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Preface 
Most people assume that knowledge leads to success. 

It does not. 

Two people can acquire the same knowledge, hold the same 
qualifications, and yet achieve very different outcomes. 

The difference is not what they know. 

It is how they choose to act — and what they are willing to take 
responsibility for. 

From the moment we enter the world, we learn through experi-
ence. 

We touch something hot and learn not to repeat it. 

We cry and discover that attention follows. 

Learning begins as something practical — shaped by conse-
quence. 

As we grow older, this often changes. 

Success becomes measured through qualifications, credentials, 
and compliance. 

Knowledge becomes the focus.  

Experience is acknowledged — but rarely given the same 
weight. 
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Later, the difference becomes clear. 

Some people apply what they know, adapt through experience, 
and continue to grow. 

Others stall — despite equal or greater knowledge. 

This is not a matter of intelligence. 

It is a matter of responsibility. 

Responsibility is the point at which knowledge becomes useful. 

Experience refines it. 

Judgement develops through reflection on consequence. 

What we often call wisdom is simply this: the ability to make 
better choices because we have learned from the outcomes of 
previous ones.  

As individuals — and as organisations — there is a further real-
ity to face: 

We cannot predict or control every outcome. 

No leader, however capable, can calculate every consequence of 
every decision. 

Once this is accepted, the question changes. 

It moves from control to choice. 
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Progress then depends on: 

· clarity of intent 

· ownership of decisions 

· and the willingness to act without certainty — while remain-

ing accountable for the outcome 

This book is written from that perspective. 

Not as theory. 

But as a practical way of understanding how responsibility, be-
haviour, and choice shape outcomes — 

both individually, and within organisations. 
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Introduction 
My name is Michael Griffin. 

Through direct responsibility for organisations undergoing sig-
nificant change, I came to understand something fundamental: 

Culture is not abstract. 

And it is not shared equally. 

While everyone contributes to the environment in which they 
work, culture is shaped disproportionately by those with the 
greatest authority. 

The higher the role, the greater the influence — 
and the greater the responsibility for the conditions that exist 
below. 

This book is written for leaders. 

Founders. CEOs. Directors. Senior managers.  

People who want to understand: 

· why their organisation performs as it does 

· why effort does not always translate into results 

· and why good people often struggle in successful companies 

For simplicity, the term CEO is used throughout this book to 
describe whoever holds ultimate executive responsibility for an 
organisation, regardless of title. 
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The greatest obstacle I have observed is not a lack of intelli-
gence, effort, or intent. 

It is something more subtle: 

· unclear values 

· poorly communicated expectations 

· and avoided responsibility 

Values are not statements on a wall. 

They are revealed in decisions, behaviours, and what is tolerated. 

Where leadership is inconsistent or distracted, values fragment. 

Culture then deteriorates — not through intent, but through ne-
glect. 

Organisations often speak of “the Company” as though it were 
something separate. 

It is not. 

It is the collective behaviour of its people. 

Complaining about the Company is no different from complain-
ing about how people — including ourselves — choose to be-
have. 

If something is not working and nothing is done to address it, 
that inaction is a choice. 

And choices have consequences. 
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This book argues that: 

· leadership is not a position, but a responsibility 

· culture is an output, not an initiative 

· and performance depends on clear ownership of decisions 

and their outcomes 

While everyone can influence culture, those with greater author-
ity have greater leverage — and therefore greater obligation. 

Change begins when leaders examine their own behaviour. 

Their assumptions. 

Their blind spots. 

That examination is uncomfortable. 

But it is necessary. 

The purpose of this book is to provide a practical framework for 
understanding: 

· how behaviour shapes culture 

· how culture shapes performance 

· and how choice sits at the centre of both 

So that culture is not left to form by default — but shaped de-
liberately. 
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Chapter 1 — Leaders: Who Needs 
Them? 

Most organisations assume leadership is essential. 

But when performance drifts, effort increases, and culture weak-
ens — that assumption is rarely questioned. 

What does a leader actually do? 

What difference do they really make? 

And what happens when leadership is unclear? 

This chapter explores three things: 

· what a leader is 

· why organisations need them 

· and how leadership affects performance 

What a leader is — and what a leader is not 

Organisations often confuse leading, directing, and managing. 

· Leadership sets intent — purpose, direction, and standard 

· Direction translates intent into priorities 

· Management converts priorities into execution 

In a healthy organisation, these align: 

· leaders define what “right” looks like 

· managers improve how it gets done 
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When they align, people coordinate effectively. 

When they don’t, people work hard in different directions — 
and call it “busy”. 

Are leaders really necessary? 

In theory, you could imagine an organisation where leadership 
is unnecessary. 

In practice, that is not how human systems work. 

Every organisation produces drift: 

· new people bring different assumptions 

· pressure increases and standards slip 

· small compromises become normal 

· fear rises and candour drops 

When no one holds the line, culture does not stay neutral. 

It degrades into whatever is easiest to tolerate. 

That is why leaders matter. 

The real job of a leader 
A leader’s first job is not charisma, certainty, or being liked. 

It is clarity: 

· what we are here to do 

· how we will do it 
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· what we will not do 

· and what we will hold ourselves accountable for 

Without clarity, effort increases — but alignment disappears. 

The leadership gap most leaders don’t see 

Most leaders believe they are being clear — because the message 
is clear to them. 

This is the trap: 

Clarity in your head does not equal clarity in the organisation. 

I learned this the hard way. 

As a Managing Director, I believed we had an open and honest 
culture. My door was open. I asked for input. I trusted what I 
heard. 

Then I ran an anonymous survey. 

The feedback stopped me cold. 

People experienced me as intimidating. They were afraid to 
speak honestly. 

I was surprised. 

I believed I was fair. I believed I was supportive. 

But I had assumed they understood my intent. 
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They didn’t. 

I avoided explaining difficult decisions. What I saw as discretion, 
others experienced as distance. 

And distance creates stories. 

When people lack context, they fill the gap — usually negatively. 

That is not their failure. 

It is a leadership consequence. 

Leadership is not what you mean. 
It is what your behaviour produces in others. 

How culture is shaped 
Every culture is shaped by: 

· what gets praised 

· what gets ignored 

· what gets challenged 

· what gets tolerated 

If honesty is risky, people become careful. 
If mistakes are punished, problems are hidden. 
If conflict is avoided, it becomes politics. 

Communication is not a soft skill. 

It is a performance system. 
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Closing point 

Leadership exists because drift exists. 

Without it, standards slip, clarity fades, and culture fragments. 

With it, direction becomes usable, behaviour aligns, and perfor-
mance improves. 

But this only works if leaders accept one thing: 

Leadership is not a position. 

It is a responsibility. 
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Chapter 2 — Leadership Begins With 
Self-Responsibility 

Before leadership affects others, it begins with you. 

Not as a philosophy. 

As a practical reality.

Responsibility comes before authority. 

Responsibility is often linked to position. 

In reality, it exists before authority — and independent of it. 

It means accepting that you choose: 

· how you act 

· how you speak 

· what you ignore 

· what you challenge 

· and what you tolerate 

These choices are made constantly. 

They always have consequences. 

When authority increases, so does their impact. 

Choice is unavoidable 
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Every leader makes choices — including the choice not to act. 

Silence communicates. 
Delay communicates. 
Avoidance communicates. 

Not choosing is still a choice. 

When leaders explain outcomes through circumstances, they 
may describe reality. 

