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INTRODUCTION

This survey is intended as a means of 
‘taking the pulse’ of organisations in the 
midst of the Covid-19 crisis specifically from 
the perspective of the CEO. Reflecting our 
specialisation at Coode Associates, the 
focus of the survey is on leadership and 
culture, what role these areas have had on an 
organisation’s response to the crisis and how 
important they will be in the future.

In recent years, the topic of culture has 
increasingly been seen as central both to 
successful strategic execution but also in 
protecting reputations and avoiding the  
crises that seem to beset organisations.  
We will repeat the survey on an annual basis, 
expanding participation and building up 
long-term trend data to further inform the 
development of business in this direction. 

Charlie Coode, Managing Director
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The case for investing in culture is 
clear, with 95% of leaders agreeing 
that organisational culture has 
a significant impact on business 
performance. 
Although the perceived importance is high, the interpretation 
of organisational culture is still mixed, and organisations 
associate it variably with values or behaviours, employee 
engagement, and ‘how work gets done’. Perhaps linked with 
this mixed definition, leaders acknowledge it’s not easy to  
‘get it right’ – with only 19% of respondents believing their 
culture is where it needs to be today. 

Covid-19 has further increased the 
importance that organisations place 
on culture and many leaders feel that 
their culture has changed due to the 
crisis. 
For those already focusing on culture, the crisis is felt to have 
accelerated progress, whilst for others the rapid and urgent 
adoption of new ways of working has presented a new set of 
management challenges that continue to be felt.

There is no one-size fits all approach 
to managing culture 
and – linked to the wide rage of interpretations of culture - 
organisations are employing a range of methods in order to 
manage it. Many are engaged with culture definition activities 
as a sensible starting point, whilst others link it more tightly 
to employee engagement programmes and wellbeing or 
diversity and inclusion initiatives. A smaller group have started 
to implement process change, with recruitment, performance 
management and reward emerging as the key focus areas.

There is a mixed picture around the 
role leaders could and should play  
in leading cultural change, 
with 88% agreeing their leaders act as role models for the 
culture, but elsewhere over a third of respondents citing a 
lack of leadership capability as one of the biggest challenges 
in effecting change. Respondent comments further suggest 
that there is still work to do to genuinely leverage the power 
of leader-led cultural change. 

In spite of the time and effort 
being invested in culture work, 
52% of respondents are regularly 
measuring their culture as a means 
to track progress. 
Where measurement takes place, most rely on engagement 
surveys, diversity statistics and focus groups to check 
progress, over culture-specific diagnostic tools. Both the 
low number of leaders measuring culture, and the type of 
measurement tools being used suggest that culture is not 
yet consistently being treated like any other business KPI, 
presenting an opportunity to more tightly draw the link 
between culture and business performance and maximise 
the effectiveness of cultural change efforts.

Leaders see a number of challenges 
limiting the impact of their cultural 
change efforts, the most significant of 
which is competing internal priorities, 
followed by a lack of leadership capability, and cynicism 
towards the topic of culture. We can only speculate whether 
the latter two points are linked but the findings suggest 
that whilst culture is instinctively recognised by leaders as 
a key enabler for business performance, there are still a raft 
of perception challenges to overcome to truly leverage the 
performance upside that an aligned culture can offer.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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THE CASE FOR CULTURE

"We need to empower people to make 
faster decisions rather than managing 
everything from the top down."

In this section, we asked respondents 
about the case for culture right now: 
how high is it on the corporate agenda 
right now? Why are organisations 
focusing on culture? What capabilities 
are they trying to drive?

As for its importance on the corporate agenda - the simple 
answer is high. An overwhelming 95% of our respondents 
agree that organisational culture has a significant impact on 
business performance. 

But whilst its importance is high, our respondents also 
acknowledge that it’s not easy to get it ‘right’, with on 19% of 
our respondents believing they have the ‘right’ culture today. 

The cultural capabilities organisations are looking to bolster 
varied, but a couple of central themes emerged: front and 
centre was diversity and inclusion, suggesting this retains 
a clear link with organisational culture in our respondents’ 
minds, as well as remaining a firm feature of the corporate 
zeitgeist. Improving customer centricity and performance 
orientation also featured as priorities, as did the elimination of 
siloes and defensive behaviours, especially in international and 
matrix organisations and those that have grown through M&A. 
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Organisational culture has  
a significant impact on  
business performance?

20%  

Agree76%  

Stro
ngly agree

2%  

Disa
gree

Key takeaways 
• 95% of our respondents agree that culture has a significant impact 

on business performance, making a strong case for culture to 
remain high on the corporate agenda. 

• The case for cultural change is also strong, with only  
19% believing they have the right culture today.

Which of the following do you 
most associate with culture?

A central factor 
in our business 

success

       20
%

 Strongly agree

41% Agree

20% Somewhat agree

Our culture needs to change 
to improve business 
performance

Mindsets and 
behaviours

26%

How work 
gets done

10%

Employee 
engagement

10%

A priority for 
HR Team

5%

2% 
Somewhat 

agree

49%
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How critical are the following capabilities  
to your organisational performance?  

