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WHEN CEOS  
DON'T ‘GET’  
CULTURE
CEOs can often be so self-absorbed 

that they are not in touch 
with the signals that serve as 

EWIs—early warning indicators—of 
problems with stakeholders, including 
employees, customers, and vendors.

This can lead to a multitude of problems 
and challenges. Here are some examples 
of how "leaders" who are detached 
from the realities of the organization's 
culture can run the risk of failure for 
themselves, but also gross failure of 
the company or organization itself:

Lack of Employee Engagement. If 
the CEO doesn’t prioritize culture, 
employees may feel disengaged, leading 
to lower productivity, high turnover, and 
a lack of alignment with company goals.

Weak Communication. Poor 
organizational culture results in 
unclear communication, which 
hinders collaboration and the 
flow of ideas, making it di!cult 
to solve problems e"ectively.

BY PAUL FIORAVANTI, CTP, CEO  
& MANAGING PARTNER, QORVAL PARTNERS LLC

THE COST OF CULTURAL MISALIGNMENT: 

Inconsistent Values. When the 
CEO doesn't reinforce a clear set 
of values, the organization lacks 
consistency, causing confusion 
among employees and creating 
a fractured company identity.

Low Employee Morale. CEOs 
who overlook culture may foster 
a toxic work environment where 
employees feel undervalued 
or unsupported, leading to 
dissatisfaction and low morale.

Inability to Attract Talent. Without 
a strong, positive culture, top 
talent is less likely to want to work 
for the organization, leading to 
di!culty in hiring and retaining 
high-quality employees.

Decline in Innovation. A CEO 
who neglects culture may stifle 
innovation by creating an 
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environment where employees are 
afraid to take risks or share new ideas.

Increased Turnover. Without a 
positive culture, employees may 
leave the company more frequently, 
leading to higher turnover rates 
and significant costs associated 
with recruitment and training.

Reduced Organizational Agility. 
A poor organizational culture can 
make it harder for a company to 
adapt to change, resulting in slower 
decision-making and ine!ciencies.

Erosion of Trust. CEOs who fail 
to nurture culture may undermine 
trust between leadership and sta", 
making it di!cult to build e"ective 
teams and encourage loyalty.

Decreased Employee Well-Being. 
Poor culture can lead to burnout, 
stress, and mental health issues, 
which negatively impact productivity 
and overall workplace happiness.

Lack of Accountability. If cultural 
norms don’t encourage accountability, 
employees may not take ownership 
of their work, leading to decreased 
performance and responsibility.

Misalignment With Strategy. When 
leadership doesn’t align culture with 
strategy, it becomes di!cult to execute 
company goals e"ectively, because 
employees don’t feel connected 
to the company’s purpose.

Compromised Brand Reputation. 
A negative organizational culture 

can reflect poorly on the company’s 
brand, both externally and internally, 
and damage relationships with 
customers and other stakeholders.

Loss of Competitive Edge. Companies 
with a weak culture often struggle to 
stay ahead of competitors, because 
their employees aren’t fully invested 
in driving innovation or success.

Failure to Scale. CEOs who neglect the 
cultural aspects of growth may struggle 
to scale their business e"ectively, as 
company culture plays a significant 
role in sustaining long-term success.

Culture Is Determined  
by the Worst Behavior the 
Organization Tolerates
The founder and CEO of QORVAL 
Jim Malone often said, “Culture is 
determined by the worst behavior that 
the organization tolerates.” As a six-
time Fortune 500 CEO and an advisor 
to two presidents and a member 
of several public company boards, 
Malone had extensive experience in 
understanding the role of culture as 
it relates to performance. A culture of 
valuing “forgiveness over permission” 
motivates employees who know 
that their thinking and innovation 
is valued more than playing politics 
and appeasing their superiors.

Poor leadership can have general 
impacts in various key areas, including:

• Employee morale and engagement.

• Customer satisfaction.

• Product/service quality.

• Competitive market share.

Companies that operate under a 
shadow of leadership where it’s “my 
way or the highway” tend to have high 
turnover, low morale, weak cultures, low 
margins, and demotivated teams—and 
they are usually destined for failure. 

When the Culture Is a Fail
Here are some notable examples of 
companies that struggled or failed, in 
part, due to CEOs failing to recognize 
the importance of internal culture 
and employee mistreatment.

1 Uber:  
Travis Kalanick

Failure: Uber's early years under 
CEO Travis Kalanick were marked 
by a "win at all costs" culture, which 
fostered internal chaos, toxic behavior, 
and unethical practices. Kalanick's 
leadership style was aggressive, and he 
encouraged a "bro culture" that devalued 
employees' well-being and led to 
numerous scandals, including reports of 
sexual harassment and discrimination.

Outcome: After multiple scandals, 
including allegations of sexual 
harassment and corporate espionage, 
Kalanick resigned in 2017. The 
company had to undergo a significant 
cultural overhaul under new CEO 
Dara Khosrowshahi to rebuild trust 
and improve internal culture.