But they also step back from responsibility. 

Blame does not remove consequences. 

It removes ownership. 

Values are revealed, not declared 

Most organisations can list their values. 

Few live by them. 

Values are not what leaders say. 

They are what leaders consistently demonstrate. 

They show up in: 

· what is rewarded 

· what is ignored 

· what is challenged 

· what is excused 

People adapt quickly. 
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They learn what works — and repeat it. 

That becomes culture. 

Authority amplifies impact 

The greater the authority, the greater the influence. 

· small habits scale 

· moods spread 

· standards drift — or strengthen 

What feels normal to a leader becomes signal to others. 

People do not need leaders to be perfect. 

They need them to be: 

· clear 

· consistent 

· accountable 

Closing point 

Culture does not begin with systems. 

It begins with behaviour. 

And behaviour begins with choice. 

So, before anything else, leadership requires one decision: 

To take responsibility for the consequences you create. 
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Chapter 3 — Attitude: The Emotional 
Climate Leaders Create 

If responsibility defines what you do, attitude defines how it is 
experienced. 

And it is never neutral. 

Your attitude is not private 

Every leader has an attitude. 

It shows up in: 

· how you respond under pressure 

· how you handle challenge 

· how you react when things go wrong 

You may not define it. 

But your team experiences it — every day. 

If it is defensive, people become careful. 

If it is negative, people withdraw. 

If it is inconsistent, people become uncertain. 

Over time, that becomes culture. 

Attitude creates conditions 
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Leaders sometimes assume their internal state is their own busi-
ness 

It is not. 

A negative or inconsistent attitude produces predictable out-
comes: 

· people hold back 

· problems surface late 

· ownership reduces 

· trust declines 

This does not require conflict. 

It happens through small, repeated signals. 

A personal example 

For a long time, I was driven by something I did not fully un-
derstand. 

My father found it difficult to express affection. He rarely 
showed pride. 

So I worked. 

I progressed quickly. I pushed forward. 

Part of that drive was ambition. 

Part of it was a need for recognition that was never clearly met. 
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I built a successful business. 

Somewhere, I believed success would change that relationship. 

It didn’t. 

When my father died, something else went with it — my sense 
of purpose. 

But I continued operating without understanding what was driv-
ing me. 

And that had consequences. 

I became harder. Less patient. More demanding. 

Not intentionally — but consistently. 

People experienced that. 

That behaviour came from attitude. 

And that attitude came from something I had not examined. 

The leadership lesson 

Unexamined drivers do not stay internal. 

They become behaviour. 

Behaviour becomes pattern. 

Pattern becomes culture. 

Intent does not change this. 
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Only awareness — and choice — does. 

Positive attitude is not optimism 

A constructive attitude is not about ignoring problems. 

It is about how you deal with them. 

It looks like: 

· addressing issues directly 

· remaining open to input 

· maintaining standards without creating fear 

It is stable — not reactive. 

Closing point 

Before moving on, consider this: 

What is it like to work for you? 

Not what you intend. 

What people actually experience. 

Because that experience is your culture. 
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Chapter 4 — The Shift 

From Personal Responsibility to Organisational Impact 

Up to this point, the focus has been personal. 

Your behaviour. 

Your choices. 

Your attitude. 

That is where leadership begins. 

But it does not stay there. 

The shift most people miss 

There is a moment — often unnoticed — when your behaviour 
stops affecting only you. 

And starts affecting others. 

From that point on: 

What you do becomes a signal. 

When responsibility starts to scale 

The moment you influence others, something changes. 

Your behaviour begins to shape: 
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· how others think 

· how others behave 

· what they believe is acceptable 

What was personal becomes shared. 

Behaviour becomes signal 

People observe: 

· how you respond under pressure 

· how you handle mistakes 

· what you prioritise 

· what you ignore 

From this, they draw conclusions — not about what you say, 
but about what matters. 

The beginning of culture 

Culture does not start with intention. 

It starts with repeated experience. 

If people see: 

· honesty rewarded, they speak 

· mistakes punished, they hide 

· ownership encouraged, they step forward 

· avoidance tolerated, they step back 
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These patterns form quickly. 

And once formed, they are hard to change. 

The responsibility that follows 

Once influence exists, responsibility increases. 

Not because of position. 

Because of impact. 

Leadership is no longer just about managing yourself. 

It becomes about understanding the effect you have — and tak-
ing responsibility for it. 

The transition to structure 

As organisations grow, this influence becomes formalised. 

Roles are defined. 
Responsibilities are assigned. 

But if this shift is not understood, structure does not solve the 
problem. 

People may have roles. 

But they will not take ownership. 
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The Shift
Why some careers accelerate — and others stall

Technical Skill/Task Focus

People/Leadership Impact

The Shift

CEO

Strategist

Senior Management

Management

Procedural

Apprentice



 

 26 

Closing point 

Leadership begins with personal responsibility. 

But it becomes real when it affects others. 

Because from that moment on: 

You are not just responsible for what you do. 

You are shaping the environment others work within. 

And that is where the next stage begins. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 27 
 

Chapter 5 — Unique Responsibility 
(by Role) 

Once a leader accepts responsibility for their own behaviour, the 
next question becomes practical: 

What exactly am I responsible for? 

In most organisations, the answer is not clear enough. 

People are busy. 
They attend meetings, solve problems, and respond to pres-
sure. 

But ask what they are uniquely responsible for, and there is often 
hesitation. 

That lack of clarity has consequences. 

If responsibility is unclear: 

· effectiveness cannot be measured 

· development cannot be targeted 

· accountability becomes diluted 

And when accountability is diluted, culture begins to drift. 

Unique responsibility sits in the role — not the 
person 

A unique responsibility belongs to a role. 
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A person either fulfils it well — or they do not. 

When responsibility is attached to individuals instead of roles: 

· performance becomes inconsistent 

· expectations shift depending on who is in the role 

· clarity is lost when people move on 

When responsibility sits in the role: 

· expectations remain stable 

· performance can be measured 

· people can be selected or developed to match it 

This is where structure becomes useful. 

Not as hierarchy. 

As clarity. 

Involvement is not responsibility 

As organisations grow, leaders become involved in more areas. 

But involvement is not ownership. 

A Managing Director may be involved across the organisation. 

That does not mean they are uniquely responsible for every-
thing. 

Involvement can be shared. 
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Unique responsibility cannot. 

Without this distinction: 

· decisions overlap 

· ownership is avoided 

· people interfere in areas they do not own 

Matching role to individual 

Once unique responsibility is clear, a better question can be 
asked: 

Who is best suited to fulfil it? 

Different roles require different strengths. 

Some require precision and consistency. 
Others require judgement, influence, or pace. 

Neither is better. 

They are different. 

Problems arise when: 

· roles are unclear 

· or individuals are placed into roles that do not match their 

strengths 

Performance then struggles — and the individual is often 
blamed. 
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When the real issue is misalignment. 

Clarity of responsibility enables alignment between: 

· what the role requires 

· what the individual can deliver 

· what the organisation needs 

Understanding it from the ground up 

I did not understand this clearly at first. 

When I was asked, as a CEO, what my unique responsibility was, 
I could not answer it. 

I knew I was responsible for the business overall. 

I knew I was accountable to shareholders. 

But I could not clearly define what sat uniquely with my role. 

It took time to work it out. 