Diversity & inclusion

Agility

Innovation

Performance Orientation

Collaboration

Customer-Centricity

Are there any other capabilities 
you’re looking to develop?

A willingness to look at what others 
(not just competitors, all others) are 
doing, and the quality they achieve.

Open honest communication at all 
times to create a high feedback culture 
(could be included in collaboration) 

Ability to inspire others, 
accountability, safe

Capacity to share 
knowledge & experience 
really effectively

Data literacy   
Digital literacy

AccountabilitySustainability  
Digital  E-learning 

External stakeholder 
management

Employee engagement  
and talent management

Individual professionalism 
and product excellence

Key takeaways
• When asked to rank the criticality of various cultural capabilities 

to organisational performance, customer centricity and 
collaboration were ranked by far the highest by our respondents. 

• Diversity & Inclusion was consistently rated the least important to 
business performance, yet as we see elsewhere in the report, it 
remains a key part of cultural programmes, and diversity statistics 
remain key measure of progress. This suggests there remains 
a disconnect between the perception of culture as a lever for 
business performance, and the ability to meaningfully measure  
and manage it internally.

• Other focus areas included increased agility, the reduction 
of organisational complexity and bureaucracy, and greater 
empowerment and accountability.
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MANAGING & MEASURING CULTURE 

As we saw in the previous section, the 
case for culture seems clear, at least 
on the surface, but in this next section, 
we look at how that belief is playing 
out in practice. To what extent are 
our respondent companies actively 
managing and measuring their cultural 
change efforts? How are they moving 
the topic of culture beyond intangible 
and into the “essential everyday”. 

Commensurate with the perceived impact of culture on business 
performance, most of our respondents (83%) said that they 
actively manage their cultures in some way, whether they’re just 
starting out on their journey by articulating their desired culture, 
or actively discussing it with their teams and measuring progress 
against a stated goal. 88% agree that their leadership team 
actively takes ownership and role models desired behaviours 
and 76% agree that they have the internal capability and 
expertise to manage culture, yet the supporting commentary, 
and our later section on challenges reveal that this is not as  
clear-cut a picture as these figures might suggest. 

When it comes to measuring cultural change efforts, the majority 
of our respondents use engagement surveys (79%) followed by 
diversity statistics, but relatively few have reached the point of 
taking culture beyond employee engagement and implemented 
behavioural and process changes. 

“We used an external company last 
year to measure aspects across the 
team. Having done it once we will 
now do it annually at least.” 
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5% strongly disagree

7% disagree

10% somewhat disagree

We actively manage culture

We have internal capability and 
expertise to manage culture

"We talk about it all the time, 
discussing our values and how we 
have lived them. We use offsites to 
talk about our values, purpose."

"We have somewhat limited 
expertise and resources to 
manage culture and need to 
ensure that we leverage leaders.”

76%
agree they have the internal 
capability and expertise to 
manage culture 

Key takeaways
• Organisations are taking a raft of different approaches to manage 

their cultures, revealing a wide range of interpretations of what culture 
means for them.

• Many have undertaken employee engagement and wellbeing activities 
to ‘improve’ their cultures, but relatively few have reached the point of 
implementing behavioural and process change in their companies. 

• This suggests a need for continued focus on how to practically 
implement change, beyond initiatives and programmes that are more 
about engagement than accelerating strategic execution. 

29%

32%

24%

Disa
gree        

                                                Strongly agree

Key takeaways
• Commentary here reveals different views on the level of internal 

capability and expertise required to manage culture, varying from 
‘we can do it ourselves’, to dedicated resources.

• These different approaches often reflect a company’s size and 
maturity, but also reveal a pocket who understand the importance 
of culture but haven’t yet figured out how best to manage it.

• The management of culture must be adequately internally 
resourced to be successful, reflecting the strategic importance of 
culture to overall business performance. 

34% somewhat agree

83% state they actively 
manage culture 

37% agree

7% strongly agree

9

CO
N

TEN
TS

CULTURAL BAROMETER MANAGING AND MEASURING CULTURE



88%

Our leadership team actively takes 
ownership for and role models our 
desired culture and behaviours.

agree that the leadership 
team take ownership  

Key takeaways
• 88% of respondents agree that their leadership team actively takes 

ownership for and role models the desired culture and behaviours 
but respondent comments reveal a range of different levels of 
commitment to the topic of culture within leadership teams.

• Some leaders are seen to be strong role models and actively work on 
the culture, whereas other leaders in the team don’t really get it or 
don’t want to engage.

Recruitment practices 
look for specific mindsets 
and behaviours

Regular 
measurement  
of culture

Performance 
management 
practices incorporate 
behaviours

Cultural training 
sessions for 
employees

Rewards linked to  
culture/behaviours

Which of the following practices 
do you currently employ to 
manage your culture?  

“We have some leaders who are 
very passionate and others who 
see this as part of the corporate 
leadership check list.”

Key takeaways
• Companies are using several different approaches to manage their 

cultures, with tailored recruitment, performance management and 
reward emerging as the front-runners. 

