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Change how you think  
about values 
READ ONLINE > 

It’s time for a values reality check. 

Coming to work for you doesn’t mean you get to tell me my values. I’ve had them 
long before I met you, and they’ll still be around when I leave. 

Yet that’s what too many organisations try to do. 

I’ve written countless words about values over the years. And I think some of the core 
ideas still hold up. For example, you need to choose and understand your values. You 
can’t usefully put them to work without understanding their boundaries. To give them 
oomph, make sure they’re non-negotiable. 

But it’s time to retire other ideas. Such as only hiring people who ‘fit’ your values. 
Something I now think is akin to cultural roulette. 

I’m not suggesting you hire whoever walks in the door and hope for the best. In the 
minefield of hiring and firing it’s always good practice to avoid obvious ‘mis-fits’ who 
‘won’t work out around here’. 

However, there’s a world of decent people who sit between ‘they’re just like us’ and 
‘they need to work someplace else’. You’re just unlikely to get a read on their values 
from a resume, interviews and a couple of reference checks. 

Other glitches in using a hiring fit mindset are tight labour markets make it hard. 
Part-time and casual staff make it complicated. And big multi-location workforces 
make it impossible. 

It’s a bind. 

You need people to share your values so others can count on how you do things. And. 
You can’t rely on people you hire to share your values. 

So what’s an organisation to do? 

There is an answer. 

Ditch the idea of people ‘sharing values’ and move to ‘standing alongside’ them. 
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People often get hired for what they can do and leave or get fired because of who they 
are. Or as Canadian CEO Frank Slootman says, “Behaviour is not a skill that can 
be learned.” 

Still, when someone takes a job, it includes how they should behave day-to-day along 
with responsibilities and skills they’re expected to have. 

Enter ‘standing alongside’ values. 

It starts by acknowledging you know people already have values. And even if you’re 
not looking too hard at what they are, you’ll sometimes still find people with one or 
two that overlap yours. But what about the rest? 

Let staff know you expect them to stand alongside your values in whatever they’re 
doing. (I’ll leave the illegal and immoral for another day). 

People used to the insults of indoctrination are hugely relieved to learn you don’t 
expect them to trade their personal values at the door. 

Remember, the last place they worked and the one before that expected them to 
embrace a different set of values. People don’t need values replacement therapy or 
induction into the cult of you. Asking for a commitment they’ll put how you do things 
to work is usually enough. 

But you must explain what that is and show them how it looks in practice every day. 
Then, give them a bit of time to find their feet. 

Lowering the stakes turns values into something more accessible. Something I can use 
to make the best decision. In the moment. When I’m at work. 

Your values are how you do things. Start there. And leave fit out of it. 

READ NEXT  

How to make the most of your values > 
Values are not there as a billboard for your goodness. 
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How to make the most of  
your values 
READ ONLINE > 

Values are not there as a billboard for your goodness. 

Frankly, I don’t care what someone who doesn’t work for me, with me and buy from 
me thinks of them and nor should you. 

So, when I talk about good and bad values, it’s not with any moral judgment. 
Instead, it’s the role they play for an organisation. 

Wrong values languish unremembered and ignored until an action or decision bangs 
up against what you say they are. Good values are a vital constraint and consent for 
how “to do things around here” every day. 

Practically speaking, how you get your values off the poster on the wall or web page 
and into people’s day-to-day work is what makes them ‘good’. 

Yes, some organisations do bad things, and so it follows they must have tainted 
values. But it isn’t that simple. 

There is often a fundamental mismatch in the incentives and what the organisation 
puts first that pulls people away from their values. 

Writer and political activist Upton Sinclair says it best, 

“It’s difficult to get a man to understand something when his salary depends on his not 
understanding it.” 

For example, predatory incentives to sell when the value is ‘do what’s best for the 
customer’. 

The gap of doing that organisations fall into sits beyond uncovering and articulating 
values. And when someone says, ‘I’m working on our values’ it’s the figuring out step 
they usually mean. However, those efforts are not a proxy for the ongoing work of 
making them visible. 

Here are three reasons people get stuck. 

Delusion — The values were never the values, so they quickly get buried under the 
weight of business as usual or pushed into culture change territory. And from there, 
it’s a quick slide into the too hard basket. Until the values-go-round begins again. 
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Project mindset — A done check mark sits at the end of the values work. Except 
it’s not done. It’s barely begun, but there was never a plan for that work. 

No bridge — The values are genuine, and so is the intention to use them. 
However, the bridge connecting them to people’s day-to-day work never gets built. 

Author Mark Manson says, “Values must be cultivated, consciously tried and tested 
and steeled by experience. Values are worthless if they don’t contain some sort of real-
world manifestation.” 

The manifestation Manson talks about is a bridge made of loose yet pointy 
behaviours. Loose in who they apply to and pointy in the motivation and intent of 
what people do and how they do it. 

So it doesn’t matter if I’m running the company or a checkout, crunching numbers or 
code; I can apply them to what I need to do. 

Here’s an example of what a behaviour bridge looks like for a company whose values 
include one to “act with integrity”. 

While digging under the value the team found a particular problem with over-zealous 
promises made without thinking through what was required to keep them. 

Clearly, the value needed a constraint to curb the impulse to over-promise and avoid 
the hit their integrity took when that happened. The behaviour bridge became “never 
make a promise without a plan”. 

Notice that the behaviour is loose. Anyone, anywhere in the organisation, can use it 
for any kind of promise. And it’s pointy. The specific intent of the behaviour they 
want is clear, making manifesting the value more likely. 

How many behaviours does a value need? That depends on your organisation’s 
culture. I’ve found three works well and allow organisations to cover those boundaries 
of what the value is, what it isn’t and when it goes too far. 

Multiply behaviours across the number of people in your organisation. Then again, 
by their actions and decisions every day. And you will make the most of your values. 

READ NEXT  

How Aristotle and Buddhism can help define your values > 
Too many conversations about values start by asking are they right or wrong. 
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How Aristotle and Buddhism can 
help define your values 
READ ONLINE > 

Too many conversations about values start by asking are they right or 
wrong. But for most organisations “How do we use them?” is a more worthy and 
useful question. 

I’ll go further. It’s the only question that truly matters. And I’m not talking about 
laundry lists of behaviours for doing this or not doing that. Using values requires a 
well-rounded understanding of what it means to you, whatever ‘it’ is. 

Luckily, history’s great thinkers come to the rescue with models to help not only 
examine your values but also put them to work. 

First up is philosopher Aristotle, who proposed the golden mean to help separate 
good from not-so-good actions. Simply put, he looks at a virtue (which we’ll use as a 
proxy for values) as tempered and balanced when sitting in the middle between 
extremes. Not enough, and it’s deficient, pendulum across to excess, and you’ve got 
too much of a good thing. 

In his recent book How to be Perfect, Michael Schur describes the golden mean as, 

“The most important cog in Aristotle’s ethical machine. …Think of any of these 
qualities we’re seeking… — as a perfectly balanced seesaw parallel to the ground. If 
we sit right in the middle, everything will remain upright, even and harmonious. 
That’s the golden mean of the quality: that perfect middle spot, representing the exact 
amount of the quality in question that keeps the seesaw level. Shifting toward either 
end, however, will throw it out of whack.” 

