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and reasons for assessing, you can use one, two, or all three of  these tools. These assessment tools are 
designed to be conversation starters, to pique your work force’s curiosity, and discover what people 
really think about how your culture operates (the great, the not-so-good, and the broken areas).
You might use one or more of  them at an off-site retreat, team building event, or strategy session. You 
might ask every department in your company to complete one and then have the opportunity to view 
your cultural system from many different perspectives. You might have noticed that your culture has 
grown lackluster, productivity has slowed, and mistrust has built and you want to have an initial discus-
sion to learn more. These assessments can help you out.
Here’s the catch: All three assessment tools require participation from people at all levels and depart-
ments within your organization. This is one key for buy-in, motivation, and accuracy during cultural 
change. Inclusion also builds safety. When we know that our voices will be heard, we are more likely 
to engage in the level of  vulnerability required for telling the truth. If  only the senior leadership team 
participates, you will produce an inaccurate analysis of  how your culture operates. An effective cultural 
assessment starts with a 360 degree perspective on your culture. When organizations take action based 
on an inaccurate or incomplete understanding of  their culture, they usually experience more stress, 
increased disengagement, and lost productivity.

THE CULTURAL BRILLIANCE™ ASSESSMENT 
GUIDE OFFERS THREE OPTIONS for taking 
an in-house look at your cultural 
system: the Cultural Brilliance Risk 
Analysis, the Cultural Brilliance 
Assessment Wheel, and the Cultural 
360 Process. A cultural system is 
defined as mindsets, behaviors, 
and structures that sequence in 
often unseen patterns that drive 
communication, decision making, 
and results. At its core, culture 
is a set of  beliefs and mindsets 
that create norms for behavior 
throughout an organization.  These 
beliefs, mindsets, and norms may or 
may not be known by organizational 
members.
Depending on your goals, business, 
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THE CULTURAL SAFETY ZONE

BEFORE YOU START, IT’S IMPORTANT to 
establish your Cultural Safety Zone 
by answering questions like:

1. WHAT’S THE GOAL for this cultural 
assessment process? What 
would you like to learn?

2. WHO WILL be involved?

3. HOW WILL YOU use the information 
that’s gathered? 

4. WILL FEEDBACK, information, and 
input be held as confidential or 
not? 

YOU MIGHT ALSO ASK MORE 
comprehensive questions such as: 

1. WHAT WOULD MAKE IT as safe and 
comfortable as possible for us 
to discuss our culture? Discuss the idea of  a Cultural Safety Zone—a “container,” so to speak, 
for honest and open conversations about how your culture really operates, including issues that 
are difficult to discuss.

2. GENERATE A LIST of  ground rules or “guardrails” for your discussions. These lists often include 
respect, honesty, open participation, a willingness to hear different viewpoints, confidentiality, no 
judgment, one person talks at a time, and it’s okay to not know. There may be items on your list 
that are specific to your organization and may not exist on any other lists. The act of  creating the 
list often evokes a higher level of  emotional safety for many people. Be sure to bring the list to 
all cultural discussions and hang it on the wall. If  you’re having a digital conversation, be sure to 
reference the ground rules.

3. IF YOU NEED TO, bring in a neutral third party facilitator. A neutral third party can often be viewed as 
a safety net in case tensions rise or people don’t feel heard.
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OPTION 1: CULTURAL BRILLIANCE RISK ANALYSIS

THIS ASSESSMENT OUTLINES A COMPREHENSIVE LIST of  questions that allow you to view your culture from 
different vantage points. Feel free to add questions that are specific to your business. You can have 
participants answer these in writing, discuss the answers in real time, or use a hybrid approach. 
When I facilitate this exercise, I will often organize participants in small groups, generate answers 
to these questions, and then share their answers with the larger group.
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ENVIRONMENT ►
APPRECIATION ► How are employees appreciated?

CUSTOMS/TRADITIONS ► What are company customs and traditions?

TIME ORIENTATION ► What is the orientation toward time? How does the company view time?

PURPOSE & ALIGNMENT ►
PURPOSE ► Does your company have a clearly defined purpose or “why”? If so, what is it?

CULTURAL ALIGNMENT ► How aligned is your culture with your company’s direction, strategies, and objectives?

TEAM GOALS ► How are team or department goals and strategies aligned with overall organizational direction?

LEADERSHIP IMPACT ►
STYLE ► What’s the preferred leadership style? What leadership style gets rewarded?

DECISION MAKING PROCESS ► How are decisions made? Who makes them?

EMOTIONAL CULTURE ► How would you describe the emotional culture? What emotions are allowed? What emotions 
are repressed?

TRUST ►
DEVELOPMENT ► How is trust built? When building trust, what’s valued?

PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY ► How would you rate your psychological safety?

MISTRUST ► How is trust broken? How is it repaired?

COMMUNICATION ►
TOPICS ► What are employees talking about? Are the topics positive, negative, or mixed?

EFFECTIVENESS ► Are the right people in the right conversations?

CONFLICTS ► How are conflicts resolved?

BELIEFS & HABITS ►
BELIEFS ► What are commonly held beliefs in the organization?

HABITUAL RESPONSES  
TO PROBLEMS ►

How does the workforce typically respond to and solve problems?

