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Companies Don’t Have a Culture.
They Have Habits.

Why the word should go, and what you get in exchange.

Companies do not have a culture. They have rules, written and unwritten, that people follow at

work and set down when they leave. This essay says what a culture is, what a workplace has

instead, and the seven decisions the wrong word makes for a leader before anyone notices a

choice was made.
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Companies do not have a culture. They have a set of rules, written and unwritten, that people follow at

work and set down when they leave, and the habits those rules produce. Calling that a culture is not a

quibble about words. A word is a quibble when swapping it changes nothing you would do. This swap

changes what a leader tries to fix, whom she holds responsible, how long she waits, what the company

sells, what hiring screens for, what gets measured, and what the company is entitled to ask of the people

who work there. The word makes each of those choices before anyone notices a choice was made. This

essay says what a culture is, what a workplace has instead, and what the difference decides.

This author does not make the claim lightly. Culture is among the most used words in management,

thoughtful people have spent careers on it, and a great deal of money rides on it. There is a business built

on the word: consultancies with culture practices, vendors that sell engagement surveys, programs that

certify a company as a great place to work and sell the badge, and a circuit of books and speakers. An

undefined goal lets a provider keep selling effort without an agreed finish, and an industry whose product

is the repair of something that cannot be found has a reason to keep that something undefined. That is not

a charge of bad faith. It is a description of an incentive, and incentives are what this essay is about.

What A Culture Is

This essay uses culture to mean behavior rooted in enduring shared values and beliefs. That is the core

anthropologists have placed at the center of the word for a century and a half,[1] and holding the word to

that core is this essay’s choice. The values and beliefs are the point. They sit in a rough order, so that when

two of them conflict a person knows, without being told, which one wins. They are acquired early, at home,

at school, in the street, in every part of life at once, and they are handed down to the next generation. They

are carried inside the person. They outlast their causes: people keep eating what their great-grandparents

ate because the land was poor, long after the land stopped mattering. And they have gravity. They pull on

everyone inside them whether they like it or not, and no committee can remake them by decree.

Those are deep things, and they are what people bring to work. An adult arrives at a company already

formed. Her sense of what is right and what is shameful, what is owed to family and what is owed to

strangers, how close to stand and how loud to speak, was settled long before the job offer. The company

did not make it and cannot unmake it by decree.

What A Workplace Has

What the workplace adds is a set of expectations about behavior. Some are written: the approval chain,

the expense policy, the dress code. Others are not: who speaks first in a meeting, how long to wait before

escalating, what happens to the person who brings bad news, whether the meeting starts on time. These

are boundaries, not beliefs. People fit themselves inside them the way a traveler fits a second language,

and the fit has a name: code-switching.[2] The term began in the study of language, and it has a heavier

use, for people who move between a majority’s setting and their own, and that switching carries costs this

essay does not make light of.[3] The plain sense is enough here. Everyone switches some. A person talks

and acts one way at work and another way at home, and the switch can be deliberate, because the point

of it is to fit in and keep the job.

October 2026 2



The switch is also reversible, and compliance alone does not establish shared belief. Much of the work

behavior comes off at the end of the day, and it is set down for good at the next job, where a different set

of rules is waiting and the person learns them in weeks. Something travels: a way of writing, a habit of

preparation, a standard she keeps. The values travel whole. The rules do not, and the behavior changes

with them. However much time people spend at work, and however much the work matters to them, a rule

followed to fit in does not weigh on a person the way a belief does. One says what to do between nine and

five. The other says who she is.

Two economists described the practices in 1982 and called them routines: the firm’s habits, held partly in

the skills and memories of its people and partly in the arrangements around them, carried out by people

who often do not know why, and persisting past the reason they began.[4]

What The Industry Teaches

The word entered management late. Anthropologists had used it for a century when a 1979 journal article

proposed studying organizations the same way,[5] and within three years it was everywhere, carried by a

wave of books trying to explain why Japanese firms were winning and what the best American ones had in

common.[6] The definition that stuck in practice is the one every manager has heard: the way we do things

around here. It was used by a consultant in 1966 and became the working definition in a 1982 book.[7] Read

it again. It is a definition of habits.

The definition that stuck in the classroom is more careful. The field’s most cited text defines organizational

culture as a pattern of shared basic assumptions that a group learned as it solved its problems of surviving

in its market and holding together inside, assumptions that worked well enough to be taught to newcomers

as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel about those problems.[8] This author was trained on it and

has used it. Notice the scope. The assumptions are about the group’s problems, the work problems, and

they are judged by whether they worked. That is a description of how a group learned to get its work done,

which is to say a description of a rule set, taught to newcomers as the way things are done here. It is a

good theory of a byculture. The same text sorts the thing into three levels: the artifacts you can see, the

values the company says it holds, and the assumptions underneath, which are taken for granted and rarely

spoken. By the model’s account, visible conduct and stated values do not reveal all the underlying

assumptions. The assumptions have to be inferred, and inferring them is a service that can be sold. That is

where the industry lives.

