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The link between culture

and competitive advantage

New world. New skills.



For the past 25 years, the Katzenbach Center, the institute 
for culture, leadership and teaming at Strategy&, PwC’s 
strategy consulting group, has been studying the influence 
of culture on business success. This year, we asked 3,200 
survey participants to reflect on their experiences in the 
context of the COVID-19 crisis. The results show that for 
some, organisational culture has been the hero of their 
pandemic story. By reflecting on lessons learned during the 
pandemic, business leaders can glean insights that will carry 
them forward.

The fact that many organisations believe their culture was 
a source of strength during the pandemic suggests that as 
leaders navigate a series of future challenges, amplifying the 
right parts of their culture can provide them with a competitive 
advantage. But deficiencies within an organisation’s culture 
can also undermine its ability to meet its strategic objectives. 

Our survey shows that recruitment and retention of talent tops 
the list of future challenges leaders are most worried about. 
This makes sense, given reports that many workers might 
have been ‘sheltering in job’ as economies began recovering 
from the pandemic. In fact, data from the US Bureau of Labor 
Statistics shows that in some places, people have already 
begun leaving their jobs. In the US, there are a record number 
of job openings, and the ‘quits rate’—the proportion of people 
who quit their job—is sharply on the rise. People have many 
choices in the labour market today and are starting to act that 
way. Like our culture survey, PwC’s 24th Annual Global CEO 
Survey reveals that leadership and talent development is a 
priority; it’s among the top five areas executives plan to invest 
in over the next three years. But leaders are also grappling 
with the need to innovate, work in more effective ways, 
transform digitally and address many other issues. 

Culture will pave the

path forward
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https://www.forbes.com/sites/jackkelly/2021/02/19/a-linkedin-survey-shows-that-americans-are-sheltering-in-their-jobs-afraid-to-make-the-switch/?sh=795115cb7a9a
https://www.bls.gov/jlt/
https://www.bls.gov/jlt/
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/ceo-agenda/ceosurvey/2021/report.html
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In this report, we will lay out the evidence that 
amplifying their cultural traits can be a source of 
competitive advantage for companies. We will also 
identify cultural challenges that our survey reveals, 
particularly the crisis of authenticity: a mismatch 
between what leaders say about culture (especially 
regarding diversity, equity and inclusion) and what their 
people actually experience. Finally, we will discuss ways 
in which leaders can activate their culture, managing 
cultural traits—specifically by using a variety of culture 
change ‘enablers’ we’ve identified—in order to support 
change and strategic objectives.

Reid Carpenter 
Global lead, Katzenbach Center 
PwC

Understanding culture

Behaviours: Patterns within a company 
of how individuals spend their time, 
make decisions, live relationships, handle 
conflicts and truths, and perform their 
jobs; what people ‘do’ on a day-to-day 
basis.

Traits: A recognised organisation-
wide tendency for people to behave 
in a certain way. A trait’s ‘neutrality’ 
means that it has positive and negative 
repercussions, representing two sides of 
the same coin.

Enablers: Levers that are effective in 
helping organisations create coherence 
around the traits and behaviours they’ve 
identified as most important to their 
success.
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Exhibit 1: About the survey (2021 respondent demographics)
Forty-two countries participated in the survey. The following countries had the most respondents,  
shown as a percentage of the total.  

Note: Percentages have been rounded.

Source: PwC 2021 Global Culture Survey

Which of the 
following best describes 

your organisation’s 
industry?

Approximately 
how many employees 
does your organisation 

have globally?

