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By Fiona Robertson

While we turn our attention to what’s next, our organisational cultures are changing as a result of COVID-19. It will happen by
accident, or we can choose to make it deliberate. But we have to notice before we can choose.

Components of culture
Culture is the rules of belonging. The rules of belonging are based on the behaviours that increase a person’s status and
acceptance in a particular group at a particular time. Our pre-COVID organisations already had a set of rules that dictated what
earned or lost belonging in the group. If you want to change the culture, you need to change the rules of belonging.

How do we ensure that we bring forward the best of our pre-pandemic culture and leave the worst behind? By being
deliberate.

Thinking through the changes in our strategy (who are we serving; what are we providing to them; how are we delivering it)
must also see us thinking through the behaviours we want to see more of and less of to make our new strategy successful.
Then we must �nd ways to ensure the new behaviours are safer than the old. This will require explicit conversations about
what to keep, what to change and how we’re going to create, demonstrate and celebrate the new normal.

Humans are exceptionally tribal
Remember that human brains haven’t changed in 80,000 years and are threat-detection, pattern-recognition machines
designed to keep us safe. We are hardwired to connect to others in groups, to belong, which makes us exceptionally tribal
creatures.

Psychologists Baumeister and Leary did signi�cant research on belonging and attachment and concluded, like many others,
that belonging was an essential human motivator found in all cultures. Their research also showed that we are more likely to
bond with those near us, over those who may live some distance away but are more similar (frequency of physical presence
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trumps having the same interests every time).

We can actively nudge culture in the right direction
We can use our tribalism in several ways to help create our new culture.

Select culture champions. 
We can identify the people who are already exhibiting the behaviours we want to see more of to help us accelerate the
execution of our new strategy and, wherever possible, put them back into the physical environment before anyone else.
They will set the new rules of belonging, the new culture of the group, and others will start to adopt the behaviours that
are successful in the core group as they re-join. There is never going to be a better opportunity to do this. 
Identify your tribes. 
We can think carefully about the existing tribes (silos) and decide whether we want to reinforce them by bringing back
intact teams in their entirety or take the opportunity to create new tribes that cut across existing silos. The gold standard
would be mapping out our re-imagined value chain, identifying the links where the current relationships are the weakest
and bringing back people from both sides of that link, to strengthen those relationships early.  
Celebrate culture-building behaviour. 
We can use social rewards (sometimes called relational rewards) to reinforce what the new ‘good’ looks like, the new rules
of belonging. What do I mean by a social reward? I mean one that makes it clear the person receiving it has earned
greater belonging in the group. Examples include opportunities to hang out with the senior leaders more often;
invitations to meetings or other events they would not usually be entitled to attend; symbols of greater status or
belonging.

Fiona Robertson is the former Head of Culture for the National Australia Bank and a culture change and leadership speaker, facilitator,
coach. She is the author of Rules of Belonging – change your organisational culture, delight your people and turbo-charge your results
(Major Street) to be released in July.

Reimagine work and leadership

Meet new managers and leaders outside your current networks and, with the help of facilitator Matt Byrne, explore the path
forward for work and leadership.

IML ANZ invites you to join our complimentary Member Connect Event – The Future of Work and Leadership.
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