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“For the strength of the Pack is the Wolf, and the strength of the Wolf is the Pack.” 
Rudyard Kipling - The Jungle Book 
 
In modern organisations the importance of organisational culture has become at the forefront, this 
is exceedingly true within Rugby Clubs too. Peter Drucker (1994) famously stated that “Culture eats 
strategy for breakfast.” Drunker was not suggesting that strategy held no value, more was 
highlighting how important inhabiting the right environment is to creating success. If the 
environment is established, implementing the right ingredients; performance, recruitment and 
retention of employees of an organisation will be successful. 
 
Edgar Schein (1984) however, identified that theories surrounding organisational culture had been 
hampered by the lack of a commonly accepted definition of what culture is. Measuring culture with a 
numerical value and benchmarking can also be a challenge for organisational culture as it is such a 
subjective concept.  
“Many studies have been conducted to assess some of the components (e.g values) but few valid and 
reliable instruments have been created to measure some of the most characteristic and recognisable 
facets of organisational culture.” Wallach (1983)  
 
The purpose of this is paper is to agree on a definition of winning culture is and propose strategies to 
develop high performing culture in a Rugby club. 
 
Organisational culture is broadly defined as the pattern of shared assumptions, values, and beliefs 
that guide how people behave in organisations. Passed down from the leaders within the organisation 
to all stakeholders is the set of values that make up Organisational Culture. The culture may be derived 
from what a company believes to be important.   
 
Positive and productive performance environments can also help with employee and/or athlete 
recruitment and retention, because individuals will not have as many reasons to leave the organisation 
if they feel satisfied with their current role. In many professional fields it has been shown that 
employees prefer organisations with a strong organisational culture even when there are other factors 
that could be considered more important, such as renumeration. Sporting organisations are 
constantly looking for ways to gain a competitive advantage to their opposition. This could take the 
form of increasing physical capacity through an extensive strength and conditioning program, 
extensive use of technology or the implementation of programs to improve team cohesion, which is 
linked to the term ‘team culture’. 
 
A positive organisational culture can be characterised by a high level of co-operation, trust, and active 
participation. Negative organisational cultures show low levels of co-operation, low levels of trust, and 
low levels of initiative 
 
Reid and Hubell (2005) detail culture as “Culture is the learned assumptions on which people base 
their daily behaviour, “...the way we do things around here.” Culture drives the organisation, its 
actions and results. It guides how employees think, act and feel. It is the “operating system” of the 
company, the organisational DNA.”  
Developing a positive culture is challenging for any organisation giving credence to the notion that 
there is no cookie cutter, one size fits all way to create a positive culture successfully across various 



professional organisations, yet every company is aware of its perceived importance. Some scholars 
also argue that you cannot create positive culture merely nurture the sort of environment you wish 
to create and foster the individual potential of each member of the team and how they contribute to 
the group dynamic.  
 
Organisational culture is noted that it provides a “people centred theoretical perspective on the 
management of change that is seen to offer some insight into the intangible nature of organisations 
and their behaviour.” (Maul, Brown, and Cliffe 2001) This is in contrast to the traditional more rigidly 
structured management approaches of organisations 
 
Noting the importance of culture as identified in every industry the question remains how much time 
each week, month or season is spent on developing team culture. particularly in the sporting context 
where each team is looking for every tiny advantage it can gain on its opposition  
 
Schien (1991) detailed “culture is not just as the way we do things around here” rather that culture 
was too big a phenomenon to be reduced to a simple statement. Culture is more than that, the 
complexity of organisational culture is represented by Schein through his Iceberg model (sometimes 
represented by a pyramid) stressing the importance of organisational culture for management and 
compares it with a "software program" within the organisation. He notes that this software can be 
changed but only if the underlying assumptions are first challenged . 
 

 
 

As depicted in the image, Schein articulates the 3 levels of culture as: 
Artefacts - which are detailed as visible organisational structures, often they can be hard to decipher. 
Using the iceberg analogy it is the visible behaviours.  
Espoused values – is the underlying goals aspirations and strategies of the group. This has links to 
classical management throttles of Fred Taylor 
Tacit underlying assumptions that drive behaviour. This the unconscious beliefs of the individual, the 
habits, thoughts and feelings and ultimately the source of values and actions.  
 
As a result Schein’s extended definition of culture can be stated as: 
“A pattern of shared assumptions Invented, discovered or developed by a certain group As it learns to 
cope with its problems of external adaptions and internal integration That has worked well enough to 



be considered valid Is to be taught to new members as the Correct way to perceive, think and feel in 
relation to those problems.” 
 
