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What is Culture ?
Culture is the foundation of the social order we live in and the rules we abide by.

Culture is to a group what personality is to an individual.

Culture is not only around us, but within us.

Culture is created, embedded, evolved, and manipulated by leaders.

When you see the world through cultural lenses, all kinds of things begin to make 
sense—things that were initially mysterious or senseless.
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Organizational Culture
Coercive Organizations: Members are captive for physical or economic reasons, and 
must obey whatever rules are imposed by authorities.  This generates strong 
countercultures as a defense against arbitrary authority.

Utilitarian Organizations: Provide “a fair day’s work for a fair day’s pay,” so members 
follow whatever rules are essential.  This can generate countercultures to protect from 
exploitation by authorities.

Normative Organizations: Members are committed and engaged because the values of 
the organization align with their own.
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Organizational Culture
A group’s culture is comprised of shared basic assumptions formed as problems are 
solved.

Approaches leading to lasting solutions/resolutions are integrated into culture.

Was it a health approach?  What it messy, but effective?

Was it driven by ego?  Was it the path of least resistance?

It is the unique role of leaders to identify dysfunctional elements in the culture.

Leaders unconscious of their organization’s culture will be controlled by the culture. 
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Examples of Utility Cultures
Hero Culture: We get/keep the lights on, no matter what.

Pro: Dependable, responsible, exciting
Con: Maybe lax on safety and defined operational processes

The Boss Decides Culture: The leader makes the decisions and assigns responsibilities.

Pro: Disciplined, controlled, accountable
Con: Employees lack understanding, limits innovation and bandwidth

Fair & Balanced Culture: No one gets a special break, no favoritism or unique treatment.

Pro: Ethical, honest, concerned with the big picture
Con: Bureaucratic, inflexible, internally-focused
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All Change is Hard
Culture change provokes anxiety.

Cultures tell group members who they are, how to behave toward each other and 
outsiders, and how to feel good about themselves.

Do you know the motivating assumptions that underlie problematic actions or behavior?

Are the motivations based on a need for stability, respect, meaning, etc?

Remember Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs: an individual will not address “higher” 
needs until lower ones are satisfied (survival / social / self-actualization).
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Assessing an Organization's Culture
1. Visit and observe

2. Identify elements and processes that puzzle you

3. Ask insiders why things are done that way *

4. Identify values that appeal to you, ask how they were formed *

5. Look for inconsistencies, ask about them *

6. Ponder the deeper assumptions behind the behavior you observe

* Don’t accept generalizations – seek specific examples or stories
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Real-World Example
• What is it like working at Huntsville Utilities?  What was it like when you started?

• Is there something that makes Huntsville Utilities unique?

• How does Huntsville Utilities determine the truth and solve problems?

• What do we reward, and what do we punish?

• Tell me about a process or procedure “written in stone”?

• What gives you a feeling of acceptance here?

• Who is someone who embodies what’s best about Huntsville Utilities?  Why?
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Real-World Example
• There is a growing focus on doing what’s right for the customer 

• The employees are versatile and willing to do whatever it takes

• HU is a stable employer with good benefits

• Despite recent efforts, organizational silos remain

• The management style is moving from command-and-control to collaborative

• Trust starts at the top—is built on fairness—and needs to be personally 
communicated

• Employee excellence develops faster through praise than a reliance on punishment

• A commitment to disciplined long-term planning makes HU stronger
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Promoting Excellence
Attribution to 4-3-2-1 Leadership 

by Vincent E. Boles
Attribution to Execution: The Discipline of Getting Things Done 

by Larry Bossidy and Ram Charan
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The Point is Effective Execution
A healthy organizational culture produces good results.

It’s not about making everyone happy; it’s about crafting a winning team.

Effective execution is a systematic process of rigorously discussing hows and whats, 
questioning, tenaciously following through, and ensuring accountability.

Expose reality and act on it.

Leaders must have a comprehensive view and ask tough, incisive questions.

“How” questions expose process deficiencies.
“Why” questions expose strategy deficiencies.
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Leadership: Progress and Improvement
Effective leaders are able to meet their team’s needs and provide an environment 
where everyone’s best can get better.

Teams expect their leader to establish structure, manage relationships, balance risk, 
and make decisions.

• What’s the standard?

• What’s the system?

• Who’s in charge?

• How do we measure success?
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Distilling the Issues
Leaders should refine the organization’s challenges into a few fundamental issues.

Requires clear, simple, and direct communication
What are we doing right?  What are we doing wrong?

Requires emotional fortitude
Be honest and give forthright assessments.
Have the confidence to resolve conflicts and take criticism.

Requires humility 
Contain your ego and be realistic.

@PublicPowerOrg #PublicPower15



Cultivating Good Judgement
If leaders are wringing their hands, listening to rumors, and anxious about the future, so 
is the organization.

Leadership requires deep knowledge of internal operations and the external 
environment.

Ability to make judgements about people

Intense operational focus with insightful thinking

Skillful conducting candid, realistic dialogues

Whenever possible, solicit and answer why questions.  It builds understanding and trust.
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Leading Change
You manage tasks and projects; you lead people.

Leadership is personal, built on trust, and requires consistent communication.

Understand the reasons behind the “status quo” before you change it.

You don’t have to have things your way or win every argument.

Building a culture of excellence requires defining the standards of excellence.

Determine what right looks like: make it collaborative, but take the lead.

Good people will stop using their own good judgement if they believe they 
have no ability to affect change.
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Decide when to Decide
Successful leaders are comfortable in their own skin because they have accepted the 
reality of less than perfect information.