 Fewer than 100 employees: 516

 100–249 employees: 374

 250–999 employees: 556

 1,000–2,499 employees: 431

 2,500–4,999 employees: 346

 5,000–9,999 employees: 330

 10,000+ employees: 596

 Prefer not to say/Don’t know: 94

 Financial services: 548

 Tech, media and telecom: 498

 Consumer markets: 363

 Industrial products: 813

 Healthcare and pharma: 267

 Other: 754

France 

9.5%
Malaysia 

8%
US 

7.4%
China 

6.5%
UK 

6.5%
Singapore 

6.4%
Australia 

6.3%
Canada 

6.3%

Germany 

6.3%
India 

6.3%
Japan 

6.2%
Netherlands 

6.2%
Russia 

5.8%
South Africa 

3.6%
Switzerland 

3.3%

Number of respondents



At the Katzenbach Center, we define culture as ‘the 
self-sustaining patterns of behaviour that determine how 
things are done.’ An organisation’s culture is as unique as 
a thumbprint, but each distinct culture can be a source of 
competitive advantage if leaders understand how cultural 
traits support or hinder change and take steps to activate 
the right behaviours in order to support strategic goals.

Culture has risen sharply up the leadership agenda 
in recent years (see Exhibit 2) and has exploded as a 
topic of conversation in the market (see Exhibit 3). Of 
the C-suite and board members who participated in our 
survey, it’s interesting to note that 66% are even saying 
now that culture is more important to performance than 
the organisation’s strategy or operating model. Issues of 
strategy, operations and culture—along with purpose—are 
actually intertwined, and it’s culture that can bring these 
other aspects of the business to life.

has come
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2013 

53%
2018 

61%
2021 

67%

Exhibit 2: Culture rises up the leadership agenda
Q: Please indicate the extent to which you agree with the statement, 
‘Our organisation’s culture is an important topic on the agenda of our 
company’s senior leadership.’

Base: 2021: 3,243; 2018:1,204; 2013: 2,219.

Note: Percentages shown represent ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’ responses 
combined.

Source: PwC 2021 Global Culture Survey, 2018 Global Culture Survey and 
2013 Global Culture Survey

Culture’s time

https://www.strategy-business.com/feature/10-Principles-of-Organizational-Culture
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7bL0TA4q6qU&feature=youtu.be
https://hbr.org/2019/11/why-are-we-here
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But our survey also reveals that talking about culture and 
thinking culture is important don’t always translate to 
employees feeling a cultural impact. For instance, there is 
an average 20-percentage-point gap between managers 
and nonmanagers in a series of questions we asked related 
to how well their company supports diversity, equity and 
inclusion (DEI) efforts. 

To fully reap the benefits of a strong organisational culture, 
leaders need to close this gap. And they’ll probably need 
to work with policymakers who can lay the foundation—
for example, with policies that encourage flexibility and 
protections for workers and deliver on what leaders say 
they want their culture to represent. The reasons for doing 
so are numerous, and were highlighted by the pandemic, 
when the role of culture in companies’ ability to adapt, 
team, be productive and exhibit care for their employees 
and customers was on full display. But the evidence of 
culture’s effect is more than anecdotal. Our survey data 
bears out the connection between an organisation having a 
strong culture and also having business success.

Exhibit 3: Number of references to ‘culture’ in leading business publications

 Forbes   WSG 
Source: Google Ngram search of ‘culture’ in the Wall Street Journal and Forbes, 2001–21
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https://www.strategy-business.com/article/Is-organizational-culture-the-hero-or-villain-of-your-pandemic-story
https://www.strategy-business.com/article/Is-organizational-culture-the-hero-or-villain-of-your-pandemic-story


The results from our survey are resounding: 81% of 
respondents who strongly believe their organisation was 
able to adapt during the 12 months before our survey 
was conducted also say their culture has been a source 
of competitive advantage (see Exhibit 4). These results 
are consistent across geographies, and the percentage 
is even higher in some countries, with 80% saying so in 
the US, 94% in China, 92% in India and 72% in the UK. 
Among respondents in senior management positions, 72% 
agree that their culture helps successful change initiatives 
happen. And respondents who say that their organisation 
has a distinctive culture and that culture is an important 
topic on the leadership agenda also were more likely to 
say that revenue, employee satisfaction and customer 
satisfaction increased during the pandemic (see Exhibit 5).

