
Building Human Businesses
Truly harnessing the power of people and culture

Benjamin Drury. The Culture Guy.

How many of you got up on Monday morning this week said, 'Hell, yeah! I'm going to work today. 
I'm so excited.'
  
How many get that excited feeling when you get up on the day you're off on holiday somewhere?
 
We seem to have a lot of ways to describe the drudgery and mundanity of work 

 Thank God It's Friday 
 Sunday Night Blues 
 9-5 
 Daily Grind 
 Rat race 
 Treadmill 
 Grindstone 

 
But how many do we have describing the excitement and joy of work?  Not many.  Historically in 
our society work has often seen as a necessary evil; a means to and end; a way to kill time and 
pay bills. But I think we can all feel that change is afoot. We are going through a social revolution 
where we as a society are redefining how we relate to one another and how we create 
communities and in particular our relationship to work. 
 
The phrase The Great Resignation has been coined to describe what's going on. Over the last two 
years people have had a lot of time to think and reassess their life and decide what they want to 
spend their time doing and that coupled with the job market as it is mean people are able to 
choose what they put their energy into. 
 
And the generations coming into the work force have a very different views to those of us who 
grew up in the 80s/90s.  For me when I started work, it was very much a means to end, but today 
people entering the job market want to put their shoulder to something worthwhile.  They want to 
do meaningful work that truly adds value to customers and communities. Work that has purpose.  
Work that is more than just money.   Work that has a positive impact.   
 
And they want more freedom, they want to be able to live a multifaceted fluid life of work and other 
things.  While they want work to be meaningful, but they do not want it to be everything. They want 
it to be part of and the means to living a meaningful life. They want it on their terms. 
 
 ** SLIDE - 9/10 Millenials ** 
 
But this event is about changing this.  What if we did have an organisation that made people get up
on Monday morning saying, "Hell Yeah, I'm going to work today.  Can't wait."  What if everyone in 
your organisation came to work energised and excited, full of life, bringing their A-game, solving 
problems, going the extra mile, innovating, hitting deadlines - engaged fulfilled and loving their 
work. 
 
What if instead of competing for workers in the current tough job market, we could get people 
competing to work for you?  And clients or customers talking about you often and recommending 
you.  Would that have an impact on your organisation and it's success?
 



Well it's not only possible to build organisations like this.  It's also quite a simple concept, 
admittedly it's not easy to implement and takes perseverance and commitment because you will 
face opposition, which is why few organisation manage to do it well. 
 
 ** SLIDE - BUSINESS = RELATIONSHIPS ** 
 
But it is quite simple if we remember the basic truth that organisations are just a group of people 
coming together to get something done.  Just relationships with purpose. 
 
I want to spend the next 20 minutes giving you a framework that enables you to do just that.   A 
framework to build a culture where people thrive, are fulfilled, have freedom and autonomy and do 
their best work.  And when we get it right it allows us to attract, engage and retain the best staff.
 
That framework can be simply summarised as "Find passionate people to journey with and give 
them something to be excited about."
 
 ** SLIDE - BUSINESS = FIND PASSIONATE PEOPLE ** 
 
Now I realise that  there's a lot more to organising and running an SME - financial controls and 
systems, and legal protections and processes, and technology controls etc, but most organisations
have those sorted, there are thousands of books and courses about those. Not many organisations
have an issue being a smart organisation, but we they do have an issue being a healthy 
organisation - with high morale, xero politics, high productivity, low staff turnover, but future fit 
business will be healthy, but so many businesses today have lost this heart
 
As an example, let me tell you about Paddi Lund, the crazy Australian dentist. A while back he was
running a dental practice in Australia.  As far as dentists go, he was pretty successful and had a 
thriving practice, but he was hugely unhappy and was working long hours 80 - 100 hours per week.
He hated the hassle of rubbish clients who needed chasing to pay and he realised the culture of 
his organisation was actually slowly killing him.  
 
Eventually he got the point where he said enough is enough and he took some dramatic steps to 
change the culture of his business.  
 
He pulled down all his signs and locked his front door and took his name out of the phone book,
He "Fired" more than half his customers the one's who caused him hassle.
He sawed up his reception desk and installed a Cappuccino Machine instead!
He introduced a courtesy system into his business, defining what's important and how people 
should behave, radically changing his culture.
 
