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Executive Summary 

 

 

Fast growth is celebrated. The leadership and culture risks it creates rarely are. As organisations 

scale from 50 to 250 people, they consistently encounter the same failure patterns: informal culture 

that held together at small scale quietly breaks down, middle managers are left to figure out 

leadership without support or clarity, and operational urgency crowds out the deliberate culture-

building that sustainable growth requires. 

“We used to all be on the same page. Now I am not sure everyone even knows what the page is, or 

sometimes even where to find the book.” 

How often do you or your organisation expect that people will join the dots… before they even know 

that the dots exist? 

Your leadership and culture do not break all at once. They crack slowly, through patterns that are 

almost invisible until the damage is already done. Those cracks are predictable and because they 

are predictable, they are preventable. This briefing gives you the language, the patterns, and a 

practical place to start. 
 

What this briefing covers 

Four failure patterns The most common ways leadership and culture 
break during growth 

Why it happens The structural reasons intent and reality diverge as 
headcount climbs 

A practical model Clarity, Consistency, Capability, and Consequences 

A 90-day playbook Concrete actions for CEOs and People leaders to 
start now 

A real example What this looks like in practice, from our own client 
work 

 

The Moment the Culture Quietly Starts to Fray at the Edges 

 

 

Most founders and senior leaders have a clear memory of what the culture felt like in the early days. 
They were close to the work and knew everyone by name. When something was not right, they could 
feel it, respond quickly, and course correct. The values were not written down because they did not 
need to be. It was just how the place operated. 

As organisations grow, that proximity disappears. The CEO or founder can no longer be in every 
conversation. The original team members stop being individual contributors and become leaders of 



leaders. People join who never worked alongside the founders. Somewhere in that transition, the 
informal signals that kept the culture alive start to weaken. 

The crack does not appear on a particular day. It emerges gradually as a gap between what the 
organisation says it stands for and how people experience working there. Senior leaders talk about 
values and vision. Middle managers talk about targets and problems. Frontline employees talk about 
whether they feel supported and whether the job is worth doing. 

Those three conversations are supposed to be connected. In a healthy organisation, they are. In a 
growing one, they often are not. 

The risk is real and tangible. Inconsistent management is consistently linked to higher voluntary 
turnover, lower discretionary effort, and slower execution. This pattern and situation is all too 
common. The question is not whether this can happen to your organisation. It is whether you will 
notice it early enough to do something about it. 

Why Intent and Reality Diverge as You Scale 

 

 

The founding team usually has a strong, instinctive alignment around what great leadership looks like. 
It does not need to be articulated because it is felt. However, when that founding team stops being the 
only source of leadership, something important happens: the culture becomes dependent on people 
who were not there when it was formed. 

When you promote your best individual contributor into their first management role, you are not 
promoting someone with a deep understanding of your leadership culture. You are promoting 
someone who is good at their job and has shown potential. They will look to their own manager for 
cues about how to lead. If that manager is strong and consistent, the culture holds. If not, each new 
manager becomes a slightly different version of what leadership looks like in your organisation. 

Multiply that by ten or twenty managers over three or four years and you no longer have one leadership 
culture. You have a collection of micro-cultures, individually shaped by whoever happens to be 
managing each team. 

A clarity problem. Most organisations have not defined what great leadership looks like in their 
specific context. They have values on a wall and competencies in a framework but have not translated 
those into the everyday behaviours that shape how people experience working there. 

A consistency problem. Even where clarity exists, leadership development is often episodic rather 
than embedded. A workshop here, a coaching engagement there, a 360 review every couple of years. 
None of that adds up to the consistent reinforcement that culture change requires. 

An accountability problem. Organisations rarely hold leaders accountable for culture in the same 
way they hold them accountable for revenue or delivery. If a manager hits their numbers but treats 
their team poorly, the numbers tend to win. That sends a message whether anyone intends it to or not. 

 

Understanding why the gap opens up is the first step to closing it. 



The Four Common Failure Patterns 

 

 

Across the work we do at CoachStation, four failure patterns appear repeatedly in growing 
organisations. They are not the only ones, but they are the most common and, in our experience, the 
most damaging. 

 

PATTERN 1   The Copy-Paste Leader 

This is the manager who leads the way they were led, for better or worse. They have absorbed a model 
of leadership from whoever managed them earlier in their career, and they replicate it, often without 
ever examining whether it fits the current context. A manager who was treated transactionally will 
often manage transactionally. Someone who was micromanaged will either micromanage or over-
correct and become dangerously hands-off. In a fast-growing organisation, copy-paste leaders create 
invisible cultural fault lines. On one team, people feel trusted, supported, and clear on what is 
expected. On the team next door, people feel monitored, undervalued, or confused. 

