
THE EMERGENCE OF ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE 

 

ABSTRACT 

Culture is central to organizations and their outcomes. However, we know surprisingly little about how 
culture emerges because extant research generally examines large, established organizations. In this 
paper, I address this gap. I use an inductive longitudinal research design to study eight nascent 
technology companies over 22 months to generate a theory of culture emergence. My data point to the 
criticality of a few founder choices: how they imprint themselves on the organization, structure human 
capital, and manage the budding culture.  Further, my data reveal that several “best practices” suggested 
by practitioners for culture creation appear to be more detrimental than helpful. More broadly, my 
findings contribute to strategy and entrepreneurship.           
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INTRODUCTION 

Culture is critical to all organizations. It is the shared behavioral norms and underlying beliefs 

and values that shape the way of doing things in the organization (Verbeke et al., 1998; Zohar & 

Hofmann, 2012). As such, culture impacts many aspects of organizations including effectiveness (Giorgi 

et al., 2015; Hartnell et al., 2019), innovation (Berson et al., 2008), value and earnings (Graham et al., 

2017; Moniz, 2017), and financing decisions (Gow et al., 2016). Extant research provides insight into 

key features of culture, such as how norms are transferred to new organizational members (Levine & 

Prietula, 2012), how cultures coalesce after a merger (Bhatt et al., 2021), how to change a culture of a 

mature organization (Pettigrew et al., 2001), and how culture can serve as a governance mechanism 

(Marchetti & Puranam, 2022; O’Reilly & Chatman, 1996). 

Practitioners also point to the importance of culture. A survey of 1,900 large company executives 

reports that 92% believe that improving company culture would increase firm value (Graham et al., 

2017). Former CEO of IBM, Louis Gerstner, said “Until I came to IBM, I probably would have told you 

that culture was just one among several important elements in any organization's makeup and success. I 

came to see… that culture isn't just one aspect of the game, it is the game” (Gerstner Jr, 2003).  

Entrepreneurs express a similar sentiment. Zillow cofounder Spencer Rascoff noted that in the early 

days of the company, “all [that] major investors wanted to talk about was leadership and culture” 

(Rascoff, 2017). Indeed, Peter Drucker famously claimed that culture is so important it “eats strategy for 

breakfast.” 

Yet, while much is known about culture and its importance to organizations, much less is known 

about how it emerges. Almost all culture-related literature studies large and mature organizations or is 

theoretical (Schneider et al., 2013). For example, the firms in the culture research of Sørensen (2002) 

and Guiso et al. (2015) are all publicly listed and 89% of the firms used in the culture work by Chatman 
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et al. (2014) are in the Fortune 1000. The limited research on the emergence of organizational culture 

suggests that culture stems from the founder’s imprint or values (Baron, Hannan, et al., 1999; Johnson, 

2007; Schein, 2004). But, again, this research primarily studies older firms or established MNCs. 

Indeed, as scholars typically enter organizations after cultures have developed (Ehrhart et al., 2014), 

some researchers claim that our understanding of culture emergence is “the result of backward induction 

in that researchers looked at large companies and then induced the roots of their organizational cultures” 

(DeSantola & Gulati, 2017, p. 652). The practitioner literature is similarly opaque about culture 

emergence. While much is written on the topic, the content is anecdotal and speculative rather than 

empirical. Hence, common to both practitioners' viewpoints as well as scholarly research is that culture 

emergence is largely a black box. 

In this study, I ask, “How does organizational culture emerge?” By culture emergence, I mean 

the process of norms, beliefs, and values becoming known and shared in a de novo organization. Given 

the limited empirical insight into the process of cultural emergence and diverging approaches among 

practitioners, I use a multiple-case inductive approach to generate theory about this phenomenon. To 

better understand culture emergence, I focus my sample on new organizations. I combine extensive 

archival data with four waves of interviews spanning 22 months with founders, early joiners, and 

investors of eight nascent technology-based companies (151 interviews in total) to better understand 

how norms, beliefs, and values become known and shared. While time consuming, this longitudinal 

view provides fresh and needed understanding of culture creation. 

My primary contribution is a rich, in-depth, process view of culture emergence in new 

organizations. I show how founders establish culture through four interrelated choices about 

constructing the organization’s human capital and their beliefs about organizational culture. I contribute 

by suggesting a novel mechanism by which founders imprint themselves upon their organizations. I also 
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contribute by offering empirically-grounded insights about culture formation and warn that several 

cultural “best practices” may have unintended negative organizational consequences.  Collectively, the 

findings in this study contribute to strategy and entrepreneurship. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

As noted earlier, I define culture as the shared behavioral norms and underlying beliefs and 

values that shape the way of doing things in the organization (Verbeke et al., 1998; Zohar & Hofmann, 

2012; see Table A for a comparison to similar constructs). Although much research exists on culture and 

its ties to important organizational outcomes (see Table B), little research exists on culture emergence.  

----- INSERT TABLES A AND B ABOUT HERE ----- 

One stream of research examines the association between an organization’s leaders and its 

culture (see Table C). While a leader’s values can influence firm strategy (Rindova & Martins, 2018), 

this literature shows that these values also impact organizational culture (Berson et al., 2008; Chatman et 

al., 2014; Schein, 1983). Based upon ethnographic work of mature MNCs, Schein (2004) theorizes that 

leaders communicated their values to the organization through primary culture-embedding mechanisms 

(e.g., how leaders allocate resources, rewards, and status, what they pay attention to, and how they react 

to critical incidents) and secondary culture-embedding mechanisms (e.g., organizational design, the rites 

and rituals of the organization, and stories about events and people). Related research links the hiring 

decisions of early leaders to the future culture; leaders tend to hire employees with similar demographic, 

behavioral, and intrapersonal characteristics (Ibarra, 1992; M. McPherson et al., 2001; Schneider, 1987).  

Imprinting theory (Lounsbury & Ventresca, 2002; Marquis & Tilcsik, 2013; Stinchcombe, 1965) 

also considers the organizational impact of early leaders. This work demonstrates that influences present 

at organizational founding, such as environmental conditions or the founder’s traits, continue to shape 
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the organization into perpetuity (Marquis & Qiao, 2020). For example, Baron, Hannan, and Burton 

(1999) find that the departed founder’s influence is stronger than the current CEO’s when surveyed (an 

average of six years post-founding). Johnson (2007) goes so far as to tie present-day organizational 

characteristics of the Paris Opera to its founders even 300 years after its origins. The influence of 

founders is expected to be especially strong when the organization experiences relative success because 

organizations can be inert and not deviate greatly from what has worked in the past (March, 1991).  

Although research generally shows that leaders influence culture in mature organizations and 

suggests that early organization leaders shaped the organization in important ways, few researchers 

study these relationships as the organizations and culture are emerging. Instead, researchers tend to 

analyze mature organizations and theorize about phases of the organizational life cycle they did not 

observe (DeSantola & Gulati, 2017; Ehrhart et al., 2014). This approach likely oversimplifies our 

understanding of how leaders shape culture in new organizations. For example, the social dynamics 

between the founder(s), early employees, and the external environment can add complexity that 

confounds a simple association between founder values and firm culture (Garg & Eisenhardt, 2017; 

Pahnke et al., 2015). Yet, we lack an understanding of how early leaders reconcile differences between 

values held personally versus those pushed by outsiders. Thus, while this literature provides a helpful 

starting position, it is silent about many practical nuances related to how leaders might influence culture 

emergence, if at all, during the formational periods of new organizations.          

----- INSERT TABLE C ABOUT HERE ----- 

Research on organizational change also has some research relevance to how culture emerges (see 

Table D). This research shows that intentionally changing an organization’s culture is difficult. If change 

agents can leverage key cultural elements, they may alter an organization’s culture (G. F. Davis et al., 

2008; Lounsbury & Glynn, 2001; Meyerson, 2003). Kellogg (2011) demonstrates that understanding the 
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“cultural toolkit” (e.g., stories, rituals, etc., Swidler, 1986) is necessary but insufficient. Instead, change 

leaders also need a political toolkit (e.g., staffing, evaluation, and accountability systems). However, 

research on organizational change generally analyzes mature organizations. It assumes that the culture 

already exists and that organizational members can manipulate certain elements to impose a desired 

change (Ehrhart et al., 2014). The process of instituting a desired new culture may be markedly different 

when members have no existing culture to modify, and thus no cultural toolkit (Swidler, 1986). Making 

changes at the early stage may be easier because new ventures are nimble (Hannan & Freeman, 1984; 

Haveman, 1993) and have fewer people to convince. Or, change in the earliest stages of the organization 

could be harder because of the demands on time and resources (Shane, 2008; Stinchcombe, 1965). 

Similarly, extant research shows that incentive alignment is critical to realizing organizational culture 

change (O’Reilly & Chatman, 1996), but the incentives for employees in startups are very different from 

the incentives in a large organization (Roach & Sauermann, 2015). In short, little is known about how 

closely research on culture change informs our understanding of culture emergence since these scholars 

typically overlook the newer and smaller organizations where culture is likely to emerge. 

----- INSERT TABLE D ABOUT HERE ----- 

The literature on acculturation is a third area that may inform our understanding of cultural 

emergence. Acculturation, the process of an individual and organization adapting their social and 

cultural practices to each other (Berry, 1980, 2005), occurs internally by communicating and adopting 

norms through storytelling, observation, or routines (Ranft & Lord, 2002; Swap et al., 2001; Zander & 

Kogut, 1995). External factors also impact acculturation. Using a lab and field study, Kim and Toh 

(2019) show how incoming organizational leaders establish cultures similar to those they experienced in 

the past. Similarly, literature on career imprinting demonstrates how employees carry the set of 

motivations, cognitions, and behaviors they experienced earlier in their careers (Dokko et al., 2009; 
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Marquis & Tilcsik, 2013). Trade associations and professional groups can impact acculturation by 

socializing their members and creating common expectations (Giorgi & Weber, 2015; C. M. McPherson 

& Sauder, 2013). Although this literature does suggest multiple sources of an organization’s culture, it 

lacks process-based details about how these elements combine to shape culture emergence. For instance, 

status and formal authority are frequently used to explain acculturation (Bunderson & Reagans, 2011; 

Hwang et al., 2015; Sine et al., 2003), but these elements are often ambiguous in nascent organizations 

(Ensley et al., 2006). Additionally, those who join new organizations often vary in ability and 

motivations compared to employees working at the larger organizations typically studied in this 

literature (Elfenbein et al., 2010). Thus, research on acculturation, as well as organizational change and 

leaders’ impact on culture, presents only limited ability to inform the research question. In this study, I 

seek to provide a more complete understanding of culture emergence. 

METHODOLOGY 

 Due to the limited theory and empirical evidence regarding culture emergence, I use multiple 

cases to build theory inductively (Eisenhardt, 1989) and follow each company for 22 formative months.. 

This design is appropriate for my research question for several reasons. First, multiple case inductive 

research explains variation in processes and elucidates longitudinal “how” questions (Eisenhardt, 2021; 

Eisenhardt & Ott, 2017). This longitudinal design answers the call of many scholars who lament that 

empirical culture research is almost entirely cross-sectional and thus limits the field’s understanding of 

how culture unfolds over time (e.g., Chan, 2014; Hartnell et al., 2019; Sackmann, 2010). Second, 

multiple case inductive methods rely on a replication logic that considers each case much like an 

individual laboratory experiment. Rather than relying on a single case to build theory, I test the theory 

stemming from each case against the other cases to confirm or reject the findings (Yin, 1994). This 

iterative approach leads to theory that is both more robust and parsimonious (Yin, 2017).  
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Multiple case inductive methods provide two additional benefits that are specific to culture as the 

focal construct. First, culture is a multi-faceted construct shared amongst individuals within an 

organization (Ehrhart et al., 2014). Teams or function-specific groups often have unique sub-cultures 

(Howard-Grenville, 2006; Sackmann, 1992). Each case includes interviews with members at multiple 

levels of the organizational hierarchy who work on different teams or functional areas. Assessing the 

focal construct from multiple points-of-view increases accuracy (Golden, 1992; Miller et al., 1997). 