Now bakes fresh dental buns for clients, and serves 30+ varieties of tea and coffee in fine bone 
china.
Only accepts new clients by referral from a current client
He works 23hrs/wk & earns 2.5 times the income,
Loves going work & is really happy!
 
He did it by redefining his culture and creating a place where his team wants to work and his 
customers love.
 
So I'm going to expand on this and explain the framework in more detail to give you a high level 
holistic tool to start putting the heart back into business.
 
But why should you care. Business is just about money right?  Well I would disagree.  
 
For too long now businesses have been this unemotional, functional entity where humans are 
resources to be managed and made efficient. But we can't be made "efficient". We're emotional. 



We come to work, grumpy or sad or happy or frustrated or distracted or focussed and energised or 
all these things in one day.  And if you want to build a future fit business that attracts and retains 
the top talent, you're going need to think emotionally and learn to harness all these emotions to 
create a place for people to be people and be the best people they can be.  
 
It's not that money is not important.  
 
But money is like oxygen.  We breath to live, we don't live to breath and money is required to do 
business, but it  shouldn't be the reason we are in business.  
 
In my opinion business should solve a real problem in a sustainable way for the benefit of 
customers and the community in which is operates.  Business should be emotional.  Frankly 
everything in this world is emotional, because it's really all about people and make decisions 
emotionally. 
 
And the irony is that all the research shows that when you build a strong, authentic culture, 
honestly expressed in the way you do business, you make more money too, so even if you're a die
hard, Milton Freidman, 1980s capitalist, you should do it this way anyway. 
 
 ** SLIDE - BUSINESS = STEVE JOBS ** 
 
(Not only that, it's the right thing to do. If the world is going to get out of some of the situations we 
find ourselves in terms of poverty gap, social issues, climate change, we're going to need good 
businesses to step up.)
 
(The future of tax?  Social, Financial, Environmental).
 
Why it works

 Every organisation has a culture - E.G. My rude guest 
 Definition of culture 
 ( Peter Skillman ) 

 
The answer to lies in the work of a computer science professor called Alex Pentland.  Pentland 
runs the Human Dynamics Lab at Massachusetts Institute of Technology in the US.  He has been 
studying human interaction in successful groups for several decades.
 
Pentland's research discovered a very interesting concept in group performance.   In order for 
groups to perform at their highest level people need to belong.  They have to feel like they are a 
valuable part of something.  
 
 ** SLIDE - BELONGING ** 
 
How many of you have a nagging little voice in your head sometimes, that questions what you're 
going? Is this the best way to do that?  What will everyone else think if I do it this way?  "How do I 
behave here? What's the norm?  What will people think if I say this or do that? What if I fail?  How 
will people treat me if I get it wrong?  How will people treat me If I just don't do it?  What's the 
pecking order in this group? 
 
Imagine you could stop listening to that primitive insecure voice in your head.  We all have one that
pops up when we least want it to.  If you could get rid of all that noise ringing round your brain, how
much better would your work be?  Would your life be?  How much less time would you waste on 
worrying?
 
We all have that voice the lizard brain asking us all those belonging questions, coming from the 
primitive almost subconscious amygdala at the base of the brain, designed to do one thing only.  



Answer the question, "Is it safe here?  Am I safe? Is there danger here that I need to deal with?"  
That voice is designed to keep us alive.
 
That was all well and good when we lived in tents and hunted and had to worry about lions and 
bears attacking us, or other tribes killing us.  But today most of safety issues are taken care of.  We
have police and military to protect us from the rampaging hordes and dangerous animals.  We 
have a mature economy that allows to work and earn money to buy food and acquire a place to 
live. So now your lizard brain is like, "Ok all that's taken care of.  What else can I worry about?  
What else is dangerous?  What else is a threat?  Oh, those co-workers over there they look like a 
threat.  That boss, she could be a threat watch out for her.  This work you're doing, wow that's 
tough work.  What if you fail?  What if you can't do it?  What if you're so terrible you get fired and 
then you can't get another job.  You'll run out of money and you wont be able to food or pay your 
rent and then you'll become homeless and then we'll have to worry about the lions and bears 
again.
 