I had to look from the bottom up — understanding responsibil-
ities at each level, and where ownership truly sat. 

Only then did it become clear. 

My CEO’s unique responsibility 

After working through it properly, I came to a clear conclusion: 

My unique responsibility was the effective use of the money in-
vested in the organisation. 
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That changed how I saw the role. 

It meant I was not directly responsible for individual outcomes 
in isolation. 

Those were delivered through the system and the people within 
it. 

My responsibility was to ensure that resources were used effec-
tively: 

· money invested in buying 

· money invested in selling 

· money invested in training 

· and the overall allocation of capital 

In other words: 

I was responsible for how resources were used — not for doing 
the work itself. 

That is a different level of responsibility. 

And once understood, it brings clarity to decision-making. 
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Unique Responsibility 
What only this role can decide
Cannot be shared, delegated, or overridden

Apprentice

Management

Senior Management

CEO

Unique Responsibility

Strategist

Procedural
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Closing point 

Without clear responsibility, effort increases — but impact does 
not. 

With it, ownership becomes defined, decisions become clearer, 
and performance becomes measurable. 

Because leadership is not about being involved in everything. 

It is about being responsible for the things only you can own. 
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Chapter 6 — Authority & Perspective 

Responsibility changes with perspective. 

In every organisation, people see different parts of the system 
depending on where they sit. 

A team member sees the task. 

A manager sees the team. 

A director sees a function. 

The CEO sees the organisation as a whole. 

This matters. 

Because responsibility is shaped not only by authority — 
but by what you can see. 

The more you can see, the more you are responsible for under-
standing the consequences of what you see. 

Different levels of visibility 

At each level, visibility is partial. 

A person carrying out a task may not see how their work af-
fects the wider organisation. 

A manager may understand the team, but not the full business. 

A director may see across a function, but not across every 
function. 
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The CEO is different. 

The CEO is the only role with sight across the whole system. 

They can see: 

· how decisions in one area affect another 

· how short-term pressure creates long-term consequences 

· where behaviour, standards, and communication connect — 

or break down 

This does not mean the CEO controls everything. 

It means they cannot be neutral. 

It means they cannot avoid responsibility for the conditions that 
exist across the organisation. 

Why culture sits at the top 

Culture does not belong to a department. 

It is not owned by HR. 
It cannot be delegated to a values statement or a training pro-
gramme. 

Culture exists across the whole system. 

And only the role with whole-system visibility can take respon-
sibility for whether it is aligned, healthy, and effective. 

As authority increases, perspective must widen. 



 

 36 

At lower levels, the focus is on doing the work well. 

As people rise, responsibility shifts. 

Less about tasks. 
More about the conditions that allow others to perform. 

This is where many leaders struggle. 

They continue to behave as though their value comes from do-
ing, solving, or controlling. 

At senior levels, leadership is not about being involved in every-
thing. 

It is about understanding the system clearly enough to make bet-
ter decisions. 

The questions only leaders can answer 

The higher the role, the more important it becomes to ask: 

· What can I see that others cannot? 

· What consequences follow from that visibility? 

· What am I allowing to continue because I have not acted? 

These questions do not sit evenly across the organisation. 

They sit most heavily where visibility is greatest. 

Authority and obligation. 

Authority gives leaders power. 
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Perspective gives them obligation. 

The two must go together. 

A leader with authority but no perspective becomes controlling. 

A leader with perspective but no action becomes ineffective. 

Leadership requires both. 
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Authority Comes from What You Can See

Authority is not just a function of position—it comes from perspective. 
The higher we move, the more we see. But with that wider view 
comes a quiet constraint: not everything that is seen can be shared.

CEO

Executive

Senior Leader

Manager

Team 
Member

Field of Vision and Perspective
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Closing point 

As responsibility increases, perspective must widen. 

The task matters. 
The team matters. 
The function matters. 

But at the top, the whole system matters. 

And the person who can see the whole system carries a respon-
sibility no one else can fully carry. 

That is why authority and perspective must be understood be-
fore the next question can be answered: 

What do leaders actually lead? 
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Chapter 7 — What Leaders Actually 
Lead 

By this point, we have established that leadership begins with 
responsibility. 

A leader is responsible for: 

· their choices 

· their attitude 

· the clarity of their role 

· and the culture their behaviour enables 

But this raises a more precise question: 

What does a company leader actually lead? 

The usual answer is simple:   -  “The company.” 

But that is not precise enough. 

A company does not think, decide, or act. 

People do. 

A company is the organised activity of people working together 
towards an outcome. 

So when we say someone leads a company, what we really mean 
is this: 

They lead people within a system. 
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And the effectiveness of that system determines performance. 

The four elements of an organisation 

Every organisation can be understood through four connected 
elements: 

1. The Business  

2. The Activity  

3. The People  

4. The Customer  

Each element matters. 

Each affects the others. 

If leaders do not understand how they connect, they may im-
prove one part — while weakening the whole. 

The Business — intent and direction 

The Business defines intent. 

It answers: 

· Why do we exist? 

· What are we trying to achieve? 

· What does good look like? 

· What value are we here to create? 

This is where vision, purpose, and values sit. 
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Without clarity here, effort increases — but alignment decreases. 

Vision is not decoration. 

It is a decision-making tool. 

The Activity — execution 

The Activity is the work. 

It includes: 

· operations 

· systems 

· processes 

· delivery 

· quality 

· cost 

· timelines 

This is where most attention goes — because it is visible. 

But activity does not operate on its own. 

Its quality is shaped by the environment in which it is carried 
out. 
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The People — behaviour 

People interpret intent. 

People carry out activity. 

People solve problems and make decisions. 

This is where performance is created. 

A competitor can copy your product, your process, and your 
pricing. 

They cannot copy how people behave together. 

That is where uniqueness sits. 

The Customer — reality 

The Customer is the organisation’s reality check. 

Internally, performance may look acceptable. 

Externally, the truth is experienced. 

Customers reveal whether: 
· intent is clear 

· activity is effective 

· behaviour is aligned 

Sometimes through feedback. 

Sometimes through repeat business. 

Sometimes by leaving. 
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The customer does not just buy from the organisation. 

They fund it. 

Performance is an outcome 

Many organisations focus on financial results. 

But profit is not the cause. 

It is the result. 

Behaviour influences activity. 

Activity influences customer experience. 

Customer experience influences financial performance. 

If leaders focus only on results, they miss what is producing 
them. 

Short-term success can hide long-term damage. 

What leaders really lead 

Leaders do not lead plans, processes, or numbers. 

They lead the conditions in which people perform. 

They shape: 

· clarity of intent 

· standards of behaviour 

· quality of communication 
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· how decisions are made 

· how people respond under pressure 

People skills are not optional 

If leadership is about people, then people skills are essential. 

This is not about being soft or popular. 

It is about understanding: 

· how people differ 

· how they respond to pressure 

· how they interpret behaviour 

· how they contribute at their best 

Authority can create compliance. 

It does not create ownership. 

Learning through the system 

A strong organisation learns continuously. 

This requires: 

· problems to be raised early 

· feedback to be heard 

· decisions to be reviewed 

· behaviour to be adjusted 
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If leaders punish mistakes, people hide them. 

If leaders ignore feedback, people stop offering it. 

If leaders assume they are right, learning slows. 

Leadership is not about having all the answers. 

It is about enabling learning. 

Closing point 

A company is expressed through how its people behave and 
work together. 

