
Reinforcing Your Workplace Culture: HR
Initiatives For Sustainable Change

Culture has become a popular topic in business circles. People talk about culture in
conference rooms, during job interviews, and in social media posts about the “best
places to work.” You might hear employees say they left a job because “the culture
wasn’t a good fit” or “the company just didn’t feel right.” Leaders may mention that
they want to “build a culture of innovation” or a “culture of accountability.” But
what does any of that really mean, and—more importantly—how can it be reinforced in a
meaningful, lasting way?

In this article, we’ll explore why organizational culture is more than just a
buzzword and how strong cultures can drive better performance, employee engagement,
and adaptability to change. We’ll also dive into practical yet strategic initiatives
that Human Resources (HR) professionals can champion to help their companies thrive.
These insights blend perspectives from sources such as the Academy to Innovate HR
(AIHR), McKinsey & Company, the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development
(CIPD), BMC, BrightHR, and Gallup. By weaving together this research, along with some
additional observations, we’ll offer a conversational guide on what it truly takes to
embed and reinforce a healthy workplace culture.

Understanding Workplace Culture

Everyone seems to have a different definition of culture. Some say culture is simply
“the way we do things around here.” Others describe it in more academic terms,
calling it a system of shared values, beliefs, and behaviours that influences how
people within an organization interact with one another and approach their jobs.
Regardless of how you define it, culture underpins how employees think, speak, and
act in a professional setting.

When you walk into a company with a well-defined culture, you can feel it. Employees
might greet you with a warm smile, you might see spaces for collaboration and
informal chats, or you might notice how people talk openly about ideas. In contrast,
a company with a toxic or poorly defined culture might feel tense, silent, and cold.
You might see employees avoiding eye contact or keeping their doors closed. And so,
culture is often defined by how it feels just as much as by any formal policies or
values statements posted on a website.
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Why Culture Matters More Than Ever

According to a Gallup poll on the workplace, companies with high levels of employee
engagement and well-defined cultures consistently see lower turnover, higher
productivity, and greater profitability. Gallup also notes that around 70% of the
variance in a team’s engagement can be traced back to the manager, which implies that
leaders and managers have a significant influence over how culture is experienced day
to day. This impact of management points to the huge potential for positive influence
if leaders are intentional about reinforcing the kind of environment they want to
create.

Additionally, in a piece about culture change, AIHR explains that healthy cultures
don’t just happen by accident. They are built and maintained over time by deliberate
actions from leaders at all levels. Culture can evolve to meet the demands of a
changing business landscape, but without alignment and commitment, employees can
become confused or lose trust in leadership. Meanwhile, McKinsey & Company highlights
that HR can play a vital role in “building the organization of the future,” which
requires a cultural mindset that promotes adaptability, continuous learning, and
resilience.

Indeed, culture becomes particularly crucial during times of rapid change. When
external events or industry shifts occur, it’s the company’s culture that often
determines whether it can pivot successfully, keep its people motivated, and maintain
customer satisfaction. CIPD notes that if leaders don’t clearly connect culture-
building to the realities of day-to-day work, employees end up seeing such efforts as
mere window dressing.

If you’ve ever tried to implement new processes or seen a company go through a
reorganization, you probably noticed that a lack of cultural readiness can create
resistance. For instance, if an organization suddenly decides to push for more
collaboration but rewards individuals who keep information to themselves, there’s a
clear cultural mismatch. No matter how many times leadership repeats the phrase “we
encourage teamwork,” it won’t stick unless underlying behaviours, rituals, and
recognition systems align with those words.

Common Challenges in Reinforcing Culture

Reinforcing culture can be tricky, even when everyone believes in the importance of
creating a positive environment. Challenges typically arise for reasons such as
unclear leadership direction, lack of accountability, and unaddressed legacy
practices. In many situations, organizations already have a culture, whether they
like it or not. Culture is always present, just not always intentional. Thus, the
first big hurdle is acknowledging the current realities and identifying where the
company wants to go.

We often see companies try to change culture by slapping on a new mission statement
or rebranding campaign. Those things can help raise awareness, but they don’t fix
underlying behavioural issues. Culture isn’t a poster on the wall or a catchy slogan.
It’s a set of habits, assumptions, and norms that guide how people interact. That’s
why HR professionals and leaders have to work closely together to make any cultural
reinforcement stick.