MINDSET ► What are commonly held organizational mindsets?

BEHAVIORS & ACTIONS ►
ACTION TAKEN ► How would you describe the quality of decision making, problem solving, and action taking?

BEHAVIORS ► What behaviors are tolerated? What behaviors are rewarded?

FAILURE ► How is failure viewed? What happens when someone makes a mistake?
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OPTION 2: CULTURAL BRILLIANCE WHEEL

DURING THIS EXERCISE, YOU’LL ENGAGE IN  
a high-level assessment of  your cul-
ture’s brilliance. By definition, brilliant 
cultures are organizational systems that 
proactively respond to change in ways 
that decrease stress, inspire learning, 
and promote organizational health. 
Through this ranking and reflecting 
assessment, you’ll get a better sense of  
how close your culture is to harnessing 
its brilliance—the potential, invention, 
and productivity that’s possible in your 
business. As you appraise each section 
of  the “pie,” determine how much or 
little of  each cultural aspect is present 
in your company. 

Again, you’ll want to establish your 
Cultural Safety Zone and involve 
people from all areas and levels of  

your organization. Individual teams or departments can first complete culture wheels for their 
groups and then complete a second for the overall company, as one option. This cultural assess-
ment is designed to start an open, honest dialogue about how your cultural system operates, how 
it’s perceived, and how it could evolve.

Here’s how it works: Consider each section of  the wheel and reflect on how well your organiza-
tion engages in, for example, effective problem solving according to the definition provided. Rate 
your company’s problem solving effectiveness on a scale of  1 (we don’t solve problems effectively) 
to 10 (we solve problems effectively as described in the definition). Continue around the wheel, 
evaluating all eight aspects of  your cultural system.

Once each wheel has been completed, the next question to ask is, “What would it take to bring 
all areas of  our culture up to a ten?” If  you have several high scores, get curious about why and 
discuss examples that reflect these high scores. If  you have several lower scores, what does that tell 
you? Analyze your results and identify potential next steps. Below are the eight different aspects of  
a brilliant culture and their definitions. 
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8 ASPECTS OF BRILLIANT CULTURE

EIGHT ASPECTS  
OF BRILLIANT CULTURE
1. PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY – It’s safe to 

make and learn from mistakes, 
give and receive feedback, and 
celebrate successes. Blame, 
gossip, and retribution are not 
part of  the culture.

2. TRUTH TELLING  – People are 
encouraged to name what they 
observe, share the truth of  
their experiences, and surface 
opportunities and concerns on a 
regular basis.

3. EFFECTIVE PROBLEM SOLVING –  
Problems are viewed as 
opportunities, root cause is identified, decision making is timely, and after implementation, 
solutions are evaluated for effectiveness.

4. OWNERSHIP – Teams are self-managed and trusted to make and implement decisions. People 
focus on the big picture, are empowered to solve problems, and hold themselves and others 
accountable for results.

5. INNOVATION AND PRODUCTIVITY  – Creative ideas and solutions, a disciplined approach, and efficiency 
measures drive productivity. Collaboration and autonomy are balanced to meet organizational needs.

6. POSITIVE, COMPLETE COMMUNICATION  – People are responsive to each other, share feedback, and 
ensure that the right people get the right information at the right time.

7. APPRECIATION AND RECOGNITION – People are valued for their contributions and are recognized in 
specific and positive ways.

8. PURPOSE AND STRATEGY – Organizational direction, vision, and purpose are clear. People understand 
how they contribute to the larger whole and organizational strategy supports purpose.
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CULTURAL 360° 
THIS THIRD ASSESSMENT is a communication process designed to help you gain a better understanding 
of  any cultural blind spots and how specific issues are perceived. Cultural blind spots are simply 
cultural information about which you are unaware. Almost anyone, from the CEO to the front line, 
can conduct this communication exercise. The steps in the 360 are simple.

 ► Invite individuals from all areas/levels of  your organization to participate. From whom do you 
need feedback on this issue? Make sure to include people that have different vantage points.

 ► Explain the purpose of  the conversation and how information will be used. The person re-
questing feedback communicates how it will be collected, how it will be used (e.g., to learn and 
grow as a leader), and how the results will be shared. There should be no negative consequenc-
es for telling the truth. Make sure participants know if  you will share the compiled feedback 
with them (and the company as a whole, if  applicable).

 ► Establish confidentiality, including your Cultural Safety Zone, and welcome their candid feed-
back. These conversations can take one-on-one or as focus group session.

ASK A SERIES OF QUESTIONS, such as:
 + How does our company, department, or team culture shine?
 + How does our company, department, or team culture hold us back at an organizational or indi-

vidual level?
 + What am I not seeing about our culture, or myself, that I should be?
 + How could we better align our culture, department, or team with our business direction?

You’ll most likely want to customize these questions to address the feedback you’d like to receive. 
It’s important that questions are open-ended (How, What, or Why questions) and non-judgmental.

An important part of  receiving this feedback is being responsive to it, filtering what’s useful and 
what isn’t, and setting a course of  action for next steps, new awareness, and a brilliant culture.
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OPTION 3: CULTURAL 360°  PROCESS
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