Leaders do not lead an abstract organisation. 

They lead a human system. 

So the question is not only: 

What does this organisation do? 

The deeper question is: 

How effectively do its people work together to do it? 

Because that is what determines the result. 
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Chapter 8 — Motivation: Why People 
Do What They Do 

Up to this point, we have established that: 

· leaders shape behaviour 

· behaviour shapes culture 

· culture shapes performance 

This raises the next question: 

Why do people behave the way they do? 

Because without understanding this, leaders cannot influence 
performance consistently. 

Behaviour is driven 

People do not act randomly at work. 

Their behaviour is shaped by: 

· what they believe matters 

· what they feel safe doing 

· what they expect will happen next 

· what has been reinforced over time 

This is motivation. 

Not energy. 

Not slogans. 
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But the underlying drivers of behaviour. 

Two environments 

In practice, people tend to operate within one of two environ-
ments. 

1. Fear-based environments 

People are driven by: 

· avoiding blame 

· protecting themselves 

· not being exposed 

In these environments: 

· problems are hidden 

· honesty reduces 

· learning slows 

· performance becomes inconsistent 

2. Responsibility-based environments 

People are driven by: 

· ownership 

· contribution 

· improvement 

In these environments: 
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· issues surface early 

· people speak openly 

· standards improve 

· performance becomes more reliable 

Motivation follows experience 

People are not simply motivated or unmotivated. 

They respond to what they experience. 

If speaking up leads to criticism, they stop. 

If ownership leads to blame, they avoid it. 

If effort is ignored, effort reduces. 

Over time, this becomes habit. 

And habit becomes culture. 

The role of the leader 

Leaders often try to increase motivation directly. 

This does not work. 

Motivation is not something you apply. 

It is something that emerges. 

It is shaped by: 
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· how people are treated 

· how decisions are made 

· how mistakes are handled 

· what behaviour is reinforced 

Leaders do not control motivation. 

They shape the conditions that produce it. 

Clarity and motivation 

When people do not understand what they are responsible for: 

· they hesitate 

· they defer 

· they withdraw 

This is often described as lack of motivation. 

It is usually lack of clarity. 

People cannot commit to what they do not understand. 

Culture and motivation 

In some organisations, people become cynical: 

· “nothing will change” 

· “what’s the point” 

This is not laziness. 
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It is learned behaviour. 

It comes from repeated experience where: 

· input is ignored 

· effort is not recognised 

· outcomes feel fixed 

People adapt. 

That adaptation becomes culture. 

Same person, different outcome 

Consider a capable individual. 

In a strong environment: 

· they raise issues 

· they improve standards 

· they take pride in their work 

In a weak environment: 

· they lower standards 

· they follow the norm 

· they disengage 

Same person.    -     

Different outcome. 
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The leadership consequence 

Leaders cannot explain performance through: 

· the people 

· the market 

· or “the culture” 

Because: 

motivation is shaped by the environment and  

the environment is shaped by leadership behaviour 

A practical reality 

People will either: 

· adapt to the culture 

· try to change it 

· or leave 

High performers, in particular, do not stay where: 

· standards are low 

· ownership is avoided 

· effort is not recognised 

The cost is not immediate. 

But it is real. 
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Closing point 

People do not need to be motivated. 

They need: 

· clarity 

· consistency 

· and an environment where taking responsibility is possible 

Create that, and motivation follows. 

Ignore it, and no system, incentive, or speech will compensate. 
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Chapter 9 — Culture: The System 
Leaders Create 

By this point, we have established that: 

· leaders are responsible for their choices 

· their behaviour shapes the environment 

· their role carries unique responsibility 

· their visibility determines their influence 

From this, something follows: 

Culture is not a separate topic. 

It is the result of how all of this comes together. 

Culture is not what you say 

Most organisations talk about culture. 

They define values. 
They publish statements. 

But culture is not what is written. 

It is what people experience. 

It is revealed in: 

· how people behave under pressure 
· how decisions are made 
· how mistakes are handled 
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· how truth is treated 
· what is allowed to continue 

Culture is not declared. 

It is demonstrated. 

Culture is behaviour over time 

Culture does not exist independently of people. 

It is created through behaviour. 

More precisely: 

It is the accumulation of behaviour over time. 

· repeated actions 

· repeated decisions 

· repeated reactions 

· repeated tolerances 

These patterns form expectations. 

Expectations form habits. 

Habits become culture. 

Culture is enabled, not imposed 

Leaders cannot force culture into existence. 

They cannot create it through instruction alone. 
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What they can do is shape the conditions in which certain be-
haviours thrive. 

Those conditions are defined by: 

· what is rewarded 

· what is ignored 

· what is challenged 

· what is tolerated 

From this, people learn: 

· what is safe 

· what is risky 

· what matters 

They adapt accordingly. 

That adaptation is culture. 

The role of leadership 

Everyone contributes to culture. 

But not equally. 

The more you can see, the more you are responsible for. 

The person at the top sees across the whole system: 
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· across teams 

· across functions 

· across decisions and consequences 

Because of this, they carry a unique responsibility. 

Not to control culture. 

But to take responsibility for the conditions in which it forms. 

Culture cannot be separated from people 

A common response is: 

“That’s the culture here.” 

As if culture exists on its own. 

It does not. 

The organisation is its people. 

And behaviour is always chosen. 

That does not make change easy. 

But it makes responsibility unavoidable. 

How culture spreads 

Culture spreads through observation. 

People watch: 
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· what leaders do 

· how others respond 

· what gets noticed 

· what gets overlooked 

They adjust their behaviour accordingly. 

New people enter and quickly learn: 

· how things really work 

· what is expected 

· what is tolerated 

This is why hiring alone does not change culture. 

People adapt to the environment they enter. 

Two patterns of culture 

In practice, two patterns tend to emerge. 

Fear-based cultures 

· people hold back 

· problems surface late 

· responsibility is avoided 

· blame increases 

Learning slows. 

Performance becomes inconsistent. 
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Responsibility-based cultures 

· people speak early 

· issues are visible 

· ownership increases 

· learning improves 

Performance becomes more reliable. 

The cost of poor culture 

Poor culture is not just a morale issue. 

It has measurable effects: 

· higher staff turnover 

· lower trust 

· weaker customer relationships 

· more internal conflict 

· slower decisions 

These are not separate problems. 

They are symptoms of the same condition. 

Culture drives performance 

It is easy to focus on: 

· systems 

· control 

· pressure 
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These may produce short-term results. 

But culture determines whether performance is sustained. 

Because culture affects: 

· how people respond under pressure 

· how quickly problems are surfaced 

· how effectively teams work together 

· how consistently standards are applied 

Culture is not soft. 

It is a performance system. 

The leader’s responsibility 

Leaders do not need to control every behaviour. 

But they are responsible for the environment that shapes behav-
iour. 

This means: 

· being clear about standards 

· responding consistently 

· inviting truth 

· addressing issues early 

· aligning behaviour with values 
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If behaviour is tolerated, it becomes normal. 

If it is avoided, it spreads. 

Culture cannot be delegated 

Culture can be influenced by many. 

But responsibility for it cannot be delegated. 

Because only one role sees the whole system. 

Only one role can connect: 

· behaviour 

· decisions 

· outcomes 

· long-term consequences 

That role sits at the top. 

Improvement starts with behaviour 

Organisations often try to change culture through: 

· programmes 

· initiatives 

· communication 

These may help. 

