
W I N T E R  2 0 2 5   7 1

E X E C U T I V E  F O R U M

As I look back on the 15 years I’ve spent 
helping companies build high-performance 
cultures, I often think about the saying, “first 

we form our habits, then our habits form us.” This 
principle applies to organizations as well as individuals. 
The habits that emerge, whether intentionally or not, 
shape the culture and performance of a company. This 
raises an intriguing question: how can we ensure we 
cultivate the most valuable habits—the ones that will 

truly drive a sustainable and high-performing culture? 
The answer lies in practicing a set of essential rituals—
specific, repeatable practices that help organizations 
develop the behaviors and skills needed to sustain high 
performance without succumbing to friction.

Understanding Rituals
A ritual is something done to prepare for action, while 
a habit is something done repeatedly for the purpose 
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pressure. When soldiers participate in these rituals, 
they are not merely learning to follow orders; they are 
building habituated competencies that enable them to 
respond skillfully and quickly to challenging situations.

In my work with clients, I’ve found that it’s relatively 
easy to get teams to perform at their best in a ‘cool’ 
environment, such as a team development workshop. 
However, put that team under real pressure, and typically, 
it will revert to its habitual old patterns of behavior, which 
are often much less functional. The result is that teams 
frequently perform at their worst precisely at the moment 
that they most need to perform at their best.

This is where rituals come into play. By embedding 
specific rituals into the fabric of an organization, 
leaders can create a culture that promotes resilience, 
adaptability, and high performance. Rituals help teams 
navigate challenges and maintain focus on their goals, 
even in the face of adversity.

Key Rituals for Building a 
High-Performance Culture
In my recent book, Smooth Scaling: 20 Rituals to Build 
a Friction-Free Organization, from which this article is 
adapted, I outline a comprehensive set of rituals that 
support effective collaboration and performance at five 
key levels:

1.	 Informal interactions among peers

2.	 Interactions between line managers and their sub-
ordinates

3.	 Team interactions

4.	 Cross-functional interactions

5.	 Interactions between company leadership and the 
staff at large

While it would be ideal for organizations to implement 
all 20 rituals, this is neither realistic nor necessary. To 
get started, I recommend six high-impact rituals that 
lay the foundation needed for trust, collaboration, and 
performance across your organization. Prioritizing 
these rituals can transform your organization into a 
high-performing powerhouse.

of performing the action itself. Habits often develop 
without us being fully aware of them; after repetition, 
our brain switches to automatic mode. In contrast, 
rituals are more mindful acts that require conscious 
effort and intention.

Rituals serve as the pathway that leads from learning 
to conscious skills to habituated competencies. They 
provide a structured way to intentionally practice new 
behaviors until they become second nature. This is 
crucial for organizations aiming to scale effectively.

The Importance of Rituals in 
Organizations
The significance of rituals in organizations can be 
illustrated through various examples, including military 
training. Every aspect of military training is ritualized, 
from morning formations to drills and exercises. These 
rituals are designed not just to teach skills but to ensure 
that those skills are accessible to soldiers even in the 
heat of battle.

The military’s approach to training highlights a key 
principle: rituals are not just about building skills; 
they are about creating capabilities that can and will 
be called upon when they are needed most—under 

“First we form our habits, 

then our habits form us.”

A ritual is something done 

to prepare for action.
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a structured process for addressing tensions in a 
productive way. It involves setting clear ground rules, 
actively listening to different perspectives, and working 
collaboratively to find solutions. By turning tensions 
into trust, this ritual helps prevent conflicts from 
spiraling out of control.

Organizations that embrace this ritual often find that 
conflicts can become opportunities for growth and 
understanding. When team members are equipped 
with the tools to address disagreements constructively, 
they can engage in healthy dialogue that fosters 
innovation and collaboration.

For instance, during a recent workshop, I facilitated a 
session where team members practiced active listening 
and empathy in resolving a disagreement over project 
priorities. The outcome was not only a resolution 
to the conflict but also a strengthened relationship 
between the individuals involved.

By creating an environment where tensions can be 
addressed openly and constructively, organizations can 
cultivate a culture of trust that enhances collaboration 
and performance.