The tools follow the texts. A widely taught instrument sorts organizations into four types, clan, adhocracy,

market, and hierarchy, by asking members how the place is run: how tightly it is controlled, whether it looks

inward or out, what gets rewarded.[9] Those are questions about arrangements. The engagement surveys

the vendors sell ask how people experience those arrangements. Whatever the instruments ask, what

they return is a profile of how the place is run and how people take it, and nothing in the toolkit changes

what a person believes is right. In a 1990 study of twenty organizational units, measured the way national

culture is measured, the differences were larger in perceived practices than in values.[10] The word was

borrowed because the mechanism rhymed, something learned, shared, and passed on to newcomers, and

it was kept because it sold. What it names is real. It is just not a culture.
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Why Not Call It A Small Culture

The usual way to keep the word is to shrink it. Call it a mini-culture, a micro-culture, a company culture with

the understanding that it is a small one. A size prefix keeps the noun. It says the workplace has a culture,

only a smaller one, and the noun is what is wrong. The prefix does not survive the careers page either.

Nobody recruits for a mini-culture. The small word is dropped, and the big one is sold, with three things it

has not earned. Its depth: culture says the values are shared, when what is shared at work is compliance

with a rule set, and the values underneath are as varied as the people who hold them. Its clock: a culture

moves over generations, and the word carries that patience with it, when rules move in a quarter. And its

promise: culture implies belonging, when the arrangement is a contractual relationship, not a guarantee of

permanent belonging. A company that calls itself a family and then announces layoffs finds out the same

morning how much of the family was held by the payroll.

A Better Description

This essay calls what a company has a byculture, and the prefix does the opposite of the one in mini-

culture. Mini and micro say a smaller instance. By says beside, and not. A bystander is not a small stander;

he is near the event and not in it. A byproduct is not a small product; it is made alongside the main thing

and is not the main thing. A byculture is both: a set of shared habits that sits beside culture, close enough

to be mistaken for it, and produced as a byproduct of systems, incentives, and the example set by whoever

is in charge. It is a better description than a small culture, because it says what the diminutive hides: this is

next to culture, and it is not culture.

A byculture is uneven, because each division’s systems and bosses produce their own. This author has

written before about how the divisions of a company dig separate trenches and drift apart, and each

trench has its own habits.[11] It is also where this essay meets his earlier work on drift.[12] Drift and byculture

are the same pattern seen from two sides: a pattern held mostly by structure, a rule, a budget line, a

reporting line, an incentive, which is why changing the holder changes the behavior, sometimes quickly. A

culture is held mostly by identity, and it survives a change of setting because most of what holds it is inside

the person.
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The test. Five questions that separate a culture from what a company has.

Author’s framework. A quarter is a review period, not a promise.

What The Word Decides

The word is not harmless. It hides problems, because a problem filed under culture has no owner and no

fix date. It overclaims, because it promises a kind of belonging and a depth of shared conviction that an

employer cannot deliver by decree and did not buy. It misdirects the repair, because it points at values

when the thing that produced the behavior was a rule. And it is amorphous. It is hard to say what a

company’s culture is in a sentence that another person could check, and easy to say what its habits are. A

term nobody can pin down can never be shown to be wrong and never be shown to be fixed, and that is

what keeps it in use. It feels important. Dropping it feels like dropping something that matters. So it carries

on, and carries the wrong decisions with it. Seven of them, in practice.
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What the word decides. Seven choices the word makes before anyone notices a choice was made.

Author’s framework. A quarter is a review period, not a promise.

What a leader tries to fix. If the problem is culture, the object of repair is values, and values do not move by

decree. In a survey of more than 1,300 North American executives, nine in ten said improving their culture

would raise the value of their firm, and more than eight in ten of respondents said their own culture needed

improving.[13] That is a wide gap between the value executives see in culture and the state they want it to

reach. The usual explanation is that culture is hard to change. This essay’s objection is to treating culture

as the object of repair at all. A program that puts values on the wall and runs workshops while leaving the

arrangements that hold behavior untouched has left the practical work undone, and the habits go on as

before. A leader’s edict rarely changes behavior because it does not change the incentives underneath it;

this author has made that argument elsewhere.[12] The same is true of posters.

Whom she holds responsible. Culture is an alibi when it ends the explanation, because a culture belongs to

everyone and so to no one. When Wells Fargo was caught opening accounts its customers had never

asked for, the board’s report blamed the bank’s sales culture, and then kept going. It named the executives

it held responsible, the sales goals, the pressure to meet them, and the firing of people who did not, and

the bank eliminated the product sales goals.[14] The second half is the part that matters. A sales goal is a

number in a plan. Someone set it, and someone deleted it. An explanation that stops at culture never gets

there.

How long she waits. A leader who thinks he is managing a culture gives it a culture’s time, and waits a year

for what a changed rule could have shown him by the next quarter.