Another challenge comes from a lack of clarity on who “owns” culture. While HR is
often the steward of cultural initiatives, everyone in the organization is part of
sustaining that culture. Managers, especially, are the ones who bring culture to
life—or inadvertently sabotage it—through everyday decisions and interactions with
their teams. If employees see a gap between what leadership proclaims and what is



actually done, cynicism creeps in. That’s a direct threat to any cultural
reinforcement effort.

A further complication involves measuring success. How do you know if your culture is
on the right track? Some organizations only rely on turnover and engagement metrics,
but these can sometimes lag behind real-time cultural shifts or fail to capture
nuance. True cultural reinforcement means looking at both tangible and intangible
signs: Are employees speaking up more in meetings? Has the quality of teamwork
improved? Do people feel safe to challenge the status quo? These “soft” indicators
can reveal whether new cultural norms are truly taking root.

The Role of HR in Building and Reinforcing Culture

HR is often described as the company’s moral and cultural compass. This means HR
professionals are responsible for shaping policies, practices, and processes that
reflect the desired values. However, they cannot do it alone. They can guide leaders
on best practices, articulate the organization’s vision, and design programs that
cultivate a positive environment, but they need buy-in from top executives and
frontline managers to truly embed cultural principles in everyday interactions.

HR can start by evaluating existing policies and procedures to see if they align with
the company’s cultural goals. For instance, if you want to foster innovation, do you
give people time and resources to explore new ideas? If you want to promote
diversity, equity, and inclusion, are your hiring and promotion practices structured
to mitigate bias? If you aim for transparency, do you provide open communication
channels and encourage honest feedback? Each policy either supports or contradicts
the desired cultural direction, which is why HR must be diligent in reviewing the
entire employee lifecycle.

Another powerful tool in HR’s arsenal is the onboarding process. Studies show that an
employee’s first few weeks (even the first few days) can set the tone for their
entire tenure at a company. By weaving cultural elements into training materials,
mentorship programs, and early team-building experiences, HR helps new hires absorb
not just job-specific skills, but also the organization’s shared values. This
immediate exposure to “how we do things around here” can foster faster cultural
alignment and reduce the likelihood of disillusionment.

HR teams can also facilitate forums, town halls, and focus groups to gauge employee
sentiment. These discussions become important touchpoints for determining whether
cultural messages are resonating or if confusion remains. Through regular surveys or
targeted conversations, HR can identify areas where employees see a gap between talk
and action. Addressing those gaps can turn critics into advocates.

Linking Culture to Business Strategy

Culture shouldn’t operate as a separate domain that’s disconnected from the actual
work of the organization. The ultimate goal of reinforcing culture is not just to
create a “nice place to work,” but to build an environment where business objectives
and employee well-being reinforce each other. BrightHR notes that companies with
strong, cohesive cultures tend to have higher levels of employee satisfaction and
motivation, which directly leads to better performance and customer satisfaction.

Leaders must articulate clearly how the organization’s strategic goals tie into the
values and expected behaviours. For example, if one major strategic priority is to
expand internationally, the culture should support agility, cultural sensitivity, and
open communication. If the company’s goal is to develop game-changing products, the
culture should encourage experimentation and learning from failure. Linking cultural



initiatives to these goals shows employees the bigger picture: that culture isn’t
just about “being nice,” but about fueling the success of the organization and
everyone in it.

According to McKinsey’s work on building the organization of the future, aligning
culture with strategy also means identifying the specific cultural strengths to
amplify and the weaknesses to address. If rapid decision-making is crucial, what
aspects of the current culture might be slowing things down? If innovation is needed,
what’s stopping employees from voicing bold ideas? Reflecting on these questions
helps pinpoint how HR and leadership can steer the cultural ship more precisely.

Leadership Behaviour as the Catalyst

Culture is often described as “what happens when no one is looking.” Yet one of the
biggest influences on those behaviours is how leaders conduct themselves. Gallup
research underscores that employees look to their managers and senior leaders for
cues on how seriously they should take the organization’s values. If leaders don’t
embody the values, employees quickly notice.

Executives and managers have to be the living, breathing example of what they expect
from others. If the company emphasizes respect, then leaders need to show respect by
actively listening and addressing employees’ concerns. If it emphasizes
collaboration, leaders should be seen collaborating openly with their peers and
direct reports. If it emphasizes accountability, leaders need to hold themselves
accountable for mistakes. Those day-to-day demonstrations of authentic behaviour
build trust and inspire people to follow suit.

