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After businesses are acquired by private equity firms 
followed by organisational restructuring and a focus on; 
budgets, forecasts, costs and sales pipelines, there are 
often unaccounted people and cultural costs including; 
high churn, increased stress related absenteeism, bullying 
claims and, as pressure to deliver mounts, increasingly 
bad sales and accounting practices. These can harm the 
business, and, in the long term, this type of ‘high 
performance’ often results in lower sales revenues and the 
evaporation of gains. This is the business version of a crash 
diet, achieving results in the short-term but unhealthy for 
longer periods. 

Saracens Rugby Club changed from being chronically 
underachieving to one of world rugby’s most successful 
teams in the last decade, winning the Rugby Premiership 
four times and the European Cup twice. In common with 
many teams, they use the latest data analytics tools and 
player monitoring approaches. Their recruitment, selection 
and player wellbeing practices are excellent. However, 
where they differ is in the measurement of their culture. 
This is measured in terms of social capital, the strength of 
relationships across the team, player and coach behaviours 
and, crucially, how effectively they communicate both on 
and off the pitch. 

The cultural insights that are generated impact 
recruitment and Saracens tests and selects individuals 
with a burning desire to improve and the ability to receive 
feedback and adapt. The club also looks for players with 
strong communication skills that go the extra mile for team 
mates. As a result, Saracens can ‘manage’ the club culture 
and statistically it can be shown that the culture scores 
correlate with performance on the pitch. This approach 
has been named the Saracens Way and, at its heart, are 
values that drive continuous everyday improvements and 
relationships that, in turn, drive better communication. For 
Saracens, a high performance culture is actually a high 
improvement culture.

R E C E I V I N G  T H E  H O S P I TA L  PA S S

SARACENS DOES NOT 
TALK ABOUT ACHIEVING 
CERTAIN RESULTS AND 
IS MORE CONCERNED 
WITH INCREASING THE 

PROBABILITY OF WINNING 
BY FOCUSING ON WHAT 
CAN BE CONTROLLED 

- CONTINUOUS 
IMPROVEMENT IN THEIR 
PEOPLE AND PRACTICES
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There is plenty of supporting research for the benefits 
of measuring culture. During a 2008 MIT study at Google, 
around 700 people were separated into teams and given a 
range of tasks, like an academic version of The Apprentice 
without the cameras or Sir Alan Sugar! The tasks were 
designed to measure the collective capability of the group 
and identify the factors that contribute to team performance. 
The research indicated that good team-based habits raised 
the collective capability of the group whereas poor 
behaviours reduced team capability regardless of individual 
IQ and skill levels. At its simplest, this research highlights 
the importance of communication practices and the need 
to create environments where there is freedom to share 
individual perspectives. Whilst analysing employee 
engagement is the first step towards measuring culture, this 
data, used in isolation, does not tell organisations enough. 
More data is required to measure, understand and drive an 
improvement culture that creates sustained performance. 
To really understand culture, organisations need to measure 
communication, relationships and team behaviours to gain 
more meaningful data. This requires the capture of basic 
personality psychometric data to help understand teams 
and their performance strengths and weaknesses. The 
addition of dynamic mood data helps take an organisation’s 
pulse in conjunction with behavioural data which 
determines how well company values are adopted.

Cultural analysis is time well spent and will underpin 
processes such as recruitment, internal promotion and 
team selection as well as enabling a more customised 
approach to be taken to achieve an improved ROI on 
training budgets. It can also help in mergers to assess 
similarities and differences in teams. Back in the sporting 
environment, Saracens does not talk about achieving 
certain results and is more concerned with increasing the 
probability of winning by focusing on what can be controlled 
- continuous improvement in their people and practices.•

Every business would prize a high performance culture above all else - unquestionably, it is a proxy for revenue 
and profits growth. But there is little clarity on the type of organisational culture that actually drives commercial 
objectives. In the absence of meaningful data, a picture of what a high-performance culture looks like is shaped  

by the narratives of ‘successful’ short-term business strategies.
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