 

PATTERN 2   Values as Wall Art 

Every growing organisation goes through a values articulation process at some point. The output is 
usually three to five values with short descriptors. They go on the website, into job ads, and 
sometimes onto a wall. Then, in most cases, they stop there. When values are not connected to 
specific behaviours, decision-making, recognition, and performance conversations, they become 
meaningless. Worse, they become a source of cynicism. One organisation we worked with had 
“People First” as a core value. At the same time, exit interviews consistently showed people leaving 
because they felt unsupported by their managers and invisible to senior leadership. 

 

PATTERN 3   The Invisible Middle Layer 

Team leaders and middle managers are the most important lever in organisational culture. They 
translate strategy into action, set the tone for how work gets done, and most directly shape whether 
individual employees feel engaged or not. Yet in growing organisations, the middle layer is often the 
most neglected. Senior leaders get coaching, mentoring, and access to leadership development. 
Frontline employees get induction, training, and performance support. Middle managers often get 
neither. They are expected to figure it out. 

 

PATTERN 4   Firefighting Beats Leadership 

In a fast-growing organisation, there is always a fire. The pace of growth creates genuine operational 
urgency, and that urgency tends to crowd out anything that feels less immediate. Leadership 
development, culture-building, and consistent management practice all fall into the “important but 
not urgent” category. Over time, this creates a culture where activity is confused with leadership, 
where being seen to be busy is more valued than being effective, and where the long-term investment 
in people and culture is perpetually deferred. 



A Simple Model for Scaling Leadership Culture 

 

 

Preventing these patterns from taking hold does not require a complex or expensive intervention. It 
requires deliberate effort built around four interconnected pillars. We call this the Clarity, 
Consistency, Capability, and Consequences model. Each pillar addresses a specific failure point, 
and together they create the conditions for a leadership culture that can scale. 
 

PILLAR 1 

Clarity 

Define what great leadership looks like in your specific context. Not a borrowed framework but a plain-
language description grounded in real examples that any manager could read and immediately use. 
 

PILLAR 2 

Consistency 

Build leadership into the existing rhythm of work. One-on-ones, team meetings, and quarterly cadences 
keep culture visible and alive rather than treating it as a separate program. 
 

PILLAR 3 

Capability 

Equip and support managers with sustained development, not episodic workshops. Learning, 
application, reflection, and access to a coach or support over time produces lasting behaviour change. 
 

PILLAR 4 

Consequences 

Align recognition, promotion, and performance conversations with leadership behaviour. Culture is not 
what you say. It is what you tolerate and what you reward. 
 

Pillar 1: Clarity 

The starting point is always definition. Not an abstract competency framework, but a clear, specific 
description of what great leadership looks like in your organisation. What does a great manager do 
when a team member is struggling? How does a leader here handle a difficult conversation? When 
clarity exists, managers have something to aim for. When it does not, they interpret culture through 
whatever lens they happen to have. 

Pillar 2: Consistency 

Clarity without consistency is just aspiration. For leadership culture to hold as you scale, the 
expectations you define need to be reinforced regularly and systematically. 1:1 meetings become a 
tool for consistent coaching conversations. Team meetings include a standing agenda item on how 
the team is working together. Leadership conversations happen in the normal rhythm of the quarter, 
not just when something goes wrong. 



Pillar 3: Capability 

Middle managers need practical support, not just expectations. The most effective approach 
combines learning, application, reflection, and support over an extended period. Peer learning circles, 
group reflection sessions, and access to a coach or mentor can deliver a significant return without a 
large budget. What matters is that the investment is sustained, not episodic. 

Pillar 4: Consequences 

Perhaps the most important pillar, and the most often neglected. Culture is not what you say. It is 
what you tolerate and what you reward. Aligning consequences means making leadership behaviour a 
genuine factor in performance reviews, promotion decisions, and recognition. It means being willing 
to have honest conversations with leaders who are achieving outcomes through means that 
undermine the culture. 

 

Culture is not what you say. It is what you tolerate and what you reward. 

 

A 90-Day Playbook for CEOs and People Leaders 

 

 

You do not need a 12-month program to start making progress. Here is a practical 90-day sequence 
that builds momentum without overwhelming your existing operations. 
 

DAYS 1 TO 30 

Diagnose and Define 

Start with honest conversations. Talk to managers at different levels and 
ask them to describe, in plain terms, what they think great leadership looks 
like in your organisation. You will likely hear a range of answers. That range 
is itself important data. At the same time, look at what your data is already 
telling you. Engagement scores, turnover patterns, promotion pipelines, 
and performance review distributions all contain signals about the health 
of your leadership culture. By the end of month one, you should have a 
draft Leadership Expectations document: a concise, plain-language 
description of the five or six behaviours that define great leadership in your 
specific context. 

