CULTURE IS A CHOICE:

Why Family Owned Businesses
Must Be Authentic and Intentional.

Author: Lou Lombardi, EVP, Director of Middle Market Banking

Is attracting great talent harder than it used to be? Has your turnover risen in the past couple of years? As your family
owned business has grown over the years, the personal connections that once defined your workplace can start to
slip. Many businesses like these reach a point where they worry they are losing hold of the very qualities that made
people want to stay in the first place.

A strong culture is one of the most powerful assets a family owned business has. It shapes performance, decision
making, and long term continuity in ways that are both practical and deeply personal. When culture is healthy, it
becomes a stabilizing force that strengthens both the business and the family behind it. When it is not, it can quietly
undermine both.

Culture is not automatic. It is not inherited. And it cannot rely on tradition alone.

If growing family owned businesses want to protect their competitive advantage, they must be intentional about
culture, transition leadership across generations, and navigate increasing complexity. That intentionality is what turns
culture into a true strategic differentiator rather than something that fades as the business evolves.

WHAT CULTURE IS AND ISN'T

Let's clarify a common misconception. Culture is not an annual company picnic; a list of benefits on the career
homepage; an empty slogan on the wall; or the excuse that “we've always done things this way".

Those elements may support culture, but they don't define it. Culture is the quality of relationships inside an
organization. It's how people treat one another when situations are stressful, unclear, or inconvenient. It's what gets
rewarded, what gets tolerated, and what quietly gets overlooked.

In a healthy work environment, people can feel culture in everything they do. They feel their work and ideas are
respected, accountability is clear and consistent, appreciation is specific and meaningful, and curiosity is encouraged,
not discouraged.

At its core, culture is about how people work together. Everything else is secondary.

WHY CULTURE REALLY MATTERS

Culture isn't a “soft” issue; it's a business driver. Employee engagement has a direct and measurable impact on
company retention, productivity, innovation, profitability and overall customer experience. According to a recent
Gallup workplace report on engagement at work, companies with highly engaged teams see 23 percent higher
profitability compared to those with low engagement.

In closely-held businesses, this connection is often even stronger. When an employee leaves, institutional knowledge
goes with them. Relationships are disrupted. Momentum slows.

And in a world that is moving faster every day, the biggest risk often isn't disruption, but rather disengagement.
Companies with strong cultures, by contrast, tend to move with greater confidence and speed because trust is already
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BUILDING A STRONG, LASTING CULTURE

Culture isn't fixed in a single off-site or strategy session. It's built over time through consistent and intentional actions.
The following framework works because it's practical and grounded.

* Establish a Common Language: Strong culture starts with shared understanding. Identify and communicate a
clear statement (NOT marketing verbiage) of why the business exists and how it positively impacts all employees
and customers. Next, define a small set of clear cultural principles that guide how work gets done day to day from
respect for teammates to accountability without blame. This common language makes it easier to reinforce culture
throughout all levels of the company, which is what it takes to truly be able to call it a company “culture principle”.

* Identify and Empower Culture Champions: Culture doesn't solely live in Human Resources, and it shouldn’t be
owned by a committee disconnected from the day-to-day of your business. Identify individuals at different levels
of the company who already model the culture you want to build. Empower them to model constructive, honest
conversations, while reinforcing expectations in real time. When culture only flows from the top, it can feel forced.
When it's reinforced throughout the organization, it becomes authentic.

* Create a Cadence for Reinforcement: Culture requires consistency and repetition over grand gestures. Establish
a company-wide expectation that every team meeting will be kicked off by highlighting a specific culture principle
for that month or quarter. Invite your team to discuss real examples of cultural principles in action andcreate a
brief exercise that brings the culture principle to life. Reinforce a platform to publicly recognize employees who are
championing culture in their role.. What leaders choose to talk about regularly signals what truly matters.

* Leadership Commitment Is Essential: This is where many efforts succeed or fail. Senior leadership needs to live
the culture every day, even when it's uncomfortable or inconvenient. Nothing undermines trust faster than a gap
between stated values and daily behavior from leaders. Half hearted efforts don’t simply fall flat; they can breed
skepticism. Culture must be modeled from the top while being lived throughout the organization.

A culture grounded in respect, accountability, appreciation, and curiosity does not stay contained within the walls of an
organization. Employees bring those behaviors to their client relationships, to their families, and to their communities.
This is how a strong culture becomes a meaningful part of everyday life.

THE BOTTOM LINE

Culture is not a side project. It is not a perk. For family owned businesses that want to grow without losing what makes
them special, culture is a strategic choice. Be intentional. Be consistent. And most importantly, be genuine because
your team is paying attention.
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