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Understanding, Living, and Leading the Values of your Organisation 
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Summary 

Sharing, living, discussing, and updating your Values to meet the challenges ahead and integrating and engaging 

new people to live your values are as fundamental for organisations as renewing strategy and measuring results.  

 

This article explores what values are and how they are different from beliefs. It then gives some clear insights into 

why understanding, living and leading the values of your organisation are so important. Finally, it also provides 

some ideas about how to live your values.  

 

At a practical level, when organisations are renewing their values, we encourage them to identify three and to 

communicate these in the most compelling and succinct way possible. With each value, we encourage articulation 

of a short description of what this values means.   Often living the values effectively falls down at the first hurdle 

because there are too many to remember and they are expressed in ways that do not grip people’s imagination. 

 

At a more profound level, ultimately living your values effectively is about embedding them deeply in the 

organisational culture (or ‘soul’).  As Peter Drucker’s famous saying runs ‘culture eats strategy for breakfast’. 

 

Values are at the heart and soul of an organisation. They are essential for your organisation’s well-being and 

continuity. They are should not be overlooked.  

 

For other relevant information related to living values, please see the following texts that I have written in this 

series: ‘The Soul of Organisations’; ‘The Essentials of a Sustainable Future’; ‘Learning to Lead with a Moral 

Compass’ and ‘Leading Cultural Change’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



What are values and how are they different from beliefs? 

Values and beliefs are very different, but because they are often discussed together, people can be confused 

about the difference. In essence… 

 

Values: These reflect the organisation’s core ideology – the principles, standards and qualities that characterise 

the way in which it conducts its work. They can be deeply held, and, although difficult to articulate, they can 

effectively guide leaders’ decisions and the actions of the organisation as a whole. Values can be felt deeply by 

people inside the organisation, and, where these values are strong and clear, they will be felt by organisational 

stakeholders too. Whilst they can be intangible, values are powerful. Newcomers to an organisation can be 

quickly socialised to understand and live the values if inductions are carried out well. Often, they are not spoken 

but transmitted by behaviour, language, stories, and symbols. When these values are transgressed (or 

undermined) by outsiders or incomers from other cultures, this becomes apparent. Newcomers who do not share 

an organisation’s core values might be rejected by the culture. Values lie at the core of an organisation’s culture. 

Strong and clear values are transparent, visible, and will be reflected in what an organisation is and does.  

 

Beliefs: By contrast, organisational beliefs are a statement of what an organisation believes or accepts to be true. 

They are more contextual than values, and are derived from past experience, as well as from the norms of the 

culture and the environment in which an organisation operates.  Beliefs are best seen as statements of how the 

world should or could be. Unlike values, beliefs may be transient and are often reshaped by new experiences or 

by exposure to new situations or new contexts. Beliefs are influenced, and brought into the organisation, by 

people with different backgrounds often with different professional training in different functions. Beliefs can also 

reflect the past experiences of the members or other stakeholders of an organisations. This diversity can enhance 

an organisation’s creativity and innovative processes. Too great a homogeneity in an organisation’s beliefs is 

rarely desirable as this can encourage group-think (where people all start to think alike to the detriment of new 

ideas). In the same way that Caplor Horizons encourages organisations to focus on three values, for 

communication purposes, it does the same with beliefs; this does not take away from the point about welcoming 

and acknowledging the wider diversity of beliefs that often exist within an organisation.   

 
 

Understanding, living and leading the Values 

Shared values are the glue that enables an organisation to thrive, survive and measure its success.   

Understanding, living and leading the values of your organisation is not easy, but perhaps it is the most important 

element of authentic leadership. Values are an essential starting point and guide for leaders, but they must also 

be revisited often to ensure that they are still living and breathing, clearly understood, and consistent with your 

purpose, mission and vision. Too many organisational values are simply words on a page (or on a business card or 

in a power-point presentation).  

 

 



To live, they must be demonstrated, role modelled, talked about, and shared.  

