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party and all of that stuff is employee engage-
ment. Leaders tell me, “Yes, yes, we’re measur-
ing culture because we do engagement
surveys.” But all engagement surveys tell you is
about the experience individuals are having
with the organisation. It doesn’t tell you what’s
happening under the surface of that organis-
ation. 

If you’re measuring the system, you’re
measuring culture; if you’re measuring an em-
ployee’s experience of the system, you’re meas-
uring engagement. I define culture as the rules
of belonging in a group. 

Culture lives in the interpretation of behav-
iour in that organisation, in what earns or loses
belonging to the group. And once you know it,
you see it everywhere. A human being will enter
the group and very quickly identify what it
takes to belong in this place, and start to adopt
that behaviour as their own. 

Diversity of experience and ideas is surely 
essential for a vibrant culture, but isn’t it 
often flattened out by deeply rooted cultures 
and their ossified rules of belonging?
One of the biggest mistakes people make
around culture is believing that they can recruit
their way to a new culture: “If we recruit smart
people, we will make better decisions”, or “If we
recruit ethical people, we will be a more ethical
company”, or “If we recruit the right sort of per-
son, our culture will change.” That is not how it

works. A person comes into the environment
and they figure out what it takes to belong in
this place, and they adopt that behaviour or
they leave. 

The human brain has essentially not
changed for 80,000 years — the genetic evol-
ution of the human being has not kept pace
with our cultural evolution. We’ve created a
world that our brain is not designed for: it’s a
threat-detection, pattern-recognition ma-
chine, and its only job is to keep us safe. And it
can’t tell the difference between physical pain
and social pain, which means that Maslow’s Hi-
erarchy of Needs is wrong. 

Humans need belonging to groups more
than they need food, water or shelter, because
80,000 years ago you couldn’t get access to
those things unless you were a member of a
group. Our subconscious minds are screaming
at us, “If you do not belong here, you will die.”
So people figure out what the rules of belonging
are in an organisation, they adopt the behav-
iour that’s successful in the group, and once
they’ve earned their belonging under that set of
rules, then they enforce those rules on others. 

You were once head of culture at National 
Australia Bank. Post the Hayne royal
commission and numerous banking-indus-
try scandals, how do we deal with the “be-
longing trumps ethics” problem, as you 
describe it? 

You make sure that the things that you cele-
brate and reward — the things that will earn be-
longing — are the things you genuinely want.
There has to be an intersection between strat-
egy and culture. Lots of executives do all this
work on strategy but never ask the question,
“Do we have the culture to execute this?” And
lots of executives do huge amounts of work on
what they think is culture — but is usually em-
ployee engagement — without ever asking the
question, “In service of what?”

People think about culture as a project, but it
must support strategy. And strategy must
change as the business environment changes,
therefore culture must constantly change. It’s
got to be endlessly iterative. It’s not “culture
eats strategy for breakfast” — they eat at the
table together and the culture you need is the
culture that executes your strategy.

Is this inflection point caused by the 
pandemic an opportunity for leaders to 
drive significant change in culture and 
strategy? 
I feel for the boards and senior executive teams
of listed companies because many now are des-
perately trying to play a sustainable long-term
game, but for them to belong they have to play
the constant-growth short-term game.

They’re trapped in this short-term construct
of the market, and analysts and investors insist-
ing on larger and larger profits forever. I don’t

know what the answer to that is, but this is ab-
solutely the time to be brave. My hope is that we
will see courage and that the conversation will
shift from endless growth to what is the genuine
meaning behind what we’re doing. 

We’ve learned a lot in these past months
about what matters, and it’s not endless growth.
It’s human connection and living in a way that’s
not going to destroy the planet. I think that we
may have reached a point where there is
enough of a critical mass of people — investors
and others — who recognise that, too, and want
to invest their money thoughtfully. My fear is
that the economic situation that we’re now fac-
ing will prompt even more attempts at rapid
growth. That we’ll see a lot of leaders go, “Oh,
I’ve got to make up for all the ground we’ve lost
and accelerate”, instead of taking the moment
to pause and genuinely reflect. I would urge
them to stop and think, and to remember they
are custodians of a brand, of a set of ideals and of
a whole lot of human lives — their employees,

suppliers, customers and shareholders. They
should take that role of custodian really seri-
ously. 

What’s the effect when a positive culture 
takes root?
There’s massive evidence that people genu-
inely want a higher-order purpose in their
work, even more among the young people en-
tering the workforce today. 

When people in an organisation see leaders
who think and act with integrity, they will do al-
most anything for those leaders. That’s what
people want to belong to, and that’s when em-
ployees dedicate their whole selves. 

The loyalty and dedication you get from em-
ployees when they belong to something that
they deeply believe in is extraordinary. 