But they fail if behaviour does not change. 

Because culture responds to action — not intention. 
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Closing point 

Culture is not something an organisation has. 

It is something an organisation does. 

It is created every day through: 

· choices 
· actions 
· interactions 

And because of that: Culture is always being shaped. 

The question is not whether culture exists. 

The question is: Are you shaping it deliberately — or allowing it 
to form by default? 

Because either way, it will determine your results. 

If culture is created through behaviour, the next question is how 
that behaviour moves through the organisation. 
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Chapter 10 — The Learning Organisa-
tion 

If culture is the result of behaviour, and behaviour is shaped by 
the environment leaders create, the next question is: 

How does an organisation improve? 

Not occasionally. 
Not reactively. 

But consistently. 

Because without a way to learn, an organisation does not im-
prove. 

It repeats. 

Learning is constant 

Every organisation is learning all the time. 

The only question is: 

What is it learning? 

It may be learning: 

· to avoid risk 

· to hide problems 

· to protect position 

Or it may be learning: 
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· to improve 

· to adapt 

· to collaborate 

· to take responsibility 

Learning is not something that begins with training. 

It happens every day — through experience. 

How learning works 

Learning follows a simple pattern: 

1. Something happens  

2. It is reviewed  

3. A conclusion is formed  

4. Behaviour is adjusted  

Then the cycle repeats. 

If behaviour changes, outcomes improve. 

If behaviour does not change, outcomes repeat. 

The organisational system 

An organisation does not learn in isolation. 

It learns through its system. 

That system has four connected elements: 
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· The Business (intent) 

· The Activity (execution) 

· The People (behaviour) 

· The Customer (feedback) 

Each plays a role: 

· The Business sets direction 

· The Activity produces results 

· The People carry out the work 

· The Customer reveals the outcome 

When these elements are connected, learning happens. 

When they are not, learning slows — or stops. 

Where learning breaks down 

Most organisations do not fail because of effort. 

They fail because learning breaks down. 

Common failure points include: 

· no clear intent — people do not understand what matters 

· weak feedback — customer insight is ignored or delayed 

· blame instead of review — problems are explained, not ex-

amined 

· no behavioural change — issues are recognised, but nothing 

changes 
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When this happens, activity continues. 

But improvement does not. 

Learning requires honesty 

For learning to work, something must be true: 

People must be willing to see reality as it is. 

Not as it is reported. 

Not as it is explained. 

But as it actually is. 

This requires: 

· openness 

· trust 

· responsibility 

Without this, feedback becomes distorted. 

And learning becomes unreliable. 

The role of leadership 

Leaders do not need to have all the answers. 

But they are responsible for whether learning happens. 

This means: 
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· encouraging truth — even when uncomfortable 

· responding constructively to problems 

· ensuring feedback reaches the right level 

· acting on what is learned 

If honesty is punished, learning stops. 

If feedback is ignored, learning slows. 

If decisions are defended instead of reviewed, learning be-

comes political. 

Evaluation matters 

An organisation cannot improve what it does not evaluate. 

And evaluation must go beyond output. 

It must include: 

· behaviour 

· communication 

· decision-making 

Because these are what drive results. 

Effort is not enough 

Many organisations are busy. 

People are working hard. 

But without learning: 
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· effort becomes misdirected 

· problems repeat 

· inefficiencies become normal 

This is why organisations can appear active — but fail to im-
prove. 

The compounding effect 

Learning compounds over time. 

Small improvements in: 

· behaviour 

· decisions 

· communication  

accumulate. 

This creates: 

· stronger culture 

· better performance 

· greater resilience 

The opposite is also true. 

Failure to learn also compounds. 
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Closing point 

An organisation improves when its people learn. 

People learn when they: 

· face reality 

· take responsibility 

· adjust their behaviour 

And that only happens when the system allows it. 

Which leads to the next question: 

How do we improve the quality of the decisions people make? 
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Chapter 11 — The Learning Loop 

At first glance, organisations appear as hierarchies. 

Tasks are completed at one level. 

Decisions are made at another. 

Responsibility appears to move upward. 

But this is only part of the picture. 

What determines whether an organisation succeeds is not the 
hierarchy itself — 

but how effectively it learns. 

Contribution changes with responsibility 

Every organisation depends on different types of contribution. 

At the most fundamental level: 

· tasks are delivered 

· processes are followed 

As responsibility increases: 

· problems are solved 

· decisions are made 

· direction is set 

· strategy is formed 



 

 71 
 

The higher the role, the less you do the work — and the more 
you shape how work happens. 

Each level depends on the one below it. 

Without execution, strategy is meaningless. 

Without direction, execution is misaligned. 

How contribution connects 

These levels do not operate in isolation. 

They are connected. 

Work at the bottom informs thinking above it. 
Thinking at the top shapes action below it. 

From task delivery through to vision, each level both: 

· contributes to the outcome 

· and influences the next level 

When this connection is clear: 

· information flows upward 

· decisions improve 

· execution aligns 

When it is not: 

· insight is lost 

· decisions disconnect from reality 

· effort becomes misdirected 
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Vision and culture make it real 

At the top sits vision. 

Not as a statement — but as shared understanding of direction. 

But vision alone achieves nothing. 

It becomes real through culture — 

the way people behave and make decisions every day. 

Vision sets intent. 

Culture determines whether that intent is lived. 

The loop 

Surrounding all of this is the learning loop. 

Execution informs direction. 
Direction guides execution. 

This is not a one-way flow. 

It is continuous. 

· what happens on the ground should shape thinking at the top 

· what is decided at the top should guide action on the ground 

When this loop works: 

· problems surface early 

· decisions improve 

· the organisation adapts 
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When it breaks: 

· strategy detaches from reality 

· execution becomes mechanical 

· performance slows — even if activity increases 

Organisations do not fail because they lack structure. 

They fail because they stop learning. 

Where the loop breaks 

The loop breaks when: 

· information is filtered or withheld 

· feedback is ignored 

· decisions are defended rather than reviewed 

· behaviour does not change 

At this point, learning slows. 

And when learning slows, performance follows. 

The role of leadership 

Leadership is not about control. 

It is not about having all the answers. 

Its role is to enable the system to work. 
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That means: 

· setting direction 

· removing barriers 

· enabling success 

· aligning behaviour with intent 

· ensuring information flows 

· acting on what is learned 

In simple terms: 

Leadership exists to keep the loop working. 
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The Arbitrium Loop
Levels of Contribution

Culture

Strategic Thinking

Path Setting

Problem Solving

Process Management

Task Delivery

Create long-term advantage

Choose direction

Solve problems

Run and improve processes

Get things done

Leadership enables the system
Set direction. Remove barriers. 

Enable success

The Learning Loop

Clear, 
shared and actionable

How we behave and 
decide together

Vision
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Closing point 

This is not a hierarchy with feedback added. 

It is a system. 

· levels define contribution 

· vision provides direction 

· culture shapes behaviour 

· the loop enables learning 

When these align, performance follows. 

When they do not, effort increases — but results do not. 



 

 77 
 

Chapter 12 — You: At the Centre of 
Choice 

At this point, we have described the system. 

How organisations are structured. 

How behaviour shapes culture. 

How learning enables improvement. 

But none of this exists on its own. 

It exists through people. 

Which brings this back to you. 