 

Values cannot be created - or indeed changed - overnight. They must be carefully articulated, and people need to 

understand how these can be lived. They should inform internal and external relationships, guide your 

communications, rewards, sanctions, teamwork, and leadership behaviours at all times.  

 

Role modelling your values is an essential element of authentic leadership.  What you stand for, what the 

organisation stands for, and how you want to operate on this planet are all evidenced by the essence and 

uniqueness of your Values.  

 

Your Values are at the heart of your cultural norms. Your Values ought to guide your decisions and the decisions 

of your people. They should enable others to understand those decisions. Without a values-based compass, 

leaders can become directionless and lost, their organisations can lose focus, and people lose motivation.  

 

The people and organisations that are considering accessing your services or products are also ‘buying’ your 

Values. They ‘buy’ your ethics and principles, the way you do business, your attention to quality, the way you 

treat your people, your fairness to your customers, and your focus on the sustainability of the planet. The Values 

of your organisation will resonate with the people inside it as well as with your clients, partners, friends and even 

rivals – all of whom connect with you in different ways. When your values are strong enough, this resonance will 

enable people to understand the organisation’s passions, purposes, beliefs, values and its sense of itself in the 

wider world. 

 

Values are usually set and nurtured by the leadership of an organisation. This ‘values leadership’ can happen 

simultaneously at different levels. Values often reflect the founder’s philosophy, but equally importantly the 

values need to resonate and be lived by the wider organisation, and be mirrored by all the people working there. 

Values lie at the deepest level of your organisation’s culture. Your values give you a fundamental sense of 

purpose, and your organisation’s sense of itself as a whole in the many worlds it inhabits.  

 

Your values are visible in the working, thinking, feeling, knowing and practices of the people in your organisation. 

They provide continuity in a rapidly changing world. Sometimes they will need to change, but changing values is 

not an easy task. People cannot be trained to change their values. Of course, they can be trained to change their 

behaviours, but their underpinning values are shaped by exemplary leadership, and by consistent reinforcement 

and communication of their meaning.  

 

In organisations that are guided by a distributed model of leadership, where leadership behaviours are an 

essential part of the culture at all levels, your values are your glue.  

 



They shape your culture, and are the guiding principles that ensure you stay focused. Values can earn you loyalty, 

both inside and outside the organisation. Your lived Values create your ‘story’ and your reputation. But your 

espoused values must match the ‘lived’ experiences of the organisation and your customers. Your people, and 

those organisations you work with, will spot empty rhetoric a mile off! 

 

‘Values-based decision-making resonates deeply with who you really are. It creates the conditions 

that allow authenticity and integrity to flourish.’ (Richard Barrett, The New Leadership Paradigm, p. 112) 

 

Richard Barrett is a leadership expert whose work focuses very strongly on Values-Based leadership. In summary, 

he argues that the main features of values-based decision-making are: 

 

1. First, be clear of the values that are guiding you.  

2. All the critical decisions that you make should be able to pass your values test. 

3. Your decisions are not based on past experiences, but on the future that you want to create. 

4. You are in control of your actions and behaviours.  

5. In time, your decision-making will become intuition-based as you learn to tap into the collective 

intelligence of the wider group.  

6. Finally, your decision-making will becomes inspiration-based when thoughts that guide your decisions 

seem to arise from nowhere, are persistent, and are linked to the actions we need to take to achieve our 

greater purpose.  

 

Barrett suggests that organisations should choose no more than four or five values to guide their behaviours. This 

should be done after the creation of a Vision and Mission, and should involve as many people as possible, ideally 

everybody in the organisation.  Once these values have been agreed (along with a rationale for each of these, the 

qualities that are required, and the observable behaviours needed to live these) Barrett argues that leaders 

should engage as many people in their organisation as possible in conversations about what these values mean 

for them. These conversations should enable people to explore their own personal values first, and then discover 

how their personal values align with the values of the organisation.  

