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What do I need to 
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change!
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with them

To a new member of staff, or to a prospective client what would you like to be 
able to say is “the way things get done around here1”?

The over arching feel of an organization has for a long time been thought of as 
an “organizational culture”. The right organizational culture has been seen as 
potentially important for many reasons, from improving economic performance 
and efficiency to enhancing staff satisfaction and motivation2,3.

There are many things you might want to change about the way things get 
done in your organization. From frustrated managers enduring an ineffective, 
token staff appraisal system, to NHS leaders despairing at the number of staff 
to be found taking smoking breaks outside a hospital entrance, sometimes it 
feels like the culture of an organization needs to change.

Unfortunately, changing organizational culture has, for a number of reasons, 
traditionally been viewed as being exceptionally difficult4. Frameworks have 
been suggested but have been limited to the traditional approach to studying 
organizational culture5. Our approach is based on a more comprehensive 
evaluation of change.

Introduction – the way things get done around here
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Organizational culture can be studied descriptively and a vision for a desired 
organizational culture may be useful in defining goals for how the organization 
will work. However, it has proved very difficult to prescribe practical solutions for 
how to influence organizational culture in such a way as to create the desired 
culture.

For example, if you wanted an organization to be dedicated to continual 
improvement but until now appraisals have been a mere formality, how could 
you encourage staff to reflect on their performance more effectively? Getting 
from “how things are done now”, to “how things might be done better” has 
been left relatively unanswered.

Descriptions vs. Prescriptions



This white paper describes a new and complementary approach to 
organizational culture development. Applying evidence from behavioural
science, neuroscience, psychology and social science, a practical, constructive 
approach is outlined. Starting from fundamental concepts of motivation, 
community and empowerment, factors that influence how an overarching 
“organizational culture” arises and develops are explored.  

Application of the fundamental concepts explored in this paper may offer a more 
practical guide for those wishing to create, modify or maintain a desired 
organizational culture.

Neuroscience: the science of the nervous system and in particular the 
structure and function of the brain. Example: what are the important brain 
pathways in making decisions about priori=zing tasks and what activates these 
brain cells?

Social Neuroscience: the interdisciplinary science of biological systems used to 
inform understanding of social processes and behaviour. Example: what effect 
does threat or reward have on a person’s behaviour?

Psychology: the science of understanding and defining what goes on in 
people’s minds to relate the firing of neurons in the brain to observable 
behaviour. Example: what does a person think when certain brain cells activate 
when prioritizing tasks?

Behavioural Science: scientific principles of experimentation applied to 
understand factors motivating individuals’ behaviours. Example: what 
environmental factors determine which tasks an individual will prioritize in a 
given situation?

Social Science: application of scientific method to study the interactions 
between individuals. Example: when a group of people must prioritize tasks, 
how do they reach decisions as a group and what factors influence these 
collective decisions?

The problems of organizational culture can’t be solved by any overly simplistic 
approach. However, there are many overlapping fields of scientific research 
that could shed light on how and why people act and interact in certain ways. 
None is likely to provide complete solutions to the range of potential barriers 
in the process of creating and maintaining an organizational culture.

Range of Perspectives



Here, however, they will be considered together as complementary and 
overlapping sets of tools. This uniquely integrated approach should provide a far 
more robust approach to tackling the problem.

Why does a person work? People only do things either out of habit or because 
they are motivated to do them. This might seem obvious but research in the 
fields of behavioural science, psychology and neuroscience has demonstrated 
that at fundamental levels of the brain, these two possible routes to behavior 
account for everything we do.

Brain 
Changes

Stimuli

Responses

Outcome

Unless your organization is a bank (and even then it might be somewhat 
uncharitable to say of bankers), money is not the only factor motivating people 
who work in the organization. For most people, on a day-‐to-‐ day basis, money 
is probably not even the most important factor.

Research into motivated or “goal-directed” behaviour tells us that people have 
goals and that they form beliefs, about the relationships between particular 
actions and particular outcomes. What a person does is therefore in part 
determined by their goals and in part by their beliefs about which actions are 
likely to achieve those goals.

Motivation and Habit

Motivation is more than Money



A significant complication is that we all have multiple goals. I want somewhere 
to live and I want to be well fed and I want to spend time with the people I 
love. Sometimes these goals will suggest conflicting actions (if I only have an 
hour off during the day, do I go to lunch, the estate agent or call my parents?). 
Sometimes or possibly most of the time, one goal will have to be prioritized over 
the others and I will act accordingly.

Money could perhaps be thought of as the lowest common denominator of our 
goals. Because we can exchange it for a cake or a house or a seat on a plane to 
Bermuda, it doesn’t matter that today I want a car and tomorrow a holiday and 
my colleague wants a doughnut. If you’re offering money in exchange for work, 
the outcome of doing the work is, in most cases, still toward the goals.

The disadvantage of money is 
that it is impersonal, indirect and 
insufficient to meet some of my 
goals. One organization may offer 
money for work but so do a 
million and one other 
organizations, some of which I 
probably have the necessary 
skills to work for. I don’t feel any 
depth to the relationship because 
there is no suggestion of shared 
goals.

Goal 1:Work 
Extra Hours to 
Get Ahead

Goal 2: Spend 
Quality Time 
With My 
Family

The transaction takes places because we agree to help meet each other’s goals 
(you need work doing and I need money for something), not because we 
recognize any shared goals. Finally, what if my goal is to spend as much =me as 
possible with my children? Or to create things that will help people? For goals 
that are perhaps more abstract, it is less easy to see how money alone will help 
me achieve them.

As an organization employing people, money will motivate people – to a limited 
extent. It will help reduce the frequency of unresolvable conflicts between the 
goals of the organization and the individual’s goals but not eliminate such 
conflicts. If there are still conflicts, sometimes the organization will lose out 
because  getting more money or things that can be bought will not always be 
top priority.



