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I n t r o d u cti o n

Companies change. They grow,
they shrink, they pivot.
The world of business is fast-paced and ever-

enables great companies to succeed, whether

transforming, which is part of what makes it

they have three employees or 3,000.

so exciting — and challenging.

Take Google. They may have more than

But one vital aspect of a changing business

57,000 employees worldwide today, but

that often falls by the wayside during periods

in 1996, it was just two people at Stanford

of growth, to their detriment, is culture.

trying to map the link structure of the

Ironically, it’s often this focus on culture
during periods of growth or upheaval that

internet. Despite now having more employees
than a small city, they have developed and
maintained one of the most recognizable and
successful company cultures on the planet.
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That’s because Google, like many of today’s
most successful companies, understands
how to scale their culture with their growth.
It’s not magic, although it can seem that way
from the outside. It’s a replicable, observable
practice — a bit of science, a bit of art — that
anyone can succeed at.
Certainly, culture is complex. It has many
moving parts, from the people you work with
to the products you build to the purpose that
ties it all together. It can be harmful to take
a reductionist mindset, or to assume that
what we outline in this guide is going to be a
walk in the park. Let us be clear: scaling your
culture as you grow is no easy task, and there
is no substitute for hard work.
However, with the tools and stories outlined
ahead, and a bit of experimentation on your
own, you can turn the magic of culturebuilding into a practice that grows with you
and becomes part of your company’s rich
legacy.
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Barcelona: A Back Story
For many companies, recognizing that your
culture needs to change is the hardest part.
But when we don’t update our culture and
people operations as we grow, it can feel like
we’re trying to build a modern company with
medieval tools.
Not sure what I mean? Let’s look to urban
planning as an example, and travel back in

port, or it can stagnate and crumble within
the confines of its own medieval walls.
The city has a scaling problem: the geography
has not expanded alongside its population,
and citizens are literally suffocating as a
result. Population density and mortality
rates are higher than either Paris or London.
Things are not looking good.
To solve these problems, public officials decide

time to a fast-growing city in Spain.

to tear down the walls that are maintaining

The year is 1843. Barcelona is at a crossroads:

begins in 1844.

it can continue its rapid growth, bolstered by

such high population density. Demolition

a booming textile industry and bustling sea
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“Now the city and the Spanish government
had to design and manage the sudden
redistribution of an overflowing population,”
writes Marta Bausells in this article for
The Guardian. An engineer named Ildefons

Successful growth
requires a careful and
intentional approach.

Cerdà rose to this challenge, designing a
“radical expansion plan for a large, grid-like
district outside the old walls, called Eixample
(literally, ‘expansion’).”
Barcelona’s

challenge

important overlap is this: successful growth
requires a careful and intentional approach.
There are a few things that companies who

was

not

unique.

grow successfully do. And it’s not about

During the boom of the industrial revolution

building bigger offices, adding a few desks,

in the 1800s, many European cities faced

or tearing down walls for an open layout and

similar challenges that came with modernity

hoping employees are still satisfied.

growing beyond the confines of ancient
architecture. Thus, Cerdà’s theories of urban

It’s about scaling your culture.

design became the science of scaling cities as

In this guide, we hope to understand the

we know it today.

forces that shape culture so that we can do

We understand that cities and organizations

just that.

are very different, but at their core, the
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We’ll provide a framework for the expansion

and understanding where your culture is

of organizations — an “eixample” for the

today, at this very moment.

workplace. Verne Harnish already provided
a name: Scaling Up. But how can we apply
these concepts specifically to HR and people
operations’ role?
That’s exactly what we seek to do in the pages
ahead. We’ll look at a number of case-studies
of companies who’ve successfully navigated
the tricky waters of organizational change.
We’ll hear from some of the top business
leaders on the challenges they faced, and
how they moved past them.
We’ll explore what we mean when we talk

After you’ve got a solid understanding of your
existing culture, we’ll look at some actionable
tips for how to take it to the next level, as
you add new hires, expand your product
offerings, grow into new markets, and more.
Finally, we’ll look at how intentional hiring
practices can ensure that every new person
you add to your team isn’t just skilled and
hard-working, they also contribute to your
growing culture in many meaningful ways.
Let’s get started.

about scaling, about culture, and about
the new terms that accompany concepts of
human resources and people operations.
Then, we’ll dive into how to start measuring
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Ch ap ter One: Defining Our Par ame ters

We know that scaling our culture is
important, but what is culture, really?
What does culture mean, and how do the top

co-founder Sean Tyson. “Put another way, it

organizations foster it?

is a manifestation of the interactions between

And what does it mean to
scale? What does culture

We

have to do with growth?