You at the centre 

Every day at work, you face in four directions: 

· upward 

· downward 

· internally 

· externally 

In each of those moments, you have a choice. 

You cannot control how others behave. 
You cannot control what they think, decide, or do. 

But you are always responsible for how you respond. 

Looking upward 
When you look upward, you can wait to be told what to do. 
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Or you can: 

· bring clarity 

· offer challenge 

· add insight 

Looking downward 

When you look downward, you can instruct and check. 

Or you can: 

· enable 

· support 

· develop the people around you 

Looking internally 

When you look across the organisation, you can focus on your 
own role and protect your position. 

Or you can: 

· align with others 

· collaborate properly 

· contribute to a shared outcome 

Looking externally 

When you look outward, you can simply transact. 

Or you can: 

· understand 
· add real value 
· build trust 
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You at the Centre of Choice

YOU
Responsible for 
your behaviour

Clarity
Challenge
Insight

Upward

Align 
Collaborate
Deliver

Internal

Understand
Add Value
Build Trust

External

Enable
Support
Develop

Downward

You cannot control others — only your response

Others are influenced, not controlled
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The constant choice 

In every direction, the pattern is the same. 

You can act in a way that protects position, avoids risk, and lim-
its contribution. 

Or you can act in a way that creates clarity, builds trust, and im-
proves outcomes. 

The situation does not decide how you behave. 

The other person does not decide how you behave. 

You do. 

Where culture really comes from 

This is where everything connects. 

Culture is not created through statements or intention. 

It is created through choices. 

In each interaction. 
In each decision. 
In each response. 

Repeated over time, these choices become behaviour. 

Behaviour becomes pattern. 

Pattern becomes culture. 

 



 

 81 
 

Closing point 

You are not separate from the system. 

You are part of it. 

And in every moment, you are influencing it. 

The question is not whether you have a choice. 

The question is: 

How consciously are you making it? 
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Chapter 13 — The Flow of  Value 

Most organisations are designed vertically. 

They have structure, hierarchy, and reporting lines. 

It looks organised. 

But that is not how value is created. 

Where value actually comes from 

Value does not move up and down an organisation. 

It flows across it. 

From idea, through development and build, into delivery, and 
ultimately to the customer. 

That is where value is created. 

Structure supports — it does not create 

Structure does not create value. 

It supports it. 

Teams, functions, management, and systems exist to enable the 
flow of work. 

When they work well, flow is smooth. 

When they do not, work slows, fragments, or stops. 
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When flow breaks 

Most organisational problems are not problems of effort. 

They are problems of flow. 

Work is delayed. 
Information is lost. 
Decisions are slowed. 
Handoffs become friction. 

People compensate by working harder. 

But harder work does not restore flow. 

It often makes the problem worse. 

Flow and the system 

Flow depends on everything we have already described: 

· clarity of intent 

· alignment between roles 

· behaviour between people 

· quality of decisions 

· effectiveness of the learning loop 

When these align, value moves. 

When they do not, it stalls. 
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Why this matters 

When flow slows, the impact is not always immediate. 

Activity continues. 

People stay busy. 

But value is reduced. 

Customers feel it. 

Delays increase. 

Quality drops. 

Costs rise. 

And over time, performance declines. 

The outcome of flow 

When flow improves, something else follows: 

profit. - Not as something to be forced. 

But as the result of value reaching the customer. 
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Closing point 

Organisations often try to improve performance by adding 
structure, control, or pressure. 

But performance does not come from structure alone. 

It comes from flow. 

And flow depends on how effectively people, decisions, and 
work move across the system. 

The question is not: 

How well is the organisation structured? 

The question is:  

How well does value flow through it? 
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Chapter 14 — The Flow of  Relation-
ship 

A customer is created when value is delivered. 

What happens next is not guaranteed. 

Some return. 

Some do not. 

Some become clients. 

Fewer become advocates. 

Beyond the transaction 

The difference is not in the transaction. 

It is in the experience. 

A transaction delivers value once. 

A relationship builds value over time. 

How relationships form 

A client is not created in a single moment. 

It is built through repeated experience. 

Through: 
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· consistency 

· reliability 

· trust 

An advocate goes further. 

They return. 

They recommend. 

They extend the relationship beyond the original transaction. 

This is where growth comes from. 

The role of experience 

Relationships are shaped in every interaction. 

Not just at the point of delivery. 

But across the whole experience: 

· how problems are handled 

· how communication feels 

· how expectations are managed 

· how people are treated 

Customers do not separate these. 

They experience the organisation as a whole.

Relationship and the system 
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The quality of relationships reflects the system behind them. 

If flow is smooth: 

· delivery is consistent 

· communication is clear 

· trust builds 

If flow breaks: 

· delays increase 

· issues surface late 

· confidence reduces 

Relationships do not fail suddenly. 

They weaken over time. 

Growth follows relationship 

Many organisations focus on generating new customers. 

But sustainable growth comes from something else: 

Stronger relationships. 

Not more transactions — but more trust. 

Because: 

· clients return 

· advocates recommend 

· relationships compound 
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The Flow of Relationship

Value creates customers.

CUSTOMER CLIENT ADVOCATE

Experience creates advocates.
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Closing point 

Value creates the customer. 

Experience determines what happens next. 

And experience is shaped by how the organisation works — 
not just what it delivers. 

So the question is not only: 

What value are we creating? 

It is: 

What experience are we leaving behind? 

Because that is what determines whether value flows once — 
or continues. 
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Chapter 15 — The CEO & Unique Re-
sponsibility 

If the organisation is a learning system, a critical question fol-
lows: 

Who is responsible for making that system work? 

Many outcomes in an organisation are shared: 

· profit 
· performance 
· delivery 

They are the result of many people contributing at different lev-
els. 

But unique responsibility is different. 

It sits where a role has the authority to make decisions that no 
one else can make — decisions that shape the direction and ef-
fectiveness of the whole system. 

That role is the CEO. 

What is truly unique about the CEO 

The CEO does not own every outcome. 

But they are uniquely responsible for what cannot be delegated. 

Two things sit at the centre of this. 
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1. Holding the vision 

Not as a statement — but as something usable. 

· Is it clear? 
· Is it understood? 
· Can people use it to make decisions? 

If the answer is no, alignment breaks. 

Effort continues. 

But it moves in different directions. 

2. Aligning behaviour to that direction 

Culture is not what is written down. 

It is what is reinforced, tolerated, and lived. 

Only the CEO has the authority to decide: 

· what behaviours are acceptable 
· what standards are upheld 
· what is allowed to continue 

If behaviour does not align with intent, the system fragments. 

Responsibility for the system 

The CEO does not sit outside the system. 

They are responsible for ensuring it works. 

That means: 



 

 94 

· strategy is informed by reality 

· execution is guided by direction 

· information flows both ways 

· learning continues 

When this holds, the organisation adapts. 

When it does not, the loop breaks. 

And when the loop breaks, performance follows. 

Leadership from behind — properly understood 

“Leading from behind” is often misunderstood. 

It is not passive. 

It is deliberate. 

The CEO enables the system rather than dominating it. 

· they do not replace thinking — they strengthen it 

· they do not solve every problem — they ensure problems can 

be solved 

· they do not control every action — they create the conditions 

for effective action 

The role is not to be the most important person in the organisa-
tion. 

It is to make the organisation work. 
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The test of leadership 

You can see whether this is working. 