Reading Brené Brown’s latest book , Atlas of the Heart, revealed a second 
approach based on the Buddhist idea of ‘far and near enemies”. Similar thought, 
different wrapper. Too little of the value, and you’re in far enemy territory. Too much 
of a good thing turns it into something similar, but which ultimately undermines what 
you want to stand for. 

Both the golden mean and near enemies provide a process to lay the foundations for 
how you do things (aka values). In the boundary process I use, we take the value or 
intent — if you’re in virgin territory, and ask … What is it? What isn’t it? When 
does it go too far? 
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In my experience, the biggest problem is when a value goes too far, not what it isn’t. 
Too far flips to the dark side. I feel like I’m doing that thing that I believe, but all sorts 
of nasty stuff is happening. So ‘enemy’ has a nice ring. 

For example, here’s compassion. 

On the deficient or far enemy end, you’re looking at judgement — ‘your fault’. Add 
too much oomph, and near enemy pity shows up — ‘you poor thing’ — tempered 
and balanced compassion flourishes. 

Modern philosopher Oliver Burkeman explains, “According to this way of thinking, 
for every desirable habit or state of mind, there’s a “far enemy”, which is its obvious 
antithesis… Near enemies, on the other hand, are much sneakier and harder to spot 
because they so closely resemble the thing they’re the enemy of. It’s great to cultivate 
an attitude of easy-going acceptance, for instance — but not if it curdles into 
resignation or indifference, which looks similar but is in fact entirely opposed.” 

I’ve seen near enemies lurking in plenty of unexpected places. Creativity that morphs 
into endless navel-gazing. Friendliness hardening into forced cheer. Individuality that 
becomes entitlement. 

Without constant vigilance, any value can become a war zone. So, why not employ a 
couple of philosophical rock stars to help keep the peace? 

Good luck, and let me know if you find any near enemies hiding around the corner. 

READ NEXT  

A secret weapon for managing your values > 
The continuing effort to keep values in balance tempts many organisations  
to measure and manage them in people’s performance and behaviours. 
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A secret weapon for managing 
your values 
READ ONLINE > 

The continuing effort to keep values in balance tempts many organisations 
to measure and manage them in people’s performance and behaviours. Judging 
whether they’re holding the value or not. 

But there is a different way to keep values on track so they contribute to the brand. 
One that allows them to touch the tension and complexity present in all environments. 

In a couple of recent articles here and here, I talked about finding your values’ 
boundaries. Going beyond what they are, knowing what they aren’t and when they go 
too far—the deficient and excess points on the values curve. 

 
Values Curve © Michel Hogan 

Those edges are a secret weapon to fully use your values and are also helpful tools for 
keeping them in balance. 

The place to start is asking yourself, “Do people have the information they need?” 
Organisations will nearly always state their values (a poster on the wall). However, 
ensuring people know what they mean and, most importantly, how they can use them 
every day rarely happens. 

Once people are well-grounded, you can begin watching for and tackling any 
behaviours that slide into deficiency or excess. The trick is navigating what I call the 
value’s dark side with positivity and generosity. 
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Because judging people on how well they ‘do’ the values makes them punitive. And 
they lose their potential to inspire doing the right things in the right way. Fear may be 
imperative when running from a tiger for my life. But, it’s a terrible motivator if you 
want me to stay curious, have new ideas and contribute to my team’s success. 

Weaponising behaviours by calling me out for not doing the value, for example, 
saying, “That’s not how we do team,” won’t magically turn me into a team player. 

As shame and vulnerability researcher and author Brené Brown says, “You cannot 
shame or belittle people into changing their behaviours.” 

Or, put another way, you can’t shame or belittle them into holding the values. 

And here’s where boundaries come to the rescue by giving you a way to talk about 
behaviours that are out of balance, minus the fear or shame. 

Let’s use a value called’ play your part’. My client who holds this value has ample 
detail about what it is and has also done the boundaries work for when it’s deficient 
and moves to excess. 

When deficient in ‘play your part’, people are ‘dismissive’. And excess lands in 
‘burdensome’ territory. For example, Jane offers help, pushing herself into others’ work 
when they seem overwhelmed. But rather than assisting, her behaviour adds stress. 
Because now others have to manage her interference and what they were doing. 

Jane’s intent is in the right place. She’s not deliberately out of balance with ‘play your 
part’, and pulling out the ‘you’re not’ bat won’t help. Instead, they have a 
conversation around the burdensome boundary. How to avoid assuming what people 
need and ask before she invites herself into others’ work. 

Every discussion at the boundary reinforces the value and deepens people’s 
understanding of how to put it to work. And when that happens over hundreds of 
actions a day, soon your organisation is balancing their values like a slack line 
maestro. 

When I embrace values as how I do the right things around here. As part of how I 
work every day. I quickly see the result across all aspects of the organisations and 
accumulating in the brand. 

READ NEXT  

Your values will benefit from some (productive) tension > 
I want to expand on an element of Aristotle’s golden mean. 
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Your values will benefit from 
some (productive) tension 
READ ONLINE > 

I want to expand on an element of Aristotle’s golden mean from my article 
‘How Aristotle and Buddhism can help define your values’. I call it productive 
tension. 

Look under the covers of successful organisations, and you will find tension at work. 
No, I’m not talking about “this place sucks” hostility. 

You can most commonly find my kind of productive tension within your organisation’s 
values. And that’s the perfect place for it to live. Because they are how you do things, 
make decisions and respond to fantastic struggles and fortuitous moments alike, 
values benefit from the energy demanded by some push and pull. 

Aristotle’s golden mean is alive with tension. The ongoing reorienting of a thing back 
to centre from too much or not enough is what helps avoid a value’s dark side. 

But why stop there? 

Take the tension beyond merely protecting and make it productive. Achieve the 
energetic equilibrium that can exist in the middle. Think of accelerating around a 
bend. Too much, and you’re in the ditch facing backwards. Not enough, and the car 
feels sloppy and sluggish. Just right, and you sail around the curve and accelerate 
smoothly onwards. 

Getting under what the value means can produce productive tension within and 
between them. It can be either or both. 

One client deliberately built productive tension into a value using the boundaries of 
what it is, isn’t and when it goes too far. By capturing the duelling sentiments of 
‘discipline and play‘, they ensured the value never slipped into dark side territory. 
And at the same time put productive tension to work every day. 

A compelling example of productive tension between values comes from outdoor 
apparel company Patagonia’s ‘Build The Best Product AND Cause No 
Unnecessary Harm’. 

The best product requires harm. All manufacturing does, even when practised using 
recycled and renewable resources and fairly paid makers. Cause no unnecessary harm 
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is the counterpoint requiring them to continually look at causes and remove as much 
as possible from the way they operate while still building the best product. 

The active, ongoing tension between the best product and unnecessary harm is a 
driver for the way Patagonia does business. Note this isn’t a trade, rather one 
balancing and influencing the other in equal measure. 