Due to the size of the phenomena that is culture Schein recommended working towards a goal rather 
than creating culture. In the sporting context the easiest one is working towards success on the field 
like wining the championship, and then assessing the behaviours that could push towards that desired 
goal.  
Culture serves two functions in the organisation, it integrates members so that they know how to 
relate to one another and helps the organisation adapt to its environment.  
 
Connor O’Shea in a recent interview spoke about developing culture and articulated that the challenge 
as a coach or leader can be putting our own voice to the desired culture however resistance can be 
encountered if we do not respect the cultural idiosyncrasies of an environment too. When taking the 
Head Coach of Italy, he sort out the advice of others like Eddie Jones, and Steve Hanson from their 
experiences in japan,  to see how they had generated success balancing their way of doing things and 
moving to a new country and respecting their cultural norms as a society and incorporating that into 
the culture of the team.  
 
How can we as leaders develop good culture? 
 
There are many books and case studies conducted on successful teams and models that can be 
implemented in developing a high performing culture. Identified are reoccurring and interrelated 
themes: 
 

• Learn from the past 

• Be authentic  

• Create a compelling vision  

• Celebrate what matters  

• Develop connections  

• Model excellence 

• Collaborate and empower  

• Care for the individual  

• Communication is key 

• Change champions 
  
 
Learn from the past  
Success leaves clues! In each success there is small lessons that we can appropriate in our own 
organisations to build a positive culture. For all the Phil Jackson Led Chicago Bulls, New England 
Patriots, Barcelona and All blacks it is important that we acknowledge that we cannot simply replicate 
the steps that were taken as culture will always be slightly unique to the team/ group as leaders we 
are currently working with, However we can take small elements of it. We probably wont have the 
greatest player of all time on our team like Jackson to recreate the Bulls but we can learn from Jacksons 
ability to respect the needs of each individual on the team to help them reach their potential ( see the 
curious case of Dennis Rodman). 
In Rugby so many lean on lessons appropriated from the Legacy book of James Kerr. Given the on 
going and unparalleled success of the All Blacks we can’t simply say you are not going to have no 
Dickheads policy in your team and make sure someone sweeps the sheds will not guarantee success. 
What we as leaders can do is implement the larger themes present into our practice to foster the 
environment we wish to create.  
 



Be authentic  
It’s is important to be yourself, to form genuine connections it is important as a coach to be yourself, 
Connor O’Shea when speaking on what makes top coaches like Joe Schmidt, Eddie jones and Steve 
Hanson so good at their jobs. The immediate response is that they are “true to themselves.” Players 
and those within the organisation will “sniff out” when you’re being an imposter.  
When you’re playing a part it then also becomes increasingly difficult to remain consistent.  
Even guys like Bill Belichek of the New England Patriots and Eddie Jones who have developed a 
reputation for being prickly characters have respect because they’re behaviour is consistent with 
every member of their team. There is a sense of “ he may be a dick but at least he’s a dick with every 
one” and whilst the being considered difficult at times there is still a sense of consistency with which 
players develop a sense of psychological safety. At the subconscious level we are able to develop 
comfort in the certainty that as athletes we don’t have to guess what the reaction to certain 
behaviours will be.  
Further borrowing examples from the NFL, Pete Carrol of the Seattle Seahawks team has a distinct 
style on the sidelines he is “ra-ra” and brings the energy. If others tried to emulate it it would come 
across as disingenuous and the desired effect would not be reached.  
Extending the idea of being yourself, when a leader or coach is not authentic to their vision and values 
that can lead to frustration and is not sustainable long term. 
 
Create a compelling vision  
Stephen R Covey (1989) decades ago wrote the book ‘7 habits of the highly of highly effective people.’ 
Habit 2 is - “start with the end in mind.” When it come to creating a positive team culture, and positive 
team environment it is important to have an idea and goal to unify everyone around. Covey described 
starting with the end in mind as having a road map for reaching your destination, to put in Modern 
terms – putting the desired destination into the google maps (I’ll save my product comparisons 
between apple maps and google maps for another discussion) if you start driving before you have a 
specific destination you can end up driving in circles, with a lack of purpose never really knowing when 
you reach your intended destination.  
In trying to create a great team culture as leaders we must be as equally deliberate. It must be 
established what is the goals of the group. Strategies must also be enlisted to ensure that the group 
also take ownership of the vision that the entire group fare working towards.  
When a vision is established it then stands to reason that all within the group will be working towards 
the same goal in alignment. Barcelona developed the ‘Barcelona Way’ which is an agreed style of play 
and way of doing things that is permeated through out the organisation and continued on since it was 
established by former manager Johan Cruyff. It is this vision development that is then used to align 
the entire organisation to move in the same direction.  
 