The evidence that

culture is a

advantage

competitive
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81%
of respondents who 
strongly believe their 
organisation was able 
to adapt during the 
12 months before our 
survey was conducted 
also say their culture 
has been a source of 
competitive advantage

Exhibit 4: A strong culture lines up with strong organisational adaptability
Survey respondents who strongly agree that during the year before the survey was conducted, their 
organisation had the ability to pivot and adapt quickly to change also agree or strongly agree that:

Base: Those who strongly agree that their organisation had the ability to pivot and adapt quickly to change: 854.

Note: Percentages indicate only those who responded ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree.’

Source: PwC 2021 Global Culture Survey

Culture is a source of 
competitive advantage

Culture is an important 
topic on the leadership 
agenda

The way people 
act is consistent with 
what we say about 
culture

Our culture enables 
successful internal 
change initiative 
to happen

81% 85% 85% 88%
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It’s also clear from our survey that organisations with a 
distinctive culture found it easier to maintain performance 
and pivot if needed during the crisis. Of these 
organisations, 73% say that making decisions quickly 
became easier (or stayed the same) during the pandemic, 
64% say that collaborating with colleagues was easier 
or the same as before, and 66% say that responding 
to customer needs was easier or stayed the same (see 
Exhibit 6). These trends largely hold across geographies, 
with some differences. Notably, respondents in China 
didn’t see the same difference in their ability to meet 
customer needs, those in the US didn’t see the same 
difference in their ability to innovate, and those in India 
didn’t see the same difference in their ability to coach 
and develop.

On the flip side, our survey shows that when culture 
is not a priority, certain ways of working are not as 
easy or successful as when culture is prioritised. This 
perspective is important as leaders think about recruiting 
and retaining the best talent, which is key to creating and 
maintaining a competitive advantage. 

We at PwC have spent a great deal of time exploring 
workforce and employer needs related to remote work 
and hybrid models. It will be critical for organisations to 
strike a balance between differing needs and the old and 
new ways of doing things. Of those we surveyed who 
worked from home during the pandemic, 44% say that it 
became more difficult to maintain a sense of community 
with their colleagues, compared with 33% of those who 

continued to go to a workplace. Just one in ten (12%) of 
all respondents say coaching and development became 
easier, and two-fifths (41%) say it became more difficult. 
As more organisations shift towards a hybrid working 
model, pressure will be put on certain aspects of culture. 
For instance, it might be harder for employees to feel 
connected to the organisation and each other, or issues 
of inequity might be exacerbated. 

Recognising these facts about the competitive 
advantage—or disadvantage—that culture can create 
doesn’t mean that leaders will know how to capitalise 
on its potential power. In the coming months, as 
organisations and people adapt to very different working 
conditions, the value of culture will be tested once again. 
How can leaders make sure they have a distinctive 
culture that sets them apart from competitors? And what 
might undermine their efforts to improve recruitment 
and retention and other strategic objectives? The survey 
identifies significant cultural challenges that need to be 
addressed.

Exhibit 6: A distinctive culture enabled effective ways of 
working during the pandemic
Survey respondents who say they have a distinctive culture versus 
those who do not say they have a distinctive culture found the following 
ways of working to be easier or to stay the same during the pandemic:

48% more likely

Revenue

80% more likely

Employee satisfaction

89% more likely

Customer satisfaction

Exhibit 5: Organisations with a distinctive culture have 
better business outcomes
Survey respondents who say they have a distinctive culture were more 
likely than those who do not say they have a distinctive culture to see 
an increase in:

Base: Those who say they have a distinctive culture: 1,986.

Note: Base number represents ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’ responses combined.

Source: PwC 2021 Global Culture Survey

Base: Those who say they have a distinctive culture: 1,986. Those who say they 
do not have a distinctive culture: 411.