Even values that aren’t obviously at odds can generate productive tension. For 
example, last year, Coles's promotional plastic toys landed on the backlash side of 
social sentiment. 

And while their’ ‘customer obsession’ value suggested keeping the previously popular 
giveaways, another value – ‘responsibility‘, pointed to their demise. The productive 
tension resolved into a new approach. Keep the idea but change the promotion into a 
series of ‘Little Treehouse’ books made from FSC certified paper. 

If you’ve done the work to understand your values, navigating their productive tension 
is how you progress and get better at holding onto that (golden) meaningful balance. 

Think about your organisation. Where’s your productive tension? What elements 
within your values push and pull in equal measure? 

READ NEXT  

If your values don’t push back they’re probably principles > 
At a recent event, the throw-away comment, “I think values are  
a load of rubbish” got my attention. 
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If your values don’t push back, 
they’re probably principles 
READ ONLINE > 

During what passes for idle chatter during coffee and networking at a 
recent event, the throw-away comment, “I think values are a load of rubbish”, got my 
attention. Because too often rubbish is what companies big and small peddle. 

We continued to talk and agreed that when people say values, they often mean 
principles. 

Back in dim recesses of 2013, when the iPhone was version 5 and Twitter eyed its 
IPO, I wrote an article about how people confuse them. Today, organisations shout 
what they claim to believe at every opportunity. 

So, I’m revisiting the topic because many organisational values statements are more 
principle statements, and I have a simple rule of thumb for what distinguishes them. 

How do you tell the difference between a value and a principle? 

If ‘the value’ is something you won’t trade, a non-negotiable that can, at times, be a 
competitive disadvantage, then it likely is a value. 

If it is situational, something you will trade for the right offer or to take advantage of 
contrary conditions, then it’s probably a principle. 

Values are enduring and rarely change. Principles evolve to your circumstances and 
can change. They don’t have to, but they can and often do. 

The idea of ‘caring for the environment’ is one example of a principle which often 
masquerades as a value. Sure, for some companies, it really is a value deeply 
embedded in how they do business. 

For everyone else, it’s a principle. Something people care enough about to highlight 
and include in a few convenient business processes, such as the copy paper they use 
and placing recycling bins in the kitchen. 

But if push came to shove. If a juicy opportunity appeared or if shareholders applied 
pressure around cost. If the situation meant it became a disadvantage. Would it push 
back or give way? 
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The tug-of-war might suggest principles are worth less than values. However, 
everyone has both, and they are essential in their own right. 

When employed alongside values, principles provide a productive tension that leads 
to better decisions more in sync with the current business landscape. They help values 
stay relevant, providing context for how they get used. Also, by calling them 
principles, you can avoid the ‘oh yeah right’ reaction. 

Because when you read a company’s values and think ‘oh yeah right’, it means 
something doesn’t add up given what you’ve observed or experienced. 

For example, saying ‘our people are our greatest asset’ is a value doesn’t add up when 
layoffs and redundancies follow. ‘Our customers come first’ is made mockery when 
lined up against the day-to-day choices that preference policy over common- sense. 
And ‘honesty and integrity’ are tantamount to outright values fraud when lies and 
broken promises are the standard operating procedure. 

Setting aside wilful blindness, the mix-up of values and principles is due to the 
absence of deep work. Without interrogating and rigorously testing what is truly non-
negotiable, it’s small wonder they get confused. 

So, bringing the discussion around to brand and promises. You can’t build a robust, 
resilient brand result. And make promises you can keep if you don’t recognise the 
difference between your values and your principles, and grasp how and when to use 
them. 

READ NEXT  

What are your non-negotiables? > 
Google calls them the “ten things we know to be true”. Atlassian says they  
“guide our business, our product development, and our brand”.  
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What are your non-negotiables? 
READ ONLINE > 

Values. Google calls them the “ten things we know to be true”. Atlassian 
says they “guide our business, our product development, and our brand”. Big 
corporates like to talk about them but they never seem to add up. 

I call them non-negotiables. 

It’s not news that you need to have a set of values to guide your organisation on its 
way. But what have they got to do with brand? 

I’ll come back to that, and what you should do next time some agency asks you what 
kind of car or animal you are in an effort to pigeonhole you and your organisation into 
some kind of “archetype” or “personality”. 

But first I’ve been giving the whole “values” thing some serious thought and here are 
a few observations that might help you think about them for your organisation. 

I’ll start with the holy trinity of honesty, integrity and trust. There is barely a values 
conversation I have that doesn’t include one or all of these. They are what I think of 
as meta-values, a bit like a membrane that encircles society and helps it function. We 
can’t operate or trade without them being in place. 

On some level, we are pretty honest (white lies, sociopathic criminals and most 
politicians aside). We try to do what we say and act in a way that means others will 
want to keep engaging with us and feel good about it. (As an aside, if you want to 
explore the idea of trust a bit more deeply there is a great article on The Marginalian 
site last week.) 

So in general I look at them as somewhat of a given – if you’ve got to say it then… 

Next layer down, you strike the mish-mash of aspirations, good intentions, things we 
care a bit about and things designed to make others think we are good guys. These 
are what often pass as values but in reality are more what I call principles (you may 
call them something else). 

Principles are things you care about or think you do but that you will trade if 
circumstances dictate. These are the things that give way under pressure. You know 
them – those things that, when push comes to shove, give way. The “but” values. ‘No 
I don’t agree with, but. Yes I know they are, but.’ 
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We all have them. They can be important drivers and have a big impact on 
organisations. They are relevant to the discussion – in their place. 

Which brings us to values. I call them non-negotiables (with thanks to Jim Collins for 
the term). They are the things that, when push comes to shove, push back. They are 
not open for trade – ever. They are what you hope to find in your team and if they 
aren’t there you work like crazy to make sure they know how important they are. 
They are enduring and rarely change. They are the basis for how you behave and 
make decisions. 

And inside your values are the things that are your DNA. They answer the question: 
What is your nature? These are the key things to hire for because if people don’t 
share these, then it’s just not going to work out. They are the basis of the culture – 
that maddening, capricious, difficult to define thing that is the engine of who you are. 

So we’re way beyond posters on the wall now. Really understanding this combination 
of principles, non-negotiables and DNA that make up your values mix is work – but 
what isn’t. 

It takes time to really peel back the layers and requires a willingness to look at your 
actions and decisions for what they are, not what you want to think they are. Not 
many manage it. 

What does all this have to do with your brand? In short, brand is the result of the 
promises you keep. Keeping those promises is the result of your actions and decisions. 
Your actions and decisions are shaped and driven by your values. 

Too many “branding” exercises pay lip service to understanding. Sure, they are a fun 
way to spend a few hours but don’t kid yourself. Thinking that you’ll gain some deep 
insight into who you are by playing “what kind of X would you be” style games is a 
bit like thinking you’ll solve climate change by planting a few trees. It might feel good 
but ultimately it doesn’t do much. 

So next time an agency asks you what kind of car you are, politely suggest they take a 
trip to the parking lot. Then, get to work and spend some serious time understanding 
your values mix. Your brand will thank you. 