Second, most scholars believe that some elements of culture are deeply embedded within organizational 

life and thus difficult to observe or understand while other aspects are less meaningful but easily 

captured (Detert et al., 2000; Furnham & Gunter, 1993; Schein, 2004). Deep-level elements include 

beliefs, values, and assumptions that will lead to success (Allaire & Firsirotu, 1984; Detert et al., 2000). 

Surface-level elements consist of visible artifacts such as policies, procedures, organizational structure, 

and language (Allaire & Firsirotu, 1984; Trice & Beyer, 1993). A multiple case inductive approach 

captures both the deep- and surface-level elements of culture. This grants the researcher an insider’s 

perspective that can see past the misleading surface-level fronts frequently given by organizations and 

their members (Ehrhart et al., 2014). In summary, the multi-case approach helps address many of the 

complications Pettigrew (1990) highlights as plaguing culture studies, including issues related to 

culture’s levels (hard to get to the deepest, most important level), implicitness (culture is taken for 

granted and rarely explicitly acknowledged or discussed), imprinting (culture is tied to the full history of 

the organization), plurality (the prevalence of subcultures), and interdependency (culture is connected to 

many internal and external elements of organizational life).  

Sample 

I study eight nascent technology-based companies (see Table E) for 22 months over the course of 

four waves of interviews. I use theoretical sampling to select cases that create comparison across 
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dimensions that extant theory and pilot interviews (32 total) indicate may be critical to understanding the 

focal phenomenon (Eisenhardt, 1989; Kellogg, 2011). I applied the following criteria in sampling. First, 

I sample new organizations to observe the process of culture emergence1. This is important because 

informant recall improves when key events are more recent (Huber & Power, 1985; Ott & Eisenhardt, 

2020).  Also, studying very early-stage organizations reduces concerns of left-censoring, or omitting 

companies that failed before entering the sample. Second, I required that the founders were still present 

at each company at the study’s start date (spring of 2021). As most theories about culture emergence 

point to the founder’s pivotal role (Baron et al., 2001; Schein, 1983, 2004), I wanted to observe their 

direct impact.  

The third selection criterion was companies with high growth potential (Davis & Eisenhardt, 

2011) within a dynamic industry. This is important because key formational events profoundly impact 

nascent organizations (Carroll & Hannan, 2004), and observing more such events enriches the data. To 

increase the likelihood of selecting growing firms, I only considered firms that had secured external 

funding from angel investors, venture capitalists, or a prominent accelerator, and had at least eight 

employees. Funding represents an external validation of the venture’s quality and potential (Islam et al., 

2018). The limitation on workforce size is important because full-time employees indicate the 

organization has grown or is expected to do so soon. Further, the presence of employees helps assess 

whether non-founding early members influence an organization’s culture as well as offers insider 

perspectives of the founders’ influence. I sample from among software-based firms because the highly 

dynamic environment requires actors to change their strategy often to stay relevant (Young et al., 1996). 

 
1 Entrepreneurship scholars frequently impose maturity cutoffs when studying startups such as ten (Baron et al., 2001; Burton 
& Beckman, 2007; Hsu & Hannan, 2005) or seven years post founding (Autio et al., 2000; Bingham, 2009). My sample is 
even younger with an average of 3.1 years since formal incorporation when the study was initiated (the range is 2-4 years). 
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Additionally, software-based firms can typically scale faster and with less money than hardware firms, 

which encourages more culture-shaping decisions (DeSantola & Gulati, 2017).  

----- INSERT TABLE E ABOUT HERE ----- 

Data Collection 

The data comes from various sources including (1) quantitative and qualitative data from semi-

structured interviews with early organizational members; (2) archival data such as press releases and 

articles found on Factiva, Crunchbase, and AngelList; (3) observations made while visiting some of the 

firm’s headquarters; internal documents such as onboarding materials, meeting notes, employee 

handbooks, and mission/vision statements; (4) the companies’ reoccurring employee engagement 

surveys, and (5) clarifying e-mails and phone calls to fill in gaps. Combining retrospective and real-time 

data is valuable because retrospective data presents multiple observations of the critical steps to forming 

a culture (enhancing theory grounding and external validity) while real-time data collection deepens the 

understanding of how events evolve and the role of each actor (improving internal validity) (Eisenhardt 

& Graebner, 2007; Leonard-Barton, 1990; Yin, 2017).  

The primary source of data consists of 151 interviews over four waves, each separated by 6-7 

months. This helped yield deep, proprietary, process-based data on culture emergence. At each firm, I 

interviewed all founders, 2-3 of the first hires (e.g., employees #1-10), and 1-2 employees hired shortly 

before the first interview. To capture changes within the company, I added a newer employee from each 

company as an informant at Wave 3 so I could compare joining experiences to those who joined a year 

earlier. Additionally, I attempted to interview at least one important outsider (e.g., advisor, investor, or 

spouse) at each firm. Choosing employees hired at different phases of the company’s growth gives us a 
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view into different developmental periods, while outsiders provide yet another opportunity to triangulate 

data and understand how each company became its present form. 

I use the ‘courtroom’ questioning procedure (Eisenhardt, 1989) and asked informants to recount 

specific behavior at key events. This approach invites open-ended narratives using non-directive 

questions that facilitate chronological recounting to help limit informant bias (Bingham et al., 2007; 

Huber, 1985; Miller et al., 1997). This also encourages respondents to provide their own temporal 

unfolding of key events as they exist in their memory. These “temporal brackets” are a key element of 

process theorizing (Langley, 1999). When I identified a culture-shaping event (e.g., an oft-told story, 

answers to “where did this value come from”, etc.), the semi-structured interviews provided the 

flexibility to dive into details that might otherwise be missed. As is typical for process studies, events, 

not variables, serve as the key unit of analysis (Langley, 1999; Mohr, 1982; Van de Ven & Huber, 

1990). I had two types of interviews – for founders and others. The founder interviews consisted of two 

components: (1) background information on the firm and (2) their thoughts and efforts related to the 

company’s culture. For instance, I asked founders when they first thought about their company’s culture 

and when and how they sought to implement culture. I then probed about the existing culture and had 

founders explain how important cultural elements emerged and evolved at three different organizational 

phases: before the first hire, from 1-10 employees, and over 10 employees (at the study’s initialization, 

the median firm size was 12 full-time employees and the maximum was 65). In each period, they shared 

how the value evolved, how it was shared by them and others, and whether people resisted these efforts. 

The primary goal of the founder interviews was to assess the degree of leader intentionality in 

establishing a culture and to understand how the leader perceives the culture.  

The goal of the interviews with non-founders was to gain visibility into the beliefs and values 

that drive behavior within the firm. These are the most important components of behavior but are the 
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most difficult to understand. They are perhaps best understood by digging into disparities between the 

espoused values and actual behavior (Schein, 2004). I explore disparities through three main questions. 

First, I ask respondents to explain how working at this company is different from other organizations 

they’ve experienced so I can understand more unique or strong characteristics of each company. Second, 

I focus on decision-making, a critical element of culture (Schein, 2004), and ask the respondents to 

explain how the organization makes different decisions (e.g., deferring to a leader, majority, unanimity, 

etc.). Third, I ask for elements of day-to-day life that stand in contrast to the leaders’ description of the 

company’s culture (e.g., being transparent, valuing all input equally, etc.). For each of these questions, I 

probe for illustrative examples. As informants described key cultural attributes, I ask additional 

questions about how these attributes varied at different organizational stages. To foster transparency, I 

promised each informant anonymity and confidentiality. I recorded and transcribed all interviews. To 

supplement unclear aspects of the interviews, I sent follow-up emails, conducted extra interviews, and 

triangulated interview data with observations and archival data.  

Data Analysis 

 Consistent with multiple case inductive research (e.g., Cohen et al., 2019), I began my analysis 

by seeking a very broad understanding of organizational culture, especially in technology-based 

industries and new organizations. I read popular culture books written by successful entrepreneurs such 

as Ben Horowitz (2019), Reid Hoffman (Hoffman et al., 2021), and Reed Hastings (Hastings & Meyer, 

2020), and many articles related to culture published in the startup-focused media (e.g., TechCrunch, 

LinkedIn). I attended prominent conferences for startups and listened to sessions hosted by consultants 

and entrepreneurs about creating a great culture in startups. I compared what I observed from 

practitioners with the extant research on culture in management and sociology (e.g., Alexander, 2003; 
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Hays, 2000; Kaufman, 2004). At the same time, I was actively interviewing the informants and noting 

major surprises and differences.  

 I then utilized the interview transcripts to compile case histories for each company in the sample 

(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Each case details the professional history of the founders, the events 

leading to incorporation, the hiring timing and philosophy, the venture’s evolution, and a description of 

each internal document shared by the company. I used the interviews and company documents to 

identify the 6-10 strongly held and widely-shared values that best defined the company’s culture 

(Chatman & O’Reilly, 2016). As typical of process-based studies, the unit of analysis in this study are 

not variables but events. Events can be very difficult to understand because they are spread over time 

and space (Pettigrew, 1992) and span multiple levels of analysis (Pettigrew, 1992; Yin, 1994). To better 

understand these events, I analyzed each transcript using first- and second-order codes based upon 

emerging themes (e.g., first-order codes of ‘value communication’ or ‘identifying values’ within the 

second-order code of ‘proactively establishing values’) (Gioia, Corley, et al., 2013; Maanen, 1979). 

After compiling and synthesizing the pertinent data, I began within-case analysis. This involved 

identifying the central influences responsible for each case’s key cultural traits. I created figures and 

tables, integrating quantitative data when possible, to better understand how culture emerged at each 

company. I measured the key outcome, culture emergence, primarily by gauging the consistency across 

informants of the norms, beliefs, and values believed to be important across multiple informants. For 

instance, if informants within a company expressed significant variance when asked questions such as 

“What are the top criteria when evaluating a job candidate?” or "What was discussed in the last 

company-wide meeting? How useful was it? Why?”, I noted that the culture was still in the process of 

emergence. Next, I began comparing similarities and differences across the eight cases. The goal of the 

cross-case analysis is to use replication logic to confirm and further develop the theories emerging from 
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each case (Yin, 2017). Overall, I followed an iterative process of cycling between the case write-ups, 

tables, transcripts, and documents containing notes about the emergent theories, and repeated this 

process for each of the four waves of interviews.  

A PROCESS-BASED FRAMEWORK OF CULTURE EMERGENCE 

The longitudinal data reveal a process by which culture emerges in new organizations. This 

process spotlights four choices founders make that influence culture emergence2. Each choice influences 

either the rate of culture emergence (i.e., how quickly the norms, beliefs, and values become shared 

within the organization) or the strength of the emerging culture (i.e., the intensity by which the norms, 

beliefs, and values are held). The first choice founders make is whether to be culturally attracted or 

avoidant (defined in the following section). This element of emergence occurs before the formation of 

the organization and is shaped by the founders’ conceptualization of culture. The next two choices 

integrate human capital with the founders’ assumptions about culture. Founders decide to hire individual 

contributors or leaders first (Choice 2) and whether or not to hire for cultural fit (Choice 3). The fourth 

choice founders make which impacts culture emergence occurs when the organization is primarily 

concerned with operations (i.e., post-MVP, post-product-market fit, sufficient funding for short-term 

operations). Culture emerges differently based upon the founders taking a proactive or passive approach 

to managing the culture in this period. Even in this stage of the company, culture emergence continues 

to be shaped by the founders’ earlier choices about cultural orientation and human capital. Table F 

illustrates how each choice impacts norms, beliefs, and values over time.  

