
L E A DING T HROUGH CULT URE

66

THE ROLE OF RESPONSIBILITY

“As I’ve said before,  
this is not the life I chose; it chose me .  

But I accepted the responsibility  
and I’ve never wavered in my commitment .”18

B E N A Z I R  B H U T T O

At SVB, we emphasized responsibility. That said, its effect on the 
culture hinges on how one defines responsibility.

There are various levels of responsibility. At the lowest level, 
the individual says, “I’ll admit, I did it and I did it wrong. I wish 
I’d done it differently. I’ll take the blame.” Ultimately, this type of 
admission has little positive benefit for the organization, except 
perhaps to end finger pointing. At the highest level (the level we 
target), the individual says: “I’ll admit, I did it and I did it wrong. I 
wish I’d done it differently. I’ll take the blame and I will take respon-
sibility for fixing it!”

THE SPECTRUM OF HUMAN BEHAVIOR

Have you ever noticed in meetings that some people don’t say 
anything and others say a lot? Some people appear to hold back 
to see what the boss or at least the most outspoken members of 
the team think, and then they chime in, in apparent agreement. 
On the other side of the coin, some people love to argue, and oth-
ers even seem to derive joy from crushing other people’s points 
of view with “superior” arguments of their own. Some people are 
almost obsequious, while others are clearly combative. Imagine 
a spectrum, with obsequious people at one end and combative 
people at the other:

18 Benazir Bhutto, interview and article by Ginny Dougary, “Destiny’s Daughter,” HuffPost, accessed April 9, 
2018, https://www.huffingtonpost.com/ginny-dougary/destinys-daughter_b_434530.html.
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If we arbitrarily place combative people at the left end of the 
spectrum and obsequious people at the right end, then we can 
call those in the middle the “adult-to-adult” people. I call the 
people at the left end “obnoxiously assertive” and the people at 
the right end “passive-aggressive.”

The obnoxiously assertive people bully their way to victory. 
The passive-aggressive people allow themselves to be dominated 
by the people on the left. In meetings, they’ll nod and agree, and 
then later in the hallway, will whisper about what jerks those 
obnoxiously assertive people are. In my view, only the adult-to-
adult people are earning the money we pay them. The adult-to-
adult people express themselves in meetings, sharing with the 
group their opinions, experience, and wisdom. They do so in a 
mature way, neither dominating nor deferring. 

When I became CEO in 2001, I made it a priority to trans-
form all the obnoxiously assertive people as well as the passive- 
aggressive people into adults. We would either coach them to 
the middle, or if they could not be coached, we would ask them 
to leave. It took a few years, but we accomplished much of the 
transformation we were targeting. Within a couple of years, all 
of the obnoxiously assertive people were gone. But there are still, 
I believe, a few passive-aggressive people out there. The bullies 
are easier to find than the wimps. When someone yells, we know 
they’re bullying. But when someone just nods in agreement, 
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we can’t immediately tell if they’re adults who genuinely agree 
or wimps just pretending to agree. Finding all of the passive- 
aggressive people can sometimes take years. 

We’ll return to this spectrum later to help us understand the 
nuances of decision-making in a group setting.

DOGSLEDS VS. ORCHESTRAS

A few years ago, I met a man from Denmark who was serving in 
a special unit of the country’s military. He was a member of a small 
group of soldiers who patrol Greenland, and by doing so, maintain 
Denmark’s claim to this large body of largely uninhabited land. Most 
of the year, they traveled in subzero weather from one place to another 
over ice and snow using dogsleds. What I found most interesting was 
that at night they had to tether the dogs at safe distances from each 
other because if they didn’t, the dogs would kill each other.

From a distance, these dogs all seem happily engaged in a group 
effort, and to a certain extent, that’s true. But that’s only on the sur-
face. Underneath, a strict hierarchy exists among them. Each knows 
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where he stands relative to the others. Each occupies his unique 
place in the hierarchy. Most interesting: Each would like most to 
advance, to replace the dog ahead of him. So, each is constantly 
looking for indications of weakness in the dog in front of him, and 
if he senses it, he may well attack with the intent to kill.

Many groups operate like these dogs. And many leaders endorse 
this model, thinking that it brings out the best in each partici-
pant. To me, the disadvantages inherent in this model are obvious. 
Besides creating an unpleasant atmosphere, this model engenders 
a constant, nagging—and in many cases debilitating—fear. Many 
very talented people cannot work in this kind of atmosphere. 
Beyond that, many groups in our world today are formed to deal 
with complex problems requiring many different skill sets. Solving 
problems of this sort requires a high degree of collaboration. Under 
this model, collaboration can be very difficult.

I believe the orchestra is a better model for most organizations:

While not a perfect metaphor, it does have many advantages. 
Every member of the orchestra is important. Everyone is neces-
sary. Each person is unique, and all are required. When they all 
play together from the same sheet music, in harmony, they produce 



L E A DING T HROUGH CULT URE

70

beautiful sounds. Of course, even in the orchestra, there’s a hierarchy. 
Generally, the first violin has the most status. But all of the various 
instruments have their special role and therefore may take pride in 
their special contribution. Even the triangle has a note to play!