This little voice in our head can be relentless sometime. Constantly looking to protect us from 
possible danger.  It manifests itself in modern society as stress.  The constant concern that you 
won't be able to live up to expectations of others and therefore no longer belong.
 
What if we could take all that away and let you play and live without worrying about all that stuff. 
That is exactly what defining and implementing a clear culture helps to do. When an organisation 
has a clear purpose and culture.  Really clear rules of the game that they consistently and fairly 
execute, everyone knows where they stand and can focus on their role in the group. Pentland's 
research showed that creating a place of belonging a place of safety where we silence that lizard 
brain creates the environment, the culture for teams to do their best work.  To perform above 
themselves.
 
A couple of years ago I worked for a growing recruitment company in London….. (PCR) 

 A place where people belonged and treated them like adults. 
 
So how do we it.  How do we go about creating that place of belonging where people are begging 
to work. 
 
We need to think about four things to build the right culture and I've put them into an simple 
diagram called The Culture Canvas.
 
 ** SLIDE - THE CULTURE CANVAS ** 
 
When I say right culture, I mean right culture for the context of your organisation.  There is not one 
single right culture.  One person's trash is another person's gold.  You have to define the right 
culture for your organisation.  There is no one size fits all culture, but there are four key elements 
that everyone needs to consider and get right to build an authentic, consistent, coherent culture.
 
Find passionate people to journey with and give them something to get excited about.
 

1. Be explicit about your The Cause - Define what you do and why. 
2. Gather the players  - Get the right people on board that want to do what you do and why. 
3. Speak the right words  - Make sure you talk consistently about and inline with what you do 

and why. 
4. Define the right ways  - Make sure all your behaviours, policies, processes etc are inline 

and consistent with what you do and why. 
 
All four elements need to be covered in a consistent way, otherwise we end up with an inauthentic 
culture.  An organisation that talks a good game but fails to deliver. An organisation that we don't 
trust, because even though we may not be able to articulate what it is about the organisation that 
makes us feel uncomfortable, there is some incongruence, something not quite right.



 
I think it's safe to say we will have all experienced this at some point when we've called a mobile 
phone company, or a utility company or the local council or Ryan Air. Their advertising says one 
thing - how much they love their customers and serve their customers - but the reality is very 
different when you actually try to get them to help.  The have the voice externally. They've probably
defined their purpose. But they probably don't have a consistent voice inside the company, they 
don't have the team to deliver and they have policies and procedures that cut right across their 
defined purpose.
 
So we need to consider and implement all four elements to build a consistent, authentic culture 
that works to create safe, belonging space where people can perform their best work and the 
organisation. 
 
Let's start with the cause.
 
 ** SLIDE - THE CAUSE ** 

 
I said before find passionate people and give them something to be excited about. The part is 
where we get people excited. 
 
The vast amount of the work I do is in employee engagement and commitment.  How do I attract, 
recruit and retain the right staff, the most talented staff, the most engaged and up for it staff.  
Employees are choosing to leave organisation that lack life and passion and emotion and go to 
places that stand for something.  Give them something to stand for. 
 
If I run a restaurant do I want people to come and wait tables, or do I want people who can help 
families make memories that they talk about for the next 20 years?  Which one of those jobs would
you rather do?
 
Or how about the logistics industry.  In recent months, there has been a huge shortage of drivers to
get goods around the country.  There are adverts everywhere - Driver's wanted. But what if they 
reframed it.  We are the backbone of Britain.  Without us Britain cannot function.  Come and help 
me keep the country running, lets help Britain's five million small business serve the people of this 
great nation. 
 
Give people something to be excited about and get people that want to do the job and you don't 
need control.   Define your purpose and the impact you can have in the world and people will 
willing give their time and energy. 
 
It really can't just be about salary.  Money is transactional. If you have money, you can buy 
people's time, but you can't buy their loyalty, or their heart and passion.  You give money you'll just
get time, until someone else can pay more.
 
If you want their loyalty and their focus and their energy, then you have to move beyond 
transactions and build relationships. You have to care what they care about and you have to give 
people an emotional reason to come to work and engage.
 
In today's world, people are looking for purpose and connection. They want more than money. 
They want to know they are making a difference. They want to belong. They want to be part of 
something bigger than themselves.
 