Organizations can get an office foosball table,

“Company culture, to me,
is a representation of the
people who work for the
company and the values
Sean Tyson, Quietly Co-Founder

the employees inside and outside the office.”

they embody,” says Quietly

also

know

what

culture

is

not.

hand out beers on Fridays, host offsite “fun
days,” and serve cake on birthdays, but if
no one feels like genuinely valued or cared
about, they’re not going to give two hoots
about any of the razzle-dazzle.
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What companies need is functional, caring

It is only when we show a true investment in

communication. They need a core set of

people — when we really care to get to know

values, and a team that’s committed to

them, talk to them, listen to them, and help

abiding by them. They needs leaders who ask

them reach their own goals — that they truly

supportive questions, and listen with their

want to stick around, ping pong or no ping

full attention.

pong. That’s culture.

What does it mean to scale up?
To scale up, by definition, is to grow: it is to
increase in size or amount. Sounds simple
enough, right? But in business, it has come
to be defined as something slightly different.
It’s making sure you don’t have to reinvent
the wheel every time you want to onboard a
new employee, while still making sure each
new hire feels prepared and appreciated.
It’s about setting processes in place for
Will This Scale? From TheCooperReview.com

performance reviews. It means eliminating
bottlenecks, taking stock of what’s working,
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and streamlining your business to prepare

measurable, repeatable ways. And the best

One of the biggest
people challenges that
we’ve experienced as
we scaled is ensuring
that our culture grows
alongside it.”

part is, it tends to work really well.

— Daniel Weinand, Shopify

for the next phase.
And scaling has become a bit of a buzzword,
sure. But, like many cliches, it buzzes
because it’s valuable. It’s true. Scaling is
not just growth, it’s putting processes in
place to ensure that growth can continue in

What does it mean to scale your
culture?
You like your culture a lot. You plan to hire
another 10, 50, 100, or more people over the
next year. What do you need to do today and
throughout the year so that, at the end of this
period of growth, you still like your culture
a lot?

That is what scaling is about — and what we
seek to answer today.
It can feel complicated, sure. You may be
wondering at this point: shouldn’t culture
just grow organically, regardless of what we
do or don’t do? Should we really put all these
processes in place and try to force it into
something that it’s not?
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Yes, your culture will grow organically. Yes,
you can step back, grab some popcorn, and
watch it unfold. Every company has a culture
whether it wants to or not. However, that
doesn’t mean you shouldn’t build culture
with intention.
And yes, many of the best cultures may look
like they fell into place effortlessly but, in
reality, they’re successful because of a careful
and deliberate approach that’s shared by key
stakeholders in the company.
Culture truly is among the most important
characteristics of a company. Let’s just say
it: leaving these factors up to chance or
circumstance is one of the biggest mistakes
that growing companies can make.
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To summarize:
Scaling: Growing with intention to ensure
that growth can continue; a holistic approach
that takes the many aspects of growth into
account, rather than focusing exclusively on
one area.
Culture: The combined forces of the causes
and effects — the people, products, place,
purpose, vision, and values of a company
— that, together, make up the day-to-day
experience of working there, help guide
decision-making, and comprise the internal
brand. Culture is the DNA of your company.
It’s what makes you, you.
With these in mind, let’s move on to the
first step of any growth-path: gauging the
baseline.
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C h a p t e r T w o : U n d e r s ta n d i n g O u r B a s e l i n e

What good is a transformation
story without some stellar beforeand-after comparisons?
If you’re headed for a period of growth, you’re

How do you get a baseline for your culture?

going to need to take some detailed snapshots

You’re going to need to do some fieldwork.

of where you stand today. And I’m not just

Are you ready to become an anthropologist

talking about making memories for your

for your own organization? Starting today,

scrapbook. I mean you need to understand

you’ll be studying the people you work with,

at a deep level what your culture represents

what makes them tick, what frustrates them,

today so that you can understand what it will

how they work. You’re going to hit the streets,

represent tomorrow and track your changes.
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ask questions, and get a real sense of the

As you set out on your research, there are a

“vibe” that’s happening.

few key steps that you can take, and indicators

At this stage, don’t try to moralize or sugar-

to look out for.

coat things. If your culture isn’t where you’d

●● Talk to the senior leadership team.

like it to be, that’s okay. All you’re doing is

Understand what their vision is for the

taking stock. Try to look at things with

purpose of the organization. Think of

an objective lens as much as possible. In

your purpose, not just as a way to “drive

anthropological terms, they call this “cultural

shareholder value” or “increase revenue,”

relativism.” Don’t look at your culture and

but as the thing that gets people out of

think, “I’m mean it’s okay but it’s no Google.”

bed in the morning.

At this stage, look at things dispassionately
and without judgement.