The Rules of Belonging by Fiona Robertson 
(Major St Publishing, July 1, pre-order at 
fionarobertson.com).

There’s more to the office than desks and computers. It’s the space where we learn the culture of the 
organisation and the rules of belonging. Jane Nicholls reports

READING THE ROOM  AT WORK 

Now that we talk about
organisational culture all
the time, how do leaders
understand it so that it
helps a company and its
people genuinely thrive?
Fiona Robertson has
spent decades immersed
in workplace culture and
explores what makes it
tick in her new book, The
Rules of Belonging.

When did culture become a thing? I don’t 
remember it ever being discussed when I 
joined the workforce in the early 1980s!
The reason it has been discussed more in recent
years is because so many of the problems that
we’ve seen in organisations seem to be down to
something intangible that people can’t seem to
figure out how to discuss. 

Suddenly we’ve got regulators and boards all
obsessing about this thing called culture. But in
my experience, most people don’t really under-
stand what they’re talking about when they
have that conversation.

Where do we go wrong in understanding 
culture?
The biggest confusion I see is between the idea
of culture and the idea of employee engage-
ment. The foosball table and the Christmas

Once upon a time Stephen Conry, chief executive of
real estate agency JLL Australia, was the guy who
raced to the airport at dawn to catch that interstate or
international flight.

Based in Brisbane but with a remit across the re-
gion, the property veteran travelled almost weekly
across Australia or overseas, overseeing staff and con-
necting with clients.

Those 3.30am starts are becoming a dim memory
since Conry — along with countless other Australian
executives — found himself suddenly grounded by
the COVID-19 pandemic, confined to home
and forced to find new ways of managing a spread of
workplaces.

“When we made the decision, it was a Sunday. And
we were out by Tuesday,” Conry tells The Deal. No
more flights. No chairing meetings of the peak indus-
try group the Property Council of Australia in person.
No trips to the office for about 80 days.

It was a huge change for the gregarious former val-
uer and agent who had to confront a world in which he
could not see staff, clients, industry rivals or an exten-
sive network of friends built up across four decades.

Conry has led the local operation of JLL since
2009, delivering a decade of record-breaking growth
as the firm pushed into new fields. It’s a role in which
he has helped direct billions of dollars of capital seek-
ing the safe, steady returns generated by Australian
commercial assets.

Confined to quarters, Conry has had time to reflect

— not only on the property market but also on the
pluses and minuses of leading a distributed workforce
in a world where business has been conducted via
phone and video meetings.

Conry warns of tough times and says leaders have
a crucial role to play in guiding their staff through this
unprecedented period.

“You actually learn more from tough times,” he
says. He joined the industry in 1982 as a JLL trainee in
valuations and has seen the market shift from the
1980s boom to the more difficult 90s and beyond.

“I’ve seen some tough markets and economies; it
does help you prepare,” he says. Even during the latest
commercial property boom he was readying for the
good times to end. “There’s always that feeling that it
could change one day. I didn’t think it would change
as suddenly as this or as globally as this.”

JLL built up annuity income streams, in property
management and advice, that will keep it ticking over
in the face of any coronavirus-induced chaos. Conry is
advising clients — and younger staff unfamiliar with
such challenges — that we are in an environment of
uncertainty.

“We’re now dealing with the reality of new mar-
kets, and a big part of the last 80 days was assessing
what the future looks like when it’s shrouded in un-
certainty,” he says.

But the crisis has changed the veteran executive in
ways both obvious and more subtle that are likely to
leave a lasting impression. JLL Australia avoided ex-

tensive staff lay-offs and took a more communal ap-
proach with top levels of the business taking pay cuts. 

“That was widely supported,” he says. “Going
through those sorts of decisions isn’t easy but was
necessary.”

Conry is still a hard driver, believing that the hard-
er you work, the luckier you get. But there has been a
big change from flying almost every week to Sydney
and Melbourne, and to other capitals here and over-
seas every month. 

He misses face-to-face meetings, forums and
events, saying they make up an important part of
work discourse. But without those disruptions he has
found himself working longer hours — and he points
out he is not alone in this.

“I think a lot of people have been working longer
hours and have been working very hard to deal with
new issues,” he says. “I’m not leaving home at 3.30 to
get a five o’clock flight, and then on a flight and then in
taxis. But if I come to my study at 4.30 in the morning,
it’s the same, it’s productive.”

While Conry’s peripatetic lifestyle ground to a halt
in mid-March, JLL Australia is making a staggered re-
turn to offices around the country, using a split teams
approach in most places.

Conry is keen to retain some of the lessons the firm
learned during the crisis period and says he is deter-
mined to keep open new lines of communication that
are already a key part of the firm’s culture. 

JLL staff can expect more phone and video calls.

Virtual meetings will continue while interstate travel
is restricted. 