READ NEXT  

A set of values is more than a poster on a wall > 
We recently came up with a set of values and rolled them out  
to everyone in the business. 
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A set of values is more than a 
poster on a wall 
READ ONLINE > 

Answering questions sent in by readers … 

We recently came up with a set of values and rolled them 
out to everyone in the business. We even have them up on 
posters around the office but I still see people doing a lot of 
things that don’t match up. Why is that? 

One of my favourite things to do is work with organisations to understand their values 
and how to use them every day in their businesses. Thanks for this question. 

The answer is actually in your question. You noted “came up with a set of values”, 
which suggests to me that you’ve been through some kind of process that decided on a 
set of values the organisation needs to have. 

The result of values that live on the wall, but not in the way the business acts, is a 
pretty common problem when a set of values is chosen rather than doing the work to 
understand what they really are – and if there are “a lot of things that don’t match 
up” then something is definitely out of sync. 

Nothing sends a shudder down my spine like the values poster. It is nearly always a 
giveaway that here is a set of values mostly for show. Values that are deeply embedded 
in the way things are done and the way people think don’t need a poster, they are 
visible in every action taken and decision that gets made. People don’t need to learn 
them, or be reminded what they are, they already are them. 

So your question is a pretty good indicator that the values have been applied and are 
not the real values of the bulk of the organisation, which is why they are out of 
alignment. Values and the culture they drive, doesn’t and can’t change on a dime. 

Which leaves you with two choices. 

Choice A is to try and get the people of the organisation to change so they embody 
the values that have been chosen. This is a long, long-term proposition. There will be 
people who just can’t or don’t want to. I often joke that the only way you change the 
values of an organisation is to fire everyone who doesn’t hold them. 
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Not suggesting you go that far but it gives you an indication of how difficult, time and 
focus consuming, expensive and destabilising it can be to try and change the values to 
something not already held by the majority. 

Choice B is to go back to the drawing board and spend the time to uncover what 
they really are. And even if you are going to try and move to embrace your chosen 
values, you’ll need to know what the old ones are to map that journey. 

A couple of great questions to get down to real values I often ask are: 

• “What are non-negotiables, things that people in your organisation won’t ever 
trade or do no matter what?” 

• “What do you care about so much you will do it even if it is a competitive 
disadvantage?” 

Jim Collins, author of Good to Great and Great by Choice and of the above 
questions, has a useful article called ‘Aligning Action with Values’ – it is well worth 
reading. 

Not knowing more about your situation, I’m not sure whether Choice A or B would 
fit you better. However, if you like the people in your organisation and want to focus 
on what you care about and your customers, then I’d suggest Choice B. 

Choice A is really only ever the best option when the real values and culture they 
drive are so toxic it makes it hard to do business. 

On a finishing note, even when the values are held by the majority of people in the 
organisation, there is always opportunity to be more conscious and deliberate in their 
use. Talking about them is always a start. Making sure the leadership is fully 
embodying them in all their actions and decisions is a must. 

Beyond that bring them actively into all areas of the organisation – how and who you 
hire, how you market, back office and front office. The more they are visible in what 
and how things are done, the more likely everyone in the company will actively use 
them (oh and take down the posters). 

READ NEXT  

Are your values out of whack? > 
We recently came up with a set of values and rolled them out  
to everyone in the business.  
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Are your values out of whack? 
READ ONLINE > 

In general, I don’t participate in the good values, bad values judgment game. 
I’m not here to tell you what they should or shouldn’t be. 

But I do believe it is essential you know what they are. 

There’s a chapter in the book The Subtle Art of Not Giving a F#@k in which the 
author, Mark Manson talks about why it’s essential: 

“Values underlie everything we are and do. If what we value is unhelpful, if what we 
consider success/failure is poorly chosen, then everything based on those values — the 
thoughts, the emotions, the day-to-day feelings — will all be out of whack.” 

Values should be non-negotiable, and so are often inconvenient. I’m adding helpful to 
that mix. Helpful in this light is not a justification to behave badly or ruthlessly exploit 
a situation or person. Rather, this helpful informs thinking or doing. It steers you 
away from harmful situations or things. It keeps things “in whack”. 

And “out of whack” is what values are in the places where the walk and the talk 
couldn’t be further apart. Or, more insidiously, where the walk gets one layer down, 
just far enough to feel somewhat sincere, but then something happens to test how real 
it is, and before you can say “emperor’s new clothes”, the actual values are exposed 
for all to see. 

The burden on what values you value increases under the weight of non-negotiable, 
helpful and sometimes inconvenient. But it’s a welcome weight that is extremely useful 
in rooting out the people-pleasing ideas masquerading as values. 

Back to Manson’s book: 

“Honest self-questioning is difficult. It requires asking yourself simple questions that 
are uncomfortable to answer. In fact, in my experience, the more uncomfortable the 
answer, the more likely it is to be true.” 

Values live most fully in actions — what we choose to do or not do. Which is why our 
actions are the perfect place to begin the quest. And most of us have gone soul 
searching when the stakes are high. 

But values don’t just earn their value on the big things. 
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When was the last time you sat and thought about a little thing? Actually thought 
about it. Not just a momentary reflection on how something turned out. A deep dive 
into and under it; layers peeled back to expose the messy insides. 

Why do I like doing that? Why do they make me crazy? Why am I uncomfortable 
doing this? Why was I ok with that before but not now? 

I’m not suggesting you slip into a compulsive pattern of questioning every little thing, 
all day, every day. That would be obnoxious to everyone around you and wholly 
unproductive. But a regular habit of asking those questions has been identified by 
people throughout the ages as being a good foundation for improvement — be that of 
self, an enterprise or organisation. 

And once you have a thorough understanding of your values and why they are non-
negotiable, helpful and sometimes inconvenient, the real work is just beginning. 

READ NEXT  

All core values have a dark side – even yours > 
It was a shambolic few weeks in Uber land. And the task they faced  
was one I refer to as turning around the Titanic with a paddle. 
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All core values have a dark side  
– even yours 
READ ONLINE > 

It was a shambolic few weeks in Uber land. And the task they faced was one 
I refer to as turning around the Titanic with a paddle. That’s what trying to change 
an organisation’s well-entrenched culture can feel like — not impossible, but hard to 
do. And one reason is the way people think about and use values. 

Values are the flip side of the org identity coin. Working along with purpose, they 
provide the foundation for how the organisation goes about their business and sit at 
the front end of the formula that results in the brand: 

Uber was placed under the microscope. I can’t recall a company’s culture and 
operations being scrutinised by a former Attorney General outside an investigation 
into criminality. Extraordinary. But grown men appearing to use a billion-dollar 
company as a de facto frat house is not something that happens every day either. 

Uber’s core values were one of the areas Eric Holder’s report focused on. And on 
face value, his advice to Uber seems solid and worth consideration even if you’re not 
facing investigation. 