• Despite the time and effort that companies are investing in managing 
their cultures, it’s interesting to note that just over half of respondents 
are currently taking steps to regularly measure their culture. 

• This perhaps reflects the perceived challenges of measuring culture 
effectively, but also suggests there is still work to do to make the link 
between culture and business performance. Whilst many perceive 
the two as linked, culture is not yet consistently being measured or 
treated like any other business KPI. 

79%

Which of the following practices do you use to measure your culture? 

Key takeaways
• The majority of our respondents (74%) use engagement surveys to 

measure culture, in many cases combined with diversity statistics 
and focus groups.

• Only 33% currently use culture-specific diagnostic surveys to 
measure their culture change efforts.

• The data suggests there is still room to clarify the difference between 
measures of employee engagement (which looks more at an 
individual’s relationship with and sentiment towards their employer) 
and culture (collective behaviours and the way work gets done),  
if organisations truly want to understand what’s getting in the way of 
their cultural potential. 

Engagement surveys74%

Diversity statistics
48%

Focus Groups
40%

Culture-specific 
diagnostic

33%
Don't currently 
measure culture

14%

60%

43%

71%

52%
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CHALLENGES

In this section we explore the 
challenges organisations are facing 
when shaping culture: what’s stopping 
them from moving forward and 
effecting real change? 

By far and away the biggest challenge 
was seen to be competing internal 
priorities, followed by a lack of 
leadership capability, and cynicism 
towards the topic of culture. 

We can only speculate whether those last two points are linked, 
but the statistic relating to leadership capability is nonetheless 
striking, particularly as we heard elsewhere in the report that 
88% feel their leaders act as role models for the culture.  
It suggests a need for continued focus on leadership 
populations to ensure they’re maximising their role modelling 
potential and able to cast a consistent ‘leadership shadow’ 
within the organisation. 

The findings here suggest that, even though companies may 
instinctively recognise the impact that culture has on business 
performance, there are still a raft of challenges to overcome to 
truly leverage the upside it can offer. 

36%  
Lacking leadership 

capability

29% 
Cynicism towards  

the topic of culture

26% 
Insufficient 
resources

21% 
Lack of  

measurement

1%  
No real  

challenge

52%
Competing  
internal priorities 

What are the main challenges 
you face in shaping your 
organisational culture?

11

CO
N

TEN
TS

CULTURAL BAROMETER CHALLENGES



CULTURE & COVID 19

It’s impossible to look at the topic 
of organisational culture without 
considering the influence of the world 
around us, and for the last 18 months, 
the Covid-19 pandemic has had, and 
continues to have, a profound impact  
on our world of work. 
In this year's survey, we asked respondents whether the 
pandemic had increased the importance they put on 
organisational culture, whether their cultures had been a help 
or hindrance in navigating the crisis, and whether their cultures 
had changed as result. 

83% of respondents felt that the crisis had increased the 
importance placed on culture within their organisations, with the 
adoption of new ways of working increasing the need to think 
more deliberately about the behaviours required to succeed.

79% felt that their cultures had been a help in navigating the 
crisis, and 64% said that their culture had changed as a result, 
with the pandemic either accelerating a planned focus, or 
precipitating the need to do something in this area. 

Many commented on the adoption of flexible working; notably 
the growing expectation amongst employees and interviewees 
that companies will continue to offer flexibility. For many, this 
has created a fundamental re-think of where and when work gets 
done, and the need to write what has simply been a necessity 
into a formalised policy for the first time. 

“There is a huge expectation for 
continued flexible working… In fact it is 
becoming the first question prospective 
employees ask at interview.” 
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79%

64%

stated that their 
current cuture 
has been a help 
in the crisis

said their culture changed 
as a result of the crisis

Has your current culture been 
a help or a hindrance 
in the crisis? 

83% The Covid-19 crisis has increased the 
importance that we put on culture

The Covid-19 crisis has 
increased the importance 
that we put on culture

23% Somewhat agree

40% Agree

12% Disagree

25% Strongly agree

Our organisational culture has 
changed as a result of the crisis

Key takeaways
• Where organisations were already focusing on cultural change, the crisis 

has generally accelerated progress, throwing priorities into sharper relief 
and putting the topic of culture even higher on the agenda.

• The adoption of flexible working practices has presented a new set 
of management challenges for many companies, acting as a catalyst 
for broader culture change. The topic remains top of the agenda, with 
many formalising new policies in the wake of demand from existing 
and prospective employees. 

• Increased communication, collaboration and an upweighted focus on 
wellbeing have been particular outcomes of the pandemic, in some 
cases bolstering employee engagement and sense of connection. 

                              Somewhat agree                                     
         

       
      

      
     

     
    A

gr
ee So

m
ew

ha
t d

isa
gr

ee
    

    
    

    
    

    
     

   D

isa
gree       

          
                                Strongly agree                

60% Helped significantly

8% Neither help nor hinderance

10% Slight hinderance

23% Helped a little
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If you would like to find out how Coode can help your business 
flourish we'd love to hear from you

+44 (0)20 8239 8260   info@coodeassociates.com

mailto:info%40coodeassociates.com?subject=
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