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Organizational Values: What They Are, What They Do

Let us suppose that we were asked for one all-purpose bit of advice for management, one truth that we were able to distill from the excellent companies’ research. We might be tempted to reply: "Figure out your value system."

These are the first words of Thomas Peters' and Robert Waterman's discussion of "Hands-On" companies in their influential study, In Search of Excellence (Chapter 9). We take them as our first words, but we go further.  We advise everyone concerned, at all levels in the organization, to "figure out" the value system of which they are a part.  "Fine," you may say, "but what do we do Monday morning?" Less succinctly, Peters and Waterman continue, citing the authors of Corporate Cultures:

Our experience is that most businessmen are loath to write about, talk about, even take seriously value systems. To the extent that they do consider them at all, they regard them as vague abstractions. . . . Values are not 'hard' like organization structures, policies and procedures, strategies, or budgets.

Monday mornings, of course, are especially "hard"!  But the point is this—excellent organizations are the exception in the world of business, and it is the commitment to and clarity of their shared vision that has consistently contributed to their success. Organizational structure, policies, and so on, may embody values, but a ‘value system’ constitutes the hidden structure of a company; it provides the preferred vocabulary, background theories, normative commitments, and modes of reasoning found within the organization. "Shared vision," "core ideology," "belief system," "sense of purpose."  Whatever we call it, the hidden value structure of an organization may largely determine its present nature and its future success.

The purpose in this process of exploring organizational values is to uncover that structure, and in so doing to give your values a "harder" edge, to bring them from the level of vague abstraction to the tangible and the practical. The answer then to the question about what to do on Monday morning is, in the words of Dr. Edward S. Golden, founder of ORA, "Listen to your Values."

Just as the values and vision of Dr. Golden have framed the work of ORA, most successful organizations have long recognized the vital importance of core beliefs. The core personal beliefs of a company's founders, its heroes and villains, its present and past leadership, its active employees, are all sources of a company's values. Sometimes these values are formalized and written; more often they are disseminated by stories, myths and legends.  Successful organizations are expressed in and supported by their own oral and written folklore.

When Merck marked its hundredth birthday by publishing its autobiography the book was not titled, From Merck to "Merck": How to Make Millions in Pharmaceuticals, it was titled Values and Visions: A Merck Century (1992).  George Merck II expressed that vision in 1950: "We try to remember that medicine is for the patient. It is not for the profits. The profits follow."

George Merck's words are literally a memorandum (Latin for "to be remembered"), a reminder not only of shared values, but also a weighing of one value (customer service) against another (profitability), in other words, a value system is not merely a collection of isolated beliefs, but a pragmatic ideology, a hierarchically organized system wherein each value is ordered relative to other values.  It is this order, and the daily "remembering" of it that defines an organization's cultural identity.  Because to "re-member" is to reconcile the body's "members."  A successful organization is always identifying shared values, and valuing both community and diversity; it pursues commitment to the whole or, in a word, integrity.

A value system, as a hierarchy of principles, is pragmatic in that it helps individuals and organizations choose between alternatives, resolve conflicts, and make decisions.  We might compare it to an architect's plan or blueprint.

When Masaru Ibuka founded Sony in a bombed-out Tokyo store in 1945 among his first products -was not the transistor radio but a prospectus - and not a prospectus enticing investors with promises of instant wealth, but rather a document laying out his values and vision: namely, "to establish conditions where persons could become united with a firm spirit of teamwork...where those of like mind would naturally come together to embark on these ideals."

Sony continues to work to the blueprint sketched by its founder.  This is not always or necessarily the case - organizational values are constantly renewed and refocused, they evolve and mature. But core values do not change - that is why it is so important to recognize them.

Just as an architect's blueprint will have to accommodate circumstances, availability of building materials, conditions of the site, the patience of the client, a business has to adapt to consumer needs, material and labor costs, or other such economic, political, social, and legal conditions.  But the core vision will not change.  A Frank Lloyd Wright House will always be recognized as a Frank Lloyd Wright house, regardless of who commissioned it or where it is built.  Similarly, an organization's core values may respond to external market conditions, but they are not dictated by them.  The blueprint is a plan for an ideal end-state.