· Do people understand the direction well enough to act? 
· Does behaviour support good decisions — or undermine 
them? 
· Does execution inform strategy — or get ignored by it? 

If not, the issue is not at the bottom. 

It sits at the point of unique responsibility. 

Bringing it together 

At this point, the model is clear: 

· contribution varies by level 

· performance depends on learning 

· direction is set through vision 

· behaviour determines whether it is realised 

· and the system is held together by clear responsibility at the 

top 

When this works, the organisation becomes more than structure. 

It becomes a group of people who understand: 

· where they are going 

· how to behave 

· how to improve — together 
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When it doesn’t 

When this does not happen, the impact is rarely immediate. 

And it is not always visible. 

The structure remains. 
The organisation continues. 
Work is still delivered. 

But something begins to change. 

Connection weakens. 
Behaviour shifts. 
The system starts to compensate. 

Not because people stop working — 

but because they adapt to what they experience. 

Closing point 

This is where the problem begins. 

Not with failure. 

But with subtle disconnection. 

And that is what we will look at next. 
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Chapter 16 — When People Stay But 
Switch Off 

What struck me recently wasn’t just how low trust has fallen, or 
how pessimistic people feel about the future. 

We’ve seen those trends building for years. 

It was something quieter — but far more revealing. 

People aren’t leaving. 

Despite the uncertainty, the fatigue, the disconnection — people 
are staying where they are and trying to make it work. 

Choosing: 

· security over progression 

· flexibility over ambition 

· endurance over fulfilment 

On the surface, that might look like resilience. 

It might even look like loyalty. 

But it isn’t. 

It’s withdrawal. 

Staying — but no longer connected 

When people lose trust in the systems around them — in lead-
ership, in institutions, in the promises of work itself — they 
don’t always walk out. 
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More often, they stay. 

And quietly disengage. 

They are present, but no longer connected. 

Committed in contract, but not in spirit. 

Where the problem really sits 

This is where the real issue begins. 

Not simply in leadership. 
Not simply in systems. 

But in the relationship between people and both. 

Because something has shifted. 

People blame the system. 
Leaders blame the environment. 

And responsibility slowly disappears between the two. 

The system becomes the excuse. 

But a system was never designed to take responsibility. 

It was designed to support it. 

Culture lives in people 

This matters, because culture does not live in structures, policies, 
or processes. 

It lives in people. 

In what they choose to do. 

In what they accept. In what they challenge. 

In how they behave together. 
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That is the only part of an organisation that cannot be copied. 

And when that breaks down, no system can replace it. 

What withdrawal looks like 

When trust collapses, people don’t leave. 

They withdraw. 

They stop bringing energy. 
They stop challenging. 
They stop caring in the way they once did. 

They do what is required — and no more. 

And because they are still there, the organisation often doesn’t 
notice. 

Performance may hold. 

Structures remain. 

Processes continue. 

But something essential has gone. 

The organisation still functions. 

It just no longer feels alive. 

Not capability — responsibility 

This is not simply a failure of leadership capability. 

It is a failure of leadership responsibility. 
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Not responsibility for results. 

Not responsibility for strategy. 

But responsibility for the experience of being there. 

Because culture is not what an organisation says it values. 

It is how people actually experience working within it. 

And when that experience becomes transactional, disconnected, 
or draining — 

people don’t always leave the organisation. 

They leave the experience. 

When connection weakens 

When connection weakens, the work doesn’t stop. 

People still show up. 

Tasks are still completed. 

Processes are still followed. 

From the outside, everything appears intact. 

But something important has changed. 

The shared experience of working together begins to fade. 

Energy drops. 

Trust becomes conditional. 

Engagement narrows to what is required — and little more. 
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Still There — No Longer Connected

What You See

At Work Delivering Tasks Following Process
Present

The structure remains. 

What’s Actually Happening

No longer connected

Low energy Low trust Minimal engagement

The Experience

The connection doesn’t.
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How the system adapts 

And when that happens, people don’t step back. 

They step in — differently. 

Some take on more. 

Some withdraw. 

Some try to hold things together. 

Effort becomes uneven. 

Responsibility concentrates. 

The system begins to shift. 

Not because it was designed that way — 
but because people are adapting to what they feel. 

A second shift — less visible 

At the same time, another shift is taking place. 

Less visible — but just as important. 

Authority itself is moving. 

Not upwards. 

Not downwards. 

Away. 

Decisions are increasingly shaped by systems. 

Knowledge is generated through tools. 
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Outputs are accepted without full understanding of how they 

were formed. 

The machine speaks — and we listen. 

The risk of losing ownership 

When this happens, something subtle changes. 

Responsibility becomes blurred. 

Because systems can inform. 

They can accelerate. 

They can even outperform. 

But they cannot be accountable. 

They do not hold context. 

They do not hold consequence. 

They do not hold care. 

And yet, as their influence grows, human judgement is quietly 
repositioned. 

Sometimes diminished. 

Sometimes deferred. 

A new leadership responsibility 

This creates a new tension. 
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Leaders are no longer only responsible for direction, perfor-
mance, or outcomes. 

They are responsible for how responsibility itself is held. 

Because if leaders do not actively hold that responsibility, some-
thing else will take it. 

Systems will shape culture. 

Algorithms will influence decisions. 

And the human experience — already fragile — will drift fur-
ther from view. 

What this really is 

So this is not a story about failing systems. 

And it is not simply a story about weak leadership. 

It is something more fundamental. 

A loss of ownership. 

A quiet agreement — on all sides — to step back from respon-
sibility and allow something else to take its place. 
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When connection breaks, 
organisations become top-heavy

Balanced
• shared load • mutual support • aligned effort 

Top-heavy
• decision concentration• reduced flow • dependency on few

“When connection weakens, individuals compensate 
— and the system distorts.” 
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Closing point 

But culture does not emerge from systems. 

It emerges from people. 

And responsibility cannot be delegated to a process, a structure, 
or a machine. 

It sits with individuals. 

Always. 

When culture fails, people don’t walk out. 

They switch off. 

And when that happens, the organisation doesn’t collapse. 

It slowly disconnects from the very thing that makes it work. 

And over time, that shift doesn’t stay behavioural. 

It becomes structural. 
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Chapter 17 — Arbitrium: The Frame-
work for Better Choice 

What you have just seen is not a failure of systems. 

And it is not simply a failure of leadership. 

It is something more fundamental. 

It is the result of the choices people make — every day, in small 
moments, often without realising it. 

When connection weakens, people adapt. 

They choose: 

• what to say 

• what to hold back 

• what to take ownership of 

• what to leave to others 

These choices shape behaviour. 

Behaviour shapes culture. 

And culture determines performance. 

This is not occasional. 

It is constant. 
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Every organisation is shaped by the choices people make, indi-
vidually and collectively, every day. 

The ability to recognise choices and act intentionally is often de-
scribed as Human Agency. 

Human Agency is the capacity to recognise that we have choices 
and to act upon them. 

Whether as individuals, teams, or organisations, agency exists 
when we recognise that we have a choice and take responsibility 
for exercising it. 

Yet Human Agency raises an important question. 

What influences those choices in the first place? 

Why do some people speak up while others remain silent? 

Why do some take ownership while others step back? 

Why do some embrace change while others resist it? 

Why can two people, working within the same organisation, with 
the same information and opportunities, make completely dif-
ferent decisions? 

These questions sit beneath behaviour. 

And beneath culture. 