The fastest-growing organisations are those where people feel like they are part of something. 
They are relational businesses, based on people who care about something and each other, 
coming together to achieve something important. 
 



And we're also seeing businesses that are transactional, that are based on paying people money 
for time without concern for the individual - they're really struggling to find people to work for them. 
People want more. People are relational.
 
Care and interest and purpose are relational. Care about your people and you'll create loyalty and 
you'll get passion and engagement.
 
You can define something exciting by being explicit about your mission: what you actually do and 
why (mission); vision: what they end result looks like - where you're going, rules of the game - the 
expected behaviours, the lines you won't cross - this defines the cause, you're purpose.
 
When we get this right is allows us to free out people to make their own decisions and decide how 
best to the do the what you’re asking them to do and you'd be surprise the impact that has on how 
well people can do their job.   
 
My rugby team - brilliant rugby.
 
Ritz Carlton - "Ladies and Gentleman serving Ladies and Gentleman". Ritz-Carlton is a great 
company that not only gives its employees responsibility but gives them the authority to do their job
and properly empowers and equips them, allowing them to be brilliant. It is the only service 
company in America that has won the Malcolm Baldridge National Quality Award twice (a 
prestigious honour, awarded by the US Congress). One of the amazing ways this is implemented 
is by permitting every single Ritz-Carlton staff member, without approval from their general 
manager, to spend up to $2,000 on satisfying a guest. And that’s not per year. It’s per stay. It's a 
meaningful amount that displays a deep trust in the staff’s judgment.
 
Southwest airlines in the states 
 
Kennedy at Rice university 
 
 ** SLIDE - THE PLAYERS ** 

Make sure you have people that want to do the job.  The best you will get out of people that aren't 
really interested in the job is mediocrity. They will do the bare minimum to not get fired and that is a
problem when working remotely, because it destroys trust and leaders feel like they have to install 
more controls.  It's a slippery slope.  And this is why some organisations are having issues with 
remote working.  As Jim Collins puts it you have the right people on the bus.  
 
You need to find people who not only fit your culture, people who are happy to put up with the 
culture, but people that are excited by it and bring if to life.  People that want to actively contribute 
to the culture.  People that bring colour to. People from different walks of life that can contextualise 
your culture and make sense of it in new and exciting ways 
 
I once worked for an organisation that was growing rapidly and adding a number of people to their 
head office team. I was hired to improve their online presence and increase the usability of their e-
commerce site. It was a great organisation with a friendly, encouraging and supportive culture. The
management team seemed to hire people they trusted and allow them the freedom to do their jobs 
well. A lot of the people on the management team had come up through the organisation and 
learnt on the job. They were a brilliant bunch of people who loved what they do. (And still do – 
most of them are still there!) They worked hard and played hard, enjoying regular social events 
together.
 
Shortly after I arrived, a new senior manager was hired, who became my line manager. He was a 
great guy socially, and very skilled at the role he'd been hired into. I learnt a lot from him and still 
keep in touch via social media. However, he also struggled with insecurities as to whether he was 
good enough, and under pressure he got stressed, depressed and angry. At times this would 



manifest it's self in belittling others, getting defensive and argumentative and putting unnecessary 
pressure on his direct reports (of which I was one!).
 
As you can imagine, the culture changed somewhat, certainly from my vantage point. I struggled to
do my best work, always concerned about whether what I was doing was right or would be good 
enough. It was a tough period for me, for my boss and for the company. Eventually, after about two
years, the management took a really hard decision and he had to be let go for the sake of the 
organisation. No matter how skilled a person may be, if they don't fit the culture it's not worth hiring 
them. It will always cost you in the end.
 
Like vision, you can't teach someone their values or train them to fit the culture you've built, you 
can only assess if they match. You need to make sure that no one gets past the gate who doesn't 
already fit your organisation's culture. It takes a lot of effort and time to build an organisational 
culture. Don't risk disrupting it. No matter how skilled or talented a prospective employee appears, 
if they don't fit the culture, don't hire them.
 
That's why there is a area in The Players part of the canvas that focusses on recruitment and 
onboarding.  
 
Zappos - their final gate. 
 
 ** SLIDE - THE WORDS ** 
 
This is about making sure your communications reinforce your purpose.  What you articulated so 
well when giving your people something to be excited about has to be reflected in your 
communication - your internal comms, your marketing, they way you talk to each, the way you 
write emails, the way you answer the phone. All these things have to line up and say the same 
thing. 
 