----- INSERT TABLE F ABOUT HERE ----- 

 
2 This represents a “weak” process model – meaning the key events overlap instead of existing in a discrete temporal order 
(Cloutier & Langley, 2020; Langley & Tsoukas, 2016). 
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Choice 1: Cultural Attraction or Avoidance 

An organization’s culture exists in embryo even before the founding event. Extant literature 

suggests this stems from the founder’s imprint (Beckman & Burton, 2008; Johnson, 2007). Expectedly, I 

find that profession (Baron, Burton, et al., 1999), prior work experience (Dokko et al., 2009; Higgins, 

2005), and ideology (Tilcsik, 2010) contribute to the founders’ imprint. Unexpectedly, my data 

uncovered a novel type of imprint that is particularly influential to culture emergence. My data show 

that each founder possesses a cultural cognitive referent – when they think about culture, they envision a 

specific positive or negative example of culture, or a set of cultural values. I label this imprint as a 

cultural attraction or cultural avoidance. I define cultural attraction as building to an identified culture. 

The referent culture envisioned by culturally attracted founders is positive and aspirational. By contrast, 

founders who are culturally avoidant build away from an identified culture. The referent culture in their 

minds is negative. They don’t have clear aspirations for the type of culture they want but they do know 

what they do not want. Thus, one of the first choices founders make that shapes how culture emerges is 

whether to be culturally attracted or avoidant. This cultural orientation emerged through interviews with 

the founders and early leaders. Additionally, interviews with early investors and founders’ spouses 

revealed top concerns and motivations before incorporating the company. 

Culturally attracted founders readily detail specific cultural values or features that they want in 

their future company. They assume that creating a great culture is integral to the success of the venture. 

Most of the extant literature in theory and practice implicitly advocates cultural attraction. For example, 

Some scholars recommend that leaders have a cultural vision (Beer, 2012; Beer et al., 1990) while 

others (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987, 2017) suggest having a clearly defined cultural “dream” or 

“ideal”. Several founders in my sample demonstrated cultural attraction – see Table G. The founder of 

AdCo listens to entrepreneurship and management podcasts on his daily commute and reads several 
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articles each week on websites such as FastCompany and Inc. When asked where he got his inspiration 

for company values, he reported having two “cultural muses” – Ben Horowitz and an organization of 

entrepreneurs promulgating Christian values. He said that writing the company’s core values and 

mission was “one of the first things I ever did,” and that “pretty much from day one, I knew that culture 

would be very important to us.” Written on all job postings is “AdCo believes culture is one of the 

strongest predictors of success for a startup.” The founder of EdCo adopted the company’s first investor 

as a very close mentor. Before making any sales or hires, the founder asked the investor for advice about 

creating a culture and was told to choose three one-word values – he chose Passion, Priorities, and 

Perspective. In multiple interviews, he expresses aspirations to be like specific successful companies and 

founders within his industry. A HealthCo founder started envisioning the culture of his future company 

when he joined the leadership team of a large company. He said, “That's when I really started being 

thoughtful and intentional about how I wanted to operate and lead, and … what that culture looks like…. 

I really developed it pre-HealthCo.” An early HealthCo employee described this cofounder’s approach 

during the first months of the company as “super culture-oriented. He was like, ‘What are all the best 

practices? What are people doing?’” Similarly, one of ToothCo’s founders said, “So literally, the first 

thing I did was, I created our core values, I created our mission statement.” The values came from his 

time as a U.S. Army Ranger (e.g., “hold the rope”) or athlete (e.g., “never be satisfied”, “team first”). 

----- INSERT TABLE G ABOUT HERE ----- 

Culturally avoidant founders do not aim to adopt idyllic values. Rather, they articulate what 

cultural attributes they want will not tolerate. These aversions may stem from previous work 

environments or distaste for certain work styles based on the leaders’ personalities. The founders of 

several companies in the sample took this approach. For instance, the founders of QualCo spoke to each 

other about their dislike for controlling managers they experienced as employees of different MNCs. 
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They committed to not creating such an environment – “The type of culture we want is the very opposite 

of micromanagement,” says a cofounder. Relatedly, the cofounders of DevCo worked for a toxic CEO at 

a prior company and did not want to create a similar environment. A cofounder recounts that the CEO 

“favored older people, he would call them gray-hairs…. Part of the problem with that company was we 

never failed very much because our CEO couldn't focus. We called it shiny object syndrome.” The 

cofounders resolved to be much more experimental and treat everyone with respect. They started the 

company with one rule – “No a**holes.” Regarding creating a culture, one cofounder said, “I don't think 

we had an explicit plan. We knew a lot of things we didn't want from our previous experience, and so I 

think we subconsciously worked around those things quite a bit, but we didn't set out to say like, ‘We 

want this to be a company that embodies A, B and C.’" Similarly, CloudCo’s founder was previously 

employed at late-stage startup that didn’t give the software engineers the autonomy to realize the 

product’s full potential. He shared, “I had challenging workspaces and bosses and I told myself, “I’ll 

never do that.” When starting CloudCo, he was committed to optimizing the product and preventing 

bureaucracy from stifling innovation. A senior leader describes this lasting effect by saying, “[At 120 

employees,] we’re still an engineering-focused company… we’ll always be engineering-focused.” 

How does building to or away from a referent culture influence the process of culture 

emergence? My sample suggests that this choice impacts the rate of culture emergence – principally 

through the specificity conveyed by the founder. The referent culture, values, or behavior that culturally 

avoidant founders build away from tend to be specific, a critical element for successfully transferring 

ideas throughout an organization (Hargadon & Douglas, 2001). Just as shared failures shape future 

behavior within an organization (Madsen & Desai, 2010), these negative cultural elements have 

associated stories that communicate nuance. For example, DevCo’s original rule of “no a**holes” 

communicated specific behaviors to avoid (based on stories of the prior CEO) while giving employees 
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autonomy in most behavioral aspects. Interestingly, by starting with a specific reference point, 

organizational members can apply the concept to other areas. The original idea, therefore, becomes more 

general but retains significance (Bingham & Eisenhardt, 2011; Bingham, Howell, and Ott, 2019). At 

DevCo, this occurred in Year 2 when the leaders hired a lazy software developer. Soon, employees 

became suspicious of each other because they didn’t know who was slacking. The founders fired the 

poor performer and replaced their original rule with “assume positive intent.” This captured the original 

resolution to not act like the founders’ prior CEO (“Part of that was also learned from our previous 

CEO… where he always attributed everything to malice”), and the lesson learned from the poor hire.    

Culture emerges more slowly when founders are culturally attracted because the idealized culture 

is not grounded in the organization’s own experience. It therefore lacks personal stories and specificity. 

The abstract nature of the norms, beliefs, and values espoused by the founder are difficult for new 

organizational members to understand and integrate into organizational routines (Feldman, 2000; Nelson 

& Winter, 1982). Culture emerges when norms, beliefs, and values are widely shared. Thus, while 

culturally avoidant founders quickly disseminate key norms, beliefs, and values, culturally attracted 

founders miss this opportunity and instead seem to sew more confusion.  For example, the aspirational 

values identified by AdCo’s founder were vague despite having detailed descriptions. Employees read 

the founder’s description of the values “beautiful” and “polish” but didn’t know when to stop 

wordsmithing emails or tuning slide decks. An informant reported that the founder asked him multiple 

times to write emails that were “more beautiful,” but struggled because the values were “almost 

ethereal… [the founder was] trying to capture almost instinctual things rather than things that are maybe 

more tangible.” Similarly, one informant at HealthCo recalled seeing values on the company website 

after first joining and thinking they were generic, “It’s almost like… they’re everyone’s values. Things 

along the lines of, ‘We’re dedicated, we’re expert, we’re an engaging app.’ I don’t know.” In summary, 
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norms, beliefs, and values become shared at a faster rate when they are specific and story-based (cultural 

avoidance) rather than idealistic and abstract (cultural attraction). 

Interestingly, the founders’ choice to be culturally attracted or avoidant, though made before any 

hiring decisions, seems associated with employee engagement and satisfaction. I observe that employees 

hired by culturally avoidant founders are encouraged to engage in the process of cocreation (Elsbach & 

Stigliani, 2018; Rouse, 2020), whereas joiners in culturally attracted companies encounter pressure to 

conform to whatever norms, beliefs, and values the founder has chosen to idealize. Culturally avoidant 

founders seem to welcome new norms, beliefs, and values while culturally attracted founders interpret 

this newness as deviance that should be constrained. One employee expressed gratitude that DevCo’s 

founders were culturally avoidant. He shared: “That's why people join startups, you wanna help grow, 

you wanna help build, not just [i.e., be a cog in an organization]…. I think that culturally, something that 

is key is not having such a rigid kind of structure where people stay between the lines. You have to give 

them the freedom.”  In contrast, employees valuing autonomy and creativity can resent their lack of 

influence in companies with a cultural attraction. For instance, twice at AdCo, highly skilled and 

productive employees tried to get the founder to modify his vision of how the company should operate. 

The founder appeared to welcome their feedback but continued doing what he wanted. Both productive 

employees left the company and took others with them. Overall, the founder’s imprint appears stronger 

when they are culturally attracted whereas the culture in culturally avoidant companies incorporates the 

imprint of early joiners. 

Choice 2: Hire Leaders or Individual Contributors 

My data show that founders next influence culture emergence as they construct the 

organization’s human capital. A key component of human capital is hiring. I find that founders make 

two hiring decisions that impact culture emergence. First, founders prioritize hiring leaders or 
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individual contributors. I classify leaders as members of the SLT (common titles beginning with Chief, 

Head, and Director), and all others as individual contributors (e.g., middle managers, entry-level 

employees). I assessed the founders’ hiring strategy by collecting the start dates of senior leadership 

team (SLT) members, comparing how founders found their employees, and learning about the roles of 

the first 20 employees of each company. Some founders aim to construct their SLT as soon as possible. 

These founders believe that experienced leaders accelerate the growth of the business and provide 

insight unavailable to individual contributors. They attempt to hire leaders as early as they can afford to. 

This strategy aligns with research on mitigating the liabilities of newness which suggests that early 

leaders establish routines that improve the firm’s survival prospects (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; 

Stinchcombe, 1965; Yang & Aldrich, 2017). Other founders appear to instead prioritize hiring individual 

contributors. They see SLT members as critical to designing and leading a large organization and 

envision hiring such leaders when they need to scale. However, the immediate concern for these 

founders is attaining product-market fit as quickly as possible.  Thus, founders who hire individual 

contributors first do so because they want all resources funneled to creating, testing, and updating the 

product based on the feedback of trial customers.  

Several companies in the sample take the approach of hiring leaders first (see Table H). For 

instance, HealthCo received a $20M seed investment and immediately sought to create an all-star 

leadership team. At incorporation, the company had 13 employees, eleven of whom were SLT members. 

All possessed extensive corporate leadership experience and advanced degrees from prestigious 

institutions. Investors were impressed by the quality of the team and joked with the founders, “This is a 

lot of horsepower … [before] you even have a customer.” The founders were very intentional about 

bringing together leaders from two industries, entertainment and healthcare, to create a new category. 

“This is part of our secret sauce,” says a founder. These leaders were given full autonomy to create their 
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own organizations. At AdCo, six of the first 20 hires were senior leaders. The founder’s only regret is 

not hiring them sooner because they “added a lot of credibility.” EdCo’s founder also chose this strategy 

but implemented it differently. He intended to use as little external funding as possible and thus did not 

hire experienced (and expensive) senior leaders. Instead, he gave less-experienced but ambitious 

employees impressive titles and positions on the SLT with the hope they would grow into the position. 

He felt that giving these positions helped to convince people to join his company. Extant management 

research suggests that prioritizing senior leaders is a common hiring practice for new firms seeking 

legitimacy. For instance, a new advertising agency in Khaire’s (2010) sample had 300 employees, 245 

of whom had the title of “vice president.”  

