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Effective leaders typically have a natural magnetism that is part and parcel of the leadership skill
set. And when a leader succeeds, this too attracts people, because everyone wants to be a part of
a winning team. This immediately thrusts a decision before every leader: Do I build a cult or a
culture? A cult is a personal following that is primarily loyal to an individual. If staff members
function primarily as a personal support group for a leader, that strongly indicates that the
organization has cult-like qualities. 

Building a culture-based organization is quite different. A culture is a particular way of existing
and experiencing life. A culture includes values, norms, atmosphere, a sense of community and
connectedness, accountability, and even a vocabulary. A culture is about a shared experience.
Although a leader is responsible to shape his culture, he is not one and the same as the culture.
Creating a positive culture-based organization will involve many people and will demystify the
role of the leader. In a healthy culture-based organization, the leader is continually pointing
others to something other than himself—a vision, a mission, a set of values.

My definition of a team—which we will parse in a future issue—is simply a group of people
who coalesce around a vision for the purpose of work. Leaders make a mistake when they attract
people to themselves rather than to a vision. Although a leader may in some ways be
indistinguishable from the corporate vision, it is vitally important that a leader directs the loyalty
of his followers to the corporate vision and not only to himself.

I heard Tim Elmore give a compelling speech in 2006 on “Nurturing a Leadership Culture.” A
“leadership” culture is only one segment of the culture we need in healthy organizations, but he
had some very interesting comments along these lines: “None of us plan to create a personal cult.
We despise stories of cult leaders. . . . However, when we cause others to depend solely on our
leadership—we share some of the same qualities of a cult. . . . The paradox at the heart of
leadership is that the leader must add value to the organization but must not take it away when
he or she leaves. An essential part of a leader’s job is to become dispensable through creating a
culture of leadership [where leaders are developed] that extends through the organization, and
outlives the leader.”

Elmore went on to provide the follow contrast between a cult and a culture:

CULT
1. Emerges quickly with a forceful leader
2. Based on the personality of the leader
3. Fragile and volatile due to the leader
4. Future lasts as long as the leader does
5. Survival rests on a personality



6. People are controlled from the top
7. Leader pushes values on others
8. Works through compliance
9. Centralization (positional power)
10. Can breed fear and insecurity
11. Low risk, low reward
12. The leader leads followers
13. Short-term success

CULTURE
1. Emerges slowly in time with a leadership team
2. Based on the shared values and goals of people
3. Durable and robust due to the environment
4. Future lasts as all transmit to the next generation
5. Survival rests on shared belief and experience
6. People are empowered from the top
7. Leaders model and teach competence, passion
8. Works through commitment
9. De-centralization (personal power)
10. Will breed love and respect
11. High risk, high reward
12. The leader creates leaders
13. Long-term success

A cult can usually survive and even thrive so long as the leader is present. But once the leader
moves off the scene, cults typically dissolve or lose significant momentum. One of the greatest
tests of a leader’s effectiveness is what happens when he moves off the scene. Can the
organization thrive in his absence, be it temporary or permanent? A cult will not survive the
leader. A culture will outlast a leader and indeed produce more leaders. What would happen to
your organization if you walked away tomorrow?
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