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Some weeks ago I had a phone call from the managing
director of a small computer software company. He
sounded very emotional as he told me that one of his
account managers, a woman who had worked for him
for two years and who he considered a friend, had been
cheating on her expenses.
His response was automatic. He demanded she come into
his office, yelled at her and sacked her on the spot. He
thought that would be the end of it, but it wasn’t. He found
that he continued to be troubled by the event. Finally he
sought the advice of a consultant who told him he needed
to talk to the woman and tell her how he felt.
That just made him feel angrier—talk about his feelings?
She couldn’t be serious!
Finally, when things didn’t improve he rang his former
employee and arranged a meeting. At first, he said,
he found it very awkward, but then he started to talk
to her about how he felt betrayed and let down by her
behaviour, and how upset he was by it. To his amazement,
by expressing his true feelings he felt the issue was
completed, and he was able to move on.
Changing Management Styles
Talking about feelings is still very difficult for most men in
the workplace as they typically operate from the head, not
the heart. And yet this style of communication is starting
to filter through our companies.
In 1967, Douglas McGregor, a well-known organisation
theorist, described the model of a successful manager in
our culture as:
“A masculine one. The good manager is aggressive,
competitive, firm, just. He is not feminine; he is not soft
and yielding or dependent or intuitive in the womanly
sense. The very expression of emotion is widely viewed as
a feminine weakness that would interfere with effective
business practice.”
In contrast, the findings of 91 Australian management
experts who assessed Australian managers (Karpin
Task Force Research: Barraclough & Co 1995) identified
the characteristics of the ideal manager as: skilled
with people; a strategic thinker; visionary; flexible and
adaptable to change; self-managed; team player; able to
solve complex problems and make decisions; ethical/high
personal standards. How things have changed in just thirty
years!
The changing style of management is certainly confirmed
by my own research where a questionnaire* establishing
‘male’ and ‘female’ values was completed by over 300
senior executives. (*If you’d like a copy of this questionnaire
for you and your team just send me an email).
Developed by Australian Psychologist, Helena Cornelius,
the scoring of the questionnaire divides values into
the feminine styles of equality, agreement, feeling and
interdependence alongside the masculine styles of status,
competition, actions and autonomy.
Generally I found that both male and female senior
managers, who I would call ‘successful’, rated fairly

evenly on the masculine
and feminine values. This
usually delighted the
women and concerned
the men!
However, if you think
about it, it makes a lot of
sense. The women have
learned to adapt their
style to be successful in
what is predominantly a
m a s c u l i n e - d o m i n a te d
environment. And with
40% of the workforce now
female, the men have
learnt to adapt their style
to be more collaborative, and less forceful in the way they
direct people.
These findings are confirmed by a study undertaken by
Human Synergistics of 2,366 Australian managers. This
study plotted what was perceived as characteristics of
the most effective 25% male and female managers. Their
results depicted that successful managers had a stronger
balance between a task and people focus.
Who Is Today’s ‘Ideal’ Manager?
What seems to work best in the workplace today is a
combination of the typical ‘male’ style and the typical
‘female’ style.
For example the male way of getting straight to the point,
staying focused and using more succinct language seems
more acceptable in business than the female ‘storytelling’
style of speaking.
However the female traits of building rapport and
establishing relationships are certainly proving to be a
successful way to build and maintain business in today’s
competitive marketplace.
As men and women work together, and learn from each
other, acceptable styles of business practice are really
starting to change.
In an article in the Harvard Business Review, Deborah
Tannen expressed it well:
“As the workplace becomes more culturally diverse and
business becomes more global, managers will need to
become even better at reading interactions and more
flexible in adjusting their own styles to the people with
whom they interact.”
How are you and your team performing?
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Recently, the 248-page report of the Accident Investigation
Board into the Columbia space shuttle disaster, in which
seven people lost their lives, was made public. The report
was divided into two broad sections. One section reported
on the technical issues that led to a tile coming off the
shuttle, and subsequently to the ultimate destruction of
the craft.
The other section of the report was dedicated to the cultural
aspects of NASA that needed to be attended to. Specifically,
the report identified the following four problems with
NASA’s culture:
• Reliance on past success as a substitute for sound
engineering practices
• Organisational barriers that prevented effective
communication of critical safety information and stifled
professional differences of opinion
• Lack of integrated management across programme
elements
• Evolution of an informal chain of command and
decision making processes that operated outside the
organisation’s rules
These are profound observations that shed light on the
power of an organisation’s culture. Put simply, culture can
literally bring down a space shuttle.
I have read many articles and books over the years that
have focused on the concept of an organisational culture.
For many years I passed the concept off as an academic
one that had little practical application in the workforce.

• The only time anyone
gets spoken to by the
boss is when something
is wrong
• The company talks
about good customer
service, but we know
they don’t really mean it,
so we don’t really have
to worry about it
• Our funniest jokes
usually involve making
jokes about our work
colleagues
• We go through the
motions with our bosses, once they’ve gone we do what
we want
When I showed these in a recent training session to a group
of workers in another organisation, they said, “Have you
been watching us?”
UGRs exist in every organisation. They are rarely explicit, but
their power is enormous. UGRs can be deduced by watching
how people react to each other, and by determining what is
‘right and acceptable’ within the organisation. UGRs are
most prominent in the casual and informal discussions
between staff, in the ‘talk’ that occurs after meetings, in
the way people under pressure react to other staff and
customers, and in the difference between what people say
and what people do.
Nothing is more influential on the levels of internal and
external service than an organisation’s UGRs. UGRs are
integral to how a team functions, because they define
behavioural boundaries in terms of how people work
together.
Recently, I made a presentation at the World Conference
on Customer Service Management, where I asked people
to respond honestly in terms of how their people might
complete the sentence to ‘Around here, customers are’:
• Considered intrusive

During that period however, I remained confused. As a
consultant, going into various organisations, I could ‘feel’
the culture. In one organisation there would be a positive,
upbeat feel to it. In another, there was a little tension in the
air. In another, you could cut the air with a knife!

• Demanding. They want what they want, when they want
it, and have no regard for what this means for me

The confusion I felt centred on recognition that culture
played a fundamental role in every organisation. Yet I could
not understand it in simple or practical terms.

• Stupid and rude

That remained the case until I came across an explanation
of culture that was powerful in its simplicity. It was
proposed that ‘culture’ could be thought of as:

These UGRs show the real drivers behind service in some
US companies which I suspect may not be too different
from some Australian organisations.

This is the way we do things around here

So the next time you as a manager are considering why a
change programme is not working in your organisation,
consider your UGRs!

That definition got me thinking a lot more about the
practical application of culture in organisations. It led me
to the generation of another concept, which I think has
direct and practical application in any organisation. If an
organisation’s culture could be considered as ‘the way we
do things around here’, then this could be considered in
practical terms through its ‘unwritten ground rules’—or
UGRs®.
UGRs are rarely, if ever, documented or spoken about. In
fact, what is written down, in the form of policy and other
related business materials, is sometimes the opposite of
the presiding UGRs. To explain further, here is a list of
UGRs in one organisation with which I worked:
• At our meetings it isn’t worth complaining because
nothing will get done

• Uninformed and stupid
• An interruption to a working day
• A necessary evil
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