Other founders hire almost exclusively individual contributors who are immediately tasked with 

executing – building the product, generating sales, engaging in customer support, or similar roles. These 

founders know that senior leaders are important but believe their influence is more appropriate when the 

company is more developed. For example, QualCo has exclusively hired individual contributors who 

work directly on the product. A cofounder says, “once we are sure we have product-market fit … we 

might hire some senior leadership team [members]… I see … formalization of senior leadership roles 

[being appropriate] as we scale, probably above 25 employees … according to needs and growth of the 

business and team.” At CloudCo, the first senior leader was employee #22 and the first 16 employees 

were software developers. DevCo’s first investor told the cofounders, both engineers, that his deal was 

contingent upon hiring a business development leader with extensive startup experience. After this hire, 

the next 22 employees were individual contributors (four in sales and customer support, eighteen 

engineers). With the three leaders (founders included) each directing teams of 5-8 individual 

contributors, the company rapidly achieved product-market fit by conducting 1000 interviews and 

multiple A/B tests. 
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----- INSERT TABLE H ABOUT HERE ----- 

How does the choice to prioritize hiring leaders or individual contributors influence culture 

emergence? My data suggest that hiring leaders first accelerates culture emergence. I find that early 

leaders feel compelled to create behavioral norms, an element of culture, shared amongst organizational 

members. For example, early leaders surprised ToothCo’s founders as they created many formal 

practices and policies. A founder remarked that the chief people officer was “trying to make us a 

Fortune 100 company with all our different structures.” Even after this leader’s departure, the company 

continues to utilize certain practices that she implemented (e.g., using a Slack channel, #kudos, multiple 

times daily to recognize employees modeling the company values). The founders in my sample who 

hired leaders first did so in part to leverage behaviors that had helped other organizations be successful 

(Yang & Aldrich, 2017). Unknowingly, this choice also helped culture to emerge faster in these 

companies due to members consistently acting in accordance with the proscribed behavioral norms. 

When founders instead construct their human capital by first prioritizing individual contributors, 

the culture tends to emerge more slowly. However, my sample suggests that this is not necessarily a 

problem. In fact, this approach may be preferable because it facilitates greater alignment between the 

company’s eventual culture and strategy. This appears to happen because early leaders tasked with 

creating structures and routines meant to accelerate growth must anticipate unknown details about the 

future product, customers, and business model. As a result, bahavioral norms may be inappropriate. For 

instance, during the first year at HealthCo, a team of nearly 100 contracted developers was building the 

product while the senior leaders designed organizational structure. An informant reported that the 

leaders “Created the structure without waiting [for the product’s development and without knowing that 

it] …  may or may not be the right [path] based on how the business needs to evolve.” As the product 

changed in unanticipated ways, some pre-built structures became suboptimal or irrelevant. In Year 3, the 
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company spent significant time and financial resources to deconstruct much of the original structure 

(e.g., reporting flows, software architecture, etc.) and create routines and policies tailored to the final 

product. Extant research on liabilities of newness suggests that hiring experienced leaders helps the 

nascent organization because they impose routines important for survival (Yang & Aldrich, 2017). 

However, this research does not consider that these routines may be detrimental to the company if they 

are ill-suited to the new organization or imposed prematurely. My research indicates that early leaders 

may also bring liabilities of maturity to new organizations. Thus, even though hiring individual 

contributors first may delay culture emergence, this approach can be advantageous because this gives 

the organization flexibility to engage in search and make strategic pivots if necessary (Kirtley & 

O’Mahony, 2020). After settling on a strategy, culture can emerge in a manner that aligns with and 

reinforces the strategy (Harrison & Carroll, 1991; Van Den Steen, 2010).  

My sample suggests that a founder’s choice to hire leaders or individual contributors first seems 

to impact culture creation via communication within the company. I find that hiring leaders first 

encourages organizational silos. For example, informants at HealthCo reported that the company was 

surprisingly siloed for only being two years old and having 50 employees. From the beginning, the 

senior leaders hired employees into their divisions, and each division matured in relative isolation as 

software developers honed the product. These teams did a significant amount of work before the product 

was fully developed or was serving many users. As the company prepared to launch its first “jumbo 

client” (potentially increasing its user base by 20x), departments were scrambling to integrate with the 

other units. A cofounder said, “I was seeing cracks from that boil up in readiness for [large new client], 

and of course that's a huge no-no. And so we really hit a reset.” This finding corroborates prior work 

illustrating the risks of organizational silos in new organizations. For example, Ott & Eisenhardt (2020) 
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find that companies find it difficult to grasp the bigger picture of their opportunities and environment if 

they split up responsibilities early. 

 Alternatively, all employees in companies that prioritize individual contributors are builders and 

operators working jointly on the same short-term goal of attaining product-market fit. In effect, these 

organizations tend to experience more organic organizational growth – the functional units, such as 

marketing, engineering, and customer service, expand in lockstep as dictated by progress in attaining 

product-market fit and starting to generate revenue. The business units are forced to collaborate from the 

very beginning and do not experience painful integrations later. For example, at CloudCo, two senior 

leaders joined the company as employees numbers 50 and 60 when the company already had several 

major clients and $20M in annual revenue. These leaders were extremely valued because they provided 

the insight necessary to create the structure and routines that the company then needed. The company 

had achieved product-market fit and the functional areas were working interdependently. However, the 

individual contributors had reached capacity and needed help scaling. An employee described the impact 

of the new senior leaders by saying, “Culturally, [these leaders] completely changed how the company 

operates. I think, culturally, it turned us into a ‘company’, where we were a ‘start-up.’” 

Choice 3: Hire Culture Fits or Culture Adds 

A third choice founders make that influences culture emergence is whether or not to hire for 

“cultural fit.” Hiring for cultural fit means the company tries to match candidates’ personal values with 

the company’s or select candidates who will get along with others inside the company (Epstein, 2021; 

McCord, 2018). Founders who hire for cultural fit often include values on job postings that each 

candidate should demonstrate. After interviews, the managers score the candidate according to these 

values. Such an approach is the prevailing wisdom among practitioners. For instance, Techstars 

cofounder Brad Feld advises founders that “it’s always better to choose cultural fit over competence” 
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(Feld, 2012). Other founders who hire for cultural fit think less about value congruence but prioritize 

similarities in personality or background. They tend hire those who went to the same schools, belong to 

the same religious or demographic groups, or have similar work experience (Elliott & Smith, 2004; 

Gorman, 2005)3. The other set of founders in my sample do not hire for cultural fit. Instead of 

emphasizing values, they prioritize abilities and experience when hiring. They either don’t consider 

culture or aim to hire what one informant called “cultural adds” – i.e., people who exhibit traits that will 

challenge the organization’s status quo. These founders don’t hire those who appear different at first 

glance. They consider what the current norms are within the company and look for those who think 

differently. For instance, if the company has too many “inside the box” thinkers, they seek those who are 

prone to produce outlandish and unrealistic ideas. They also make sure that these different newcomers 

are empowered and are not pressured to do what has typically been done within the company. I 

measured whether founders hired for cultural fit by looking at job postings, inquiring about the internal 

discussions held after a candidate finishes interviews, and asking founders what they look for when 

hiring. 

Several founders in the sample hired for cultural fit – see Table I. AdCo’s founder prides himself 

on not lowering his standards just to fill a needed role – he waited 10-12 months to find the ideal leader 

three different times. All job postings at the company conclude with “Strong contributors to AdCo’s 

culture will exhibit the following characteristics,” followed by seven personality traits. This founder, a 

devout Christian, also hired people similar to him by sourcing many candidates from a job board hosted 

by a Christian entrepreneurship organization. A former employee reported that “We needed everybody 

to check every box when we hired.”  

 
3 By necessity, most ventures start with a group of friends. In fact, some investors interpret the lack of pre-existing 
relationships as a “vote of no confidence. It probably means the founder couldn’t talk any of his friends into starting the 
company with him” (Graham, 2006). 



Law – Culture Emergence – Pg. 25 
 

The founders of SpyCo also hired for cultural fit. For them, the best way they knew how to 

optimize cultural fit was hiring from their prior networks. They believed that posting jobs to the general 

public was inefficient and surfaced “a lot of duds.” A cofounder said, “Our focus has always been on 

high performance, high efficiency across the entire business, and so we just... take more of a sniper 

approach than a shotgun approach.” At the beginning of this study, 34 of the 36 employees had prior 

relationships with a cofounder. Two of the founders hired about ten employees each from a previous 

employer. “It’s really easy to hunt from that rolodex,” says one founder. From the perspective of growth, 

the founders have no regrets. The CEO shared, “I think this [hiring approach] has been one of the 

reasons why we've had the success and the camaraderie and the culture that we have today – we’ve been 

bringing in known quantities, both on a talent level and skill level.” This optimized growth because 

“there was none of that lag time to let me get to know you, of how do I communicate with you.” 

Alternatively, several founders in the sample hired culture adds. The founders of DevCo made 

very few hires from their network– more than half of the first 30 employees had no connection to any 

employees within the company. They found employees by talking to investors, posting jobs on national 

careers sites, and using an external recruiter. Though they preferred candidates who could work in one 

of their two U.S. offices, they also hired remote employees to find more diverse talent. Their top priority 

when hiring was finding someone who had executed the needed role in a prior startup. They did not 

evaluate culture. The leaders wanted to signal the importance of diversity of thought so they instituted 

the practice of having non-SLT members present at board meetings. “It gives them [non-leaders] the 

exposure, it gives them the opportunity,” reports an SLT member. The investors “love getting to know 

who’s making this happen.”   

Similarly, CloudCo does not explicitly ask about candidates’ personal values when hiring. 

Instead, the leaders designed the interviews to showcase candidates’ abilities and how they responded to 
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difficult situations in the past. A senior leader shared that the only personality trait they screen for is 

“Are they a jerk?” At HealthCo, the founders balance three priorities when hiring. A cofounder 

explained, “Everybody has to have a high bar on talent and … be good to be around… A person could 

be really good at their job, but they’re an a**hole. That doesn’t work for us. So that’s on a person-by-

person basis. And then there is a macro consideration of – we need diversity in the organization. We 

need to look like our members. Diversity adds a lot of value.”  

----- INSERT TABLE I ABOUT HERE ----- 

How does hiring for cultural fits or adds influence culture emergence? Hiring for cultural fit 

seems to accelerate culture emergence because of homophily. The literature on homophily demonstrates 

how similarities yield attraction (Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1954) and are fundamental to making judgments 

about merit (DiMaggio, 1987; Lamont & Molnár, 2002). Extensive research shows that hiring is a 

process of cultural matching. Even elite professional service firms tend to hire “enjoyable playmates” 

rather than seeking to optimize ability (Rivera, 2012). This attraction to similar others increases the 

likelihood that members share the same values (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Therefore, the norms, beliefs, 

and values of the first employees are likely to be consistent with those of the founder (Neckerman & 

Kirschenman, 1991). This hiring strategy seems to be a way to quickly establish a culture because the 

initial values are almost immediately shared by most organizational members. This is demonstrated in 

the sample. At AdCo, most employees had similar values and perspectives. The leaders’ personalities 

are surprisingly similar to the founder. For instance, the founder created a document about “how to write 

a great email” complete with screenshots and a scoring rubric while one of these leaders independently 

wrote an esoteric document about the proper use of spreadsheets. EdCo’s founder also prioritized 

cultural fit and hired most early employees from his Christian alma mater. Most employees looked the 
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same and had similar backgrounds. These employees quickly appreciated each other and the founder’s 

vision. One reported that “It felt like we were in college and working on a class project together.”  