2 WeWork:  
Adam Neumann

Failure: Adam Neumann, the co-
founder and former CEO of WeWork, 
created a company culture that was 
flamboyant and egotistical, with an 
emphasis on rapid growth and excess 

Companies that operate under a shadow 
of leadership where it’s “my way or the 

highway” tend to have high turnover, 
low morale, weak cultures, low margins, 

and demotivated teams—and they 
are usually destined for failure.
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rather than sustainability. Neumann's 
erratic leadership and poor decision-
making, including his controversial 
behavior and lack of financial 
discipline, led to the company’s 
collapse during its failed IPO attempt.

Outcome: Neumann was ousted 
in 2019, and WeWork’s valuation 
plummeted from $47 billion to just 
a fraction of that. The company's 
disastrous internal culture and 
Neumann’s failure to prioritize 
employees or sound business practices 
were major contributors to its downfall.

3 Theranos:  
Elizabeth Holmes

Failure: Elizabeth Holmes, founder 
and CEO of Theranos, fostered a 
culture of secrecy, intimidation, 
and manipulation. Employees were 
discouraged from questioning the 
company's technology and practices, 
leading to unethical behavior and 
eventual fraud charges. Holmes 
created an environment where the 
truth about the company's capabilities 
was hidden, even from internal sta".

Outcome: Theranos ultimately 
collapsed, and Holmes faced 
criminal charges for defrauding 
investors and patients. The toxic 
internal culture, combined with 
Holmes’ leadership style, played a 
key role in the company's failure.

4 Yahoo!  
Marissa Mayer

Failure: Marissa Mayer, who took 
over as CEO of Yahoo! Inc. in 2012, 
made several strategic missteps, 
but her internal management style 
also came under scrutiny. Mayer’s 
emphasis on top-down decision-
making, frequent changes in direction, 
and poor communication with 
employees created an environment 
of instability and distrust. Moreover, 
her decision to eliminate remote work 
in 2013 was widely seen as alienating 
employees and eroding morale.

Outcome: Yahoo's internal culture 
became fractured, and despite attempts 
to revitalize the company, it was sold 
to Verizon in 2017 for just $4.48 billion, 
a fraction of its former value. A lack of 
cohesion and employee dissatisfaction 
contributed to Yahoo's decline.

5 Enron: Kenneth Lay  
& Je!rey Skilling

Failure: Enron's rise and fall were 

directly linked to its toxic corporate 
culture and the unethical behavior 
of its leadership, particularly under 
CEO Je"rey Skilling and founder 
Kenneth Lay. The company 
promoted a high-pressure, results-
at-all-cost culture that encouraged 
employees to engage in fraudulent 
activities to meet financial targets.

Outcome: Enron filed for bankruptcy 
in 2001, and top executives were 
convicted of fraud and conspiracy. 
The company’s downfall highlighted 
the dangers of a corporate 
culture that prioritized financial 
performance over ethical behavior 
and employee well-being.

6 Silicon Graphics:  
Edward R. McCracken

Failure: SGI, a pioneer in high-
performance computing, faced cultural 
and leadership issues that contributed 
to its decline in the late 1990s and 
early 2000s. Under CEO Edward 
McCracken, SGI’s internal culture 
became overly focused on technology 
and innovation at the expense of 
employee satisfaction and operational 
e!ciency. Moreover, McCracken failed 
to adapt to market changes, as SGI’s 
core products became obsolete.

Outcome: SGI's inability to pivot 
its culture or recognize the need 
for organizational change led to its 
financial collapse. The company 
eventually filed for bankruptcy in 
2009. The poor internal culture 
and mismanagement of resources 
played a role in its demise.

7 Best Buy:  
Brad Anderson

Failure: Under Brad Anderson's 

leadership, Best Buy experienced a 
culture of internal disorganization, 
ine!ciency, and resistance to 
change, which contributed to its 
struggles in the 2000s. Anderson's 
inability to foster a positive internal 
culture and to properly address the 
growing threat of online retailers 
like Amazon left Best Buy vulnerable. 
Additionally, employee morale 
su"ered due to lack of strategic 
direction and frequent restructuring.

Outcome: Best Buy faced significant 
financial losses during this period, 
with declining stock prices and 
reduced market share. Although 
the company later recovered 
through leadership changes 
and cultural shifts, Anderson’s 
initial failure to understand the 
importance of culture played a role 
in the company’s challenges.

These examples show how CEOs 
who failed to prioritize the well-being 
of their employees, foster a healthy 
organizational culture, and align the 
company's internal values with long-
term success often contributed to or 
directly caused company failures.

Culture Matters
CEOs who don't recognize the 
importance of organizational culture 
risk undermining their company’s 
ability to succeed across critical areas, 
including employee engagement, 
customer satisfaction, product/service 
quality, and market competitiveness. 
E"ective leadership that fosters 
a healthy culture is essential for 
long-term success, because it 
impacts everything from employee 
performance to customer loyalty 
and overall business viability. J
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