By creating an encompassing vision which in turn informs the values, beliefs and behaviours that are 
accepted by the group. When we have established a vision from we can then identify the values that 
make up our communal identity. The characteristics that become our teams trade mark. This is heavily 
connected to what we celebrate. A common activity performed with the teams I have worked with is 
one similar to the one run by Ray Maclean (Leading teams), as articulated in Paul Roos book. By 
discussing the goals and vision of the group we can then identify the core behaviours that will be 
crucial to success. By discussing in detail and participating in activities like this, and throughout the 
season, constantly going back to identified values we are able to enforce the environment that we are 
creating and this in turn dictates the culture.  
In a follow on session the playing group is asked to identify teammates who reflect those agreed upon 
values these players can then make up a team nominated leadership group ( which can also become 
change champions too, helping guide the standards and vision)  
 
 



Develop Connections (to each other and the vision) 
When a group is empowered to help shape the vision moving forward it is our role as leaders to ensure 
that members of the group feel connected to the wider mission and a sense of ownership to it. When 
all are pulling in the same direction higher performance can be achieved with greater efficiency. 
Members of the group when they feel a greater connection to their teammates, try then to avoid 
letting their teammates down, they will also look to go the extra mile for them. Having a group with a 
high level of connection can be sometimes confused as all it takes to achieve good culture. Think how 
often when you talk to older coaches their idea of developing culture is “get the boys in for beers”  
yes, doing this provides opportunity to build rapport and bond, achieving the desired effect of building 
connections; a crucial element of positive  team culture. It is worth noting that given what we know 
about high performance and the negative effects excessive alcohol consumption can have, the 
challenge is still find ways for the group to socialise and create deeper connections with their peers.  
 
Kerr (2013), also spoke about the pressure placed on All Blacks in leaving the jersey in a better place. 
The All blacks have centred some of their high performance culture around connecting to the past and 
up holding the standards of previous all blacks. As club coaches or in other performance settings we 
can build a connection to a higher purpose and connect to previous groups. One strategy utilised in 
recent coaching appointments was finding ways to integrate former players from the club to be 
around the current playing group.  This also has the effect of altering the mind set of players to put 
the groups needs and goals ahead of their own.  
 
Model Excellence 
A successful culture can not be built on; Do as I say not as I do.” If I were showing up late, ill prepared 
and without the right equipment how do we expect our athletes to? Another strategy in building 
winning culture is to ensure that we are conducting ourselves in the way that we expect of our 
athletes. If we want to ensure our athletes are doing the film review and are prepared for Monday we 
have to ensure that we are prepared having also done the review. I have been guilty at times throwing 
my hands up in bemusement over a perceived questionable call of a referee, how can I then expect 
the athletes I lead to value respect and not argue with the referee when I am not demonstrating the 
desired behaviour. In this is my responsibility to control any such reaction as a role model for the other 
team members. To anchor the expectations and behaviours athletes need consistently be exposed to 
it, that starts with us as the leader. 
 
Collaborate and empower  
For the group to truely embrace the vision and message the group must feel part of the decision 
making power. There is an inherent difference between “ this is what the coach told us to do” and “ 
we have agreed this is the best way forward” As a leader it is important for all members to feel Ike 
they had a contribution in the process of implementing the vision.  
 
Holt (1969) stated that the teacher, and in this instance the coach actually stood in the way of learning. 
Whilst were discussing building positive organisational culture what Holt was really pushing towards 
was the athletes/ student taking control and taking ownership if their progression and that in turn 
create engagement. When the athlete feels they have had a say in the direction of things and feels 
part of the decision making process then in turn they feel a sense of ownership and it further cements 
their belonging in the group as they helped steer the proverbial ship.  
Culture is not just the way we do things, it is also the way we do things when the leader is not present/ 
watching. By empowering the athletes within the program they will drive the necessary standards, so 
the team becomes self sufficient not waiting for the external presence of the coach to move toward 
success., the self driven team would be considered to have a positive team culture. This is achieved 
through empowering members of the team.  
 