Hiring cultural adds appears to delay culture emergence because there is greater variation in 

beliefs and values. However, my data suggest this can be beneficial, not detrimental. Culture adds foster 

the heterogeneity conducive to greater innovation (Østergaard et al., 2011), decision making (Robert et 

al., 2018), and employee engagement (Downey et al., 2015). Conversely, homogenous thinking, fostered 

by hiring culture fits, limits exploration by encouraging premature convergence during search (Gupta et 

al., 2006; March, 1991; Sørensen, 2002). One example of this is AdCo. In the rare instance that AdCo 

employees disagreed with the founder, they felt “a bit neutered in what type of feedback we could really 

give.” A senior leader voiced his concern about hiring culture fits when he said, “It can breed too much 

homogeneity, and I think if everyone we hire ascribes to these six values or whatever it is, then we’re 

not gonna have a very diverse team.” Thus, while some research advocates hiring based on cultural fit to 

optimize person-organization fit or person-culture fit as a retention mechanism (Kristof, 1996; O’Reilly 

et al., 1991; Sheridan, 1992), my data reveal that this practice can quickly result in detrimental levels of 

homogeneity in new organizations. By contrast, my data also show that those hiring culture adds do not 

simply use race, gender, or ethnicity as a proxy for diverse thought. They care more about how 

candidates see the world than how the world sees them4. Thus, while hiring culture adds may subtlety 

slow culture emergence, it fosters the emergence of a culture that embraces diversity of thought. 

 
4 ToothCo represents once example of the perils of using demographics as a proxy for diversity of though. From the 
beginning, the founders prioritized hiring employees from underrepresented groups. While on paper the company looked like 
the model of diversity for a tech company (e.g., one founder was a panelist in a session on diversity at a startup conference), 
multiple employees reported a lack of inclusion. An employee explained a period when ‘the s**t hit the fan…. we brought in 
some people who I identify as the ‘onlys’, the only mom, the only Black person, the only Hispanic engineer. And the 
intention was to create a very inclusive environment, but … it went really sour and we had four people leave pretty quickly, 
some were let go, some chose to leave. That was intense. I’m laughing about it now, but I was in tears during it.’” 
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My data also show that the founder’s choice to hire culture fits or adds seems to influence culture 

emergence by impacting the level of belonging within the company. SpyCo mostly hired employees that 

came from the same prior company. They frequently used jargon from the prior company to simplify 

communication. However, once the founders exhausted their personal networks and began to hire more 

broadly, external hires struggled to feel like equals because they were not one of the two “mafias”. One 

perceived outsider remarked, “Those people from [cofounder’s former company] aren’t as smart as they 

think they are.” HealthCo also illustrates the effort required to counter the homophily that results from 

hiring culture fits. Seeking diversity became a core focus of HealthCo because they wanted to balance 

their homogenous leadership team. A cofounder explained:  

One of the tradeoffs when we started was a disadvantage because it happened to be that a lot of 

the folks that were on the team on day one all look like each other. We’re not head in the sand 

about that, and so we have to work over time, even at the senior levels to really expand our 

diversity…. The one opportunity we did have was at the board level… we got a phenomenal 

[board that has a perspective] that is different from ours, and just a more diverse view and 

diverse individuals. 

To become more inclusive, the company hired a diversity consultant and invited all employees to take 

the multi-week course about bias and privilege. They also restructured their recruitment practices to 

target schools and organizations with diverse membership. The company partnered with these 

organizations to provide financial support and mentorship. After the company’s many efforts over two 

years, employees reported feeling a high degree of belonging. A common comment in the most recent 

quarterly engagement surveys was “I’ve never been in an organization that actually takes DE&I so 

seriously.” 

Choice 4: Passive or Active Cultural Management 
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A fourth choice that influences culture emergence occurs when founders utilize their first hires to 

start generating revenue. As organizations grow, founders continue to construct the human capital 

(Choices 2 and 3), but daily operations become a primary focus. Entrepreneurship scholars frequently 

use this point to identify when startups transition from exploration to scaling (e.g., Lee & Kim, 2022; 

Tidhar & Eisenhardt, 2021). In this stage, the company typically has adequate short-term funding, 

relative product-market fit, and a minimum viable product. When the company first starts to scale, 

founders influence culture emergence by choosing to actively or passively manage the budding culture. 

Those who manage culture actively in this stage regularly talk to employees about the company values5 

and may update the formal values regularly. These founders care that their employees can name and 

describe the company values. Others manage the process of culture creation passively. Although they 

believe culture is important, they don’t think it is a top priority for a company struggling for survival. 

Instead, they focus almost exclusively on honing product-market fit and generating revenue. They may 

have identified formal values but tend to talk about them only when problems arise. They tell 

themselves that they will more actively manage culture when the company is larger. I assess the 

founders’ proactivity to manage this process by asking joiners when and how often the founders talk 

about culture, when and how they see or hear about the company values, and the degree to which they 

can tell me from memory about the values. Similarly, I ask founders when they think and talk about 

culture, when and why they last updated the company values, and their beliefs about the importance of 

formalizing values. Lastly, I study company documents to note and compare different versions of 

company values and mission statements. 

 
5 Although the founders’ approach to managing culture creation (Choice 4) and their choice to be culturally attracted or 
avoidant (Choice 1) are correlated in the data, these are different constructs. During Choice 4, founders shape culture creation 
by their ongoing actions while operating the business, not their initial cultural orientation (Choice 1). In other words, while 
Choice 1 captures how founders theorize about culture, Choice 4 considers how they try to establish culture. Additionally, 
HealthCo represents one example of starting the company while culturally attracted but later not managing culture emergence 
actively as do the other culturally attracted founders. 
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Many founders in the sample chose to manage culture emergence actively – see Table J. Extant 

literature on intentional culture change suggests that implementing a new culture in an existing 

organization requires great effort and focus (Corley & Gioia, 2004; Fiol, 2002; Pettigrew et al., 2001). 

The popular business press reiterates this view. For example, Toyin Ajayi, CEO of Cityblock Health, 

warns, “If you don’t intentionally build a culture, it will happen around you” (Rockwood, 2020). 

Consistent with this approach, after waiting a few years until the company hired 20 employees, AdCo’s 

founder spent substantial time updating the original set of core values. He engaged the whole company, 

especially the leadership team. All employees completed surveys to share their feelings about the former 

values and provide ideas for new values. The founder shared a document with the leadership team and 

regularly sought feedback on new drafts of the values. The end product is an attractive eight-page 

document with a descriptive paragraph and three “companion values” for each of the six company 

values. During each bi-weekly all-hands, an employee is cold-called to walk everyone through the 

values. The founder believes that having seven values is ideal but is waiting for the company to hit ~100 

employees before solidifying this last value.  

Similarly, the founders of ToothCo regularly assess the company culture and modify the 

company values. One founder created the first version by himself when he was the only employee. In 

Year 3, the cofounders engaged their six employees to create new company values. An early employee 

said, “We just talked about different traits of each other that we really liked, that we would want to 

emulate.” Six months later, the company had 13 employees and a cofounder felt the values needed 

another update. This time, the SLT identified the values and then shared them with the employees. One 

year later, the founders worked with a consultant to identify cultural weaknesses and implement new 

values. In addition to frequently updating the core values, the founders talk about culture and values 
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routinely in company meetings. The founders track the frequency of the values being tagged in Slack 

and routinely remind their employees to reference the values more often. 

Other founders in the sample avoid spending time writing or talking about culture. They 

passively, not actively, manage culture. For example, CloudCo first discussed company values in Year 2 

when they had 80 employees. They leadership team identified four of the best attributes that 

characterized the company. Each value had a simple two-sentence description. Leaders shared the values 

with the company during a quarterly all-hands meeting but only discussed them once in the following 

year. One employee shared that formal values seem less important because “We trust that every 

individual knows exactly what they’re responsible for. So we just let people choose how they wanna 

come in, how they wanna work.” When I asked an early employee if the company has formalized core 

values, he chuckled and responded “I know they exist, but I can’t tell you what they are or how many 

there are.” These employee reports provide credence to the founder’s stated approach to cultural 

management early in the scaling phase of the company. “[Culture] wasn’t a huge priority…. What I did 

have in mind was that I wanted to make sure that this team works really well together, that we’re having 

fun, we’re enjoying each other, and not just building the product. That has always been there on my 

mind – I wanna make sure this is a team that is excited and happy and loves what we do.” 

 The founders of DevCo also take a passive approach to managing culture as their venture scales. 

The founders had their first conversation about company values in Year 3. They identified three values 

but they were not elaborately defined nor were they heavily emphasized over the next year. At the end 

of Year 4, the Engineering and Product teams had a series of disagreements that caused the company to 

delay a feature launch. At this point, the founders determined that adherence to the company values 

could resolve the conflict. One founder created a simple three-slide deck explaining the values which he 
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shared at the next quarterly all-hands meeting. Informants recall this event as the only time they heard 

the founders talk about culture or values.   

----- INSERT TABLE J ABOUT HERE ----- 

How does a founder’s approach to managing culture influence the process of culture emergence? 

My data suggest that this choice impacts the strength of the developing culture. In strong cultures, the 

norms, beliefs, and values are widely shared and strongly held, but with greater intensity than in an 

average organization (Chatman & O’Reilly, 2016). The literature on culture frequently makes the 

normative assumption that strong cultures are good because they can lead to greater performance in 

stable environments (Sørensen, 2002) and increased cognitive and behavioral uniformity (Goncalo & 

Staw, 2006). Founders who manage culture actively appear to create stronger cultures due to attrition 

and attention. By frequently talking about company values and using them when giving recognition or 

evaluating performance, founders signal to their employees that the values are paramount. Some 

employees buy-in and appreciate this approach. Those who don’t tend to leave. Thus, the remaining 

employees have a unified appreciation for the values and hold them deeply. A high-performer at AdCo 

demonstrates the influence of both attrition and attention. Within his first year, he became annoyed and 

apprehensive that the founder spent six months and circulated over 20 iterations of the new company 

values. After quitting, he reported:  

I think [the founder] just doesn't think enough about the money side of the house, and I think he 

really likes the other stuff [i.e., culture]. I felt like AdCo was moving multiple steps too slow 

because we were spending time doing these internal things that have value, but I thought were 

either overemphasized or just pulled forward too far. Like, things we could have been doing six 

months from now, or 12 months from now after we were a $5 million company, we were doing 
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when we were $1.5 million company. I just think [values] were too emphasized for all of the 

other battles that we were kinda fighting at that time. 

Founders who manage culture passively seem to create cultures that are not as strong, at least in 

the early stages of the company. However, this may be preferable because my sample suggests that the 

emerging cultures can be too strong (Corritore et al., 2020; Garvin, 2014; Saffold, 1988). Founders who 

manage culture passively believe that culture becomes more important and powerful when companies 

are large.  Accordingly, they choose to defer a focus on culture as their company begins to scale. As they 

envision their companies as large organizations, they want culture to be a great resource. However, 

temporally, culture is less important than proving they can generate positive cash flow (i.e., product-

market fit, optimizing the product, scaling customer growth). For instance, the founders of DevCo 

achieved product-market fit faster than the other founders in the sample while managing culture 

passively. One founder explains: 

Culture is not a thing I think about too much at this phase; I focus on hiring people that I don't 

think are terrible people. I guess we're building an MVP culture. If I hire good people, that I like, 

that I think are working on the right things, have the right passion, and aren't toxic, eventually 

we can figure that out and turn that into a culture. But especially right now because we are so 

small, it's really hard to put broad, guiding principles that will probably work as we grow to a 

1,000person company. So it seems it's something I think about when bad things happen, but it's 

probably not something that I try to actively shepherd because it comes up so rarely. 

The attention-based view of the firm argues that superior management stems from directing its limited 

resources to the most strategically critical activities (Joseph & Wilson, 2018; Ocasio, 1997) and seems 

to reinforce this point. Founders managing new organizations may be better off allocating nearly all 

organizational attention to survival.  
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More broadly, the choice to actively or passively manage culture seems to impact culture 

emergence by shaping the degree of psychological safety and authenticity within the organization. 

Psychologically safe environments improve decision-making (Bradley et al., 2012; Edmondson, 1999) 

and encourage ethical behavior (Walumbwa & Schaubroeck, 2009), while authenticity enhances 

employee commitment (Walumbwa et al., 2008) and reduces burnout (Wong & Cummings, 2009). 