Note: Base number represents ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’ responses 
combined.Source: PwC 2021 Global Culture Survey

Source: PwC 2021 Global Culture Survey

Those who say they have 
a distinctive culture

Decision-making

Collaborating

Meeting customers’ needs

Innovating

Coaching and developing

Those who say they do 
not have a distinctive 
culture

73% 57%

64%

66%

49%

57%

66% 56%

55% 41%

https://www.strategy-business.com/article/Creating-the-office-of-the-future
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/consulting/workforce-of-the-future/library/how-to-avoid-remote-work-inequity.html
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For example, the level of connection that employees feel to 
the company, its purpose and one another influences their 
emotions. And positive emotions energise effort and enable 
change and adaptability. Our survey shows that sincere 
leadership and cultural cohesion are aligned with higher 
levels of connectivity (see Exhibit 7).

the authenticity gap

Cultural incoherence—

 Low connectivity   Medium connectivity   High connectivity
Note: To create this ‘connectivity index,’ we correlated the following four 
statements with other aspects of organisational culture: ‘I feel a personal 
connection to our organisation’s purpose,’ ‘I believe I have the right skills to 
be successful in our organisation,’ ‘Our team members motivate and inspire 
me to do my best work,’ and ‘I feel I can be my whole (“authentic”) self in 
our organisation.’

Base: All respondents: 3,243.

Source: PwC 2021 Global Culture Survey

Exhibit 7: Authenticity and cultural consistency 
correlate with connectivity
% favourable agreement with the following statements

Our leadership team consistently 
role models our purpose, values 
and culture (they ‘walk the talk’)

The way people act every day 
in our organisation is consistent 
with what we like to say about 

our culture

19%

36%

49%

63%

87%88%
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Our survey also shows that the positive impact of culture 
is felt most strongly in organisations in which the entire 
workforce sees their leaders acting in authentic ways. Of 
respondents in our survey who say that their organisation’s 
leaders are ‘role models of value, purpose and culture,’ 
83% also say that culture was a source of competitive 
advantage during the pandemic, and 83% say that their 
organisation’s culture enabled change initiatives to happen. 

These findings point to an enduring challenge for leaders: 
how to translate the talk about culture into actions that are 
felt every day at all levels of the organisation. 

In 2018, we highlighted a gulf between C-suite and board 
members’ perception of their organisation’s culture and the 
experience of their people. In our work with clients, we’ve 
seen that this incoherence between what leaders say they 
want the culture to be and how workers experience it has a 
detrimental impact on one very important emotion—trust. 
Without trust, it becomes much more difficult to bring 
about change, motivate people and encourage the right 
behaviours within the organisation. 

This year’s survey shows that this chasm between leaders’ 
and employees’ perceptions persists, extending to almost 
every element of culture (see Exhibit 8). This gap creates a 
huge barrier to realising the benefits of investing in culture.

At the heart of this mismatch is the issue of authenticity; 
business leaders believe they are a walking embodiment 
of the organisation’s culture, values and purpose, but their 
employees disagree. Closing these gaps in perception and 
authenticity is essential, because authenticity is correlated 
with not just good feelings but also measurable business 
outcomes.

Exhibit 8: The perception chasm
Question: Please indicate to what extent you agree or strongly agree with the following statements:

‘Our organisation has a strong sense of purpose’

‘I feel a personal connection to our organisation’s purpose’

‘Our organisation supports relevant societal and environmental issues’

‘Our leadership team walks the talk on purpose, values and culture’

‘My team inspires me to do my best work’

 C-suite/board   Below management
Base: C-Suite/board: 382. Below management: 926.

Source: PwC 2021 Global Culture Survey

65%79%

54%83%

52%73%

46%73%

54%81%

https://www.strategyand.pwc.com/gx/en/insights/2018/global-culture-survey.html
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One of the starkest gaps between employees and leaders 
in our survey shows up in questions pertaining to DEI. 
Only 21% of respondents overall say that DEI needs to 
be improved in their organisation, and there is a huge 
mismatch between the views of leaders and below-
management employees (see Exhibit 9). This gap persists 
across all geographies.

Our data shows that many workers today feel they’re not 
fully seen or heard and that their workplaces aren’t as 
inclusive as leaders think they are. This has consequences. 
Some who don’t feel that they can be their authentic selves 
at work may resort to code-switching—adjusting their 
behaviour, expressions or speech patterns in order to fit 
in or because they think they’ll be treated more fairly and 
given more opportunities as a result. And this risk might 

be exacerbated further in the future hybrid model of work. 
Employees who are uncomfortable are unlikely to stay 
for long. Unless this issue of workers not feeling included 
or seen is addressed, and DEI values are genuinely 
embedded into culture, an organisation will struggle to 
retain the talent it needs.