●● Take a survey of your existing
employees. Ask them what they think
of the culture and what they like about it.
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●● Take stock of your core values.
Even if you haven’t explicitly established
these yet, take time to understand what’s
important to your organization.
●● Look at every stage of the employee
life-cycle and understand what your

approach to that stage says about your
culture.
●● Look at the areas where you’re
having the most trouble. Is it in
engagement? Growth?
●● Take a close look at your interview
questions, and your recruitment process
in general. Are there specific traits, if any,
that you look for in all new employees,
regardless of their department? Write
those down.
●● Check

out

Glassdoor

or

other

company review websites and take note of
all your reviews. Are there any consistent
strengths or weaknesses that come up
again and again?
We’ll get into the details of these more in
the steps below. But for now, simply focus
The Culture-Centric Framework

on developing a good sense of your baseline.
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Once that’s done, it’s time to set some

●● Retention

vs.

turnover:

The

metrics for growth. These will be your key

relationship between these two metrics

performance indicators (KPIs), and they will

is more complicated than it sounds (see

help keep you on track, and make it easier to

this Chron. article to get what we mean)

translate the impact of your work to senior

but, for the most part, companies want

leadership.

retention to increase and turnover to

Here are some examples of KPIs and how
they can help keep track of progress:
●● Sentiment: This is an objective metric
of how your employees are feeling. If
today, employees rank your culture as a
5 out of 10, and tomorrow they rank it as
a 6, that’s a 10% increase in the overall
sentiment about your culture. This can be
a difficult thing to measure, but surveys
help. Also, keep an eye on Glassdoor and
other online rating tools that employees
may be using on their own.

decrease.
●● Employee lifetime ROI: Greenhouse
has a great explanation for how this
works. Essentially, the lifetime ROI of
an employee is “the total net value over
time that an employee brings to an
organization.”
●● Cultural Mind-Share: How well do
your employees know your core values?
How well are you communicating your
culture? This gets harder the more you
grow, so it’s an important metric to track.
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●● eNPS: Also known as the “Employee

different options until you find what works

Net Promoter Score,” this metric was

best for you. Consider this guide as much a

developed by the practitioners of the Net

choose-your-own-adventure as it is a how-to.

Promoter system. Gathering data for
the eNPS involves surveying employees
based on a series of questions that relate
specifically to “those forms of employee
engagement

that

have

the

biggest

potential impact on customer loyalty.”
Here’s a great explanation of how that
works.

Once you’ve chosen your metrics and
established your baseline, it’s time to get
started on the exciting part: scaling up. The
following “Five Cs” are designed to help guide
this complicated process of scaling culture
successfully, deliberately, and in a way that
celebrates your company’s unique identity.

We find these to be useful measures, but
we encourage you to explore which ones
work best for you. Don’t forget: building
culture requires a great deal of trial and
experimentation, so it’s important to look at
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C h a p t e r t h r e e : T h e Fi v e C s o f Sc a l i n g C u l t u r e

To quote Drake: “[The Five Cs will take

expect anything to happen overnight. In fact,

your company from] zero to a hundred, real

this awesome and also alliterative framework

quick.”

is specifically designed to emphasize the

And then from 100 to 300, and

so on. Whatever stage you’re at, there’s never
a wrong time to think about scaling culture.

ongoing nature of building culture.
This is not a race: it’s a winding, scenic

But let’s not go that quickly, Drake. We all

journey of a thousand miles. And yes, it does

know that building culture is something that

begin with a single step. So here it is.

takes time, dedication, and hard work. Don’t
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1. Co-Creation
Brian Chesky, co-founder and CEO of Airbnb,
says: “Culture is simply a shared way of doing
something with passion.” The operative word
here? Shared. It’s not “Brian’s way of doing
something with passion,” — it’s the collective
approach that the whole company gets
behind.

A culture is only a culture if
the whole team actively and
intentionally contributes to it.
Otherwise, it’s just words on
a wall.

A culture is only a culture if the whole team
actively and intentionally contributes to it.
Otherwise, it’s just words on a wall.

In this great article in the New York Times,

Having a shared, co-created culture can

to him, and why he approaches leadership at

make scaling much, much easier. That’s
because the culture is actually representative
of the team, rather than a superimposed set
of values that no one actually subscribes to.

Hsieh discusses why culture is so important
Zappos in such a unique way.
“After college, a roommate and I started a
company called LinkExchange in 1996, and
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it grew to about 100 or so people, and then we

We were all really excited, working around

ended up selling the company to Microsoft in

the clock, sleeping under our desks, had no

1998. From the outside, it looked like it was

idea what day of the week it was. But we didn’t

a great acquisition, $265 million, but most

know any better and didn’t pay attention to

people don’t know the real reason why we

company culture.

ended up selling the company,” Hsieh said.