The points highlighted by thinking about the limited power of money to 
motivate people point the way to precisely the things that could be done to help 
motivate people to behave in a way that builds a desired organizational culture:

1. Try and ensure that people entering the organization share as many 
common goals and beliefs about how to achieve those goals as possible

2. Find out what people’s other individual goals are and try to support people 
to achieve them

3. Continue to find out how people’s goals change and tailor support 
accordingly

By creating a working environment along these lines, people will increasingly 
share the goals of the organization, because they shared them to some extent 
to begin with and because other goals are also being met by working in the 
organization. If more people share the goals and beliefs of the organization, 
then the summation of their actions and behaviours will contribute to a desired 
culture.

People will be working in that environment because it meets their goals. This is 
the definition of motivated behaviour and as we have seen above, motivated 
behaviour is more creative, flexible and gets the most out of the brain.

See the coffee… ….so buy it automatically

….because you want to   
drink it 

-OR-

GOAL
DIRECTED
ACTION

Buy the coffee…



Habits are learned after many repetitions of doing the same thing again and 
again, such that different bits of the brain take control of that behaviour and it 
occurs automatically and more quickly when the person is in the appropriate 
context6. In the language of neuroscience, the way people behave goes from 
being determined by a 3-way interaction between stimuli (the environment), 
responses (actions of the person) and outcome (the consequence of the ac=on) 
to taking a shortcut from stimuli to responses7. Even at the level of individual 
brain cells, this sort of repetitive activity changes structures and patterns of  
connections8.  When we are engaged in habitual behaviour the circuits of the 
brain that compare the outcome of our actions to our goals are far less active.

What this means is that designing systems that allow people to regularly 
undertake the same activity will lead to that activity being learned and requiring 
less and less deliberate effort and thought. For example, if creating a culture of 
trust is desirable then consideration needs to be given to what happens when 
someone makes a mistake. If the system makes it undesirable for people to be 
honest then dishonesty will breed. Conversely, if there are systems in place 
encouraging people to share successes and mistakes this will become more 
habitual.

Sometimes we notice most when habitual patterns of behaviour are detracting 
from a desired organizational culture. For example, it may be a well‐established 
habit for staff to clock-off at 4:55pm, regardless of what is going on that day 
and whether some thought might mean that an extra task could be completed 
that evening rather than rushed the next morning. This might fly in the face of 
a desired culture of dedication to client service or a culture of flexibility.

Fortunately, psychological research has shown that habits can be broken, with 
brain activation changing back to the pattern for active goal processing and in 
some circumstances, habits never seem to form10. This can be used to help 
modify established, undesired elements of organizational culture.



“Communities” and Empowerment
Organizations as Communities
The perspectives discussed above tell us a lot about how to work with 
individuals in order to tackle problems and realize improvements in an 
organizational culture. In employing strategies, policies and systems across 
an organization to achieve a cultural change, further insight can be gained 
from a social science perspective. In particular, the concept of community 
empowerment may be extremely helpful in considering how to build and 
maintain an organizational culture.

By the definitions of “community” developed by many social scientists,
organizations are communities11, 12, 13. People within the organization have
some shared identity, norms and needs and they influence one another on a
daily basis. “Empowerment” of communities essentially means providing the
individual skills, organizational structures and leadership necessary for
achieving specific goals. For our purposes, the goals would relate to the
desired cultural change.

Although the individual motivation and behaviour patterns of members of an 
organization are essential to consider in influencing organizational culture, the 
effect of the interactions of individuals in the community should also be taken 
into account.

For example, a good starting place to bring about a culture of continual 
improvement might be to design an appraisal system that will allow individuals 
to understand their own motivation and behaviour patterns.
However, in implementing the system, the impact of members’ attitudes 
towards the new system should be considered. The way in which a new 
system will influence interactions between individuals, as well as the 
individuals themselves, might mean the difference between the system being 
happily accepted or ridiculed and rejected.

Empowering people within the organizational community to be involved in 
creating the desired organizational culture is important in determining the 
success of motivation and behaviour-based interventions.



Domains of Empowerment

Researchers have identified a number of “domains” of community 
empowerment, which might provide a framework for designing effective 
interventions to change an organizational culture.

Domains of community empowerment

Rissel (1994)14 :

• Personal development
• Mutual Support Groups
• Issue Identification
• Participation in Organization
• Collective Social Action

Laverack and Labonte (2000)15 :

• Participation
• Leadership
• Organizational Structures
• Problem Assessment
• Resource Mobilization
• Asking “Why”
• Links with others
• Roles of outside agents
• Programming Management

To continue the example above, a community empowerment approach to the 
new appraisal system might involve something like the following:

• The organization’s current limitations and potential areas for 
improvement are explored with members of the organization, perhaps 
with the aid of an external facilitator; a need for better systems to 
support improvement is identified.

• The new appraisal system is developed by a small working group, with 
representation to allow input from many members of the organization.

• The new system is implemented with strong leadership star=ng with 
management support.

• There is the opportunity for all members to provide feedback on the 
new system.



The area of cultural and behavioural change is a huge one. The key to change 
is to understand people. The sciences are very useful in helping us to do this. 
Understanding what behaviours you want is a great first step. The next steps 
involve digging deep into the disciplines that inform us how to change 
behaviours (we have done a lot of digging!). When we bring together an 
understanding of brains, of minds and of environments we are best placed to 
facilitate behavioural change. The power and strength of an organisation with a 
culture that they are proud of and aligned with is amazing.

Summary

What to do now

Do get in touch to discuss we can help you accelerate 
performance using our Synaptic Potential Approach.

info@synapticpotential.com 

0845 544 2746
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