I am told, in the era of our successful attempt to put a man on 
the moon, that JFK approached a man at Cape Canaveral who was 
sweeping the sidewalk and asked him politely, “And what are you 
doing?” Allegedly, the man answered, “Why, I’m helping to put a 
man on the moon.” Yes, even the triangle has a note to play.

A NOTE ON SUBCULTURES

A good leader must work around the year, around the clock, on 
the culture of the entire organization, to make sure that the organi-
zation as a whole is focused on the big picture. If the organization’s 
primary constituency is the customer, the leadership must daily rein-
force the culture that keeps the entire organization focused on the 
customer. Otherwise, dangerous subcultures will begin to develop 
and will sabotage the leadership’s effort to keep the organization 
focused on the main constituency, the customer. 

Subcultures can arise in at least three different ways.
The most common type emerges when a manager, usually 

an inexperienced one, goes into the “heart of darkness.” By that, 
I mean the manager sets up his/her kingdom, apart from that of 
the corporation, and builds a culture of his/her own. Often, first-
time managers form a bond with their team that’s based on mutual 
support. As opposed to bonding with his/her fellow managers, the 
first-time manager prioritizes allegiance to his team over allegiance 
to his fellow managers, i.e., over allegiance to the rest of the cor-
poration. He creates an implicit contract with his team members: 
“If you support me, I will support you.” To an extent, that’s what 
every manager does. But, pushed by an inexperienced manager to 
an extreme, it begins to look like this: “You and I are better than 
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the rest. If you tell all the employees that I am better than the other 
managers, I will tell the other managers that you are better than 
all the other employees.” Soon, this “superior” little tribe begins 
to develop its own culture and often begins to run roughshod over 
other teams. Years ago, under our first CEO, we had three such man-
agers. As their subcultures evolved, they became very protective of 
both themselves and the information they either held or gener-
ated. Trying to get information from their people or simply trying 
to work collaboratively with them became, in time, like making a 
foray into enemy territory. In fact, one of the three actually forbade 
employees who worked in other divisions from entering his part of 
the building without special permission. In time, they all left and 
were replaced by more mature managers who put the needs of the 
corporation above those of their individual tribes.

Other times, subcultures arise in distant places. The corpora-
tion grows and expands, and eventually sets up branches. At first, 
and especially if the managers are less mature as managers, we see 
the appearance of the “headquarters” syndrome. From the point 
of view of the branches, the headquarters doesn’t understand the 
unique conditions under which the branches operate. The head-
quarters creates policies and takes measures that make it impossible 
for the branches to succeed. From the headquarters’ viewpoint, the 
branches have “gone native.” They’re self-centered and think only 
of their own best interest, not really caring about the corporation’s 
success as a whole. Soon, the branches have their own culture, one 
central tenet being the right to rebel against headquarters. Sadly, 
the headquarters culture evolves as well, to include a new tenet: 
The branches are like rebellious colonies. We must send in troops to 
keep them in line.

Sending in troops, as it turns out, only makes the situation 
worse. Actually, there’s only one real answer. The branch manager 
must be pulled into the corporation as a whole. He must be encour-
aged to bond with his fellow managers from headquarters, and they 
must also be encouraged to bond with him. The CEO must go out of 
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his/her way to make sure that the heads of the branches are never 
positioned as, or perceived to be, in a subordinate position relative 
to their peer managers at the headquarters. The CEO must also not 
allow the branch manager to act as if he had the right not to cooper-
ate with his peers at the headquarters. At the same time, the branch 
manager must be capable of articulating the legitimate needs of his 
division, to the extent that they require exceptions, and the CEO 
must respect them. If the branch manager becomes the branch 
manager that we want him to become, the headquarters syndrome/
branch rebellion problem will take care of itself. If not, the branch 
manager has to go.

Finally, a subculture may arise when a company hires a number 
of people from another company all at the same time.

Once, many years ago, we made the decision to expand our mar-
keting department in one quantum leap, rather than ratably over 
time. That, in and of itself, was foolish. Even more foolishly, we 
hired all of our new recruits from the same company. They brought 
their own culture and firmly believed it was better than ours. It took 
years for this problem to dissipate. In the meantime, most of this 
new group’s accomplishments were overshadowed by the problems 
they caused for the rest of us through their superior attitude, lack of 
interest in assimilation, and refusal to compromise. 

Ask yourself: 

 Ù What are the six to eight key values reflected in the 
culture of my company, unit, or team?

 Ù How would others in my company, unit, or team 
describe the culture they experience?

 Ù To what extent does this culture reflect my values and 
the values I want my team members to emulate?

 Ù What discrepancies exist between the values I espouse 
and the culture we now have?
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 Ù What needs to change to get or keep them aligned?

 Ù What kind of person am I? What are my values? What 
values would I like my team to emulate?

 Ù How will I use my answers to the three questions above 
to build a culture in my organization?

 Ù Does everyone in my organization know what it means 
to be a member of my team, and whether they belong?

 Ù Does my organization operate on a horizontal or 
vertical basis?

 Ù How will I work on assembling and engaging cross-
functional teams?

 Ù Do I take responsibility for all of my actions and 
decisions? Does everyone in my organization do the 
same? 

 Ù Do I have any problems with subcultures in my 
organization? What will I do to improve the situation?

 Ù Do I have a “dogsled” or an “orchestra” culture in my 
organization? Is that what I want? If not, what will I do 
to change it?