From an article about Eric Holder’s recommendations*, Uber should: 

…reduce the overall number of values, and eliminate those values which have been 
identified as redundant or as having been used to justify poor behavior, including Let 
Builders Build, Always Be Hustlin’, Meritocracy and Toe-Stepping, and Principled 
Confrontation; and encourage senior leaders to exhibit the values on a daily basis and 
to model a more collaborative and inclusive Uber culture. 
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The recommendations above break down into three parts. First, have fewer values. 
Second, have values that appeal to people’s better nature. Third, make sure leaders 
walk the talk and model the behaviours they want to see. 

I’m going to focus on the second point he makes, but before I do, a couple of notes 
about points one and three. Companies often have too many values — in general, 
anything over five is impossible to use in any consistent and deliberate way, and I’ve 
seen organisations thrive with as few as three. When the list gets too long, there’s a 
good chance it includes aspirations wrapped up as values instead of deeply held non-
negotiables. 

The third point of walking the talk is imperative, and not just for leadership, but from 
what I’ve read, Uber has been walking its talk. The values they were walking just 
headed the company towards a cliff. And that brings me to the second 
recommendation and the title of this post. 

There is no such thing as values that are all good. Every value I’ve ever come across 
can (and usually does) have a dark side. And conversely, values that seem ‘bad’ can 
be beneficial. 

In his book Built to Last, author and business thinker Jim Collins says* “the key is 
not what core values the organisation has, but that it has core values”. A controversial 
point of view for the kumbaya, better angels crowd, but one I agree with in principle. 

People argue growth and change in an organisation mean their values should also 
change. What’s more likely is how the organisation uses those values needs to 
change. 

For example, look at the Uber value of “always be hustlin’”. I can see how readily it 
could flip from ‘eager to get stuff done’ in the early days, to ‘run over anything that 
gets in the way’ when bolstered by the hubris of success. 

Any value can flip. 

A favourite value for many is ‘friendly and welcoming’. On one side of the coin, it 
leads to amiable, happy workplaces where people say hi when they pass in the 
hallways, and there’s always a birthday cake for someone in the kitchen. What could 
possibly go wrong? 

Flip to the dark side, and those organisations struggle to deal with conflict and 
holding people accountable. Dealing with bad news or bad performance gets slapped 
down as negativity, and there’s little space for the vagary of individual moods. What 
starts out as camaraderie ends up a joker’s smile. 
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If you want to learn something from Uber’s fall from grace, take a peek under the 
hood of your values and see what dark side lurks. But instead of going the blame and 
change route, acknowledge it. And do the work to manage the dark side in how you 
use the value. 

Keep the energy and endeavour of “always be hustlin’”, but ditch the arrogance. 
Keep the smile of ‘friendly and welcoming’ but make room for the occasional bad 
day. 

This article was first published on SmartCompany, and this updated version can be 
found in the upcoming book “The Unheroic Work.” 

Michel Hogan is an Independent Brand Counsel advising organisations on the risk to 
their purpose and values of making promises they can’t keep. 

* Quartz, Alison Griswold, ‘Eric Holder is the Disappointed Dad Uber Desperately Needs’; Jim 
Collins, Built to Last, p. 222. 

READ NEXT  

An organisation’s core values erode with time > 
Your purpose and values are central to your organisation’s identity. 
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An organisation’s core values 
erode with time 
READ ONLINE > 

Your purpose and values are central to your organisation’s identity. How 
well you employ them sits at the foundation of your brand result. 

Robert Greene’s new book The Laws of Human Nature has a lot to say about the 
character and the nature of values. He’s talking about individuals. However, it’s easy 
to see how his observations can also apply to organisations. 

From Greene’s book: “As we get older life tends to weaken us. Our empathy is 
harder to hold on to. If we are reflexively generous and open to everyone we meet, we 
can end up in a lot of trouble. Confidence without self-awareness and control can 
become grandiosity. Without conscious effort, these strengths will tend to wear down 
or turn into weaknesses. What this means is that the weakest parts of our character 
are the ones that create habits and compulsive behaviour because they do not require 
effort of practice to maintain …” 

New organisations dive into a future brimming with hope and optimism, holding 
values they say they believe in. As time passes, they may have early success and 
continue to grow, and an identity emerges. Then, their environment becomes more 
complex and challenging to navigate. Decisions become harder to make with more 
moving pieces and parts, and promises get harder to keep. 

This landscape tests the mettle of the organisation’s values—of its character. As 
Greene notes, “Life tends to weaken us,” and often, those early values begin to 
erode. 

Yet while incremental attrition of time is kryptonite for values, conscious effort and 
habits are the sun. For it is in the unheroic work where values are often absent, yet 
most valuable. 

I often describe values as ‘how we do things around here’, and by that measure, it’s 
easy to see the impact of that attrition. Because the first crumbling doesn’t show up in 
the big stuff. It starts at the edges, with people who don’t know how the values apply 
to them and their everyday actions and decisions. 

The person at CBA selling consumer credit insurance to the student who wasn’t 
eligible for it wasn’t thinking about the value of integrity — where we do what is 
right. (Set aside the insanity of having ‘lying’ values.) 
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They were thinking about selling more insurance. Because that’s what the person next 
to them was doing and the person above them was telling them to do. At that moment 
the habit was to sell more, not sell right. The value was nothing more than a poster on 
the wall. 

For your values to be how you do things, you’ve got to invest time and effort in 
maintaining behaviours that support them. It’s a daily effort of: 

• Understand your values; 
• Talk about them with everyone in your organisation; 
• Make a conscious daily effort; 
• Help them understand how to use them in their work; 
• Bring them into conversations about the little things, especially about  

the little things; 
• Call out and replace habits that weaken them, and 
• Repeat. 

Those efforts are a hedge against values eroding, a rampart protecting you from the 
inevitable weakening of resolve under everyday demands that are an inherent part of 
every organisation. 

READ NEXT  

Your values are an operating system for making promises > 
I have a confession. I’m a podcast junkie. 

© Michel Hogan 2020 25



Your values are an operating 
system for making promises 
READ ONLINE > 

I have a confession. I’m a podcast junkie and the ‘Waking Up’ podcast 
with Sam Harris is among the cornucopia of series I listen to. In one episode, Harris 
talked to author and NY Times columnist David Brooks about his book The Road 
to Character, and when they delved into promises, their discussion struck a chord. 

From the ‘Waking Up’ podcast episode On Becoming a Better Person*: 

(David Brooks) … Self-improvement is part of being an adult, but being faithful to 
one’s promises may be a more important part; what you choose to promise 
faithfulness to and then how you execute on them … We make a lot of decisions 
where the act of making the decision changes who we are. And you can’t go back … 
It changes the self. And you have no data about who that future self is going to be 
and what it’s going to like, and so it makes big decisions hard to do. 

Building on that point, Harris added that this flow (of promises) has to be regulated 
by a values system, so among the constant buffeting of thoughts, desires and whims, 
you will still have some sense of a map to guide you. 

Brooks is talking about personal character, but why stop there. The character of an 
organisation is the collective character of the people in it. So using the points he and 
Harris are making can help us better understand the minefield of promises and how 
values can help navigate them. 

Brooks’ observations capture the central struggle organisations have with promises: a 
lack of deliberation and consciousness in making them and how being faithful to your 
promises (or not) will change the future, often rippling out in ways you can’t fathom 
at the time. 