By the time we got to 100 people, even though

“It was because the company culture just

we hired people with the right skill sets and

went completely downhill.”

experiences, I just dreaded getting out of bed

“When it was starting out, when it was just 5
or 10 of us, it was like your typical dot-com.

in the morning and was hitting that snooze
button over and over again.”
Here’s the thing: where Hsieh’s company
went wrong was not in the quality of or
demand for its products, nor in the skills of
its team. No, it was that they did not know
how to scale their culture successfully.
So when he joined Zappos a year later, he
knew he wanted to do things differently.

Tony Hsieh, Chief Executive of Zappos.com

He wanted to focus on the culture of the
company. He wanted to grow with intention,
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not just for growth’s sake, and create an
environment that didn’t make him want to
hit the snooze button.
Now, Zappos has faced its fair share of
controversy, mostly because it implemented
Holacracy as its prevailing organizational
structure. Still, it seems their employer
brand is as strong as — or stronger than —
their brand as a shoe retailer.
When Hsieh was co-creating Zappos’ official
culture, he spent an entire year going back
and forth with everyone on the team so
that the entire company felt bought into the
values. As a result, Hsieh and the leadership
team truly feel confident hiring and firing

The Zappos Office (Photo by Shashi Bellamkonda)

take a more DIY approach based on books
and articles they’ve read. If you want to take
this exercise in-house, we recommend first

based on culture.

starting with the your values and your why,

Some companies bring in a culture consultant

perks, and office design. Colourful sticky

to help them define their culture, while others

then working outward to things like policy,
notes are highly encouraged!
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There are two main steps to co-creation. The

●● Notetaker

first is a session with the leadership to talk

●● Question Master

about your culture, and the second is to take
these learnings to the team for feedback,
ideas, and buy-in.

●● Devil’s Advocate
These roles help ensure discussion keeps
moving and that different people are

Step One: Meeting with Leadership

contributing. Part way through the meeting,
try switching roles to keep things interesting.

Order lunch, pick up some bubbly, book your

Most importantly, make sure you give

favorite meeting room, and get comfortable.

yourselves enough time to truly dive deep.

This could take a while. To co-create your

This is a process that cannot be rushed. Ask

culture, you’re going to sit down with your

yourselves things like:

founders, senior leadership, and/or people
operations team, and have a frank discussion
about your company and your culture.
It can be helpful to assign fluid roles to the
attendees, like:

●● What problems are we looking to solve?
How will growth help us to solve them?
●● In two/five/ten years, what will our team
look like?
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●● If we were to describe the growth of our
company as a story, what would be the
plot? What is the setting? Who are the
heroes? What is the conflict? How is it
resolved?
●● In 100 years, what will our company be
remembered for most?
●● What gets us out of bed in the morning
and excited to come to work? Has this
changed over time?
●● If our company dissolved tomorrow, what
elements would we miss the most?
●● If our company was a person, what would
our personality be like?
●● If our company was a city, what city would
we be? Why?
●● What traits do we want all new hires to

●● When a new hire starts, how do we
describe our culture to them?
●● What do we want our employees to be
saying about us?
●● How would we handle a crisis? How much
would we share with the team?
Your notetaker should be writing down this
session in detail. You could even keep an
audio recording. And remember, this is just
step one. There are no wrong answers, and
all the work you do as a team here will help
guide the next steps.
If you don’t already have core values, this
is the time to set those. If you do have core
values, it’s time to revisit them and ensure
they’re the right values to take you through
the next few years of growth and change.

embody?
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Step Two: Taking It To The Team

“It’s really different when HR,

Now that your leadership team has had the

higher up role, says, ‘Here are our

chance to think deeply about your culture,
it’s time to take these learnings to the rest
of the company. To do this, you can share
one large culture document with everyone,
you can create a survey, you can hold an
company-wide meeting, or you can do some
combination of these.
If you’re at a small company, you could send
the same questions your leadership team
answered to the rest of the team and see
how well the answers align. Regardless, what
you want to get from your employees is an
understanding of:
●● How they feel about your culture today
●● Their expectations for your culture as you
grow

or the CEO, or someone in a
values’, without input from the
employee population. What we
came up with felt like something
we collectively built rather than,

Christa Foley, “Lead Link”
at Zappos.com

oh, this is just a new HR thing,”
said Christa Foley, “Lead Link” at Zappos
Insight, in our interview with her.
When it comes to co-creating culture, one
of the hardest parts is getting everyone to
buy in with earnesty. Some members of your
team may be resistant to spending so much
time on such a nebulous concept as “culture.”
Because let’s face it: when it comes to scaling,
we have this illusion that the more people we
hire and add to the team, the easier things
will get. In Scaling Up, Verne Harnish
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describes this as, “The growth paradox:

This is why it’s important to invest this time

the belief that as you scale the company —

and energy up front. So get started! And once

and increase your dream team, prospects,

you have your established culture and values,

and resources — things should get easier, but

it’s time for the next C.