A value is, therefore, more than an organizational norm or typical pattern of behavior.  The latter are consensual and external; a value is internal and personal.  Values are standards of desirability independent of specific conditions; they are the bases by which we judge what an acceptable norm is.  A value is also more than a belief about something - it is also a desire to see something happen, a standard that determines actions and attitudes.  Taken as a totality, the values and beliefs of an organization determine what matters most, what information will be taken most seriously, what kind of person is respected and rewarded.  A successful individual is one who intimately knows and actively manages both personal and organizational values.  People who are trying to make personal or organizational change or improvement, cannot do so without a sense of what for them is unchangeably valuable.  One thing is certain, in a conflict between a proposed line of action and the prevailing culture - the culture will win every time.

Organizational Cultures

In 1991, Robert Galvin, son of the founder of Motorola, wrote a series of essays on "who and why we are," discussing the importance of creativity, renewal, innovation, customer satisfaction, and so on.  These eventually were put into an internal publication titled: "For Which We Stand: a Statement of Purpose, Principles, and Ethics."  Anyone who has contact with a company such as Disney, Microsoft or Ford, has some sense of that corporation's "culture" and what it means to do business with that organization.  You know that at Ford "Quality is Job #1."  We have emphasized such explicit mission statements - those handed down from high in the management structure, but an accurate account of an organization's total value system has to look at other sources; few develop entirely from a carefully constructed plan.  We said earlier that a value system is not merely a collection of isolated beliefs, but a hierarchically organized system wherein each value is ordered relative to other values.  It is this ranking of values that defines an organization's "culture."

A formal statement of priorities is only one force shaping that culture.  Every organization has a hidden or informal order of values that is just as powerful a force as the formal and stated order.  Just as an employee might be disciplined for violating the organization's formal values, so he will be punished for violating informal or hidden values.  In fact, the latter can be the more devastating. It's like being floored by a fighter's secret killer punch - you won't even know what hit you. If, for instance, the informal culture denigrates creativity, then the creative employee, whatever the company mission statement tries to say, will be penalized simply for, in his view, doing his best work.

One of the founders of the study of culture, Anthropologist Edward T. Hall, proposed that we understand a culture as the product of three integrated value systems:

First, the formal, which is explicit and articulated, usually communicated by precept and admonition - such as Motorola's Statement of Purpose, Principles and Ethics.  All McDonald's franchisees are sent to Hamburger University to learn the principles of QSCV (Quality, Service, Convenience, Value).  This doctrine intentionally binds together the far-flung franchises, creating a "tribal" culture governed by those standards, perpetuated by myths, celebrated by ceremonies, and embodied in heroes: Waitress of the Week, Egg McMuffin of the Month, Champion Cheeseburger, and so on.

Second, the technical, which is also explicit, defines how the formal principles are
implemented.  As the formal values of an organization specify desired destinations, its
technical values arrange the transportation.

We might compare these two levels of an organization's culture to the components of the institution of our democracy:

1. The Declaration of Independence is the formal statement of values: hence its echo in Motorola's self-analysis.
2. The Constitution, the Bill of Rights and their embodiment in the apparatus of the legal system is the technical system.

Third, the informal, or "the way we do things around here."  These values are latent, usually unwritten.  They are not, though, truly either "silent" or "hidden" - in fact the signifiers and symbols of them are everywhere, virtually constituting the material fact of the organization from its logo to the lay-out of its parking lot; from its measurement of time to the allocation and furnishing of office space.  What is hidden however is the significance of these signs and symbols--what is most important about a fact or an event in an organization is not what happens, but what it means.  The informal value system is distinct and has developed overtime. It is, as it were, the organization's unconscious life.  Much of what happens to an organization and its members can be explained in terms of this life-- it is therefore essential to make that latent value system explicit, to be able to translate and interpret its symbols, to understand its totems and taboos.
This whole process of defining a desired organizational culture might be undermined by a failure to take full account of the informal culture.  Hall identified ten "building blocks" in informal cultures, the order and size of the blocks constituting the nature of the culture:

1. Affiliation: who associates with whom?

2. Language: are there special uses of language or information?

3. Play: is there "organizationally correct" leisure?

4. Work: are there organizationally endorsed career tracks?

5. Time: what governs the use of time?

6. Turf: how are resources allocated?

7. Mission: what is the underlying purpose for the organization?
8. Diversity: how are differences managed?
9. Conflict: how is conflict handled?