Interestingly, while leaders set the tone, they also need feedback and coaching to
ensure they stay aligned with the cultural direction. HR can play a critical role
here by providing honest, constructive feedback to managers. This could mean creating
360-degree evaluations that incorporate peer and subordinate reviews about whether a
manager’s actions reflect the stated values. It might also involve one-on-one
coaching sessions to tackle areas where a leader might be inadvertently undermining
the culture.

Conversational Communications and Storytelling

People resonate with stories far more than they do with abstract concepts or metrics.
This is why sharing success stories that illustrate the culture can be a powerful way
to reinforce it. If a project team overcame obstacles by collaborating across
departments, highlighting that story in a company-wide email or town hall can offer a
tangible example of the culture in action. It shows how employees did something that
aligns with the organizational values and drives home that these values aren’t just
words—they’re part of real achievements.

Another communications strategy involves leaders and HR speaking in a more
conversational tone. This helps break down barriers and invites employees to engage
on a personal level. Employees who feel that leadership communicates “like real
people” are far more likely to open up and share their own experiences or concerns.
Regular “fireside chats” or Q&A sessions led by executives can offer genuine insights
into leadership’s thought process and priorities, helping employees feel more
connected to the cultural journey.

Making Culture Visible Through Symbols and Rituals

While culture isn’t just about logos and slogans, certain tangible or symbolic
actions can anchor cultural values in everyday life. AIHR points out that small



rituals and visible signs can reinforce belonging and shared purpose. For example, if
“customer obsession” is a key value, you might start each staff meeting with a short
story of how someone went above and beyond to serve a client. This small ritual
signals that everyone should keep the customer in mind and that such behaviour is
recognized and celebrated.

Symbols can also appear in office layouts or meeting formats. If you want to
encourage transparency, you might adopt an open-door policy or have meeting rooms
with transparent glass walls. If you want to emphasize creativity, decorate common
areas with artwork or create dedicated spaces for brainstorming. While these might
seem like aesthetic choices, they do send messages about what the organization cares
about.

However, it’s important that such gestures are backed up by real substance. If
employees have open concept workspaces but managers still hoard information, the
symbolic effort backfires. Symbols and rituals work best when they align with
broader, consistent efforts to encourage the desired behaviours.

Building a Feedback-Rich Environment

Reinforcing culture requires continuous feedback loops, both from managers to
employees and from employees back to managers and leadership. According to Gallup’s
research, employees who receive regular feedback are more engaged and have clearer
expectations about their performance. Regular feedback also helps catch cultural
misalignments early before they become entrenched. For example, if a certain
department is slipping into blame-culture dynamics, timely conversations can address
the issue before it spreads.

Feedback mechanisms might include pulse surveys, informal check-ins, and structured
feedback sessions. The key is to embed this into the normal flow of work, not treat
it as a once-a-year exercise. If a company’s values include continuous learning, it
makes sense to encourage employees to reflect on their projects and suggest
improvements regularly. CIPD emphasizes the importance of these feedback loops for
nurturing a culture that’s adaptable and responsive to changing circumstances.

Recognition and rewards also play a role. Employees who demonstrate behaviours that
uphold or exemplify the culture should receive acknowledgment. This could be
something as simple as a personal note from a manager or as formal as a company-wide
recognition program. When employees see that positive cultural behaviours lead to
recognition, they’re more inclined to internalize those behaviours.

Addressing Toxic or Counterproductive Behaviours

While reinforcing the positive aspects of culture is crucial, it’s equally important
to address behaviours that undermine the culture. If an employee consistently
disrespects colleagues or resists teamwork, ignoring the behaviour sends the message
that the company’s values aren’t taken seriously. This can quickly unravel any
cultural gains you might have achieved.

HR must collaborate with managers to ensure that there are fair, clear consequences
for behaviour that contradicts the organization’s stated values. If the culture says
“integrity is paramount,” but leadership allows bending the rules for certain high-
performing individuals, employees learn that results matter more than ethics. That’s
a dangerous lesson, one that can corrode trust and morale. Conversely, when employees
see that leadership deals consistently with issues, no matter who the individual is,
they start believing the culture is genuine.



It can be uncomfortable to confront employees—especially if they are top
performers—but letting such behaviour slide does more long-term damage than short-
term confrontation does. Sometimes, organizations have to make tough calls about
whether certain employees, despite their high performance, are detrimental to the
cultural fabric. If HR approaches this thoughtfully, with documented feedback and
support for improvement, it reinforces that the culture isn’t just talk.