Founders who manage culture passively empower their employees because they are open to variance. 

For instance, a senior leader at DevCo illustrated the company’s openness to variance: “I want failure. 

Because failure means they're experimenting, they're pushing, they're trying something different.” An 

early employee at CloudCo explained how appreciated he felt when others in the company encouraged 

him to recommend changes. He made some suggestions “And they got implemented. And that felt really 

good …. So, yeah, right out of the gate, my opinion was respected. And not blindly accepted, but I had a 

voice in the company, which is pretty cool.” On the contrary, those managing culture actively try to 

reign in deviations from the values they espouse. ToothCo demonstrates this. The latest iteration of 

company values was partially motivated by the founders feeling that the employees lacked the thick skin 

required to receive unsolicited feedback. A founder reported that “One of the things we [added] is our 

ability to … be able to give candid feedback.” The founders then felt they had grounds to dismiss those 

who take correction personally because they weren’t living the company’s values.  

DISCUSSION 

While much is known about the importance of culture, very little is known about how it emerges. 

I designed this process-based inductive multiple case study expressly to augment extant theory. In doing 

so, I answer several calls for research. As noted by others, culture scholars typically start studying 

organizations after culture has already formed (Ehrhart et al., 2014). Instead, I select embryonic ventures 

so I can witness the process of emergence. Also, in response to DeSantola & Gulati (2017, p. 658, 
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emphasis added) who ask that researchers “examine cultural processes within growing ventures… to 

investigate the genesis and development of organizational cultures,” I follow these organizations over 22 

formative months. While their review highlights contrasting narratives about new ventures being both 

inertial and flexible, I help clarify this juxtaposition by proposing key inflection points at which a new 

venture’s culture can take different and lasting forms. Though I only study new technology-based 

companies, other organizations have founders and face similar challenges of recruiting members, 

gaining legitimacy, and fulfilling their mission. I expect that the overall similarity between new ventures 

and new organizations broadly will cause these findings to generalize well to other contexts. 

I propose that culture emerges in new organizations based on key choices made by the founders. 

Although prior theory suggests that founders influence the organization’s culture (Baron, Hannan, et al., 

1999; Schein, 2004), I extend this theory and offer empirical evidence showing how this happens. In 

doing so, I provide a process-based theory detailing founders influence on culture. Specifically, I 

propose that founders make four key choices that impact how the culture emerges. First, founders 

identify a referent culture to build to (cultural attraction) or away from (cultural avoidance). While 

extant literature often suggests the merits of cultural attraction, I propose that founders may instead want 

to be culturally avoidant. Counter to prevailing wisdom, culture emergence may be accelerated by 

culturally avoidant founders. When building away from a negative culture, founders utilize content-rich 

stories that communicate much greater specificity than the abstract values idealized by culturally 

attracted founders.  

Second, founders decide whether to hire individual contributors or leaders first. Prior theory 

advocates hiring leaders to mitigate liabilities of newness. However, prior researcher fails to consider 

how this strategy impacts culture. I find that hiring leaders first accelerates culture emergence. Founders 

might want to be wary of this approach because the culture can emerge faster the organization’s 
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strategy. In this way, early leaders can also represent liabilities of maturity – they frequently implement 

behavioral norms that were appropriate in their prior large organizations but perhaps not ideal for the 

new organization. Instead, hiring individual contributors first slows culture emergence, but this choice 

may be preferable because it facilitates greater alignment between the strategy and emerging culture. As 

individual contributors focus on building the product and generating revenue, the culture and strategy 

emerge organically and interdependently.  

Third, founders choose whether to hire culture fits or adds. Ample evidence suggests that hiring 

culture fits can increase person-organization fit and person-culture fit. I extend our understanding of this 

practice by suggesting that it also encourages culture to emerge at a faster rate. However, I also suggest 

that hiring culture fits can quickly lead to high homogeneity that is difficult to counter as new 

organizations grow. Hiring culture adds may be a preferable strategy for founders wanting to optimize 

search, engagement, and innovation. My findings support and extend the model-generated theory 

proposed by Van den Steen (2010) that hiring similar others as first employees leads to overly 

homogenous organizations because homophilous behavior creates an insider/outsider experience for 

members.  

Fourth, founders choose how proactively to manage culture in the emergence period. The 

literature on intentional culture change advises leaders to expend energy curating the organization’s 

culture. While actively managing culture may encourage the development of a strong culture, the 

resulting culture may be too strong. I find that founders who manage culture experience unhealthy levels 

of attrition as they lose high performers who feel increasingly alienated by the strengthening culture. 

Thus, my study suggests a boundary condition for research on culture change – these best practices seem 

less helpful for new organizations. Instead, founders might want a weaker culture in exchange for 

focusing all available resources on elements that can immediately imperil the organization. By 
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temporarily tolerating an “MVP culture,” founders can allocate greater resources to optimizing the 

product and cash flow.  

To the literature on leaders and culture, I contribute enhanced theory about how founders impact 

culture. Broadly, it appears that founders impact culture creation in a manner mirroring abduction. 

Abduction is “the process of forming an explanatory hypothesis” (Peirce, 1903, p. 216). Each founder in 

my sample possessed a cultural referent which provided them with a plausible theory linking norms, 

beliefs, and values with a culture they did or did not want to create. From this beginning, the founders 

engage in a continual cycle of testing and developing new ideas about the causal relationship between 

their actions and the organizational culture. The practices that appear to lead to success prompt 

replication while failure leads to new search (March, 1991) or failed leadership that is forgotten (Schein, 

2004). When faced with adversity, I witnessed the founders respond by changing their behavior. For 

instance, hiring a low-performing employee frequently prompted founders to add the dimension of poor 

performance (e.g., not taking ownership) as a filter for future hires. When founders recognize a negative 

implication of their company’s emerging culture, they try to explain this unmet expectation by working 

backward to create a plausible world view that explains the surprise (Van Maanen et al., 2007) – the 

founders go forward with a new conceptual view of the empirical world (Suddaby, 2006) while making 

adjustments to their hiring, communication, and resource allocation decisions. Viewing culture 

emergence as an abductive process helps to illustrate that the founder’s cultural imprint is much more 

nuanced than is often acknowledged in the extant literature (Schneider et al., 2013). 

I contribute to organizational theory’s understanding of founder imprints. Scholars suggest that 

imprints come from prior work experiences, such as the network of peers who start working at the same 

time, or an individual’s first employer. However, I propose that founders imprint themselves upon the 

organizational culture by adopting a referent culture that is either positive or negative. Founders either 
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build toward a positive culture (cultural attraction) or away from a negative culture (cultural avoidance). 

While in many cases, this orientation can come from prior work experience, it can also come from other 

sources such as investors or successful entrepreneurs. Thus, I add to the literature on imprints by 

proposing a new mechanism by which founders imprint themselves upon their organizations.  

Lastly, this study contributes to the entrepreneurship literature by demonstrating that context 

matters. Although some may be tempted to apply the findings resulting from the study of large and 

mature organizations, I show that small and new organizations are different enough to warrant their own 

analysis. Nascent organizations face challenges that mature organizations generally do not encounter 

(Stinchcombe, 1965). While my analysis specifically illustrates that the extant knowledge regarding 

cultural management in mature organizations can impede new ventures, future researchers may find that 

studying nascent organizations provides opportunities to extend other theories common to organizational 

and strategy scholars. Just as the field of medicine eventually acknowledged that children’s bodies were 

different enough from adults to warrant its own specialty – pediatrics, established institutionally in the 

U.S. in 1930 – I, along with others, demonstrate the need for additional research on entrepreneurship 

generally.  
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Table A 
Discriminant Validity among Organizational Culture and Related Organizational Constructs        

Culture Strategy Purpose Identity Vision Routines Climate 
Definition Shared behavioral 

norms and 
underlying beliefs 
and values that 
shape the way of 
doing things in the 
organization 

The unique, coherent 
set of 
interdependent 
activities through 
which the firm 
creates and 
captures value  

A concrete 
goal/objective for 
the firm extending 
beyond profit 
maximization  

The features of an 
organization that 
are critical to its 
self-image and 
make it distinct 
from other 
organizations 

A statement 
explaining what 
the org wishes to 
be like in the 
future 

Regular and 
predictable 
behavior patterns 
of firms  

The meanings people 
attach to 
interrelated bundles 
of experiences 
employees have at 
work  

Impact on 
the Org 

Determines behavior 
– mostly implicitly. 
Influences the 
day-to-day 
experience for org. 
members and can 
be a key reason 
members do(n’t) 
want to be part of 
the org. 

Informs how to 
act/react in the 
competitive 
environment.  

Provides meaning 
and motivation for 
employees. Only 
with careful 
planning does it 
influence daily 
behavior. 

Details what is 
required of the org 

Attempts to align 
the organization’s 
aspirations and 
aim. Only with 
careful planning 
does it influence 
daily behavior. 

The reoccurring 
actions and 
practices of the 
org; usually firm-
specific and related 
to performance 

Characterizes the 
overall well-being 
of org members but 
does not causally 
impact 
organizational life 

Example Having the courage 
to shape a better 
future, leveraging 
collective genius, 
being real, and 
being accountable 
and committed. –
Coca-Cola 

Extreme operational 
efficiency with 
savings passed to 
customers. Very 
friendly employees 
focused on 
customer loyalty. –
Southwest 

Nourishing families 
so they can 
flourish and thrive. 
--Kellogg 

Tesla considering 
itself a tech, not 
auto, company 

To create economic 
opportunity for 
every member of 
the global 
workforce. –
LinkedIn 

The specific steps a 
firm undertakes to 
hire (creating a job 
posting, screening 
resumes, 
conducting 
interviews, 
evaluating 
candidates, making 
offers) 

In 2017, an employee 
wrote a viral post 
about women 
feeling unsafe and 
marginalized at 
Uber 

Key 
Academic 
Sources 

Verbeke et al., 1998; 
Zohar & Hofmann, 
2012 

Barney, 1986; 
Levinthal, 1997; 
Porter, 1996 

Bartlett & Ghoshal, 
1994; Henderson 
& Van Den Steen, 
2015 

Albert & Whetten, 
1985; Gioia et al., 
2013 

 

Baum & Ingram, 
1998; Van Den 
Steen, 2005 

Feldman, 2000; 
Howard-Grenville 
et al., 2011; Nelson 
& Winter, 1982 

Denison, 1996; Zohar 
& Hofmann, 2012 
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Table B 
Organizational Culture and Firm Performance       

Author(s) Method Sample DV IV Key insights 
Sorensen, 2002 Survey 160 US public 

companies 
ROI and cash flow Cultural strength 

(homogeneity) 
In stable conditions, cultural strength leads to more reliable 

performance but the benefits disappear in volatile 
environments 

Van den Steen, 
2010 

Formal model NA Experimentation, 
coordination, 
delegation 

Cultural strength 
(homogeneity) 

Cultural strength leads to less monitoring, experimentation, 
and information collection but higher motivation, 
delegation, and satisfaction/utility 

Guiso, Sapienza, 
Zingales, 2015 

Survey MNCs (Great 
Places to Work 
data) 

Tobin’s q, return on 
sales 

Culture perceived 
internally as ethical 

Firms have higher valuations when their employees believe 
the firm/leader is ethical 

Chatman et al., 
1998 

Lab simulation 258 MBA 
students 

Productivity, team 
dynamics 

Individualistic or 
collectivistic culture 

The degree to which an organization is individualistic or 
collectivistic interacts with demographic composition to 
affect productivity and social interaction 

Barsade & 
O’Neill, 2014 

Survey Branches of a US 
long-term care 
provider 

Turnover, customer & 
employee 
satisfaction 

Culture of compassion Compassionate workplaces have happier employees and 
customers 

Hult et al., 2007 Survey 201 
manufacturing 
firms 

Supply chain cycle 
time 

Culture of 
competitiveness and 
knowledge 
development 

Performance increases when an organization has a culture of 
competitiveness and also of knowledge development 

 

 

Table C 
Organizational Culture and Leaders       

Author(s) Method Sample DV IV Key insights 

Schein, 1983, 
1985 

Ethnography MNCs Organizational culture The founder’s values and 
behavior 

Culture stems from founder's values; success solidifies core 
assumptions 

Baron, Hannan, & 
Burton, 1999, 
2001 

Survey, 
Interviews, 
Archival 

Mid-stage tech 
firms in Silicon 
Valley 

Bureaucracy, Org 
design 

Leaders’ mental models The departed founder’s values matter more than the current 
CEO’s 

Johnson, 2007 Historical case 
study 

The Paris Opera Organization’s 
orientation 

Founder and key 
stakeholders' desires 

The founder plus key stakeholders leave an agency-driven 
imprint upon an organization which can influence the 
organization for hundreds of years. 