10. Learning: what regulates educational pursuits?

Each of these three systems - the formal, the technical, and the informal - is present in every situation, but one will dominate at a given time or in a particular organization.  The shifting relationship between the three within an organization is what we understand as cultural change.  The term "culture" suggests process, the tending or raising of something, a human or natural development (as in agri-culture).  But it also suggests the end product of such a process – hence the proliferation of many "cultures" within one nation or sub-cultures within one organization.

The system of informal values is the most difficult to decipher and understand.  It is this part of the organizational value system to which we listen with particular care in this process.  As Edgar Schein says in Organizational Culture and Leadership: "to understand a group's culture, one must attempt to dig down to its basic assumptions."

In other words, though we enjoin you to "Listen to Your Values," we recognize that the informal culture may operate to silence or distort them.  The shared vision is not, paradoxically, always visible. It is the aim of the VALOR: "To Teach Ears to hear the inaudible, eyes to see the invisible, and minds to perceive the imperceptible."

Defining Organizational Values 

This process is about discovering values, not dictating them.  Determining shared values is not just an exercise; it is a process in which all parties must actively participate.  For the practical purpose of "digging down" to uncover an organization's value-system, we define two kinds of organizational values: the Mission and the Operational.
Mission values define the ideal purpose and character of the organization. They answer the question, What qualities are of most importance to this organization?

We further define the Mission values of an organization as having one of two orientations (though some fall into both categories):

Relationship values focus on the qualities that foster closer involvement with the community inside and outside the organization.  They answer the question: what kind of social relationships does this organization value and reward?  Relationship-related values include:

COMMUNITY valuing impact on the community: 

CUSTOMER valuing total customer satisfaction:

EQUALITY: valuing equal opportunity and treatment
EMPOWERMENT: valuing the contributions of all

FAMILY: valuing the support of employees’ families

FUN: valuing enjoyment on the workforce
HARMONY: valuing stability and consensus

INTEGRITY:  valuing high ethical standards

LEADERSHIP: valuing excellent leadership

LEARNING: valuing the expansion of workforce skills

PROFITABILITY: Valuing maximum return on your investment

SAFETY: valuing a safe work environment
TEAMWORK: valuing cooperation

TRADITION: valuing the best from the past
Task values enhance or empower the individual, allowing action, efficiency and personal discovery.  They answer the question, How does this organization value and reward individual achievement?  Task-related values include: 

ACHIEVEMENT: valuing the fulfillment of goals 
CONTROL: valuing firm management

CUSTOMER: valuing total customer satisfaction

EFFICIENCY: valuing efficient use of resources

EXCELLENCE: valuing the highest aspirations

GROWTH: valuing expansion 
INNOVATION: valuing change

INTEGRITY: valuing high ethical standards 
PROFITABILITY: valuing maximum return on investment

QUALITY: valuing superior production or service delivery standards

SAFETY: valuing a safe workplace 

TRADITION: valuing the past

Operational values are those embodied in the conduct of the daily life of the organization.  They are the everyday means of pursuing the ends defined as cultural values.  Used effectively, Operational values connect short-term goals to the long-term aims represented by Mission values.  They answer the question: what kind of people and behavior does this organization value and reward?

We further define Operational values of an organization as having one of two orientations (though some fall into both categories):

Ethical Values focus on the “rightness” of an action with reference to standards of morality or propriety.  They answer the question, What specific kinds of behavioral conduct does the organization value?

ACCOUNTABILITY: valuing those who take responsibility

COMPASSION: valuing those who care for others

COMPETITION: valuing those who desire to be the best and win

COOPERATION: valuing those who work with others

CREDIBILITY: valuing those who can be trusted

DEPENDABILITY: valuing those who can be relied upon

DIVERSITY: valuing those who understand and appreciate diversity

FAIRNESS: valuing those who make impartial decisions

LOYALTY: valuing those who exhibit loyalty to the organization

OBEDIENCE: valuing those who follow the rules

RECOGNITION: valuing the acknowledgement of important contributions

Process Values’ focus describes the "rightness" of an action in terms of its effectiveness. They answer the question, What kinds of business activity does this organization value?  Process values include:

COMPETITION:  valuing those who desire to win: 
COMMUNICATION: valuing open exchange of ideas

COOPERATION: valuing those willing to work with others 
CREATIVITY: valuing imaginative work 
DEPENDABILITY: valuing those who can be relied upon 
DISCIPLINE: valuing the highly focused 
DRIVE: valuing the highly motivated: 
INDEPENDENCE: valuing autonomy 
KNOWLEDGE: valuing effective use of learning

POWER: valuing the ability to realize desires 
RECOGNITION: valuing acknowledgment of important acts

RISK-TAKING: valuing experimentation

STRUCTURE: valuing clear process

VERSATILITY: valuing the multi-talented

These lists of values were selected after considerable research in the field of personal and organizational development.  They are intended to suggest ways you might begin to describe the value-system of your organization, but they are not exhaustive or all-inclusive.  Our definitions are not fixed; they are there to help you define your perception of the importance of that value in your organization.