Leveraging HR Analytics and Technology

Technology isn’t just for tracking headcount or automating payroll. More and more,
organizations are leveraging data tools to assess cultural health. AIHR suggests
using analytical frameworks to identify patterns in engagement, performance, and
turnover. For instance, you might notice that certain teams consistently score high
in collaboration while others lag behind. This discrepancy could reveal differences
in leadership style, resource constraints, or internal politics.

By using HR analytics, companies can map out trends and correlate them with business
outcomes. Perhaps the team with the highest engagement is also delivering projects
more efficiently. Understanding the root causes helps replicate success across the
organization. Technology can also facilitate employee voice platforms where staff can
share feedback or report issues anonymously, providing HR with real-time insights
into cultural hotspots and blind spots.

On top of that, technology can support more flexible work arrangements, which can
influence culture by promoting trust and autonomy. If remote work is part of the
company’s culture, then investing in the right collaboration tools and setting clear
guidelines becomes essential. HR, in partnership with IT, can ensure these digital
platforms encourage the kind of teamwork and communication that aligns with the
cultural vision.

Managing Culture During Transitions and Change

Reinforcing culture doesn’t stop during times of change. In fact, that’s when culture
is tested the most. Whether it’s a merger, a major restructuring, or a shift in
strategic direction, employees will look for cues about whether the organization’s
values still hold up under pressure. If a company claims to value transparency but
then communicates poorly during a reorganization, trust erodes quickly.

One of HR’s most important roles during transitions is to ensure honest,
compassionate, and timely communication. Even if the news is difficult—such as
layoffs or budget cuts—being forthright while explaining the rationale can preserve
trust. It also shows that leadership respects employees enough to keep them in the
loop. Conversely, when major changes are conducted in secret or announced abruptly,
employees feel blindsided and question whether the company truly lives by its stated
values.

Another crucial element is reassuring employees about what remains constant. If the
company’s mission or core values remain the same, leaders should say so explicitly.
If certain values are evolving, that should also be communicated in a clear,
empathetic manner. By managing these conversations well, HR and leadership can not
only prevent cultural damage but also use the transition as an opportunity to
strengthen the culture. After all, going through challenges together—and coming out
the other side—can create a sense of shared accomplishment.

Sustaining Momentum Over Time

Culture isn’t a project with a start and an end date. It’s a continuous journey.



Organizations sometimes pour energy into culture-building for a few months, only to
lose steam when it’s time to launch the next product or address new business
challenges. This on-again, off-again approach confuses employees and prevents any
lasting positive changes.

To sustain momentum, HR can integrate culture reinforcement into regular processes.
This might include linking performance reviews to cultural expectations, ensuring
that managers discuss values and behaviours during team meetings, or celebrating
cultural milestones at annual events. When it’s woven into the fabric of everyday
work, culture doesn’t feel like an add-on project. It becomes part of how the
organization thinks and acts.

Consistency is critical. If leadership changes or new executives come on board, the
cultural narrative must remain at the forefront. Otherwise, employees might assume
the new leadership has a different agenda. Documenting cultural principles and
embedding them in formal HR materials is helpful, but it’s the daily actions that
keep those principles alive. Sustained leadership commitment and open dialogue about
cultural issues ensure that the process keeps moving forward, even in the face of
business disruptions.

Practical HR Initiatives to Reinforce Culture

While we’ve covered many conceptual points, let’s highlight a few practical ways HR
can take the lead in reinforcing workplace culture. The aim here is to provide a
blend of strategic and actionable insights without turning this into a long list.

First, HR can collaborate with the executive team to identify “culture champions”
across the organization. These champions are well-respected individuals who exemplify
the organization’s values and can act as role models for their colleagues. They can
help communicate the importance of the culture, lead by example in how they work, and
serve as informal advisors to those struggling with the cultural shift. By having
these advocates distributed throughout different departments, the cultural message
gains more credibility and reach.

Second, HR should analyze key employee touchpoints—from recruitment to exit
interviews—to ensure consistent alignment with desired values. This includes
revisiting job postings to make sure they reflect not just the tasks, but also the
culture. It also means looking at how performance is measured and rewarded. If
collaboration is important, are there metrics that recognize team achievements, or
are we only focusing on individual performance? Every step in the employee lifecycle
sends a cultural message.

Third, HR can organize cross-functional workshops or “culture labs” where employees
from different levels can discuss real workplace scenarios that challenge or
exemplify the culture. For instance, you might present a scenario where a project is
behind schedule, and the team is debating whether to cut corners to meet a deadline.
Participants would then discuss how the organization’s values should guide their
decision-making. These workshops, though small in scale, can spark meaningful
conversations and lead to more cohesive beliefs about what the culture actually looks
like in practice.