Since decisions are often made with incomplete information:

Experience and values fill the gap.

Teams can/should have different experiences, but need shared values. 

Even if you don’t make every decision (and you shouldn’t) the organization assumes the 
leader(s) is comfortable with every decision made.

What are the important decisions, and does your team recognize them?
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Progress is Built on Relationships
Your team expects you to master relationship management.

If you don’t/won’t manage relationships, the team follows your lead.

Engage the stressor(s) in your organization.

If a senior person: focus on relationship (personal, team, and organization).

If a junior person: focus on standards (clarify what “right” looks like).

Critique behavior, not people.  Behavior may be substandard, the person is not.

“Here’s what I believe we are trying to do here and here’s what I’m 
seeing/hearing.  What am I missing?”
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Insist on Accountability
Clearly communicate collaboratively-defined goals and objectives.

Discuss how to achieve them and determine resource requirements.

Determine appropiate and meaningful measures.

Reward those producing results.

Coach those that do not (be willing to remove rewards, reassign, let them go).

Responsibility and accountability go hand-in-hand.

Look for those energizing others, delivering results, decisive on tough issues, 
disciplined with follow-though, and tracking outcomes.
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Setting Standards and Systems
Look for opportunities to articulate, clarify, and reinforce standards.

If you don’t enforce standards, whatever is convenient will become the 
standard.

Rely on written policies, standards, and procedures.

When defining processes or systems, carefully review transitions and interconnections. 

Avoid confusion by discouraging “workarounds” or those hanging onto “old 
ways.”

If you identify a priority, but you don’t train for it, resource it, or spend time on it, your 
people will assume you aren’t serious about it.
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Measures that Matter
“Unless you’re keeping score, it’s difficult to know whether you’re winning or losing.” 

“What gets measured, gets done.”

Determine meaningful measures:

Output (workload) measures – Did x (how much or how many)
Efficiency measures – Did x per y (output compared to resources)
Outcome (effectiveness) measures – Delivered/reduced x by y (how well)

Generally, attempt to measure beneficial results rather than activities.

What does success look like?  How does it help your customers?

@PublicPowerOrg #PublicPower22



Establish a Review Schedule
Craft an effective reporting mechanism.

Who is tracking what and reporting results to whom and when?

Set up and protect consistent meeting times for review and follow up.

Different meetings for different purposes at different levels:

Policies / projects / people
Board / managers / supervisors / everyone

Don’t allow the urgent to get in the way of the important.  Find time for follow up.

Schedule future time to reevaluate everything to ensure ongoing relevance.
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Check and Double Check
1. Be able to articulate and explain your standards.

Make sure all leaders are answering why questions (without being asked).

2. Verify and validate that a system is in place and is understood.

Make sure the team members knows their role in the system.

Make sure they understand the value of the standard.

3. Use your systems to accomplish the standards.

Workarounds either indicate a faulty system or shortcutting the standard.
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Real-World Example
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Mission

Strengthen Trust 
in Huntsville 

Utilities

Vision

Deliver Excellent 
Customer 

Experiences

Values

Do What’s Right

Build Community

Get Better 
Everyday

Organizational 
Goals

Demonstrate 
Prudent 

Stewardship

Respect Our 
Customers

Develop Engaged 
and Effective 
Employees

Focus Areas

Workforce 
Performance

Customer 
Satisfaction

System 
Reliability
Financial 
Stability

Organizational 
Excellence
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Provide robust infrastructure and 
stable services

SYSTEM RELIABILITY

Incorporate best practices and achieve 
superior performance

ORGANIZATIONAL EXCELLENCE

Provide accurate, timely, and helpful 
service to our customers 

CUSTOMER SATISFACTION

Build a strong financial foundation, 
capable of meeting future needs. 

FINANCIAL STABILITY

Strategic Focus Areas

Empower our employees to deliver 
exceptional results

WORKFORCE PERFORMANCE
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Achieve superior customer satisfaction ratings
Achieve > 90% of recent customers “very satisfied” with the ease of doing business with Huntsville Utilities.
Achieve > 75% of the community “very satisfied” with the ease of doing business with Huntsville Utilities.

94.3%
81.9%

Answer customer telephone calls consistently and quickly
Answer =/> 87% of calls to Customer Information Center within 60 seconds.
Achieve a call abandon rate =/> 1.25% for Customer Information Center.
Answer =/> 75% of calls to Commercial and Industrial (C&I) within 60 seconds.
Achieve =/> 10% of calls routed to C&I experience a hold time > 3 minutes.

87.6%
1.4%
80%
8%

Provide timely resolution of customer requests and inquiries
Complete 100% of set orders on scheduled date.
Complete 70% of cut orders within four days of scheduled date.
Complete residential service orders within 2 days of receiving certificate of occupancy.
Resolve customer landscaping request within an average of 30 days.

100%
100%

--
29 days

Ensure prompt and accurate metering and billing processes
Achieve < 2% of bills requiring correction due to misread meters.
Achieve > 98% of bills are mailed the business day following the meter reading.

1.2%
99.1%

Ensure prompt and accurate posting of customer payments
Serve payment customers in < 5 minutes.
Ensure =/> 98% of payments are posted properly.

3:06
99.9%

Reduce Customer Damage Claims
Reduce number of damage claims by 10% annually. +36.2%

Provide accurate, timely, and helpful service to our customers 



Thank You!
Wes Kelley
Huntsville Utilities
wes.kelley@hsvutil.org
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