For all the talk about what the organisation wants to be in five years, remarkably little 
thought goes into the relationship between making promises today and that future self. 
And this is where values come to the rescue. 

The real ones are the only ones that matter here, so if all you’ve got is a poster on the 
wall, stop reading now and figure them out. Because in addition to being ‘how we do 
things around here’, they will be a handy guide to help you navigate from today to 
that future self via your promises. 
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Put another way, if values are ‘how we do things around here’ then promises are the 
face of those things to the world. 

Let’s say you make a promise about when you will finish something. Here’s where 
whim and desire raise their heads. You might say: “I need to get it to them as quickly 
as possible, so I’ll just say Tuesday, then it’s off my plate for the next few days.” And 
as Tuesday approaches you realise it’s going to be hard to keep that promise, there’s 
more to do than you thought. Do you let Tuesday go by and hope they don’t notice; 
make the call and beg more time; or drop everything else and hunker down to make 
the date? 

None of these are good options. What if you’d employed your values when thinking 
about the promise before you made it? Let’s say you have a value of ‘open 
communications’ and used it to guide you to a conversation about when your work 
was needed and the effort required to get it done. 

It is tough to examine every action and decision. The small ones are especially 
troublesome — we usually make time to examine the big ones. Which is why real 
values are so important. Embedded in your org identity and part of your character, 
they provide an operating system for making promises you can keep. 

Brooks notes “you can’t go back” and the march of time is relentless. So rather than 
be mired in regret and blowback from broken promises, use some values discipline to 
make sure the promises you’re making hold up. 

This article was first published on SmartCompany, and this updated version can be 
found in the upcoming book “The Unheroic Work.” 

Michel Hogan is an Independent Brand Counsel advising organisations on the risk to 
their purpose and values of making promises they can’t keep. 

* Sam Harris ‘Waking Up’ podcast with David Brooks, On Becoming A Better Person. In the 
podcast, David talks about his book The Road to Character. 

READ NEXT  

Values are a company’s engine room – you won’t go  
anywhere without them > 
I’ve never understood the phrase “we live our values”. 
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Values are a company’s engine 
room — you won’t go anywhere 
without them 
READ ONLINE > 

I’ve never understood the phrase “we live our values”. 

A value is how you do things — it underpins behaviour. Almost by definition, it is 
something you live. 

If there’s stuff you call values that don’t fit that definition, they aren’t values. 

I know people say it to draw a line between the haze of things people claim as values 
but aren’t by any measure part of how they do things. So, it’s always refreshing to 
read about honest intent in action.  

Reading an interview* with a CEO, he said, “We worked with the team to get really 
clear on what our core values were. Not our aspirations and not generic terms like 
‘honesty’; that’s just table stakes. Culture has to go beyond that. We needed to 
understand the behaviours that we wanted to see in all of our staff, our DNA if you 
like.” 

I like the term DNA and have often used it, especially with organisations who have 
an allergy to the very idea of values due to the generic ‘should have’ nonsense around. 
Let’s face it, while you can barely find a company who doesn’t tout their values 
(usually on their web site, walls and in employee manuals) many fail to do the deep 
work to understand — let alone use — their values as a foundation for how they do 
things. 

Small and medium businesses certainly have an advantage over large enterprises 
when it comes to questions of values and culture. The chance to reach out and talk to 
every person in concrete terms about what you believe and how it connects to their 
work every day, however, quickly becomes a victim of scale. 

As your organisation fractures into sections or teams, micro-climates can emerge 
within even the most robust value sets. Here, discussions about values will mostly 
relate to hiring and culture, contributing to the pattern. 
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Back to our CEO, “We spend a lot of time ensuring people understand how we work 
together, build our teams, avoid a silo mentality, and stay aligned. We work towards 
the same goals, measure the impact we’re having, and hold each other accountable.” 

And yes, that’s where to start. 

Still, it doesn’t always help people to understand the day-to-day relationship to how 
you do things, especially as size and complexity grow. What things? Everything. 

Along with the bedfellow of purpose, values make up your organisation’s identity. 
And while purpose is all about what’s most important, it is the values which put it in 
action. They are the engine room. So, when talking about values, go beyond 
discussions of team and accountability. 

Encourage people to ask (and keep asking) a whole slew of how-based questions. 
How do our values show up in our products and services? How do they inform the 
promises we’re making? How should we change the experience we deliver given X 
value? How do they shape who our customers are? How are they a competitive 
disadvantage? 

That last question is the clincher. If you’re never forced to look long and hard at a 
trade you can’t make because your values are in the way, then chances are, they aren’t 
your values. 

The values you won’t trade, and won’t compromise on, are central to a robust, 
resilient brand result — no matter what size organisation you are. 

* The interview and website referenced in this article have disappeared. 

READ NEXT  

Setting your values free > 
Our talk turned to why it’s time to free them from the musty constraints … 
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Setting your values free 
READ ONLINE > 

During a conversation with a new acquaintance, our talk turned to values, 
actively using them in the organisation and why it’s time to free them from the musty 
constraints of employee guides and company offsite days. 

I’m always looking at whether organisations have the will to incur the (sometimes 
real) cost of standing behind their values? Too often, the answer is no. When push 
comes to shove, they get shoved into the corner. 

It’s easy to see why. Values can be hugely inconvenient even when you want to honour 
them. And finding examples of true non-negotiables in action can be akin to the 
proverbial needle in the haystack. For some reason organisations which don’t trade its 
values also don’t seem to talk about them. 

I firmly believe in the ‘show, don’t tell’ policy. Freeing values isn’t about plastering 
them on everything that moves. Imagine for a moment if we all acted like 
organisations, and along with the handshake, people sprouted their values. 

“Hi, I’m Michel, and I believe in fairness, hard work and innovation…” 

While amusing the first time, it would quickly become annoying at best or fuel 
cynicism at worst. And cynicism is what has happened. Trumpeting them on walls 
and websites can have the unintended consequence of acting as a daily reminder of all 
the times organisations don’t live them. 

If you take a look at the ones who have deeply embedded values, they show up in lots 
of other ways. When they’re in meetings and walking around the office. When 
they’ve got something big to decide. When they’re serving customers. When they 
have a problem to solve. When they fire someone (how they handle this is particularly 
revealing). When something goes wrong. 

In a hundred ways every day, those organisations who choose to show and not tell 
have woven what they do and don’t stand for into the fabric of what they do and how 
they do it. 

In order to know what your values can do, you’ve got to take those babies out for a 
spin and let them live a little. Here’s how you set your values free. Don’t constrain 
them to specific events or decisions. Let them roam around. Actively bring them into 
discussions. Call on them for the little stuff. Let them become second nature. 
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Every now and then, it’s going to get complicated because values do collide. When 
they do, you have a golden opportunity to use that tension to go deeper and find a 
way to hold onto both. But in most cases, they’ll make things simpler. 

Find a place today where you can set your values free and share a note on LinkedIn 
or here in the comments about what happened next. 