 

One useful method for engaging a large number of people in such a Values-Creation process is to adopt an 

Appreciative Inquiry approach (as developed by David Cooperrider). The basic premise of Appreciative Inquiry is 

to find situations where there are better than expected results, and then identify the preconditions that helped to 

create the context for these results, and find ways to support (or at least not prevent) these preconditions in the 

future. Engaging in Appreciative Inquiry means asking questions together, not to find the problems or gaps, but 

instead to find out what is working and why. Appreciative Inquiry, in essence, is a method of searching for ‘what 

gives ‘life’ to a living system when it is most alive, most effective, and most capable’ (Barrett, The New Leadership 

Paradigm, p. 457).  

 



Of course, you cannot force people to adopt your espoused Organisational Values, however passionately you feel 

about them. If there is misalignment or resistance in areas of your organisation, this is better addressed through 

carefully structured cultural change initiatives, not through so-called ‘Values training’ (which so often involves 

attempts at indoctrination!). 

 

Remember, your lived values are found at the deepest level of your organisation’s culture. Values cannot be 

managed at will. It is only by changing other more structural or symbolic aspects of your culture (the things that 

can be managed) that you will drive real and lasting values change.  To do this you will need to start by asking: 

- How does our culture support our core values?  

- What needs to change in our culture (symbols, stories, structures, rituals, routines, controls etc.) to 

ensure that we live our values?  

- How will we make these changes? 

Johnson and Scholes’ Cultural Web, discussed elsewhere in our paper series, will help you to structure this change 

process. 

 

All organisations are work in progress. Organisations progress along a path, sometimes mindfully, sometimes 

without paying much attention to their journeys. The core purpose of an organisation is usually strong and clear 

at the start, often articulated and envisioned by a founder, but the supporting values may weaken over time, 

sometimes signaling the need to re-energise the culture and the leadership.  

 

Conclusion 

Sharing, living, discussing, and updating your Values to meet the challenges ahead and integrating and engaging 

new people to live your values are as fundamental for organisations as renewing strategy and measuring results.  

 

Values are at the heart and soul of an organisation. They are essential for your organisation’s well-being and 

continuity. They should not be overlooked. They are a dynamic and critical for an authentically informed decision-

making.  

 

At Caplor Horizons we often work with organisations to help them to develop their Values, to develop a culture 

that is aligned with these values, and foster a distributed leadership process that supports their Vision, Mission 

and Strategy.   

 

Understanding, living, and leading the Values of your organisation is not easy; however, in our experience, doing 

so is essential for guiding your organisation towards a sustainable and purposeful future. 

 

 
 

 



Caplor Horizons - Background 
 
Established in 2014, Caplor Horizons is an independent charity. We work with other charities and responsible 

businesses and now have over 50 Advisors. These are outstanding people that bring specialist knowledge and 

experience. They contribute their time on a voluntary basis, or at reduced rates, so that Caplor Horizons can 

provide high quality and distinctive services at an accessible cost.  

 

Working locally, nationally and internationally, we help other organisations think differently about themselves 

and the new horizons that they face. We support them in strengthening their leadership, renewing their strategy 

and improving their influence. 

 

We want to encourage and assist a new generation of organisations that are committed to making a positive and 

lasting impact.  We believe that if we are to achieve real, sustainable change, we need to inspire and enable 

people to learn differently, think differently and act differently. 

  

 Our purpose is:  to inspire and enable leaders to deliver a sustainable future.  

 Our mission is:  to make a distinctive contribution to organisational change and effectiveness.  

 Our vision is: of a world in which social, environmental and economic progress is balanced.  

 

Our values are: 

 Inspiration:  to inspire and enable others, whatever our role and whoever we are. 

 Sustainability:   to bring about positive and lasting change by uniting people and ideas. 

 Improvement:  to enhance everything that we do by reflecting and learning together. 

Our beliefs are: 

 We are all leaders in our own distinctive way. 

 In diversity, we find strength. 

 Everyone matters. 

 Learning is more effective if it is fun, engaging, creative and based on people’s strengths.  

 Collaboration helps achieve greater impact. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Caplor Horizons – Our Strategic Goals  
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