Kim & Toh, 2017 Survey, field 
experiment 

Korean 
manufacturers 

Organizational Culture CEO’s prior experience The length of time the CEOs spend in their prior role 
moderates the effect of CEO personality on organizational 
culture 

Gelfand et al., 
2012 

Survey 92 branches of 
regional bank 

Branch’s conflict 
management style 

Branch leader’s conflict 
management style 

Branches have the same conflict management style as the 
leader. This relationship correlates with branch 
performance (creativity, customer service) and viability 
(turnover, cohesion) 

Schneider, 1987 Theoretical NA Organizational Culture Founder’s then managers 
hiring choices 

Culture perpetuates by Attraction (who's drawn to the 
company), Selection (who gets hired), and Attrition (who is 
pushed out and kept) 
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Table D 
Organizational Change and Culture 

Author(s) Method Sample DV IV Key insights 

Howard-Grenville 
et al., 2011 

Field study, 
interviews 

Two large U.S. 
based 
companies 

Culture change Efforts of org members 
without authority 

Middle-managers passionate about a cause can effect 
organization-level culture change even absent a large 
organizational shock or executive-led effort 

Canato et al., 2013 Single-case 
study 

3M Culture change, a new 
practice 

Fit between culture and 
a new practice 

When a new practice (Six Sigma) is coerced onto an organization 
with a poor cultural fit, the culture does not meld to the new 
practice. Both the culture and practice change as they develop 
shared beliefs and behaviors 

Harrison & Carroll, 
1991 

Simulation NA Culture transmission Turnover, growth Culture tends to be very stable over time even amidst high 
employee turnover and rapid firm growth 

Heracleous & 
Barrett, 2001 

Field Study The London 
Insurance 
Market 

The process of culture 
change 

Leader dialogue Organizational change is heavily influenced by the nature of 
discourse between leaders and organizational members. The 
content of language and the communication style carry deep 
meaning. 

Kraatz & Zajac, 
2001 

Archival 400 U.S. liberal 
arts colleges 

Strategic org. change Org. resources Resource-rich orgs. are less likely to undertake strategic change 
efforts. Though not very adaptive to change, these orgs. do not 
experience detrimental long-term performance 

Sonenshein, 2010 Single-case 
study 

Fortune 500 
retailer 

Strategic org. change Narratives of 
leadership and 
employees 

Narratives are critical to effecting strategic change but employees 
complicate change efforts by embellishing leaders’ narratives and 
disseminating their interpretations 



Law – Culture Emergence – Pg. 47 
 

Table E 
Description of Sample Firms 

Firm 
(Founding 
Year) 

Industry / US 
Location 

# of 
Founders/ 
Avg. Agea 

Experienced 
Founder / Education 

Remote 
Employees 

Employees 
at Start 
(End) of 
Study 

Interviews 
(per wave)  

Informant Titles Additional Data 

QualCo (2019) Software 
Development 
/ Virtual 

2 / 39 No / MS Comp. Sci. 
& MBA 

100% 8 (12) 13 
(4/3/3/3) 

CEOb, CTOb, Chief Staff, Sr. Dev 19 internal docs, 6 media 
articles 

AdCo (2017) Advertising / 
East 

1 / 27 No / BS Business 0% 12 (30) 18  
(6/4/4/4) 

CEOb, Chief Storyteller, Data 
Scientist, Dir People Ops, ex-
Dir. of Ops, ex-CRO 

19 internal docs, 11 media 
articles, 6 follow-up 
conversations 

EdCo (2017) Education / 
West 

1 / 27 No / BS Business 90% 10 (30) 21 
(4/4/7/6) 

CEOb, Dir Cust. Success, Dir. of 
Curriculum, Developer, HR rep, 
Cust. Success Rep, Sales rep, 
investor, founder spouse 

7 internal docs, 4 media 
articles, 8 follow-up 
conversations, 16 blog 
posts; 3 employee 
engagement reports 

DevCo (2017) Software 
Development 
/ East 

2 / 36 Yes / MS 
Engineering 

50% 17 (30) 17  
(4/5/4/4) 

CEOb, CTOb, VP Product, VP 
Cust. Success, cofounder 
spouse x2 

1 internal doc, site visit, 2 
podcasts 

ToothCo 
(2017) 

Procurement / 
East 

2 / 37 Yes / MS Comp. Sci. 
& MBA 

0% 11 (24) 23 
(6/6/5/6) 

CEOb, CTOb, VP Ops, Cust. 
Success Rep, UX Designer, 
Vendor Success Rep, 
cofounder spouse 

17 internal docs, 4 follow-
up conversations 

HealthCo 
(2019) 

Wellness / East 2 / 51 No / MBA & PhD 25% 75 (151) 21 
(5/4/6/6) 

CEOb, COOb, Chief People Ops, 
Head of Cust. Exp., 
Copywriter, Dir. of Eng., ex-
Dir. of Product 

10 internal docs, 4 follow-
up conversations, site 
visit; 3 employee 
engagement reports 

SpyCo (2019) Cyber Security 
/ East & 
West 

3 / 41 No / MS National 
Security, MS 
Comp. Sci., MBA 

10% 10 (107) 22 
(6/3/7/6) 

CEOb, CTOb, COOb, Sr. Dir. of 
Intelligence, VP Sales, VP 
Engineering, investor, 
cofounder spouse 

17 media articles, 2 follow-
up conversations 

CloudCo 
(2018) 

Cyber Security 
/ East 

1 / 46 No / MS Comp. Sci. 30% 20 (138) 16 
(5/3/4/4) 

CEOb, CMO, Eng. Mngr., Sr. 
Developer, EA, Chief of Staff 

12 blog posts, active social 
media presence, 1 
podcast, 2 follow-up 
conversations, site visit 

a as of January 2023 
b founder 
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Table F 
Progression of Culture Emergence by Case 

Firm Cultural Attributes after Choice 1 Cultural Attributes after Choice 2 Cultural Attributes after Choice 3 Cultural Attributes after Choice 4 

QualCo Autonomy Autonomy, accountability, success comes 
through learning 

Autonomy, accountability, success 
comes through learning, homogeneous 
adoption of Latin work style 

Autonomy, accountability, success 
comes through learning, homogeneous 
adoption of Latin work style, trust 

AdCo Perfection is the gold standard, 
business should enhance society 

Perfection is the gold standard, business 
should enhance society 

Perfection is the gold standard, business 
should enhance society, unquestioning 
of the founder, homogenous life 
experiences and vision 

Perfection is the gold standard, 
business should enhance society, 
unquestioning of the founder, 
homogenous life experiences and 
vision, conviction that culture is a 
resource 

EdCo Continual personal improvement, 
humility 

Continual personal improvement, humility, 
frugal, the sales team has greatest status 

Continual personal improvement, 
humility, frugal, the sales team has 
greatest status, empathetic 

Continual personal improvement, 
humility, frugal, the sales team has 
greatest status, empathetic, inclusive 

DevCo Experimenting, pragmatic, 
humane 

Experimenting, pragmatic, humane, 
ownership 

Experimenting, pragmatic, humane, 
ownership, product-focused, respect 

Experimenting, pragmatic, humane, 
ownership, product-focused, respect, 
trust, autonomy 

ToothCo Zero tolerance for laziness or 
selfishness 

Zero tolerance for laziness or selfishness, 
HR has significant power 

Zero tolerance for laziness or 
selfishness, HR has significant power, 
superficial diversity  

Zero tolerance for laziness or 
selfishness, superficial diversity, lack of 
belonging 

HealthCo Academic pedigree & intellect 
drive success 

Academic pedigree & intellect drive 
success, independent business units, low 
cross-unit communication, routine-based 

Academic pedigree & intellect drive 
success, independent business units, 
low cross-unit communication, routine-
based, homogenous adoption of upper-
class thought & bias 

Academic pedigree & intellect drive 
success, independent business units, 
low cross-unit communication, 
routine-based, homogenous adoption 
of upper-class thought & bias, 
empathy, customer-centric 

SpyCo Purpose-driven, experience 
trumps pedigree and intellect 

Purpose-driven, experience trumps 
pedigree and intellect 

Purpose-driven, experience trumps 
pedigree and intellect, familiarity leads 
to speed and success, clear in/out 
social groups 

Purpose-driven, experience trumps 
pedigree and intellect, familiarity leads 
to speed and success, clear in/out 
social groups 

CloudCo Product-focused Product-focused, jovial, humble Product-focused, jovial, humble, 
engineer-minded 

Product-focused, jovial, humble, 
engineer-minded, ownership, 
responsibility 

Key: Underlined text represents cultural elements resulting from each choice; bold signifies that the values became more strongly held; strikethrough signifies that the cultural attribute 
disappeared  



Law – Culture Emergence – Pg. 49 
 

Table G 
Founders’ Imprint: Cultural Attraction or Avoidance? 

Firm Founder 
Education 

Founder Professional Imprint Is Founder Culturally Attracted or Avoidant? Prevalent Norms, Beliefs, and Values 

QualCo BS CompSci & 
MBA; MS 
CompSci 

Corporate software developers on 
distributed MNC teams 

Avoidant. Founders never considered culture until 
Techstars encouraged them. Instead, they focus 
elsewhere. “For now, we need product-market fit – 
that’s the most important thing.” – Cofounder 

Autonomy. Founders resolved to not replicate their 
former supervisors’ micromanagement 

AdCo BS Business No prior work experience. Closely follows 
popular business press, especially Ben 
Horowitz & Warren Buffett 

Attracted. Founder articulating the values/mission 
was “one of the first things I ever did,” with 0 FTEs* 
He wants to build a great culture that will serve as a 
foundation for a successful product  

Perfection is the gold standard, business should 
enhance society. Founder believes that creating a 
great culture will lead to business success 

EdCo BS Business No prior work experience. Looks to first 
investor and successful local founders for 
insight. “There’s probably a dozen other 
CEOs … who have really helped [me 
formulate ideas for culture]” – Founder 

Attracted. “One of the things [investor/mentor] talked 
about was picking company values…. And so it was 
actually … his recommendation. He’s like ‘I like to pick 
three words, make them easy to remember.’” – 
Founder 

Continual personal improvement, humility. Founder 
frequently reads about personal and business 
management 

DevCo MS 
Engineering; 
BS CompSci 

Worked together in two startups and one 
corporation – hated the slow corporate 
pace 

Avoidant. “I don't think we had an explicit plan. We 
knew a lot of things we didn't want from our previous 
experience.” –Cofounder 

Experimenting, pragmatic, humane. Founders 
approached all problems with an engineer’s mindset 
while operating with the singular rule of “no a**holes” 

ToothCo MBA; MS 
CompSci 

1 ex-Army Ranger; both have extensive 
experience in startups 

Attracted. “So literally, the first thing I did was, I 
created our core values, I created our mission 
statement.” –Cofounder. Founder chose buzzwords 
and military terms for values 

Zero tolerance for laziness or selfishness. Founders 
believed that working harder than anyone else was 
the key to success  

HealthCo PhD 
Economics; 
MBA 

Prior roles as CEO, chairman, and VPs of 
major corporations 

Mixed. One founder created values, the other didn’t 
see this as important but didn’t intervene 

Academic pedigree & intellect drive success. 
“[Cofounder 2] is super culture-oriented. He's like, 
‘What are all the best practices? … I wanna have the 
energy and rockstars and meritocracy. And I want it 
to be positive.’"  