they don’t. Things actually get harder and
more complicated.”
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2. Communication
Whether you have an established culture and

values physically and digitally. Companies

set of core values or not, scaling culture is all

like Hubspot, Netflix, Buffer, and MOZ are

about communication.

creating public culture guides or handbooks

The vision and values you’ve co-created are
susceptible to getting diluted as you grow
rapidly, and often things get lost behind your
attempts to get funding, drive shareholder
value, or source new customers for the
pipeline, or just do a really good job building
your product.
Your foundation — the thing you’ve cocreated — is your “Why,” and if you subscribe
to the ideas of Simon Sinek, as we do, then
you know that it’s important to always start
with that, not just “what” or “how.”

that state their values, vision, mission, and
philosophies.

Other

companies

publish

their values on the walls of their office, on
notebooks, mugs, or other places that remain
front and centre. This not only helps aid as
a reminder, but creates a sense of companywide — and public — accountability.
When you have three employees, each new
addition can radically change the culture of
your company. Increasing from a team of
10 to a team of 30 people makes a massive
difference. And from 30 to 60, from 60 to
100, and so on. Like the city of Barcelona,

To ensure your “why” experiences life after

each checkpoint of cultural growth offers a

the brainstorm, consider publishing your

unique crossroads: you can tear down the
27

walls and keep growing with intention, or let

with their teams, which are probably sprawled

the vestigial infrastructure hold you back.

across an office, perhaps on multiple floors or

Just look at Quartz, for example.

in several locations,” writes Kevin J. Delaney,
Quartz’s Editor in Chief, in this article.
“This is familiar to us here at Quartz, the
four-year-old media startup that I cofounded.
Within the past 12 months, our employee
count rose above 150. With that growth, the
organization has changed in ways that we
didn’t anticipate.”
Quartz sites “Dunbar’s Number” (the theory

The Quartz Team (Photo by Quartz/Mia Mabanta)

that humans can only really maintain
personalized relationships with 150 people)

“At a startup, once the staff exceeds 150
people, employees are no longer the single,

as one of the potential reasons why 150 was
such a pivotal number for them.

cohesive, culture-reinforcing unit they were

How did Quartz handle it?

during the company’s earliest days. Staffers

“At Quartz, we streamlined our leadership

become more specialized and entrenched

structure earlier this year so a smaller
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information about the health of the company

We spent time talking
about our values and
goals with staff, wrote
down a company
history to share with
all new employees,
and started scheduling
more regular all-hands
staff meetings to
discuss the business.

and decide matters affecting multiple parts
of the organization. We spent time talking
about our values and goals with staff, wrote
down a company history to share with all
new employees, and started scheduling more
regular all-hands staff meetings to discuss
the business. Our mission—to ‘be a guide
to the new global economy’—helps define
Quartz in terms of how we serve readers.
Ultimately, this should be a bigger, more
powerful influence on our culture than the
sense of tribe we cultivated early on as a
staff.”
In other words, they established their culture,

number of people had clearer responsibility
for different parts of the business. We
created a 10-person operating committee

and then they set up scalable processes for
communicating that culture with their team,
no matter how many employees they hired.

of top managers to meet weekly to share
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3. Celebration
Once you’ve formally established your

You could establish “culture awards” — an

culture, made sure everyone at your company

annual or semi-annual ceremony where you

is aware of what you stand for (and are

celebrate those individuals you feel truly

willing to hire/fire on), and published your

embody the culture of the company. Or you

documents, it’s worth thinking about how

could work with managers and team leaders

you can use a little positive reinforcement.

to ensure that, when they’re giving feedback

Establishing how exactly you’ll do that is a

to employees, they use terminology that

great team exercise, and will be personal to

reflects your core values.

your company.

For example, if “craftsmanship” is one of

Unfortunately, more than half of employees

your values, reframe your feedback from

today feel underappreciated at work. Creating

“Great work on Project X” to, “Great show of

a culture of celebration and appreciation

craftsmanship on project X.” This can help

works wonders for productivity, engagement,

solidify core values in the minds of employees,

and satisfaction at work. So, while you’re

and keep your culture top-of-mind.

appreciating employees for their hard work,
why not also appreciate their contribution to
culture?
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At Unbounce, one creative way they celebrate

slack emojis for each of their values, and

core values is through these beautifully-

artfully posted them on their walls as a lovely

designed cards:

reminder to all:

Unbounce Core Value Cards (Photo from dribbble.com/unbounce)

Unbounce Core Values wall (Photo from dribbble.com/unbounce)

They use them as part of their recognition

Caribou Coffee celebrates its culture by

program, which rewards those who live the

awarding what it calls “Melon Heads” to

values of the company. They also created

31

employees who live the value of “innovation”

largest company-owned coffee house in the

by giving the winner an actual watermelon.