Our analysis confirms that consistency matters, not just in 
leaders’ talk and actions, but in the behaviours of people 
across the organisation. We call this cultural coherence. 
Survey respondents at organisations where there is 
consistency between what is said about culture and the 
way people behave fare considerably better in terms of 
revenue and employee and customer satisfaction (see 
Exhibit 10).

There is evidence that a lack of cultural consistency in 
organisations is causing another fundamental problem. 
Our survey this year shows that employees are losing faith 
in the power of culture: although the number of C-suite 
and board members who believe that culture is more 
important than strategy or operating model has increased, 
the number of frontline workers who say the same has 
gone down since our 2018 survey, from 66% then to 46% 
this year. 

Exhibit 10: Cultural coherence correlates with improved 
business outcomes
Survey respondents who say their culture is coherent, meaning that 
the way people act every day is consistent with what they say about 
culture, are more likely than those who do not say their culture is 
coherent to see an increase in:

Exhibit 9: The diversity, equity and inclusion mismatch
Q: Please indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statements:

29% more likely

Revenue

72% more likely

Employee satisfaction

68% more likely

Customer satisfaction

Base: Those who say their culture is coherent: 2,198.

Note: Base number represents ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’ responses combined.

Source: PwC 2021 Global Culture Survey

 Below management   C-suite and board
Base: C-Suite/board: 382. Below management: 926. Note: Percentages represent ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’ responses combined.

Source: PwC 2021 Global Culture Survey

Our organisation takes time to listen to differing opinions

Our organisation encourages open discussion around sensitive topics

My colleagues take the time to know my background

Our organisation embraces flexibility and accomodates people with differing needs

I can be my authentic self at work

74%

71%

67%

64%

67%

66%

54%

56%

51%

56%
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Organisations that have clarity and alignment on what it 
is they hope organisational culture will help them achieve 
are in a better position to tap into the power of culture. 
Understanding culture—and the levers that can be pulled 
to affect it—begins with taking inventory of the traits that 
people use to describe it and the behaviours that people 
habitually follow.

Our survey data shows that the qualities or traits that 
organisations want to embed in their culture have 
remained fairly consistent over time, with a few exceptions. 
Digitisation and health and safety have entered leaders’ 
top five cultural priorities, replacing agility and customer-
centricity. PwC’s 24th Annual Global CEO survey also 
shows digitisation among executives’ top five priorities, 
and a PwC US survey reveals the emphasis leaders 
are putting on employees’ well-being—so these trends 
are probably here to stay. This year, leaders once again 
identified recruitment and retention as the cultural priority 
they most need to improve (see Exhibit 11). But for 
companies that respondents say have not exhibited the 
ability to pivot and adapt through COVID-19, the need for 
improvement was even greater: 45%, compared with 37% 
that have had the ability. In addition, collaboration was a 
much greater need in organisations that respondents say 
did not adapt well to COVID-19: 41%, compared with 31% 
that have had the ability (see Exhibit 12).

of culture

Purposeful management

The solution:

https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/ceo-agenda/ceosurvey/2021/report.html
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/ceo-agenda/ceo-panel-survey-emerge-stronger.pdf?utm_campaign=sbpwc&utm_medium=site&utm_source=articletext
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2018 2021

1 1
2 2
3 3
4 4
5 5

Retention Recruitment and retention

Agility Digitisation

Innovation Innovation

Customer-centricity Health and safety

Collaboration Collaboration

Exhibit 11: Cultural priorities
Q: Which of the following do you consider most important to improve? Choose your top three.

Exhibit 12: Priorities differ based on adaptability
Survey respondents who say that their organisation had the ability to pivot and adapt quickly to change 
during the year before our survey was conducted are generally less likely than those who do not say this to 
cite a need for improvement in the following areas:

Base: All respondents: 3,243.