If they don't people won't believe you're genuine and they will struggle buy in and then you're back 
to minimum required and mediocrity. 
 
It's the sick of rock principle.  When you buy a sick of seaside rock from a British seaside town.  I 
actually live at the coast and we can buy this where I live.  But seaside rock has the name of the 
town written all the way through it, so that wherever you snap it, you can read the town.  
 
Your culture should be like that.  Where ever people connect with your organisation it should feel 
like your organisation. It should reflect the same atmosphere and culture. 
 
I’ve already talked about engaging with organisations that say one thing and behave a different 
way.  
Have you ever met someone famous? Not just randomly bumped into them and taken a selfie, but 
actually specifically met someone famous to have a decent conversation with them. Someone 
you’d seen many times on the screen and in the press. Someone you'd formed a particular opinion
about in your mind from what you'd seen and read. Someone you perhaps looked up to.   
 
Have you met them in the flesh and had a real conversation with them, only to find out that the 
image you held of them is completely false. Once you finally spent time with them, you realised 
they were nothing like you expected them to be.   
 
Generally, people in the public eye have PR firms and advisors to help them portray a specific 
image. Some of them work very hard on creating a public persona and they do this for many 
reasons, some good and some not so good. However, sometimes, those facades are just that, 
fake! The tabloids are full of stories and incidents that show when the cracks appear and the "real" 
person starts to show.   
 



We tend not to like it when that happens. We tend not to like them when it happens. We tend to 
judge people quite harshly.
 
There are some celebrities, however, who are exactly as you’d expect them to be. Individuals who 
"walk the talk". The ones whose public image matches their private character. The ones who 
practise what they preach. These are the people we long admire. The ones that the tabloid don't 
write about. (Probably because it doesn't sell newspapers.) Those are the ones we look up to. 
They are consistent in what they say and what they do. People with integrity. Authentic people.
 
There is a wonderful story about Keanu Reeves who was attending the wrap-up party for the film 
'Daughter of God' that had just finished filming and in which he'd been the lead actor. The bouncer 
at the club where the party was held didn't recognise him and kept him waiting outside for 20 
minutes until his friends arrived. He didn't complain and was so relaxed about the incident that he 
didn't even mention it to the organiser of the party. He just patiently waited until he was allowed in 
and let the bouncer do the job he was there to do.
 
It's not just celebrities. We've all met people, spoken to people and spent time with people who talk
a good story but don't behave consistently with what they say. People who don't "walk the talk". 
We find them untrustworthy. We don't give them respect. We're sceptical of what they say and we 
don't trust what they do. They are inauthentic and we are unlikely to follow with any enthusiasm, 
even if they are our boss, our designated leader or pay our wages.
Unfortunately, it's exactly the same with organisations. 
 
We love customers!   "Press 1 for billing; Press 2 for Support; Press 3 for......."
 
It's not long before we have to find an outlet for our frustrations and that usually involves 
complaining to those around us about how poor the organisation is.
 
When your voice and your actions do match up, when what you say throughout your organisation 
over time shows consistency, it all adds weight to your trustworthiness and authenticity and creates
a legion of loyal customers and employees.   
 
It truly builds a brilliant, effective and authentic culture, where people love to work and what 
customers choose to talk about.
 
 
 ** SLIDE - THE WAYS ** 
 
And the last one is about your ways of working.  The world of work has changed dramatically over 
the last two years and continues to change at quite a pace and we need new ways of working.  
Now process, systems, procedures for a new paradigm of work. Like your voice, your 
communications, these have to line up and reinforce what you said you were about - your cause. If 
not you're going to be working against yourself. Like trying to white water raft upstream. 
 
Metrics & Rewards; Policies and procedures; Environment etc, to ensure they all reinforce your 
mission, values and vision.   Every activity, every policy, every programme, every space should be 
designed to remind people what's important.  How will your metrics and rewards reinforce the 
values?  How will your hiring process reinforce your mission?  How will your meetings reinforce the
rules of the game?  How will your office space express the vision?
 
Facebook office have unpainted, breeze block walls, so there is a constant reminder that the 
application is always a work in progress. 
 