Celebrate what matters  
When looking to change or build a culture of an organisation it is important to reinforce the 
behaviours, actions and characteristics that represent that the environment we try to create. 
Philadelphia Eagles Head Coach, Nick Siriani recently made himself a punchline within the media using 
a flower analogy. Continuing his analogy however, where we water and fertilise is where there is 
growth. When trying to creating a change in the behaviours of a group it is crucial to continually be 
emphasising the behaviours that are moving the group toward success.  
University of Miami college football team had a ‘turnover chain’ that was presented to athletes for 
creating turnovers by doing so it created a sense of importance around creating turnovers and playing 
hard defence, this can be applied to developing culture, calling out when a player is showing up early 
consistently or helping team mates and representing the agreed values. In this way we can reinforce 
desired behaviours. 
Stacking the little wins help to ensure that we get the necessary reinforcement to future proof for 
success in changing the culture. When we celebrate what matters we are stacking little wins, this 
means that we are pointing out all the little wins that are occurring and linking get that preliminary 
successes to the new systems that are established. This assists in creating a subconscious bias that  the 
vision and changes are working. It also means that results aren’t quite forthcoming instead of the 
initial resisters that are waiting to fail to go back to what they are comfortable with. We can point to 
what’s working and articulate the progress in building the desired culture.  
 
 
Care for the individual  
“Maslow’s before blooms” - Became the slogan of a group of colleagues and myself when seeking best 
practice for our own coaching philosophy. At its core it relates tho the cliched “they don’t care how 
much you know til they know how much you care”  
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs says that for an individual to stand out and excel they must first feel safe 
and feel like they belong to group and are cared for. At the center of developing good organisational 
culture is people. Maslow theorises that like a pyramid, for an individual to self actualise and reach 
their potential there is a series of needs that are to be met first.   

 
Blooms taxonomy is used by educators to develop critical thinking and higher order thinking, however 
when overlapping it with Maslow’s theories. It is theorised that before you can even look to promote 
learning the needs of the individuals within the group must be met. 
Throughout the level 4 coaching certificate we studied the DISC profiling model, this is a tool that is 
used to better understand the individual. When we are able to understand the individual and really 
develop rapport we can also overlay this framework in understanding how each individual has their 



needs met within the group. Thus leading to a greater team culture due to a feeling of being 
understood and appreciated within the team. 
 
Communication is key   
One of the corrosive patterns of behaviour that chips away at the culture of an organisation is a lack 
of communication, it is human to expect resistance when trying to implement change. As a coach i 
have witnessed the result then of trying to avoid conflict, instead avoiding the difficult conversations. 
In turn the result you are intending to avoid becomes an inevitable occurrence. To improve the culture 
of the group it is imperative to regularly communicate the vision that is established. Finding ways to 
reinforce the behaviours desired and not avoid the difficult conversations. When we are managing a 
staff it is important to have those uncomfortable conversations as soo as the issues begin to fester. 
 This is also applies to dealing with the athlete group as well. In trying to improve and maintain a 
positive culture, having honest and transparent dialogue with the group assists in the entire group 
becoming more aligned with the greater vision. By participating in positive communication methods 
athletes have a chance to feel heard and in turn valued. This contributes to increasing their sense of 
belonging as articulated in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. 
 
Change champions – a coalition for success 
Change champions are individuals within an organisation that volunteer or are selected to facilitate 
change, they clearly see the vision for change and desire to actively advocate for, and facilitate the 
change, while supporting the team in integrating these new changes. 
Linked to the empowering of the team it is important to have a voice in the room when you’re not in 
the room, once you’ve established and communicated your vision, and agreed on the values that will 
move the group towards that vision it becomes about ‘selling’ that vision, pushing it forward even 
when there seems to be little progress or when things are difficult or hiccups are encountered. As 
stated culture is about the behaviours and attitudes even when the leader is not there to drive them. 
It is important to have others driving the behaviours and attitudes from within the group. It is worht 
noting these change champions wont always be your best players. How many times have we seen the 
best player not like when theres a coaching change or even approach change, it can be threatening to 
their identity and advanced standing within the group. By creating advocates for the Vision and values 
desired, we turn increase the likelihood of success. Having more then the one voice to reiterate the 
path were all embarking on together.  
 
Even by identifying components successful teams have in common it doesn’t necessarily equate to 
immediate on field performance, however it can contribute to the resiliency of the group to endure 
challenges. Developing a positive culture is an ongoing process with no end point.  
Organisations and athletic programs that possess this cultural alignment will ultimately achieve 
greater success, less turnover of players and staff, greater levels of player engagement, less conflict 
and higher levels of self-motivated athletes. There is an overwhelming amount of evidence to suggest 
that by developing the culture of the team that the desired results become increasingly abundant. By 
making the development of culture a focus, the X’s and O’s of Rugby become easier to implement and 
the path to success encounters less resistance.  
 