Source: PwC 2021 Global Culture Survey

Base: Those who say their organisation had the ability to pivot and adapt quickly to change: 2,515. Those who say their 
organisation did not have the ability to pivot and adapt quickly to change: 283.

Note: Base numbers in relation to pivoting and adapting quickly to change represent ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’ responses 
combined, and ‘disagree’ and ‘strongly disagree’ responses combined.

Source: PwC 2021 Global Culture Survey

Those who say their 
organisations are adaptable

Recruitment and retention

Digitisation

Innovation

Collaboration

Health and safety

Those who say their 
organisations are not adaptable

37%

36%

34%

31%

30%

45%

37%

34%

41%

36%



14  PwC | Global Culture Survey 2021

But organisations might not understand which cultural 
traits and behaviours correlate closely with those goals. 
For example, by asking respondents to identify points 
along a scale that best describe their organisation’s 
dominant traits (see Exhibit 13), we can conclude that 
a majority of those taking part in the survey say their 
organisations are hierarchical. But according to our analysis 
of these findings about cultural traits, along with survey 
respondents’ answers to questions about what areas 
of their business they need to improve, we can see that 
being non-hierarchical correlates with better recruitment 
and retention. There are some regional variations in 
dominant cultural traits. For instance, respondents in 
China were more likely than the global average to say their 
organisations make decisions via consensus (61% versus 
45%). Respondents in Germany were less likely than the 
global average to say this (30%). And respondents in 

Australia were more likely to say their organisations pursue 
revolutionary change versus incremental change (40%), 
compared with the global average (30%).

Leaders juggling multiple strategic priorities might have 
to perform a delicate balancing act if those priorities are 
supported by opposing cultural traits. For example, we 
noticed in our analysis that organisations that say they need 
to improve recruitment and retention also say that some of 
their cultural traits are making decisions via single points of 
accountability and embracing an incremental approach to 
change. What this implies is that these two traits might be 
undermining recruitment and retention efforts. But before 
jumping to conclusions, it’s important to acknowledge 
that those same traits might actually help with other parts 
of an organisation’s strategy. For example, in the 2018 
Global Culture Survey, we saw that having single points of 

accountability is a good thing if a company is striving for 
operational excellence.

If organisations are to navigate the challenges ahead, their 
chances will be greatly improved if they can first identify 
and prioritise their strategic goals, then understand which 
traits and behaviours support those goals, and then activate 
and begin to evolve their culture by using key organisational 
levers, or enablers.

Our survey presented participants with nine enablers—both 
formal and informal—that we know from experience are 
effective in helping organisations create coherence in the 
traits and behaviours they’ve identified as most important to 
their success. 

Pursuing incremental 
change

Pursuing revolutionary 
change

40% 29% 30%

Having single 
points of accountability

Making decisions via 
consensus

30% 25% 45%

Valuing titles 
and levels

Being flat and 
non-hierarchical

42% 28% 30%

Following set 
processes/procedures

Encouraging 
improvisation

41% 27% 32%

Being comfortable 
with risk

Being risk-averse25% 33% 42%

Exhibit 13: Survey reveals dominant cultural traits

Base: All respondents: 3,243.

Source: PwC 2021 Global Culture Survey

https://www.strategyand.pwc.com/gx/en/insights/2018/global-culture-survey.html
https://www.strategyand.pwc.com/gx/en/insights/2018/global-culture-survey.html
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Our analysis of survey results also confirmed that 
organisations should use as many of these enablers 
as possible, whether formal or informal. Our analysis 
shows that organisations with more distinctive cultures 
and those with more coherence activate more of these 
culture change enablers. For example, when more than 
four enablers were activated during the pandemic, the 
survey results showed a significant rise in culture being a 
source of competitive advantage and in an organisation’s 
ability to adapt (see Exhibit 14). 