“It’s forced us to set up more regular meetings and
that’s a very good thing,” Conry says of the travel ban.
“It might be that CEOs like me or our managing di-
rectors around the country won’t need to fly to see
each other. There will be more on-screen meetings.”

But he argues face-to-face meetings, both formal
and informal, are crucial in generating ideas and im-
proving productivity. Offices — and all the benefits
they bring — are anything but dead.

“A clear majority (of staff) want to be back in the of-
fice,” Conry says. “We’ll see that sooner rather than
later. It has highlighted the benefits of when you are
together for that social connection and collabor-
ation.” Not to mention access to colleagues and cli-
ents, and, indeed, the support you need and receive
from your leader. 

Conry wants a return to the office so people can
work together. “It’s more sustained, it’s more effective
and more productive. You can’t do as much on phone
calls as you can by seeing and chatting to people by
walking around,” he says.

With his early starts there is now more time for ex-
ercise and enjoying the company of a university stu-
dent son who has returned from virus-hit Sweden.

“There hasn’t been as much distraction so that you
can go for a very early morning walk,” he says. “It
doesn’t matter what time you go. That’s been some-
what easier because it’s not interrupted by a flight.”

NOTE TO SELF: 
YOU’RE GROUNDED

The shutdown has been a shock for many bosses used to flying around the country and the 
world as part of their daily work. Story by Ben Wilmot Photograph by Glenn Hunt

Stephen Conry

The surveys on work after the pandemic keep on
coming with the latest from global design firm 
Unispace, which questioned executives and staff 
across 26 of its clients. Using the responses, it 
estimates 10 per cent to 30 per cent of us will work 
from home in future. Even so, regional managing 
director Rob Aird is encouraging his staff to go back 
to the office. Some work, mostly “focus” activities 
such as emails, one-on-one meetings, report writing 
and even learning, has been effective from home, he 
says. But collaboration and socialisation — which 
help make Unispace tick — have been less effective.

“Without being in the office we have been trading
off the goodwill we invested into our people over 
prior years,” he says. “They have had to work harder 
to collaborate, and thankfully they already know 
each other and our culture. That has got us through 
the last few months, but now we need to start 
reinvesting in that goodwill.”

Unispace did qualitative work with 35 C-suite 
executives and found 95 per cent estimated their 
office space was likely to remain the same in the 
short term and in the longer term could reduce by 
about 25 per cent. A quantitative global survey of 237 
people found 68 per cent wanted to work from home 
two or three days each week. Unispace thinks this 
will settle to a 10 per cent to 30 per cent reduction in 
people in the office on any given day. The survey 
found the main challenges from both an internal 
(63 per cent) and external (55 per cent) standpoint 
had been around connecting with peers and clients. 

Black women ‘always worked’
In a week when the Black Lives Matter movement 
continued to make headlines, it was interesting to 
read Jean-Philippe Deranty’s blog post on black 
women’s work. The Macquarie University 
researcher heads a large research project called The 
Case for Work. It includes a comprehensive website 
with a large archive of material and references on 
many aspects of work. About a third of the material 
covers women and work — including themes such 
as care and work; home and work. New additions 
focus on black women, specifically African-
Americans and women from the former British 
colonies in Britain. One article, published more than 
40 years ago, by Bonnie Thornton Dill, explains the 
particular role that work played in black women’s 
lives. Deranty notes that postwar sociologists 
assumed the white, patriarchal family was the 
default model against which black women were 
assessed. Yet Dill argued that black women had high 
levels of labour participation and strong 
independence and autonomy. Black women’s 
studies highlight the particular importance of work 
for black women and Deranty says work is a 
contentious issue between “white women” feminism 
and black women and Third World feminism. For 
instance, the “housewification” process that 
excluded bourgeois women from the labour market 
and pushed them into the home is “typically not 
something women of colour experienced in the 19th 
century”. Deranty says: “No need for black women 
to demand access to work when they never stopped 
working since the days of slave labour.”

More at onwork.edu.au; and sign up for regular
posts at onwork.substack.com.

Childcare’s fourth day hurts
It was the week, too, that the federal government 
announced free childcare — introduced during the 
coronavirus lockdown — would end on July 12. 
Chief Executive Women has been lobbying hard on 
this one, with president Sue Morphet keen to make 
the point to Canberra that we need to fix a system 
that can make it uneconomic for women to work 
more than about three days a week if they are 
relying on paid childcare. That fourth day of 
childcare payments is the killer and ends up leaving 
talented women with no option but part-time work. 
CEW argues affordable care for four days would see 
more women opting to work full time because even 
big, full-time jobs can be managed with four days in 
the office and one at home. In response to 
Canberra’s switch-off, Morphet says: “As Australia 
seeks to rebuild its economy, we need to capitalise 
on the productivity of our entire workforce by 
minimising barriers to workforce participation.”
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