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In the company of 
strangers 

 

BY DAVID COHEN 
For Workplace News 

 
Did Carly Rorina ever feel at home at 
Hewlett-Packard (HP)? Did the 
employees, customers and share-
holders of HP ever feel at home with 
Carly Fiorina? 
 
The question probably seems trivial 
given what's happened with HP's recent 
decision to end Fiorina's leadership, 
and maybe even unfair to Fiorina 
herself, but I've always believed it to be 
quite significant for companies in 
general. When billions of dollars and 
the fate of an organization are at stake, 
we're inclined to focus on hard facts - 
like strategy, execution and share price 
- while over-looking the simple 
emotion of connection. But doing so 
misses the point of why we come 
together in a organization in the first 
place. When a company feels like 
home, its "members" have a sense of 
belonging and shared purpose. 
 
Think about those feelings as they can 
be exhibited in other settings. When 
does someone who moves to New York 
become a New Yorker?  When does a 
suburb become a neighbourhood or a 
community? When does a collection of 
athletes with the same uniform become 
a team? Somewhere along the line, 
powerful feelings of belonging can 
form; why that happens is too often a 
mystery. 
 
When it comes to our work setting, just 
think about the word "company" It can 
mean many things: a fellowship; guests 
who visit your home; a military unit; 
even a commercial organization. 
Strange, in context, how we use the 
word "company" as a way of describing 

the place where we spend most of our 
adult lives. Would we consider our 
fellow workers to be Joined with us in a  
sacred quest? Would we invite them to 
our home as honored guests?  Would 
we fight with them in common cause?     
 
How you answer those questions says a 
lot about the company you keep. When, 
for instance, does a company start 
feeling like a family? The emotion isn't 
as rare    as one might expect. I have 
observed it in large industrial 
manufacturers, ruthless Wall Street 
firms, and high tech start-ups. Deep 
friendships form. Members of the same 
company intermarry. They celebrate 
and mourn together. The company 
itself can change and even go through 
crisis, the members can come and go; 
but the family feeling of a company is 
very strong and can survive a lot. 
 
What makes that feeling of family 
resilient? The common connection 
arises from a set of common values and 
behaviours.  As in a close family, 
members of such a company can 
anticipate each other's actions and 
reactions; They talk the same language 
and share stories about critical events. 
Despite differences of opinion, they 
have a common purpose, with agreed-
upon roles. 
 
Have you ever experienced a 
dysfunctional family? Usually, the 
emotional difficulties arise from a 
breakdown of common understanding 
and mutual expectations. Families can 
tolerate the dysfunctions of adolescent 
years, only because teenagers grow and 
ultimately adopt the value system of the 
parents. Companies can also tolerate 
discontent but dysfunctionality can 
expand quickly     and is harder to 
recuperate from. This is especially the 
case when the leader of the company 
does not share the values of the 
company and is influencing what 
behaviours get rewarded and punished.  

We wouldn't expect the new  leader of 
a family to come from outside the 
family unit. So why do corporations, in 
their succession process, so often look 
for outside help? For whatever reason, 
it's human nature to turn to a stranger 
when rescue is needed.  That's why 
Boards hire new CEOs who will "turn 
things around" or set a dramatic new 
direction. More often than not, 
however, the only thing that gets 
"turned around" is the sense of 
common purpose and shared 
expectations. When a company is 
stagnant, in crisis, or underperforming 
the competition, shaking things up is 
mighty tempting. But perhaps we 
should also consider what gets lost. 
 
A company becomes a family when its 
leaders live up to the company's values 
and hold others to those same 
standards. A company with a venerable 
tradition  like HP was proud of its 
history and its mission, even as it had a 
deeply rooted sense of right and wrong. 
Changes to strategy and approach 
might have been very necessary to 
compete in a changing world, but 
changes to values as demonstrated by 
behaviours are extremely disruptive 
and disheartening. When morale goes 
down and anxiety goes up, performance 
always suffers. 
 
Companies and families out-live their 
leaders. Values outlast individuals and 
are passed on between generations. The 
biggest threat to a company's values 
comes from its leader. When the leader 
is chosen from outside the company, 
without testing that person to fit or 
match those values, dysfunction is very 
likely.  
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