Fourth, encourage leaders to share personal anecdotes about how they’ve embraced the
culture—both their successes and their missteps. This candidness breeds authenticity.
Employees often learn more from a story of a time when a leader struggled, but
ultimately grew into the cultural expectations, than they do from a polished success
story. It also shows that no one is above the culture; everyone is on a learning
journey.



Finally, HR should invest in ongoing professional development focused on soft skills
like empathy, communication, and conflict resolution. If the company wants to foster
an inclusive culture, managers and team members alike need to know how to have
respectful, constructive conversations. This training should be woven into career
development plans so employees see it not as a box to check, but as an essential part
of becoming an effective leader or teammate.

Measuring Impact and Adjusting Accordingly

Many organizations run culture initiatives, but they might not measure whether those
initiatives are making a difference. A balanced approach involves both quantitative
and qualitative metrics. On the quantitative side, engagement surveys, retention
rates, and productivity measures can signal the health of the culture. If turnover in
a particular department drops after implementing new HR programs, that’s a positive
sign. If engagement scores for “feeling recognized” go up significantly, you can
likely attribute it to the new recognition and reward systems.

On the qualitative side, HR should track anecdotal evidence and employee sentiment.
Are employees speaking more freely in meetings? Are managers spending more time
coaching their teams? Are employees from diverse backgrounds feeling more included?
Focus groups, open forums, and one-on-one interviews can uncover insights that don’t
show up in the numbers. These narratives can be powerful confirmations of cultural
growth or indicators of problems that still need attention.

If metrics show limited progress or even a backslide, don’t be discouraged. Culture
change is rarely linear, and many factors can affect it, such as economic challenges,
shifts in executive leadership, or industry pressures. The key is to remain flexible
and update your strategies as you learn more about what’s working and what isn’t.

The Broader Impact of a Strong Culture

Companies with well-reinforced cultures benefit in many ways. Employees who feel
aligned with their organization’s values are more motivated, engaged, and likely to
recommend their workplace to others. This paves the way for better recruitment and
retention, reducing costs associated with high turnover.

A strong culture also makes organizations more resilient during challenging times.
When COVID-19 disrupted workplaces around the world, the companies that bounced back
fastest were often those with cultures rooted in trust, agility, and open
communication. Employees understood the collective mission and were willing to adapt
to new ways of working because they believed in the organization’s sense of purpose.

Moreover, customers and partners often sense when a company has a coherent, authentic
culture. It shows up in the customer service experience, in the consistency of
product quality, and in how employees interact with stakeholders. Over time, this can
enhance a brand’s reputation and create a virtuous cycle of positive word-of-mouth.
People like doing business with organizations that treat their employees well and
stand for values they believe in.

Final Reflections and Continuous Commitment

Reinforcing workplace culture is a marathon, not a sprint. It involves a deep
understanding of existing behaviours, clear articulation of desired values,
consistent leadership example, and ongoing alignment of policies and practices. HR
stands at the heart of this effort, acting as the designer, facilitator, and guardian
of culture. But it cannot succeed without the wholehearted participation of leaders
and employees alike.



We’ve drawn on insights from AIHR about how culture change requires a structured
process; from Gallup about how vital leaders and managers are to driving engagement;
from McKinsey about how culture is pivotal in building the organization of the
future; from CIPD about delivering cultural change that resonates with employees;
from BMC about the importance of culture building in HR management; and from BrightHR
about how a strong workplace culture boosts performance. All these perspectives
reinforce the same core principle: culture is everyone’s responsibility, but it needs
champions who will maintain the vision, encourage dialogue, and ensure
accountability.

So whether you’re an HR professional aiming to kickstart a cultural initiative, a
leader looking to align your team with new strategic goals, or an employee hoping to
positively influence your work environment, remember that culture thrives on genuine
participation and consistent practice. Start with small daily actions—like giving
constructive feedback, recognizing someone’s contribution, or reflecting on whether
your decisions align with stated values. Over time, these actions accumulate,
creating a meaningful transformation that benefits both individuals and the
organization as a whole.

By staying the course, adjusting as needed, and celebrating milestones along the way,
you’ll foster a workplace where people feel they belong, are motivated to contribute,
and take pride in the collective success. That’s the essence of reinforcing workplace
culture: turning shared values into everyday habits that unite and uplift everyone
involved. When that happens, culture becomes not just a set of words, but the guiding
force that propels your organization forward.