READ NEXT  

There is no there for values and culture > 
The team of five peered out from their respective Zoom screens … 
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There is no there for values  
and culture 
READ ONLINE > 

The team of five peered out from their respective Zoom screens. It wasn’t 
the ideal way to do the work we were about to begin, but after navigating some dicey 
days, exploring how to work together better was too important to wait until we could 
meet in person. 

Values and culture projects (or whatever label you give them) often begin with 
questions of better. After all, values are ‘how we do things around here’, and culture 
is an outcome of what those things are when repeated. 

Still, the project approach to the work instils a false idea that there is an end. The 
reality I shared in that first session is “there is no there”. Sorry to bear the bad news. 
You are never done. There is no island of perfect principles, ethical nirvana or 
shining kingdom on the horizon to magically arrive at. 

Alongside the org identity bedfellow of purpose, the work of values and culture is a 
continuing effort. And that is both good and bad news. 

It’s bad news because people in orgs love projects. They love ticking the done box 
and moving on. It’s the way too many values and culture projects happen. 

Assemble a group. 

Hold a few workshops. 

Maybe follow up with a survey. 

Write up some comely statements. 

Test them with a broader group. 

Water them down a bit further, so the language offends as few people as possible. 

Put them on a poster, intranet and website, maybe send out an “our new values” 
announcement. 

Go back to business as usual and only refer to them in presentations and off-sites. 

Then, the whole process starts again. 
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Even those with the best intentions can derail, sliding back to past ways of doing 
things, because the process I described above isn’t the work. Parts of it are useful 
because deep work to understand how you do things around here is essential, but it’s 
only the first step. 

Which is the good news. 

Imagine now, instead of a box-ticking exercise where values stand apart from how we 
do things; the work turbocharges and challenges them. 

Here is a useful model outlining five stages of values work to take you beyond a 
project: 

• I know what our values are. 
• I know what our values mean. 
• I know how to use our values in my day-to-day work. 
• I use our values even when it is inconvenient. 
• I encourage others to do the same. 

Where does your org sit? Sadly, even those will well-evolved views on values will tend to 
max out before the third rung, and in my experience, most don’t even make it that far. 

For organisations to extend beyond what values mean requires a practice, not a 
project. Which requires an entirely different approach. What that looks like is 
beautifully captured by Aikido instructor George Leonard: 

“Ultimately, practice is the path of mastery. If you stay on it long enough, you’ll find 
it to be a vivid place, with its ups and downs, is challenges and comforts, its surprises, 
disappointments, and unconditional joys. You’ll take your share of bumps and bruises 
while travelling – bruises of the ego as well as of the body, mind and spirit – but it 
might well turn out to be the most reliable thing in your life. Then, too, it might 
eventually make you a winner in your chosen field if that’s what you’re looking for, 
and then people will refer to you as a master. But that’s not really the point. 

What is mastery? At the heart of it, mastery is practice. Mastery is staying on the path. 

What an alluring proposition to liberate values and culture from whims and wiles to a 
place of organisational mastery. 

Treating the deep work of understanding how you do things as merely a beginning is 
central to achieving the goal. Go beyond the statements and posters and root out the 
boundaries of the behaviours that mark your values. What aren’t they? When do they 
go too far? Build habits and processes to continue their accomplishment. Track your 
progress to guard against erosion. And revisit and adapt when the path zig-zags. 
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When people can apply the values in their day-to-day work. When they are a 
standard you hold, not words you recite. When they are a measure of accountability 
you share. Then you’ve reached that last rung. 

That’s the work which generates a flourishing culture. And that is why there is no there. 

READ NEXT  

Five signs your company values might be bullshit > 
The combination of hubris and aspiration, liberally sprinkled with puffery  
make many value sets mosh pits of self-delusion … 
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Five signs your company values 
might be bullshit 
READ ONLINE > 

The combination of hubris and aspiration, liberally sprinkled with puffery, 
make many value sets mosh pits of self-delusion. 

So there’s every chance your company values are complete bullshit. And if they are, 
it’s a quick ride on the slip-slide to cynicism and ridicule when actions reveal them to 
be naked as the proverbial emperor. 

Here are five signs of bullshittery to watch out for. 

1. If the acronym of your values is a word – they might be bullshit 

A perennial healthcare favourite uses the first letter of each value to spell “icare”, but 
they are far from alone turning their values into a handy mnemonic. 

I’m not a fan of the approach and can’t think of a legitimate reason to tie yourself into 
a linguistic pretzel so your values can make a word. And sure, if you’re one of the 
very, very, very few for whom the values can make a word, go for it. For everyone else, 
it’s a red warning light. 

True values aren’t hard to remember; they resonate, and they don’t need to make a 
word because they’re part of how you do things every day. 

2. If your values are taken from the top 10 list of usual suspects – they 
might be bullshit 

Excellence, accountability, respect, innovation, teamwork, integrity – we can almost 
recite them off by heart. Now if one or more of them truly inform your intention and 
how you go about your everyday unheroic work, and sometimes heroic work, go for it. 

But if you’re choosing them because they present a shiny facade, or to appear as the 
organisational equivalent of a person everyone likes and universally describes as a 
‘good person’, then don’t. Because all values have a dark side. Excellence can flip 
into an inability to finish things, accountability turns into a blame-fest and innovation 
an excuse to blow stuff up. 

So if good values can go bad you might as well spend a bit of time and go with what’s 
true. 
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3. If your values are printed on the back of your identity badge, on a 
poster on the wall or on your website – they might be bullshit 

I know plastering them on anything and everything that moves can seem like a good 
idea – everyone does it. However, I’ve noticed a phenomenon over the years – an 
inverse relationship between how prominently values are displayed and how true they 
are. And sure it’s anecdotal at best, but you’ve probably encountered the same thing. 

So here’s an idea. Don’t print them on anything. Instead, make them a daily part of 
the conversation about your work. Not just once a year, all the time. 

4. If the only place your values show up in conversation is the annual 
staff offsite – they might be bullshit 

If you’re not talking about your values they may as well be that poster on the wall. 

Talk about them in the board room, in the hallways, in meetings, when you’re 
deciding what to do (especially then), when you’re fixing a problem, bringing new 
people into the organisation, over coffee in the break-room, and yes at the offsite. 

Talk about them when they’re easy and when they’re pesky, inconvenient non-
negotiables forcing you to find a different way of being. 

And that matters more than all the others put together because… 

5. If you can’t come up with everyday examples of when and where they 
show up, they are bullshit 

So how do you make sure they aren’t? 

Spend time really looking at how you do things in your organisation. When the 
intention of values is true, it’s not hard to find examples of them in action. Focus more 
on helping people understand how they connect to their everyday unheroic work and 
less on demanding they can recite the list chapter and verse. 

A true intention is the foundation of any values; still, even great philosophical minds 
throughout history understood values will erode without constant vigilance. In other 
words – you are never done. There is no there. The work to uncover them is simply 
the beginning. 

Values show up in what you do and how you do it, and no magic word or poster on 
the wall will make a set of words meaningful if they are bullshit. 