We might summarize this arrangement in the following equation:

Relationship Values + Task Values = Mission Values

Ethical Values + Process Values = Operational Values

Mission Values + Operational Values = Formal Organizational Culture

These categories also have parallels to the model proposed by Edward Hall viewing culture being found in the form of thses three integrated value systems:
Organizational Culture
Formal Culture = “Mission” values found in written texts, e.g.: mission and vision statements annual reports job descriptions, and employee evaluation systems. 
Technical Culture = "Operational" values found in written texts, e.g.: business proposals, marketing strategies, re-engineering plans, and financial documents. 

Informal Culture = “Hidden” values described in spoken texts, e.g.: folklore, myths, cliques stories of heroes and villains.
Alignment

These three pieces of information reflect how you perceive - perhaps unconsciously – the value-system of your organization.  They also therefore record what you feel is required of you to be aligned with, and as a result, successful in that organization's culture.  These may not be the values you actually desire to be aligned with.  Such a set of values, the desired rather than the perceived, are consistent with your motivational drive, your caring for a desired outcome.  Clearly, if an individual's desired value system is radically different from the value system he perceives to be in place, he will either collide with his organization's culture, or live a working life of constant compromise and self-denial.

Badly aligned visions are characterized by low priority to task accomplishment, problems viewed only from the perspective of the self, job descriptions are followed to the letter, high turnover, high workman's compensation claims, and high no-shows.  Conversely, well-aligned value systems, or shared visions, create higher levels of cooperation, greater support, more trust and less coercion.  The fourth piece of immediate information - a composite report of the perceptions of all the participants - will enable you to compare your personal perception of your organization's values with the group's overall perception of the organization's values.  This is another place to look for non-alignment: the discrepancy between your perception and the perceptions of other members of the organization.

In conclusion, we see non-alignment and consequent conflict when:

•    Perceived values        subvert           Desired values

•    Values acted upon      contradict      Espoused values

•    Cultural values are      denied           Operational priority

Action Steps for Achieving a Shared Vision

Hopefully, you have found the topic, briefly described in this booklet to be interesting and relevant to your quest for a better understanding of organizational values and culture.  The key to making an impact is to get these concepts out of the conceptual world and into every day practice.  Here are a few general examples of what you can do to apply these concepts:
1. Have organizational members complete the VALOR survey through your online administration Account. 

2. Download individual member reports and create as many group reports as there are interesting sub-groups to examine. 

3. Schedule and design a training session to review the Individual Narrative Feedback Reports and Group Reports.  
· Explore the results and implications regarding the results.  
· Use the VALOR Sorting Cards to analyze the desired vs the actual values and discuss ways of closing the critical gaps.  

· Explore the Formal, Technical and Informal Culture of the organization.     

· Create a shared mission statement that is:

· Shared and owned by all members.
· communicated effectively throughout the organization.
· capable of being translated into clear action plans.
· a source of pride for all members.
4. Rewrite key communications: Job Descriptions, Policy and Procedures, Performance Evaluations, etc. in light of values

5. Review and enhance hiring and promotion selection practices to be aligned with your value system
6. Identify and clarify the personal values among key personnel and discuss the impact of and interplay between personal and organizational values.
7. Identify ways to apply these values in other practical ways.