 

DAYS 31 TO 60 

Build the Rhythm 

Audit your current management practices. Do your managers have 
consistent 1:1 practices? Are team meetings productive forums for real 
dialogue, or largely status updates? Where gaps exist, build simple 
structures to close them: a 1:1 guide, a team meeting template, a monthly 
leadership conversation between managers and their own leaders. In this 
month, also establish a clear development offer for your middle managers. 
Even a quarterly half-day session, combined with access to peer 
conversation and individual support, is significantly better than nothing. 



DAYS 61 TO 90 

Align and Embed 

Review your recognition practices. When you praise people publicly, 
are you calling out leadership behaviour alongside performance 
outcomes? When you promote someone, is their leadership approach 
part of the assessment? Review your performance review process. Is 
there a meaningful leadership dimension, or is it mostly about what the 
person delivered? By day 90 you should have a clearer definition of 
great leadership, a more consistent management cadence, a 
development investment for your middle layer, and a first pass at 
aligning your recognition and review practices. 

 

From the Field: What This Looks Like in Practice 

 

 

FROM THE FIELD   |   CLIENT STORY 

When Growth Exposes What Was Always There 

An international vehicle finance company operating in Australia had been growing steadily for many years. 
The contact centre at the heart of its customer operations had expanded its headcount and was moving 
from a single-channel, transactional model toward a more sophisticated, multi-channel approach. On 
paper, the conditions for a strong customer experience were coming together. In practice, something was 
getting in the way. 

We were engaged to conduct a diagnostic review across all aspects of the contact centre, from 
productivity and workforce management through to technology, customer interaction, and employee 
engagement. What we found was not a technology problem or a process problem. It was a leadership 
problem hiding behind both. 

Team leaders were capable operators who understood their products and their metrics. But their 
approach to leadership was almost entirely reactive. They managed the immediate: the call queue, the 
daily target, the agent who needed a quick correction. What was largely absent was any deliberate focus 
on building their teams, developing individuals, or creating the kind of environment where agents felt 
genuinely supported and motivated to do their best work. 

The diagnostic revealed a pattern common in fast-growing service environments. The team leaders had 
been promoted because they were good at the work. Nobody had clearly defined what good leadership 
looked like in this context, and nobody had invested in helping them make the transition from high-
performing individual to effective people leader. 

The work addressed all four pillars. We started with clarity, defining observable day-to-day 
leadership behaviours specific to this environment. We introduced consistency through a structured 
coaching rhythm. We built capability through a targeted development program focused on coaching 
skills, soft skill development, and leading through change. Finally, we worked on consequences, 
reviewing how performance was recognised and how leadership behaviour was factored into 
development and progression conversations. 

The shift that followed was gradual but visible. Agent engagement and all KPI’s improved. Call quality lifted 
as team leaders became more confident and consistent in their coaching. The organisation moved from a 
contact centre that was functioning poorly to one building a genuine service culture. 



 

14 weeks 

Diagnostic engagement across all 
focus areas 

4 pillars 

Clarity, Consistency, Capability, 
Consequences 

1 shift 

From reactive management to 
deliberate leadership 

 

A Final Word 

 

 

The costs of fast growth are rarely visible on a P&L. They show up in exit interview comments, in 
quietly disengaged teams, in managers trying their best but working without the clarity or support they 
need. They are easy to explain away in the moment and hard to reverse once they have set. 

The organisations that scale well are not the ones with the most sophisticated leadership frameworks. 
They are the ones that take the fundamentals seriously: defining what great leadership looks like here, 
building it into the rhythm of work, investing in the people who build the culture every day, and making 
sure that what they recognise and reward is aligned with what they say they value. 
 

Leadership and culture do not build themselves. But with the right foundations, 

they can scale. 

 

Where to Go From Here 

If something in this briefing has resonated, the most useful next step is a short, honest conversation 
about what you are seeing in your organisation. No obligation. Just a practical discussion with 
someone who has worked through these challenges alongside many organisations like yours. 

Free tools:  

Leadership Self-Assessment 

Strategic Leadership and Organisational Health Audit  

contactcs@coachstation.com.au   |   0413 024 033   |   coachstation.com.au 

 

About CoachStation 

CoachStation is a Brisbane-based leadership coaching, mentoring, advisory, and facilitation 
practice. We work with business owners, executives, and managers to build effective leaders and 
strong, practical leadership cultures.  

Steve Riddle is the founder and principal of CoachStation. He has worked with organisations across 
Australia and internationally as a coach, mentor, adviser, and facilitator, and is the author of Falling 
Into Leadership with Kath Riddle. 
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