
W e read a lot about the importance of organisations 
being led by their values, but what are values, why 
are they important and how can organisations iden-

tify and internalise them? 
Values are the desired behaviours of employees within 

organisations. !ey are important because they in"uence 
the reputation of organisations. Employees are the face of 
almost all organisations, whether that is nurses in hospi-
tals, teachers in schools, civil servants in government, 
solititors in law #rms, or traders in investment banks. 
!e behaviours of these employees has an internal impact 
on how their peers as well as how external groups such as 
customers perceive their organisations. 

!is is why internalising values should not be a super-
#cial exercise of conjuring up a mission statement that 
no one knows or cares about. It should be about creating, 
communicating and enacting values that are relevant for your 
organisation, and ensuring that they are internalised through 
everyday behaviours.

We conducted a case study of a hospital in Malaysia 
to understand the process of how it internalised its values 

among its employees. Here are some of the things that 
succeded and failed.

So often we read fancing wording on websites, e-mail 
signatures, o$ce window panes or on stationary about the 
wonderful values of an organisation. Unfortunately, often 
these values are created and imposed on employees by leaders. 
In our research, we found the senior leadership team in the 
hospital were very clear in their minds on what the values of 
the hospital were, but when it came to internalising, hospital 
employees rejected them because they had no ownership of 
the values, which they considered as disconnected from who 
they were and their roles within the hospital. 

This caused a complete rethink of how to internalise the 
values. We organised and facilitated a series of workshops 
to empower employees across all levels of the organisation 
to identify the values that they considered as most rele-
vant and important. The subsequent co-creation of values 
among employees, managers and leaders was an impor-
tant process of ensuring people at different hierarchical 
levels were involved. This ensured their engagement and 
quickly led to clear and long-lasting employee behavioural 
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change, which closely aligned to the values 
that they co-created.

Based on this research, we created a model 
for how organisations can internalise their 
values. We term this LIME where there are three 
important groups of stakeholders who enable 
values to be internalised: Leaders, Managers and 
Employees, and three aspects of how the values 
are Internalised: create, communicate and enact.

Leaders, managers and employees are all 
important for internalising values, but their roles 
are di%erent. Leaders are particularly important 
for role modelling values and for publicly showing 
their engagement with those values. Hence, they 
play a particularly important role in creating 
and communicating values. Managers play a 
valuable role in communicating and enacting 
values through reinforcement, for instance in 
team or performance management meetings. 
Employees play a particularly important role in 
communicating and enacting values. !ey help to 
internalise values through observing the actions of 
and listening to other employees. When values are 
reciprocated between employees then this strongly 
reinforces the internalisation process.

Although every organisation has its own 
unique structure and culture, our model 
provides a heuristic for how values can be inter-
nalised. Despite leaders playing an important 
role in creating values, if they are implemented 
top-down then this is unlikely to gain buy-in 

elsewhere in the organisation. Equally, if the 
values are bottom-up then there is likely to be a 
disconnect between the values employees iden-
tify and the strategy set by leaders. 

We advocate a di%use process, which requires 
engagement from people across di%erent hier-
archical levels, including leaders, managers and 
employees. !is approach helps to create posi-
tive perceptions of the values and support at 
di%erent levels, ensuring that the behaviours 
of employees aligns with the values which have 
been identi#ed. All of this is important for 
helping organisations to ful#l their purpose and 
to build their reputation. 

!is article is based on the research: Harvey, W.S., 
Osman, S. and Tourky, M. (2021). Building 
internal reputation from organisational values. 
Corporate Reputation Review.
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Despite leaders playing an important role 
in creating values, if they are implemented 
top-down then this is unlikely to gain buy-in 
elsewhere in the organisation. 
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