3. Deep-Dive Meetings

Another crucial ritual is Deep-Dive Meetings. These 
structured, in-depth meetings provide a forum for the top 
team to tackle complex, cross-functional challenges. By 
diving deep into root causes and brainstorming creative 
solutions, they help the leadership group develop a shared 
understanding and commitment to key priorities.

To conduct successful deep-dive meetings, I 
recommend following these steps:

1.	 Set a clear agenda and desired outcomes: Before 
the meeting, establish what you want to achieve 
and communicate this to all participants. This 
ensures everyone is aligned and prepared to con-
tribute meaningfully.

2.	 Assign pre-work and ensure everyone comes pre-
pared: Share relevant materials in advance and en-
courage team members to come with insights and 
questions. This preparation fosters a more produc-
tive discussion.

1. Share Your Personal User Guide (PUG)

The first ritual I recommend is the Personal User 
Guide (PUG). This ritual involves each team member 
creating a “personal user guide” that outlines their 
communication preferences, working styles, pet peeves, 
and other important personal information. Sharing 
these guides helps build mutual understanding and 
empathy, breaking down barriers that often arise as 
companies scale.

The Personal User Guide is more than just a document; 
it’s a tool for fostering connection and collaboration. 
When team members share their PUGs, they create 
a safe space for open communication. This practice 
encourages individuals to express their needs and 
preferences, allowing others to understand how best to 
interact with them.

For example, someone might indicate that they prefer direct 
feedback delivered in private, while another might thrive 
on public recognition. By understanding these nuances, 
teams can work more harmoniously and effectively.

Moreover, the PUG ritual can help mitigate 
misunderstandings that often arise from different 
working styles. If one team member is detail-oriented 
and another is more big-picture focused, knowing 
these differences upfront can lead to more productive 
discussions and collaborations. This ritual not only 
enhances individual relationships but also contributes 
to a more cohesive team culture.

2. Turning Tensions into Trust

Conflict is inevitable in growing organizations, but 
the ritual of Turning Tensions into Trust provides 

The Personal User Guide is 

more than just a document.
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5. Become a Two-Eyed Leader

Balancing short-term execution with long-term vision is 
one of the greatest challenges Chief Executive Officers/
CEOs face as their companies scale. The ritual of 
becoming a two-eyed leader provides a framework for 
developing the “two-eyed” perspective needed to lead 
a high-growth organization. It involves cultivating self-
awareness, seeking outside perspectives, and making 
strategic choices to future-proof the company’s culture.

In my coaching practice, I emphasize the importance 
of self-awareness for leaders. By understanding their 
strengths and weaknesses, CEOs can make more 
informed decisions that align with the organization’s 
goals. Seeking feedback from peers, mentors, and team 
members is a crucial part of this process. It allows 
leaders to gain insights into their leadership style and 
identify areas for improvement.

Furthermore, a two-eyed leader is one who can balance 
immediate operational demands with long-term 
strategic planning. This requires a mindset shift—
moving from a reactive approach to a proactive one. 
By regularly assessing the organization’s trajectory and 
anticipating future challenges, leaders can position 
their companies for sustainable success.

6. Run an Information Marketplace

The final ritual I recommend is to Run an Information 
Marketplace. This ritual facilitates the flow of information 
across the organization. It includes regular “information 
market” meetings where employees can share updates, 
ask questions, and connect with colleagues. By creating 
structured channels for cross-functional dialogue, it helps 
break down silos and keep everyone aligned.

In practice, running an information marketplace 
means creating a culture of transparency and open 
communication. During these meetings, team members 
can share insights about ongoing projects, highlight 
challenges they’re facing, and seek input from others. 
This collaborative environment fosters innovation and 
encourages problem-solving.

Moreover, the information marketplace serves as a 
platform for recognizing achievements and celebrating 

3.	 Allocate ample time for discussion and debate: 
Deep-dive meetings should allow for thorough 
exploration of topics. Schedule enough time to 
dive deep into the issues at hand, enabling robust 
dialogue.

4.	 Capture key insights and action items: Designate 
someone to take notes during the meeting, high-
lighting important insights and decisions made. 
This documentation serves as a reference for fu-
ture discussions and accountability.