Exhibit 14: The more culture enablers activated, the stronger the culture

Culture enablers We have a 
distinctive culture 
which sets us 
apart from our 
competitors

Our organisation’s 
culture is an 
important topic on 
the agenda of our 
company’s senior 
leadership

The way people 
act every day in 
our organisation 
is consistent with 
what we like to say 
about our culture

In order to succeed, 
grow and retain 
the best people, 
our organisation’s 
culture will need to 
evolve significantly 
in the next three to 
five years

Our organisation’s 
culture has 
been a source 
of competitive 
advantage 
throughout 
the COVID-19 
pandemic

Our culture enables 
successful internal 
change initiatives 
to happen

Over the past year, 
our organisation 
has had the ability 
to adapt quickly to 
respond to change 
as necessary

In general, 
culture is more 
important to 
performance than 
an organisation’s 
strategy or 
operating model

0 present 26% 23% 28% 57% 23% 21% 35% 30%

1–3 present 39% 41% 43% 68% 39% 34% 56% 40%

4–7 present 61% 70% 69% 70% 73% 70% 83% 55%

8–9 present 84% 90% 91% 78% 91% 92% 96% 71%

Base: All respondents: 3,243. 0 present: 257. 1–3 present: 709. 4–7 present: 1,180. 8–9 present: 1,097.

Source: PwC 2021 Global Culture Survey
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Organisations using more of these enablers were also more 
likely to see improvement in key performance indicators, 
including revenue, customer satisfaction and employee 
satisfaction, during the pandemic (see Exhibit 15). 

In other words, an actively managed culture provides 
people with the reinforcing nudges and support to create 
momentum around the critical few behaviours that support 
business success. 

Exhibit 15: Impact of culture enablers on performance
% improved during COVID-19

Revenue/profits Employee 
headcount

Volume of business 
(e.g., number of 

customers, number 
of orders)

Employee 
satisfaction

Customer 
satisfaction

 No present enablers   1–3 present enablers   4–7 present enablers   8–9 present enablers
Base: All respondents: 3,243. 0 present: 257. 1–3 present: 709. 4–7 present: 1,180. 8–9 present: 1,097.

Source: PwC 2021 Global Culture Survey

15%

13%

19%

9%

14%

21%

17%

23%

16%

23%

34%

18%

29%

27%

25%

33%

22%

34%

42%

46%
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Culture as

a catalyst

We have seen that an organisation’s culture is deeply 
rooted and slow to evolve. But 2020 showed that when 
necessary, organisations can achieve rapid changes with a 
targeted focus on a critical few behaviours. Going forward, 
as leaders take on a long list of business imperatives, such 
as digital transformation and adapting to changing working 
practices, organisational culture can be a powerful ally.  

Of course, there’s still work to be done if organisations 
are to translate leaders’ good intentions on culture 
into measurable gains in employee retention, DEI and 
transformation initiatives. But when aligned with strategy, 
purpose and the operating model, culture can be a 
powerful force that supports retention and acts as an 
insurance policy against future crises. 

https://www.strategy-business.com/blog/Getting-to-the-Critical-Few-Behaviors-That-Can-Drive-Cultural-Change
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Methodology

The Global Culture Survey was conducted online 
March 1–26, 2021. A business panel was used 
across 15 countries (Australia, Canada, China, 
France, Germany, India, Japan, Malaysia, the 
Netherlands, Russia, Singapore, South Africa, 
Switzerland, the UK and the US). Participants from 
these and other territories were also invited to 
complete the survey through a registration 
process. In total, 3,243 surveys were completed 
from 42 countries.



pwc.com/culture-survey

At PwC, our purpose is to build trust in society and solve important problems. We’re a network of firms in 155 countries with over 284,000 people who 
are committed to delivering quality in assurance, advisory and tax services. Find out more and tell us what matters to you by visiting us at www.pwc.com.

© 2021 PwC. All rights reserved. PwC refers to the PwC network and/or one or more of its member firms, each of which is a separate legal entity.  
Please see www.pwc.com/structure for further details.

This content is for general information purposes only, and should not be used as a substitute for consultation with professional advisers.

https://www.pwc.com/culture-survey



