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In the last Leader’s Page we contrasted a culture-based organization with a personality-based
cult. Technically, even a cult has its own culture, albeit an unhealthy one. Using the term “cult”
is somewhat tongue-in-cheek, and it represents an extreme. However, by using such extremes, it
is easy to see the potential dangers of a bad work culture, even if they are in caricature. Every
church, committee, organization, and home has its own culture, be it healthy or unhealthy, and
leaders are responsible to shape an atmosphere where corporate as well as individual failure is
difficult. Often times the difference between a thriving organization and a stagnant one is the
atmosphere or work culture.

Leaders must never forget that everything they do and say sends signals, whether positive or
negative, whether intentional or not. A leader’s very presence, or absence, creates a climate in an
organization or department. Leaders, therefore, should be deliberate in how they approach every
piece of communication, every policy, every response, and every follower under their care. If a
leader chooses not to establish a healthy work culture, his decision not to act is a decision
towards a negative work culture. 

A leader actively and passively—and even unintentionally—shapes culture in the following
ways:
By what he values and by what he does not value
By what he does and by what he does not do
By what he says and by what he does not say
By what he tolerates and by what he does not tolerate
By what he rewards and by what he does not reward
By what he punishes and by what he does not punish
By what he emphasizes and by what he does not emphasize
By whom he recruits and by whom he does not recruit
By where he goes and by where he does not go
By what he budgets and by what he does not budget

For organizations to thrive, leaders must intentionally create a positive work culture, an
atmosphere of possibility, where all things are possible. Unattended and dysfunctional climates
generate pessimism and impossibility, and this is the beginning of the death of an organization,
its vision, and the future of its workforce. There are particular ways leaders can act upon their
organizations in order to create an atmosphere of possibility. 

We all have witnessed situations where a new leader assumed a leadership role and proceeded to
lay down the law, outlining her position. This kind of leader defines herself and then requires all
the followers to accommodate her. This is a stifling environment for talented contributors that
can degenerate into a yes-man culture. For the long-term health of an organization, followers
cannot only respond to ultimatums and mandates; rather, they must thrive within a culture that



motivates, encourages, and draws out the best in them. In order to create a productive
atmosphere, leaders must often give up personal preferences. Leaders make as many
concessions, if not more, than do followers.

Let me conclude by listing what I consider to be the primary elements in an atmosphere of
possibility. You can flesh out each point and expand the list as you would like. 

An atmosphere of possibility is an atmosphere where:

People are valued.
The leader’s role is minimized.
God’s will is sought and welcomed.
People feel safe.
Personal growth and discipleship occur.
Christ is modeled.
Transparency and honesty are norms.
Followers’ needs are met.
Vision is cast.

Indeed, a leader’s greatest responsibility is shaping culture. Take a moment to evaluate your
work culture. What are its positive traits? What are its negative traits? How can you affect
positive change? It would be enlightening to have your followers answer these same questions.
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