This can be the longest part of the framework depending on the size of the organisation or team 
that you’re working with.  I have just finished working through a staff handbook that is 80 A4 pages 
of 12 point text terms and conditions. And that is just for a company that has 12 people.



 
But you have to get it right to build an authentic culture. 
 
A successful management consultant who was invited into a large organisation to work with their 
sales team. The new sales director had been in post for 4 months and needed some help to solve 
a very specific issues with his team.   
The sales team at the organisation were performing reasonably well. Since the new Sales Director 
started all the numbers had gone in the right direction, but the new guy had high standards and big
growth targets that he expected to hit. He felt there was more that could be done.  If the sales team
would collaborate and work together more, supporting one and other then the results would not just
be good, they'd be spectacular. He'd break all targets. 
 
His main focus over the last 3 months had been to increase cooperation and team work within the 
sales team and he had tried just about everything to motivate his team to come together, none of 
which seemed to have much impact on the level of co-operation.
 
He'd given speeches about teamwork.  He'd got rid of offices and moved everyone in to an open 
plan space.  He had publicly recognised and praised the few that had occasionally (and reluctantly)
worked together. He'd organised regular after work socialising. Up to this point not a single thing 
had had the desired impact on getting his team to collaborate. Nothing seemed to be very effective
at all. 
 
“I don't know what I'm missing," he told the consultant, "but I don't seem to be able to get them to 
support each other or work together.”
 
The consultant sat quietly in the Sales Director's office and listened carefully to this 'tale of woe', all
the while looking around his well-appointed office and taking in his surroundings.  
 
When the sales director had finished and sat slumped in his chair, almost resigned to that fact that 
there was nothing that could be done, the consultant looked up and pointed to a huge chart he'd 
noticed on the wall behind the director's desk.  It filled almost the entire wall behind the desk and 
on it were a list of names, with varying scales of numbers next to each one.  To right of the chart 
was beautiful picture of a golden beach in the somewhere in the tropics - the Bahamas perhaps! 
 
“What's that?” the consultant asked.  
 
The sales director, who up until this point remained downcast and seemed lost in his predicament 
suddenly came alive,  smiled proudly and exclaimed with glee "That," he said “is my masterpiece.  
It's the league table of each sales person's performance.  We keep a tally of all of the sales and the
best performing sales person at the end of the quarter wins a trip to Bermuda.  Everyone loves it!” 
 
It seems fairly simple, when hearing a story like that, to figure out that while his team are 
competing against each other for a trip to Bermuda, they're never going to help each other. One 
man's loss is another man's gain.  There is no benefit to helping each other.  In fact it could be self 
sabotaging to help someone else.
 
But this is how most large organisations operate in more subtle and pervasive ways to undermine 
their own purpose.  It happens all the time and we see the symptoms everywhere, usually when 
things are blowing up on twitter, but also high staff turnover, ad campaigns that makes us go 
"really"?
 
 ** SLIDE - THE CANVAS ** 
 
These four areas are The Culture Canvas. 
 
The Cause



The Players
The Words
The Ways. 
 
The eagle eyed amongst you will have noticed an outer ring which says ELEVATE.  Remember 
when I mentioned hiring people that not only could live with the culture, but actively got excited.  
Well this is where the true magic happens and turns an organisation from a great place to work to 
a cult-like business, to a business where people are desperate to work and customers can't help 
but talk about you.
 
This is what happens when you take that purpose and the values and you push them to their limit.  
You really start to create an exciting brand that stands out and becomes a beacon.  You 
differentiate yourself from the competition. 
 
Virgin in 80s.  Apple in the noughties. Everyone excited and bought into the magic and really 
doesn't feel like work at all.  It feels like you're changing the world. 
 
And that's what I want for every business. To find their raison d'etre their driving force and bring 
back the emotion, the connection, the excitement of being you and when we do that people want to
be part of it and we can start to build thriving businesses fit for the 22nd century. 
 
 ** SLIDE - ANY QUESTIONS ** 
 
Before I open up for question, there is a link here on the website where you can download the slide
deck, a copy The Culture Canvas, there are some free tools, a scorecard to help you gauge how 
well your organisation is doing on this journey.  I'll be staying around afterwards, but also on that 
page you can book a call with me. 
 