United States, and Tattersfield maintains

“You get it for using your melon, be it for hitting
a personal goal or one for the company,” Mike

that their success is, in part, due to infusing
their philosophies at the ground level.

Tattersfield, CEO, told Fast Company. It is

Think intentionally about what you want

this culture of appreciation that has helped

to celebrate as a team, and that culture of

them scale their culture alongside their

appreciation will help you flourish, grow, and

remarkable growth. They are now the second

scale in remarkable ways.
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The Trouble With Sale s G ongs

GOOONNGGG!
You know that sound — the deafening

reverberation that rings through the office

Chances are, probably not. And this kind of
lopsided celebration can lead some teams
to feel underappreciated.

when the sales team signs a new customer.

Now, we’re certainly not advocating for

Maybe they blow a whistle or ring a bell, but

the kind of everyone-is-special-so-no-one-

the sentiment is the same: to celebrate. It’s

is culture, where you celebrate so many

exciting, it’s validating, and it’s important.

things that nothing feels truly remarkable

Signing new customers is a vital part of

anymore. Part of why companies celebrate a

growing your business.

sale is because it’s a really hard thing to do,

But ask yourself: how many other wins do
you celebrate company-wide? Does your

and therefore a really big and worthwhile
accomplishment.

marketing team pop champagne every time

Simply remember that it takes the whole

they publish an ebook? Does your people

company to get there. Without an entire

team blow the company horn when they

team of people working to build the

successfully complete a new onboarding

product, support it, market it, and more,

plan?

that sale would not have been possible.
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4. Check-ins
Culture requires a sort of corporate self-

Many companies use weekly tools like 15Five,

awareness. If you have a value, you should be

CultureAmp, or Hazel.

able to directly track it to how resources are
spent, and why you said yes. The hardest part
about culture is not just paying it lip service.
Regular

check-ins

will

keep

people

accountable, and make sure you stay on
track. Remember when we took the baseline?
Each check-in provides a new opportunity to
see how far you’ve come (and perhaps this is
a good time to celebrate!).
Check-ins can happen in a variety of ways,
from booking one-on-one’s with team
members to gauge how they’re feeling about
the culture, to holding company-wide surveys

What’s important is less about how you you
do it, and more that you do.
Check-ins can also serve multiple purposes.
They not only help you ensure that your
culture is scaling effectively, they also help
you communicate your values, and provide
an additional touch-point with employees to
make sure they’re feeling engaged.
With that in mind, here are a few key
questions you can ask:
●● Which of our core values do you identify
with most? The least?

to ensure the culture is well understood.
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●● Does our company culture contribute to
how you work? If so, how?
●● Can you give an example of how you or
a colleague embodied our culture in the
last [week/month/etc]?
●● When describing our culture to friends or
family, what words do you usually use?
●● What do you most look forward to when
coming to work?
●● Do you feel like our culture and/or core
values are well communicated?
●● Do you feel like you are appreciated and
recognized when you contribute to the
culture of the company?

●● Do you feel like our culture has changed
(for better or worse) in the last six months?
Year? If so, how?
●● How well do you feel like you know your
colleagues in other departments?
●● Do

you

feel

comfortable

going

to

leadership when you have a problem or
are facing a challenge?
●● How would you describe your perfect day
at work?
●● Do you feel engaged in the mission of the
company?
Making the surveys anonymous can help
ensure that answers are honest. However, if

●● How could our culture be improved?

you work in a small company, it may be best

●● Would you recommend our company to a

to talk to people one-one-one, or even in a

friend who was looking to work here?

group.
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The most important part of
check-ins, however, is not
even that you’ve checked in.
Rather, it’s what you do with
the information you receive.

partake. Not to mention, for areas where you
clearly need to improve, start taking steps to
make change.
If you regularly ask employees for feedback
but nothing ever comes of their input, they’ll
become disenfranchised and eventually feel
like it doesn’t really matter whether they

Not only should you ensure that you document
the answers to refer to later, you should also
recognize and appreciate the employees who

respond or not. Turn words into actions.
Take the opinions of your team seriously, and
be consistent. Which brings us to our next
point...
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5. Consistency
At the end of the year, make it a practice to

Culture — like anything — is the result of

revisit your culture. Do all your values still

hard work over a long period of time. It’s

fit? Did you learn anything new that should

not a do-once activity, it’s something you do

be integrated? This is a great (and fun!) all-

again and again. If you want culture to be a

hands exercise, and an easy way to get people

priority, you have to work hard to make it so.

re-invested, remind everyone of what truly

But trust us: it will pay off in spades.

matters at the company, and it gives you the
opportunity to update your culture.
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C h a p t e r f o u r : Hi r i n g f o r c u l t u r e f it

Which city should I live in: New
York, or San Francisco?
If I asked you that question, you may ask me

has it’s own, unique vibe. Both are highly

a series of qualifying questions:

diverse in their own ways, both bustling

●● What kind of climate do you want?
●● What do you do for fun?
●● What do you do for a living?

metropolitan areas with vibrant cultures,
world-renowned restaurants, and thriving
industries.
Still, they are very different.