They sit at the point where choice is made. 
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Arbitrium begins there. 

Most organisations try to improve performance through sys-
tems, processes, targets, structures and initiatives. 

These things matter. 

But they do not address the root issue. 

Because none of them determine what people choose to: 

• say 

• do 

• avoid 

• accept 

• challenge 

Two people can work in the same system and produce very dif-
ferent outcomes. 

The difference is rarely the system alone. 

It is the choice. 

Why this matters 

Every action in an organisation begins with a decision. 

Some are visible: 

• strategy 

• investment 

• recruitment 
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Others are small and constant: 

• whether to speak up 

• whether to challenge 

• whether to take ownership 

• whether to ignore something 

• whether to act now or wait 

These decisions accumulate. 

They shape behaviour. 

They shape relationships. 

They shape trust. 

And over time, they shape culture. 

The limitation of many traditional approaches is that they focus 
on what people should do. 

They describe best practice. 

They define expectations. 

They establish standards. 

All of which can be valuable. 

But they assume something that is never guaranteed: 
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That people will choose to act in line with them. 

This is where many initiatives fail. 

Because knowing what to do is not the same as choosing to do 
it. 

Introducing Arbitrium® 

This is the gap. 

And this is what Arbitrium addresses. 

It is not a management theory. 

It is not another leadership model. 

It is a way of understanding the relationship between choice and 
outcome. 

At its simplest: 

Arbitrium is the discipline of better choice. 

It starts from a simple premise: 

People are responsible for their choices. 

Not for everything that happens around them. 

But for how they respond. 

For what they say. 
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For what they do. 

For what they allow. 

And for what they choose next. 

This applies to everyone. 

But as authority increases, so does impact. 

Choice in practice 

In organisations, choice rarely appears as a single, obvious deci-
sion. 

It appears in moments. 

Choosing: 

• whether to raise an issue early 

• whether to take ownership 

• whether to listen or defend 

• whether to act or delay 

• whether to align behaviour with expectations 

Individually, these choices seem small. 

Collectively, they define how an organisation operates. 

The role of leadership 

Leaders cannot make choices for others. 
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But they shape the conditions in which those choices are made. 

They do this through: 

• clarity 

• consistency 

• consequence 

When leaders encourage honesty, respond constructively, and 
act in line with their values, they make better choices easier. 

When they punish truth, avoid responsibility, or behave incon-
sistently, they make poor choices more likely. 

Leadership does not remove choice. 

It influences the environment in which choice occurs. 

From choice to performance 

This is where everything connects. 

Choices shape behaviour. 

Behaviour shapes culture. 

Culture shapes performance. 

If organisations want different results, they must ultimately ad-
dress the choices that create those results. 

Not through instruction alone. 
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Not through control. 

But through understanding. 

Not control — ownership 

Arbitrium is not about control. 

It is not about forcing behaviour. 

It is about ownership. 

Helping people understand: 

• that they have choice 

• that their choices matter 

• that they are responsible for them 

This applies at every level. 

But it matters most at the top. 

Because leadership choices scale. 
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Closing point 

Everything in this book leads here. 

You cannot control everything that happens around you. 

But you can control the choices you make. 

Human Agency reminds us that we have the capacity to act. 

Arbitrium reminds us that our actions begin with choice. 

And those choices shape: 

• our behaviour 

• our relationships 

• our culture 

• our results 

So the question is not: 

What should happen? 

The question is: 

What will you choose to do? 

Because that is where change begins. 
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Final Chapter — Responsibility, 
Choice, and What Comes Next 

Everything in this book comes back to one point: 

You are responsible for your choices. 

Not for everything that happens around you. 

But for: 

· how you respond 

· what you accept 

· what you challenge 

· and what you decide to do next 

Understanding this is one thing. 
 

Acting on it is another. 

A practical example 

My understanding of this did not come from theory. 

It came from experience. 

At one point in my career, while working towards Investors in 
People, I realised something I had not properly understood: 

My business was not growing because I was not growing. 

I was stuck. 
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And as long as I stayed that way, the business would do the 
same. 

The moment of realisation 

One day, after finishing a call with a dissatisfied customer, I put 
the phone down and said to my business coach: 

“This business would be great if it wasn’t for the bloody cus-
tomers.” 

He looked at me and said: 

“That’s your vision.” 

I remember thinking — what do you mean? 

He explained: 

“You want your customers to be happy — because when they 
are, you are.” 

That stopped me. 

He was right. 

I had never defined it clearly. 

But that was exactly what I wanted. 

Changing direction 

From that moment, I created a clear direction around customer 
satisfaction. 
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Not as a slogan. 

As something practical. 

I shared it with my directors. 

I worked with our architects to think differently — not about 

what we preferred, but what our customers actually needed. 

I wasn’t claiming to be right. 

But I was taking responsibility for direction. 

Behaviour in action 

Then something happened that made it real. 

I walked into the after-sales department and heard a team mem-
ber, Bob, speaking to a customer. 

The customer had just moved in and had a faulty oven. 

Bob was telling them to contact the manufacturer directly. 

Technically, he wasn’t wrong. 

But I stopped him and said: 

“Tell the customer John, the site manager, will replace the oven 
this afternoon.” 

The reasoning was simple: 
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We chose the supplier. 

So we take responsibility. 

Reinforcement 

A few weeks later, I heard Bob again on the phone. 

This time it was a minor issue. 

He started down the same route. 

Then he saw me — and said: 

“We’ll replace the oven this afternoon.” 

He had overcorrected. 

But he had understood the principle. 

What changed 

From that point, things began to shift. 

We: 

· took ownership more quickly 

· responded differently to customers 

· reduced friction 

· surfaced issues earlier 

As that happened, the business improved. 

Not through a system. 
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Through behaviour. 

The wider impact 

The change did not stay within the business. 

It extended to suppliers, subcontractors, and customer relation-
ships. 

We listened differently. 

We responded differently. 

We delivered differently. 

Over time, this became visible beyond the business. 

Our Group Chairman took an interest. 

With his support, similar principles were adopted more widely. 

That mattered. 

Not as recognition — but as confirmation. 

What had changed was not specific to me. 

It could be understood. 

Applied. 

Scaled. 
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What sat underneath it 

Looking back, the shift did not come from: 

· process 

· policy 

· or instruction 

It came from a change in how I chose to think and act. 

That changed how others responded. 

And from there, everything else followed. 

Where this leaves you 

You do not need a new system to begin. 

You do not need permission. 

You do not need perfect conditions. 

You need to decide: 

· what you are responsible for 

· what standard you will set 

· what behaviour you will accept 

· and what you will do differently 

Because whether you recognise it or not: 

you are already shaping the culture around you. 
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Final thought 

You cannot control everything that happens. 

But you can control the choices you make. 

And those choices determine the results you create. 

So the question is simple: 

What will you choose to do next? 

And if you choose to approach it differently, everything you’ve 
read here can be applied — deliberately. 
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Applying This in Practice 

If this thinking resonates, or you want to explore how  
it applies in your organisation: 

Website:  www.arbitrium.uk 

Email: founder@arbitrium.uk 

Linkedin:  Michael A Griffin 

Thinking behind Arbitrium are explored further at:     

www.michaelgriffin.uk - Thinking About Business  



 

 

 

The only thing an organisation 

truly has that cannot be copied is 

its people – and how they behave 

together. 

 

 
 

Michael  Gri f f in 