8. On an annual basis administer the VALOR survey to a random sample of your members to see how effective your efforts are. 
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( Cut /Tear Along Dotted Lines 
	VALOR© Mission Value

ACHIEVEMENT

A commitment to accomplishing identified goals and objectives
Task

Card # 1

	VALOR© Mission Value

COMMUNITY
A concern for the organization’s role and impact on the community
Relationship
Card # 2
	VALOR© Mission Value

CONTROL
A commitment to being well run and managed
Task
Card # 3

	VALOR© Mission Value

CUSTOMER
A commitment to total customer service
Task/Relationship
Card # 4
	VALOR© Mission Value

EMPOWERMENT
A conviction that every member can make a valuable contribution
Relationship
Card # 5

	VALOR© Mission Value

EFFICIENCY
Effectively producing the most with the least amount of resources
Task
 Card # 6
	VALOR© Mission Value

EQUALITY
A commitment to equal opportunity and unbiased treatment for all
Relationship
Card # 7

	VALOR© Mission Value

EXCELLENCE
Aspiring to become the best we can be
Task
Card # 8
	VALOR© Mission Value

FAMILY
A concern for employees and support for their families
Relationship
Card # 9

	VALOR© Mission Value

FUN
A belief that the workplace should be enjoyable
Task/Relationship
Card # 10
	VALOR© Mission Value

GROWTH
A desire to increase the size and scope of the organization
Task
Card # 11

	VALOR© Mission Value

HARMONY
A commitment to achieving balance, consensus and goodwill
Relationship
Card # 12
	VALOR© Mission Value

INNOVATION
A belief in encouraging change and new approaches
Task
Card # 13

	VALOR© Mission Value

INTEGRITY
A commitment to high moral standards
Task/Relationship
Card # 14
	VALOR© Mission Value

LEARNING
A commitment to advancing the knowledge and skills of the workforce
Task/Relationship
Card # 15

	VALOR© Mission Value

LEADERSHIP
A belief in the importance of good leadership
Relationship
Card # 16
	VALOR© Mission Value

PROFITABILITY
A commitment to maximizing financial returns for investors
Task/Relationship
Card # 17

	VALOR© Mission Value

QUALITY
A commitment to delivering superior goods and services
Task
Card # 18
	VALOR© Mission Value

SAFETY
A commitment to an environment free from injury, harm and fear
Task/Relationship
Card # 19

	VALOR© Mission Value

TEAMWORK
A commitment to getting things done through cooperative efforts
Relationship
Card # 20
	VALOR© Mission Value

TRADITION
A concern for honoring the past
Task

Card # 21
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( Cut /Tear Along Dotted Lines
	VALOR© Operational Value

ACCOUNTABILITY

Taking responsibility
Ethical
Card # 22

	VALOR© Operational Value COMMUNICATION
Open interchange of thoughts and opinions
Process
Card # 23
	VALOR© Operational Value COMPASSION
Caring about the feelings of others
Ethical
Card # 24

	VALOR© Operational Value COMPETITION
Striving to win
Ethical
Card # 25
	VALOR© Operational Value COOPERATION
Working well with others
Ethical/Process
Card # 26

	VALOR© Operational Value CREATIVITY
Producing imaginative and original work
Process
Card # 27
	VALOR© Operational Value CREDIBILITY
Respectable, believable and trustworthy
Ethical
Card # 28

	VALOR© Operational Value DEPENDABILITY

Can be relied upon
Ethical/Process
Card # 29
	VALOR© Operational Value DISCIPLINE

Highly trained and focused on objectives

Process
Card # 30

	VALOR© Operational Value DIVERSITY
Understanding and managing differences
Moral

Card # 31
	VALOR© Operational Value DRIVE
Having the means to get things done
Process
Card # 32

	VALOR© Operational Value FAIRNESS
Just and impartial decision making
Ethical
Card # 33
	VALOR© Operational Value INDEPENDENCE
Freedom from the control of others
Process
Card # 34

	VALOR© Operational Value 
KNOWLEDGE

Making effective use of information
Process
Card # 35
	VALOR© Operational Value 
LOYALTY

Faithful adherence to the mission of the organization
Ethical
Card # 36

	VALOR© Operational Value 
OBEDIENCE

Following the rules and regulations
Ethical
Card # 37
	VALOR© Operational Value POWER
Having the means to get things done
Process
Card # 38

	VALOR© Operational Value 
RECOGNITION
Acknowledging important contributions
Ethical
Card # 39
	VALOR© Operational Value RISK-TAKING
Encouraging experimentation and allowing mistakes
Process
Card # 40

	VALOR© Operational Value STRUCTURE

Having a clearly defined process for getting things done
Process
Card # 41
	VALOR© Operational Value VERSATILITY
Being Able to do many things well
Process
Card # 42
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