Based on my lifestyle, you may suggest one
city over the other. That’s because each city
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It’s no different when looking for companies
we want to work for. Remember back in 2015
when Amazon was called to task for its gruelling
corporate culture? In an article in the New York
Times:
“At Amazon, workers are encouraged to tear
apart one another’s ideas in meetings, toil long
and late (emails arrive past midnight, followed
by text messages asking why they were not
answered), and held to standards that the
company boasts are ‘unreasonably high.’”
For many, the culture at Amazon is too much. It
is demanding, bruising, and unrelentingly highstress. But for some people, it works.
“This is a company that strives to do really big,
innovative, groundbreaking things, and those
things aren’t easy,” Susan Harker, Amazon’s top
recruiter, told the New York Times “When you’re
shooting for the moon, the nature of the work
is really challenging. For some people it doesn’t
work.”
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They

acknowledge

that

this

work

environment is not for everyone. One of their
Leadership Principles is: “Leaders are right a
lot.” Another is to, “Have backbone; disagree
and commit.”
Contrast Amazon’s gruelling culture with
Zappos, another online retailer. Their culture
is about happiness, first and foremost, and
they do their utmost to ensure employees feel

Amazon Warehouse (Photo from Yahoo)

safe and engaged.
“It’s about giving employees permission and
encouraging them to just be themselves,”
says CEO Tony Hsieh in his book, Delivering
Happiness.

not changing it as part of the acquisition).
Both Hsieh and Bezos have made lasting
impacts on leadership and management
methodologies. But which company would

Both Zappos and Amazon are wildly

you prefer to work for?

successful companies (and it is worth noting

One that leads through pressure, intensity,

that, when Amazon acquired Zappos, it was
in part because of their appreciation of the
Zappos culture and they made a point of

and competition? Or one that leads through
self-direction, autonomy, and purpose?
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The answer depends on a number of

on a team lead to better collaboration and

qualifying questions:

problem-solving abilities. The last thing

●● What motivates and inspires you?
●● What’s your communication style?
●● How do you want to feel while you’re at
work?
●● What are your core values?
Contrary to many discussions that happen
around “culture fit,” none of these questions
have to do with whether you’d want to hang

you want, especially as you’re scaling your
culture, is a team of sycophants or clones.
“Don’t tailor the company to one specific
group!” says Daniel Weinand, Shopifys Cofounder, Chief Design & Culture Officer.
“You can segment by many different factors
when looking at your employees. You’re not
just looking at age, gender, or where they are
from, but also at other things like whether

out with your colleagues in a social setting,

someone is an introvert or extrovert.”

whether you played lacrosse in college or like

Unlike many tech startups that focus on

the same shows on Netflix. Those are vanity
metrics.
Indeed, organizations need diversity in order
to thrive, not homogeneity. Studies show
again and again that diverse perspectives

hiring

millennials,

Shopify’s

employees

range in age from 18 to 62. They also come
from 20 different countries. That’s because
Shopify aims to hire the best talent in the
world, and that can’t be broken down to one
niche demographic. Not surprisingly, this
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makes it tough to get hired there. Shopify has

“It’s sort of an art. It’s similar to if you were

an intensive hiring process, and according to

to ask someone how to pick friends,” says

OfficeVibe, only about 0.9% of people who

Basecamp CEO Jason Fried. “It’s not like

apply land a job there.

they’d said, ‘Well, I go through these six steps.’
It’s more like you just get a feel for someone.
You meet someone, you talk to them, you get

Culture fit, it seems, is
about the contribution that
a person makes rather than
their ability to be a round
peg in a round hole. It’s
about sharing the purpose
of the organization, having
similar core values, and being
open to growth and change.

a feel for them, and friendship sort of evolves
from that point.
“It’s similar when we hire. When we
interview people, we’re not just looking for
skills. Obviously they have to have skills, but
when you’re talking to them, asking them
about their life, you just start to get a feel for
someone.”
Here’s Quietly co-founder Sean Tyson on
how they scaled their hiring practices as they

And it’s hard to pin down exactly what truly

grew:

makes a successful hire successful.
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“When the company started we were small,

ended up doing a values jam with the whole

and it was easy to allow things to develop

team (cheesy name, I know).”

organically; however, we did go out of our
way to create an environment that was
accessible and would let anyone flourish. In
that sense, we intentionally created a setting
that would encourage people who shared our
values, and then we actively hired people
who shared those same values. That didn’t
mean hiring people who think the same way
as us , but rather, hiring people who had the

It’s clear that hiring the right
people for your culture is an
important element of scaling
up. But how do you attract
the right candidates? Often,
it starts with the job posting.

same inherent value set and spirit. It’s also
worth noting that we were careful to avoid

Traditionally when we write job descriptions,

hiring people who did not share those values.