SpyCo MBA; MS Govt 
Policy; MS 
CompSci 

Worked in Middle East, for US Govt, and 
startup that IPOd 

Avoidant. “[Cofounder] had some awful bosses, so I 
think that was on his mind.” – Spouse of Cofounder 

Purpose-driven, experience trumps pedigree and 
intellect. Founders believed that subject-matter 
expertise would yield success  

CloudCo MS CompSci +15 years as developer for MNCs Avoidant. Founder was committed to not recreating 
difficult workplaces he had experience. 

Product-focused. The founder’s prior company limited 
the influence of engineers and developers – he 
resolved to always make the product the top priority 

* FTE = full time employee 
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Table H 
Founders’ First Hires: Leaders or Individual Contributors? 

Firm Level of First 
Employees 

SLT Members 
within First 
20 FTEs 

Total SLT* 
/ FTE as of 
Dec 2022 

Did SLT* Have Startup 
Experience? 

Prevalent Norms, Beliefs, and Values 

QualCo Individual 
contributors 

0 (0%) 0/12 (0%) NA Autonomy, accountability, success comes through learning. Without leaders, the 
founders rely on individual contributors to perform beyond their experience level. 
Employees are encouraged to dedicate time to learning a needed skill (e.g., a developer 
taking a week to read a textbook about machine learning)   

AdCo Leaders 6 (30%) 6/37 (16%) No. Hired experienced leaders 
to add credibility to venture 

Perfection is the gold standard, business should enhance society. The founder 
hired leaders who were remarkably similar to himself and would make the choices he 
would make. “[SL2] is far and away the best at [company value #1] … he's the most 
complete picture of this collection of values” – Founder 

EdCo Mixed 5 (25%) 6/34 - 1 SL 
fired (18%) 

No. Most had 2-4 years of 
work experience 

Continual personal improvement, humility, frugal, the sales team has greatest 
status. To save money, the founder hired inexperienced leaders with the hope they 
would grow into their roles. The company was reliant on revenue very early which 
elevated the sales org 

DevCo Individual 
contributors 

1 (5%) 4/30 (13%) Yes. Only considered those 
who led the scaling phase of 
successful startups 

Experimenting, pragmatic, humane, ownership. Without senior leaders, individual 
contributors were entrusted with significant responsibility 

ToothCo Leaders 6 (30%) 4/22 - 2 SL 
fired (18%) 

Mixed. First SLs came from 
startups, two later SLs came 
from corporations 

Zero tolerance for laziness or selfishness, HR has significant power. The Chief 
People Officer was “trying to make us a Fortune 100 company with all our different 
structures [but we’re] just trying to create revenue.” – Cofounder. Two SLs were fired 
after a founder realized he wanted operators, not high-level strategists. 

HealthCo Leaders 11 (55%) 11/100 - 1 
SL fired 
(11%) 

No. All came from TMTs of 
public companies 

Academic pedigree & intellect drive success, independent business units, low 
cross-unit communication, routine-based. “We have an org structure that flows from 
[the SLT structure] that may or may not be the right one based on how the business 
needs to evolve… so you've got this…  rigid system that leads to silos, because they're 
all working on their piece of the puzzle … in isolation…. So we have not been an 
effective team.” – FTE. The leaders imposed many routines they used as corporate 
leaders. “It sometimes feels a little too ‘big company’” - FTE 

SpyCo Mixed 4 (20%) 8/107 (7%) Yes. All came from startups 
(pre- and post-IPO) 

Purpose-driven, experience trumps pedigree and intellect. In Yr 3, all SLT members 
still have many individual contributor responsibilities. “All leaders need to be invested 
in the activity of building.” – Cofounder 

CloudCo Individual 
Contributors 

0 (0%) 6/160 (4%) Yes. All SLs have led their 
functional areas in multiple 
startups 

Product-focused, jovial, humble. Action-oriented, product-driven, autonomous. 
Early individual contributors strongly imprinted themselves upon the company  

* the roles included in the SLT vary by company but generally includes the top leader of each functional area exclusive of the founder(s) 
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Table I 
Founders’ First Hires: Hiring for Cultural Fit or Not? 

Firm Similarity Among First 20 FTEs Details of First Hires Overall 
Similarity of 
First Hires 

Prevalent Norms, Beliefs, and Values 

Gender 
(male) 

Shared 
Network 

Other 

QualCo 70% 10% 100% Latino The first 10 FTEs were out-of-network. All 
are remote and hired through general job-
postings 

High Autonomy, accountability, success comes through learning, 
homogeneous adoption of Latin work style. All FTEs are Latino 
which caused a non-Latino intern to feel like an outsider because he 
couldn’t engage in Spanish banter with colleagues  

AdCo 60% 20% 40% devout 
Christian 

The founder frequently searches a Christian 
job board when roles open – these hires are 
highly similar to those hired from the 
founder’s network 

High Perfection is the gold standard, business should enhance society, 
unquestioning of the founder, homogenous life experiences and 
vision. Two small cliques formed and tried to convince the founder 
and others to alter plans and behavior. Both groups quit after 
feeling ignored 

EdCo 80%  40% 70% same 
undergrad 

Most of the first 10-15 FTEs were recent 
grads from the founder’s Christian alma 
mater before the founder started hiring 
from other geographies to improve diversity 

High Continual personal improvement, humility, frugal, the sales team 
has greatest status, empathetic. “It just felt like a group of kids in 
college that were assigned a group project.” Minorities want greater 
sense of belonging. Most recently hired minorities are entry-level. 
All employees share deep passion to serve their customers 

DevCo 90%  10% 60% 
engineers 

The key criteria in hiring is whether the 
person has performed the role well in a 
startup 

Low Experimenting, pragmatic, humane, ownership, product-focused, 
respect. Most employees are engineers and the product is the top 
priority. Employees respect each other due to all having valuable 
experience 

ToothCo 55%  0% NA Founders prioritized diversity over 
experience or ability when hiring 

Low Zero tolerance for laziness or selfishness, HR has significant 
power, superficial diversity. Though the workforce was diverse, 
many FTEs reported feeling a lack of belonging or inclusion and 
accused the leaders of tokenism. Four underrepresented minorities 
quit or were fired in one week (24% of the company). The Chief of 
People left and was not replaced  

HealthCo 70%  90% 30% non-
white 

Nearly all of the first 30 hires worked under 
the CEO while he led an entertainment 
business or with both founders at a 
healthcare company 

High Academic pedigree & intellect drive success, independent 
business units, low cross-unit communication, routine-based, 
homogenous adoption of upper-class thought & bias. “[Founder] 
explicitly selects for pedigree, educational background, and ability 
to answer his questions with insight and aplomb.”  

SpyCo 90%  100% 100% first-
degree 
connections 

Founders hired extensively from prior 
companies. “We sometimes use our own 
lingo … that we used to use to explain 
things quickly, so you have to be careful 
when you're talking to someone who's not 
from that mafia.” -Cofounder 

High Purpose-driven, experience trumps pedigree and intellect, 
familiarity leads to speed and success, clear in/out social groups. 
New hires from outside the core sub-groups feel like outsiders. The 
founders use extensive funds to build informal relationship spanning 
the “mafias” through paid lunches and retreats. They struggled to 
hire women 

CloudCo 85%  10% 85% 
engineers 

First 17 hires were engineers. “It was a very 
engineer-centric organization…. There were 
basically a bunch of engineers, four sales 
people, the CEO, and me.” – FTE 24 

Moderate Product-focused, jovial, humble, engineer-minded. “The culture 
was very tech-heavy, engineering-focused, iterate it with the 
customers, build what they need as fast as possible and get it out 
the door kind of culture…. [even after filling non-engineer roles] 
we’re still an engineer’s company”   
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Table J 
Founders’ Management of Culture Creation: Active or Passive? 

Firm Iterations 
of Valuesa 

Formalized 
Language about 
Valuesa 

Founder’s 
Proactivity 

When does Founder Talk about 
Values or Culture 

Employee Reaction Prevalent Norms, Beliefs, and Values 

QualCo 1 22 words Passive Roughly half the quarterly all-
hands mtgs 

Can’t name values but wouldn’t change 
anything. The best environment they’ve 
have experienced 

Autonomy, accountability, success comes through 
learning, homogeneous adoption of Latin work style, 
trust. Employees believe that each person is fulfilling 
their responsibilities  

AdCo 2 1000 words. 
Founder’s top 
priority  for 5 
months 

Active In each weekly all-hands mtg 
(an employee is cold-called to 
recite values) 

“Values are … too emphasized for all the 
other battles we were fighting.” – FTE 
#20 

Perfection is the gold standard, business should 
enhance society, unquestioning of the founder, 
homogenous life experiences and vision, conviction 
that culture is a resource. Homogeneity increased 
leaders corrected deviations from the ideal. ““We’ve lost 
a few people since we spoke. I think because some 
aspects of our culture rubbed them the wrong way. But I 
still love it here.” - FTE 

EdCo 2 127 words Moderate Yr2-3: In bi-weekly all-hands. 
Yr4: In quarterly all-hands 

Can name 1-2 values but all can describe 
the sentiment behind the values. They 
like the less frequent talk of values and 
culture 

Continual personal improvement, humility, frugal, the 
sales team has greatest status, empathetic, inclusive. 
Employees take turns giving a 15-min growth training 
each Monday morning during the company meeting 

DevCo 1 267 words Passive Once every couple years as a 
means of reconciling tension. 
“We have a minimum viable 
culture” - Cofounder 

Maintain their focus on their jobs and 
becoming more efficient. All feel 
supported by leadership and a tight 
bond to co-workers 

Experimenting, pragmatic, humane, ownership, 
product-focused, respect, trust, autonomy. Employees 
feel empowered to focus on their jobs 

ToothCo 4 197 words. 
Revisited 
quarterly with a 
consultant 

Active Daily in recognition of 
employees demonstrating 
values. During bi-weekly all-
hands  

In Yr3-Yr4, the values were “being 
forced down our throats.” – FTE #6. 
Tried to voice concerns but felt 
steamrolled by cofounders 

Zero tolerance for laziness or selfishness, superficial 
diversity, lack of belonging. Employees feel intense 
pressure to conform to founders’ preferences  

HealthCo 1 52 words Passive Never Feel unified by the strategy and mission, 
not values (not known by employees) 

Academic pedigree & intellect drive success, 
independent business units, low cross-unit 
communication, routine-based, homogenous 
adoption of upper-class thought & bias, empathy, 
customer-centric. Leaders made a credible commitment 
to improving representation among the employees 
including changing hiring practices and regular trainings 
about implicit bias & systemic inequities 

SpyCo 1 19 words Passive New hire orientation Can’t name values but are motivated by 
the company’s mission. Focused on 
operations and growth 

Purpose-driven, experience trumps pedigree and 
intellect, familiarity leads to speed and success, clear 
in/out social groups. Founders continue to emphasize 
the company’s purpose & employees report feeling 
inspired to fulfill the company’s vision 

CloudCo 1 124 words Passive New hire orientation. “It’s not 
something that we talk about 
that much.” –FTE  

Highly energized by the product’s 
success – fully focused on product. 
Foresee opportunity to manage culture 
more formally as the org scales rapidly 

Product-focused, jovial, humble, engineer-minded, 
ownership, responsibility. Culture feels organic, “not 
coming from the top-down but from the side-over” (i.e., 
all FTEs influence culture creation).  

a as of January 2023 




