 27-28 | Irvine, CA

May 14-15 | Washington, DC
October 6-7 | Wichita, KS

MORE INFO

“Being a great place to work IS the difference
hetween heing a good company ani a great
company.”

Brian Kristofek

Click here for a cool looking graphic of this quote!

We would love to hear your questions or comments. Please
let us know here.

The Scooch Project | Golf Road | Springfield, IL 62704 US
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