Simon Sinek, author of Start With Why, says,

In other words, it’s all about reciprocal trust

“We provide a list of qualifications for the job

and loyalty, and it starts with the leadership

and expect that the best candidate will be the

and their values. That said, after a certain

one who meet those requirements.

point in time — probably when we got to 10
people or more — we realized we needed
to articulate our values more clearly, so we

“The issue is how we write those ads. They
are all about WHAT and now about WHY.”
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He then dives into an anecdote about Ernest

“What makes the story of the Endurance so

Shackleton, an English adventurer who

remarkable, however, is not the expedition,

wanted to be the first to cross the

it’s that throughout the whole ordeal no one

Antarctic — 1.700 miles across

died,” Sinek writes. “There were no stories of

the South Pole from the Weddell

people eating others and no mutiny.

Sea to the Ross Sea. It was 1914,
and he was able to recruit 27
men on the highly dangerous
trip. The Antarctic was vicious

“This was not luck. This is because Shackleton
hired good fits. He found the right men for
the job.”

and the men never reached their
Simon Sinek

destination because they got
stuck among packed ice for 10
months until the ship was finally crushed by
ice and sank.
His anecdote is full of colour and vibrance,
and worth a read if you can pick up the book,

He hired people who
vehemently believed in his
why, not just those with the
skill sets and qualifications
he was looking for.

but what is interesting was that the entire
crew survived because he hired for culture.

The ad he posted in the London Times went
something like this:
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“Men wanted for hazardous journey. Small

While this is an extreme example, we can

wages, bitter cold, long months of complete

apply the same sentiment to our own ads.
What sort of people do you really need to
hire? What is the DNA of their persona?
If you’re running a young startup, for
example, why not proclaim that you’re
looking for insanely passionate people with
a penchant for risk, who know the chance at
success is slim, yet with enough gumption,
wild success might just be possible?

darkness, constant danger, safe return
doubtful. Honour and recognition in case of
success.”

We’re willing to bet that the chances of
attracting the right cultural fit for your
company would increase exponentially if you

The only people who applied, then, were true

phrased it that way.

believers. They were immensely courageous

In addition to writing compelling and honest

men who were up for a gamble for the chance
at potential glory and certain adventure.

job descriptions — truly honest, not sugarcoating your culture, but genuinely describing
what it’s like to work at your company — you
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can also ask certain questions that help get

conflict? Where are you in the story now,

to the core of who a person is, and whether

and where do you see it going?

or not they’ll fit with your culture. Here are a
few examples:
Interview

questions

●● What did you like or not like about the
culture at your last company?

to

assess

culture

contribution:
●● Tell us about a time when you received

●● What is your favorite part of working in
a team?
Here are 13 more great questions from Inc.

tough feedback, and how you handled it.
●● Tell us about a mentor in a previous job
who made a big impact on you.
●● Tell us the story of your career. Who
were the main characters? What was the
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In conclusion

So there you have it: you’re ready
to scale your culture as you grow
You know your baseline and how choose and

Even if your company is not growing at this

track key metrics. You know how to co-create

precise moment, you can always approach

and communicate your culture so that the

culture-building practices from a scalable

whole team is bought-in and enthusiastic, and

perspective. Imagine that your company is

then celebrate the wins as a team. You also

about to hire 100 new people. What does that

know that the real key to scaling culture is

look like? Where would you start?

that it’s ongoing: you need to regularly checkin, and stay consistent in your practices. You
also know how to hire people who contribute
to your culture in deeply meaningful ways.

And scaling culture — or any business
process — is not about becoming a robotic,
cookie-cutter workplace where processes
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are so deeply ingrained and adhered to that

many of the hard decisions up-front as you

there is little room for customization.

can so that you have to make fewer decisions

Rather, ensuring that you scale your culture
practices means reducing bottlenecks so
that you can free up time to do the personal,
creative, and unique things that really set

down the road, reducing your cognitive load
so that you have the space and time to do all
the amazing things you do.
And we know you’re going to do great things.

your company apart. It’s about making as
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Thanks for reading!

An important way to ensure your culture is

Hazel helps People Operations teams foster,

scalable is to use the right tools. Working with

scale, and maintain their uniquely amazing

companies who help further your culture

company cultures. Our Time Off app, modern

and enhance the employee experience will go

HRIS,

a long way towards enabling your culture to

tools make it easy to see what every single

thrive long-term.

employee needs to succeed.

and

engagement

measurement

Learn more about Hazel

B ook a De mo
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