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Changing Organizational Cultures  
By Injecting New Ideologies: The Power of Stories 
By William A. Wines, J.D. and J. Brooke Hamilton III, Ph.D. 
 

Introduction 

Culture influences many aspects of an organization.  Unlike the tangible outcome measures that 
determine profitability, market share, or the value of good will, culture is intangible and more 
elusive. Leaders should use multiple initiatives to craft a meaningful story to bring about desired 
cultural changes because stories establish the cultural DNA that gives organizations their 
identity.   Attempting to augment or redirect the organization’s ideology requires a compelling 
narrative.  

Defining Organizational Culture  

Organizational culture is a combination of the beliefs, values, symbols, traditions and narratives 
which a company develops over time.  These aspects may be conveyed either formally or 
informally to employees and usually include both conscious and unconscious design aspects.  In 
other words, culture can be created and it can occur spontaneously as a result of a company’s 
history.  Stories can embody and communicate these cultural elements very effectively. 

Why Change your Organization’s Culture? 

Many organizations, especially those in jeopardy of legal or ethical catastrophes, are faced with 
the need to revamp their cultures to generate new values, new vocabularies, and ultimately new 
behaviors.  This is not an easy undertaking.  On the contrary, attempting to mend your 
organization’s culture is analogous to repairing a home’s foundation.  As Real Estate agents, we 
are sure you are well aware, foundation issues are not easy fixes.  Because of the nebulous nature 
of culture, it can be difficult to identify clear and present action items to achieve this goal.  While 
this description may appear bleak, it is not impossible to change an organization’s culture; and 
the use of storytelling may make all the difference.      

The Power of Myths  

One way to tell stories effectively is to employ the power of myths.   Allen Bloom wrote that the 
most powerful people in a society are the myth makers (Bloom, 1987 pp. 199-201).  A myth is 
the compilation of shared stories, traditions, and rites of passage that inform and create both 
significance and direction for a community.  Robert Coles, a Harvard psychiatrist demonstrated 
the effectiveness of literature and stories as vehicles to promote moral development.  We may 
not necessarily perceive the story tellers – the poets, writers, and artists – of a society as 
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powerful people.  However, envision the impact such mediums have on an entire society.  
Humanity can be pushed towards greater ethical sensitivity, or can more fully develop and take 
ownership of its ideals through stories.  Myth is “the unconscious information, the metaprogram 
that governs the way we see ‘reality’ and the way we behave” (Keen and Valley-Fox, 1989, p. 
xii).  The power of a community’s story culminates in development of societal or shared myths, 
which serve to reinforce or redirect the intentions of the group.  The same phenomenon applies 
to the business environment.  The cultural myths adopted by each generation influence and even 
shape a society’s commerce.  Consider the American dream, and how this myth promotes free-
market ideologies.  The influence of myth is pervasive; and dominant myths pervade and 
influence communities on both  a meta and a micro level. 

The Influence of Stories 

Stories are subsets of the overarching myths that 
create identity for individuals and communities, as 
well as for individual businesses and business and 
professional groups like Real Estate.  Stories hold 
groups together and give them uniqueness.  How 
would we talk about Marlboro cigarettes without 
discussing the Marlboro Man?  How do we explain 
General Mills and its enduring success without the 
story of Betty Crocker?  Common narratives bind us 
to one another, giving us a shared purpose, and a 
feeling of connectedness.  And, while we are 
undoubtedly bonded by our common rational goals, 
we may be bonded even more securely by shared 
emotions.  Altruistic behaviors that cannot be 
explained by rational utility have been shown to be 
very strong driving forces (Rachels, 2002, pp. 63-
75).  Stories have the ability to expand our 
vocabularies, to affirm our values, and to shape our 
ideologies as we build emotional connections to compelling narrative images.   Employing 
stories to prompt desired behavior can greatly assist thoughtful leaders in reshaping 
organizational cultures.     

Change the Story, Change the Culture  

If you face the overwhelming task of redirecting an organizational culture toward new values and 
ideologies, consider how you might create stories that will supply your agency with a new, 
improved identity.  Consider first the societal myths.  A new organizational story is much more 
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likely to gain acceptance if it is in harmony with the dominant myths of society, such as those 
that celebrate the value of hard work and cheer for the smart entrepreneur.  Secondly, evaluate 
the history of the agency.  New stories should have their basis in this history.  For example, 
Motorola employees are told the firm’s early years in the culture of integrity of the small 
Midwestern town of Harvard, Illinois and about the founder making payroll from his personal 
funds out of concern for his employees.  Thirdly, new stories must effectively demonstrate the 
desired behavior you are seeking from employees.  Consider how Conoco disseminated 
information about nominees for its President’s Award for Business Ethics as stories of creative 
solutions to ethical problems (Hill, Hamilton & Smith 2005).  Fourth, some stories may be 
melded to create an institutional platform for new growth within the organization.  Examine, if 
you will, the way that Cadbury Chocolates was able to blend its Quaker ownership’s pacifism 
with a desire to provide holiday overtime for workers and another goal of expanding its market 
share by producing tinned chocolates at the request of Queen Victoria for British soldiers in the 
Boer War.  Cadbury did it by accepting the order but pricing it so as to not make any profit for 
the company. (Wines & Hamilton, 2009)  Finally, new stories should have emotional power 
(Kotter 2006).The better stories, the ones with emotional impact or “grabbing” power will be 
told more often, better remembered, and more quickly become part of the culture.        
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