What the company sells. A stated culture is a product, sold to recruits, to investors, and to the company

itself, which likes the story. The slogan that culture eats strategy for breakfast is on a thousand slide decks

because it flatters: it says that what we are matters more than what we do. The evidence for the product is

October 2026 6

http://127.0.0.1:65333/assets/research/companies-culture-seven-choices.png
http://127.0.0.1:65333/assets/research/companies-culture-seven-choices.png


thin. A 2015 study compared the values that large American companies advertised on their websites with

how those companies performed. The advertised values had no detectable relationship with profitability or

market value, though firms that advertised integrity did score higher on customer satisfaction. What went

with better performance was something employees reported about their own managers: that top

management was ethical and kept its word.[15] This author reads that as a habit, managers keeping

promises, rather than a culture, and what keeps managers keeping promises is a question the study does

not answer. The likeliest answer is what the company does to managers who break them.

What hiring screens for. An employer can fairly ask whether a candidate will work the way the job requires.

That is a question about habits, and it can be written down. Culture fit rarely is, and a criterion nobody has

defined lets resemblance stand in for competence. A study of hiring at elite law, banking, and consulting

firms found interviewers favoring candidates who shared their own backgrounds and pastimes, and calling

it fit.[16] In plain terms, fit often means how little a candidate would have to switch, and this author has

written about what that does to who gets hired and who gets missed.[17]

What gets measured. If the thing is a culture, the natural question is how people feel about it. If the thing is

a set of habits, the natural question is what happened. The difference is in the questions, not the

instrument. Did the meeting start on time. How many days did the decision wait. Who spoke. Did the

manager do what she said she would. Ask about specific conduct, check it against observation wherever

possible, and treat reports of fear or distrust as a sign of where to look. Conduct can be asked about again

next quarter and compared.

What the company may ask of a person. This is the one that goes past management. A rule you break is a

compliance problem. A value you do not share is a character flaw. The word culture turns the first into the

second. That is how not a culture fit became an acceptable way to say not like us, and how a company

comes to expect belief where it has only earned compliance. The contract bought forty hours of conduct.

It did not buy the person’s values, and a company that calls its rule set a culture is claiming what it did not

pay for.

The Exceptions

Some organizations do reach values and beliefs in adults. The Marine Corps, the Jesuits, a few firms,

usually old ones, whose alumni are recognizable decades later. They do it the same way: hard selection at

the door, a long and deliberate period of being remade, rituals, a private language. They do not ask people

to switch codes. They change the code. The Marine Corps says a Marine is a Marine for life, whatever the

length of service,[18] and that is the point: it is the depth of the immersion, not the years on the payroll, that

does the forming. It is expensive and slow, and one close study of a technology company that set out to

build a culture on purpose found the people inside paying for it, in long hours and in the distance between

the self they showed at work and the one they kept.[19] Most companies will not pay that price, and most

should not. What they should stop doing is claiming the result without paying for it.

A rule you break is a compliance problem. A value you do not

share is a character flaw. The word culture turns the first into the

second.
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What You Get For Letting Go

Give up the word, and in exchange you get something nearer to hand. Renaming changes nothing by itself.

The gain comes from what the better description makes you do next.

You can point at a habit. Ask a manager in any division to list the ten habits that actually run his floor: how

work gets assigned, how a disagreement gets settled, what happens to the person who brings bad news,

who has to be in the room before anything moves. Then ask three people who work for him to write the

same list without seeing his, and compare. The lists will say more than the values page does, and where

they disagree is the first place to look.

You can find what holds it. For most habits it is some mix of four things: an incentive, a rule, a reporting line,

or the example set by the boss, and more than one may be holding the same habit. Change one, write

down what better would look like, and look again next quarter. If the habit has moved, ask whether the

change explains it. If it has not, check the other holders, check whether the change was actually made,

and check the diagnosis. A quarter is a review period, not a promise. A working habit gives a manager a

nearer target: specific arrangements whose effects can be examined and changed. And because the

byculture is uneven, one division’s habits can be worked on without waiting for the whole company to

agree.

What holds a habit. Find the holder, change one, and look again next quarter. A quarter is a review period, not a promise.

Author’s framework.

That is the reason to let the word go. Not because a culture is a bad thing to want, but because wanting

one has kept leaders staring at something they cannot reach while the thing they can reach sits in front of

them, plainly visible and quietly running the place.
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What To Do

Stop selling the culture. Take the word off the careers page and out of the investor deck, and describe the

habits instead. Recruits would rather know those anyway.

Write the list. Ten habits per division, from the people who live them, not from the leadership team.

Name what holds each one. If nobody can say what holds a habit, that is the first thing to find out.

Measure the habits. Ask about specific conduct, check it against what can be observed, and use reports

of distrust to decide where to look.

When a habit stops serving the work, change what holds it, decide what better looks like, and check next

quarter.

And accept the ceiling. A company can be a good place to work. It can have good habits, kept honestly. It

does not need a culture to be that, and claiming one promises more than good habits establish.
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