Take It Personal: Value-based Culture
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Many years ago, | had a performance review where my manager, who was a senior vice
president of a large company so should have had a handle on leadership, said to me “I think you
think | don’t value your contribution. | do, but | don’t know why." That’s stuck with me because of
the message it sent. After working for her for a year she wasn’t sure how | delivered value to her
department, or the organization as a whole. Sure, it's nice that she recognized | added value, but
that was small consolation for the lack of understanding of how.
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There’s an important lesson here for leaders, and it's what | want to explore in this article.
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Leaders need to create a culture based on value for their teams, ensuring that everyone
understands what their role is, how their work contributes to the organization’s success, and how
they as individuals deliver value. The distinction between work value and personal value is an
important one. Organizations have become better at explaining to project teams how the project
they are working on creates value for the business. That focus on business value has been an
important part of the expansion of portfolio management and the empowerment of project teams,
but it doesn’t address individual employee value.
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By focusing on the value of the work that is done, the organization sends a subconscious
message that the work is more important than the people, and that’s a dangerous thing. It's a
sentiment that we all have a tendency to express as anyone who has worked on a high-pressure
project knows. However, when it's baked into the way the organization behaves it is no longer an
exception; it's a systemic approach that defines the organization.
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If, instead, organizations focus on the unique value that each individual and team brings —

the personal value — and then connect that value with the ability to deliver performance, they are
reinforcing the importance of the people and strengthening each individual’'s connection to the
organization.
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Here’s a simple example of what | mean. Instead of saying that the new product will generate
increased market share or revenue, we say that because of the team’s ability to develop a
product that is more scalable, faster, more feature rich than anything currently in the market we
will be able to gain more market share and increase revenue. It's a minor difference in wording,
but a major difference in attitude.
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Organizations, or even individual leaders, cannot simply change the way they speak to their
teams in the hope it will lead those team members to be more committed to the organization. In
isolation it sounds fake and patronizing, potentially creating the exact opposite environment that
the leader is trying to create. For team members to truly feel they are valued contributors to the
organization’s success they must see ongoing and consistent evidence of their leaders



demonstrating that belief in their value. That's the organizational culture and it takes time to
create.
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A leadership commitment
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A leadership team cannot decide to come to work one day and establish a culture of valued
employees; it's more complex than that. It’s also something that many leaders will say they
already have, and they will believe it — they truly think they value the contribution their
employees make. The problem is that a generic, holistic perspective that their employees are
valuable is at odds with the experience many employees have every day. The start of a value-
based culture is the identification of areas where employees can be given the opportunity to
contribute more, and then committing to ensuring that happens. From a project delivery cycle
perspective here are some examples:
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> Engaging the PM and senior team members in the definition of the project. Increasingly
projects are less about the features delivered than they are about the benefits those features
enable. By defining the project in conjunction with senior project resources, the product manager,
sponsor or similar role can identify those elements that will be difficult to deliver, those that may
cause delays or increase costs, and those which can be added ‘for free’ in conjunction with other
elements. This will ultimately lead to a better overall solution in terms of ability to achieve benefits.
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> |nvolving experienced team members and project managers in the portfolio planning and
project selection processes. Many organizations make decisions about which projects to approve
and when to schedule them without any input from the senior practitioners who will be asked to
deliver. Even if these individuals don’t have a ‘vote’ in the ultimate decision making process
(although there is no reason why they shouldn’t) they will have a much better understanding of
the project drivers if they are part of the discussions and understand the reasoning behind
decisions.
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> Allowing PMs and their teams to define the triple constraint parameters for the project they
must deliver. There are still many organizations today who take high level planning estimates
from business plans and ‘lock’ them as hard constraints which teams are forced to comply with.
Not only does this suggest the team’s input is not valued, it can set the project up for failure from
the outset — a fact the team will likely realize before anyone else.
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> Empowering the project team to make changes and adjustments to the project without formal
approvals. Historically governance functions have favored control over performance, often
delaying corrective actions or necessary changes because of the need for a formal review and
approval. If a project team is trusted to deliver the project they should also be trusted to know
when the project needs to be adjusted, and to make that adjustment with advice to the key
stakeholders that this is what they are doing.
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Any one of these steps demonstrates the importance of the contribution those people involved
make to the organization. When all of them are implemented they begin to demonstrate a
conscious commitment to recognizing and leveraging that value, and when it is consistently
applied across all business areas over an extended period of time it begins to embed into the
organization and become part of the culture. At this point it is still fragile, it can erode quickly if
the team is ‘forgotten’ on one or two projects, but if the organization sticks to the approach they
will start to see not only better performance on individual initiatives, but also improved
engagement and productivity.
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Employee-driven value
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So far we have focused on areas where the organization identifies opportunities for employees to
contribute value, and those are the cornerstones of a value driven culture. However, they have
one limitation: they are focused on the role individuals perform. In other words, someone is
involved in the project because they are a project manager or a senior resource in a particular
work area. But individuals can also add value based on their combination of skills, interests,
perspectives and experiences, regardless of the job title they happen to hold.
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This is where organizations have an opportunity to strengthen the culture further by allowing
employees to self-select their involvement in certain aspects of work based on their belief that
they can add value. In other words, if someone feels they can contribute to the development of a
better portfolio of projects, they can take part in the planning and selection process regardless of
the current job title they hold. There needs to be a degree of validation, perhaps even a ‘light’
approval process, but this type of self-selection should be encouraged because it sends a
message that not only does the organization value their input, they won’t define the subset of
employees who are allowed to contribute that input.
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While the initial reluctance to take this step is likely to be based on ‘unqualified’ people
volunteering themselves to be involved in different aspects of the work, the opposite is more
likely to be the case. Qualified people may need to be encouraged to put themselves forward
because they don’t feel they can add more than the people who are already involved. This in
itself is a symptom of an employee base who don'’t feel fully valued — they lack the confidence in
their abilities because they haven’t had positive reinforcement that those abilities are adding
value. When an organization begins to see an increase in volunteerism of this sort it is a good
indicator that the culture of value is taking hold.
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CONCLUSIONS

Of course every leader will say they value their employees, and the vast majority of them truly
mean it. However, as my mother said to me many times in my formative years, “saying it is one
thing, showing it is quite another." Many leaders simply lack awareness that their lack of
demonstrating to employees the value they bring is sending a subconscious message that the



value isn’t recognized. Quite apart from the fact that lowers morale and productivity while
increasing staff turnover, it also has a practical impact on the ability of the organization to deliver
results — it simply isn’t leveraging all of the capability it has available to it.
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Implementing a value based culture cannot happen overnight, like any other cultural shift it can
take many years to be broadly accepted as the new norm. However, the mechanics of
demonstrating an awareness of and respect for the value each employee brings are very
straightforward and can be implemented by any leader immediately. If that is done consistently
the cultural elements will take care of themselves.
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