READ NEXT  

Your values are like cake: You can’t eat it and have it too > 
What happens when our values (our non-negotiables) get eaten by the things  
we do or want to do? … 
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Your values are like cake: You 
can’t eat it and have it too 
READ ONLINE > 

Of course, the quote is more popularly known as ‘you can’t have your cake 
and eat it too’ — which, of course, you can. History shows sources for both, and in 
the context of values, the reverse order ‘you can’t eat your cake and have it too’ makes 
sense. Because holding your values, like having and eating cake, is a choice between 
actions and outcomes. 

What happens when our values (our non-negotiables) get eaten by the things we do 
or want to do? It’s a question bought into the light by recent allegations against 
Woolworths Group-owned ALH and their operations of pokies in hotels across the 
country. 

I was asked to comment on the likelihood that the continuing ALH scandal would 
damage Woolworths Supermarkets and their ‘fresh food’ stance. The short answer is 
it’s unlikely — you can read the whole article here (paywall). 

But the discomfort some people may feel about their shopping habits, and the effect 
of actions by the company who owns the stores where they shop, raises a broader 
question of values. Or in other words, how we hold them and what role they play in 
our actions and decisions. 

People and organisations regularly run into the tension between what they believe and 
how they do things. One example is the person who talks about respect and is late for 
every meeting. Or the shopper who claims to care about fair wages and buys the 
cheapest products without thinking about how they are made. Or the shareholder 
who wants to protect the environment and then votes to support a measure that will 
generate profits and pollution in equal measure. 

When values are non-negotiable, they become the bedrock for who we are and how 
we decide things. And when people’s values are real, they often find them 
inconvenient, a disadvantage and absent of reward. 

Let’s start with inconvenience. In my article on Woolworths, I suggested most 
shoppers will choose the convenience of the closest supermarket to grab a few 
groceries, no matter how they feel about gambling. They may say they believe pokies 
are wrong and disproportionately impact vulnerable people, but when push comes to 
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dinnertime and the next groceries are an extra kilometre or two away, dinner wins over 
the inconvenience of the extra distance. 

And disadvantage comes with the territory, because everything is a trade-off. 
Thinking back to the supermarket trip, shopping at Woolworths means you get 
rewards either from them or through some other program. So not buying there means 
you forgo the future benefit. 

I’m not judging what you do or don’t hold as values. Still, too often, we don’t 
consider if that future is a worthwhile trade for our sense of who we are and what we 
believe. 

Picking up the idea of benefit, why do we think values should carry an obvious 
reward? Outside the feeling you get living according to what you believe, there is no 
guarantee of a reward for holding firm your values. Indeed, from ancient time 
onwards, stories abound of the cost. 

Stoic philosopher Seneca once provided advice to Emperor Nero. He went into 
retirement when the true character of Nero’s violent reign became evident and 
subsequently accepted a sentence to commit suicide after a coup against the emperor 
failed. 

Today values rarely exact so high a cost. But they aren’t free. It’s worth remembering 
every decision is a choice to either hold your values or not. Or as Marcus Aurelius, 
another stoic philosopher, famously quipped 2000 years ago: “Waste no more time 
arguing what a good man should be. Be one.” 

READ NEXT  

Why you should take your values off your website > 
A couple of issues constantly bedevil discussions of core values – how do you know what they 
are and what should they be? … 

© Michel Hogan 2020 38



Why you should take your values 
off your website 
READ ONLINE > 

I’ve been thinking a lot about organisational identity these past few weeks. In 
particular, a couple of issues that constantly bedevil discussions of core values – how 
do you know what they are and what should they be? 

For many organisations, finding them is an experience that feels like a cross between 
the Spanish Inquisition and a game of Where’s Waldo. But it doesn’t have to be that 
way. 

I talk a lot about the importance of finding your core values—the non-negotiable ones 
that you will not trade, no matter the circumstance. And for nearly everyone, the mix 
of attributes, beliefs and principles for organisations that feed into them can feel 
overwhelming. 

Alongside finding values, there is a continuing theme of what constitutes good and 
bad ones. The prevalent school of thought is that values should be “good,” i.e., only 
noble, well-intentioned, and serve-mankind candidates need to apply. 

This idea was the one I heard again the other week, when a keynote speaker at a 
business conference used a quote by Jim Collins as part of his talk. The problem was 
he left out a critical part. 

In his research for first Built to Last and later Good to Great, Collins and his 
researchers realised there was a defining differences between the companies that 
sustained success and those that didn’t – the presence of well-understood core values 
that were actively used in the organisation to guide actions and decisions. 

The speaker talked about those findings. But here is the caveat he left out, and it’s an 
important one. Collins says, “One of the most paradoxical findings from Built to 
Last – core values are essential for enduring greatness, but it doesn’t seem to matter 
what those core values are…” (Good to Great page 195); and “… fundamental 
finding of our research, the key is not what core values an organization has, but that it 
has core values.” (Built to Last page 222) 

The idea that having values is more important than what they are, is where many 
organisations come unstuck. And I believe there are a few reasons for that – front and 
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centre being the idea that an organisation has to have certain values to be seen in a 
positive way. 

One of the drivers of this is using values as part of an organisation’s marketing. Along 
with vision and purpose and other important internal guiding elements, values have 
become de-facto campaign headlines, happily trumpeted alongside product and 
services in the “About Us” section of nearly every website. 

When I raised the issue in a conversation the other day I got the question, “if we 
don’t tell people what they are how will they know?”  

The answer is simple. 

If the values the organisation says it holds are truly non-negotiable and deeply 
embedded into the way the organisation makes decisions and acts, they won’t need to 
tell me. I’ll know – through everything they do and the way they do it and my 
experience with them. 

The dark side of treating values as a marketing message is the corresponding desire to 
frame what they are to be happy and smiley so as not to offend anyone. I read a lot of 
values statements and have yet to see one in the public domain that is not stated in a 
positive way! 

Why would you risk doing anything else? And that’s my point. Life in organisations 
and business is not all puppies and rainbows. And if we peel back the covers and 
really look at “the way things get done around here”, the values that drive the 
organisation usually aren’t either. 

Even so-called good values like “friendly welcoming place to work” have a flip side 
that can make those organisations places where it’s hard to deliver bad news or give 
negative of feedback. It’s complex. But the simplified sloganeering necessary for the 
value to have “About Us” page sex appeal can become an impediment to providing 
the necessary nuance for it to be robust and useful. 

Of course the other downside of making your values public is, that as long as people 
aren’t totally jaded by all the faux values out there, they can and will hold you 
accountable for them. Which shouldn’t be a problem. Except it doesn’t give the 
organisation much wriggle room to be even slightly fallible. And all organisations are 
fallible at times, even the most rigorous and aligned ones. 

I confess that in the past I’ve been an advocate of making values public and even had 
my own on my website. But as I think more deeply about organisational identity, the 
important role values play and the affects of using them as public messaging, my 
perspective has changed. 
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So, let’s remove our values from websites and company brochures; defining core 
values is not a creative endeavour. Get real about what they are and are there for (not 
good or bad, just what). And focus on using them more fully in guiding the day-to-
day actions and decisions of the organisation. 

Thank you for reading. 

More brand articles at michelhogan.com 
Sign up to get them straight to your inbox.
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