5.	 Follow up to ensure accountability and progress: 
After the meeting, circulate the notes and action 
items to all participants. Schedule follow-up meetings 
to track progress on the agreed-upon actions.

By implementing deep-dive meetings, organizations can 
ensure that complex issues are addressed thoughtfully 
and collaboratively, leading to more effective decision-
making and alignment among leadership.

4. Set Up Cross-Functional Work for 
Success

The ritual of Setting Up Cross-Functional Work for 
Success ensures that cross-functional projects are set 
up for success from the start. It covers everything from 
clarifying goals and roles to establishing decision-
making processes and conflict-resolution mechanisms. 
By addressing these issues proactively, it prevents many 
of the common pitfalls that arise in cross-functional 
collaboration.

For instance, when launching a new product, it’s essential 
to bring together representatives from marketing, sales, 
product development, and customer support. Each 
function has unique insights and perspectives that 
can enhance the project. By clearly defining roles and 
responsibilities at the outset, teams can avoid confusion 
and overlap, leading to a more streamlined process.

Additionally, establishing a shared decision-making 
framework helps prevent bottlenecks. When teams 
know how decisions will be made and who has the 
authority to make them, they can move forward 
with confidence, reducing friction and enhancing 
collaboration.
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successes. When team members share their wins, it 
boosts morale and reinforces a sense of community 
within the organization.

The Power of Rituals
Rituals provide a unifying framework for building 
a high-performance, scalable organization. They are 
specific, repeatable practices that instill the right habits 
and mindsets throughout the company. As I often say, 
“Rituals are the squats and lunges of organizational 
fitness”—essential exercises that develop the strength 
and resilience needed to scale successfully.

By embracing these rituals, organizations can turn 
chaos into coherence and unlock their full growth 
potential. My experience with clients illustrates that 
the key is to start small, focus on the most relevant 
rituals, and gradually expand as the company matures. 
With consistent practice, these rituals can become the 
default way of working, enabling organizations to scale 
without losing their culture or performance.

The Transformative Impact of 
Rituals
The impact of rituals extends far beyond immediate 
operational improvements. They serve as a catalyst for 
transforming the organizational culture, fostering an 
environment where employees feel valued, understood, 
and empowered. When rituals are embedded in the 
daily practices of an organization, they create a sense of 
belonging and community among team members. This 
is crucial in today’s work environment, where remote 
and hybrid work models can lead to feelings of isolation.

By implementing rituals like the personal user guide 
(PUG) and the information marketplace, organizations 
can enhance communication and collaboration. 
Employees are encouraged to share their unique 
perspectives and insights, which not only enriches the 
decision-making process but also fosters a culture of 
inclusivity. When team members feel that their voices 
are heard and valued, they are more likely to engage fully 
in their work and contribute to the organization’s success.

Moreover, rituals can significantly enhance employee 
engagement and retention. In a competitive job 
market, organizations that prioritize the well-being and 
development of their employees stand out. Rituals that 
promote trust, collaboration, and open communication 
create an environment where employees are motivated 
to stay and grow within the organization. This not 
only reduces turnover costs but also builds a strong 
organizational identity that attracts top talent.

Building Resilience Through 
Rituals
Rituals also play a critical role in building organizational 
resilience. In times of uncertainty or crisis, organizations 
that have established strong rituals can respond more 
effectively. The structured practices provide a sense of 
stability and continuity, allowing teams to navigate 
challenges with confidence. For instance, during a 
crisis, the ritual of deep-dive meetings can facilitate 
rapid problem-solving and decision-making, ensuring 
that the organization remains agile and responsive.

Furthermore, rituals help organizations learn from 
their experiences. By incorporating reflection into 
their practices—such as post-mortem meetings after 
projects—teams can analyze what worked, what 
didn’t, and how to improve moving forward. This 
culture of continuous learning fosters innovation and 
adaptability, essential traits for organizations facing the 
ever-changing business landscape.

The Role of Leadership in 
Ritual Implementation
For rituals to be effective, leadership plays a pivotal 
role. Leaders must model the behaviors they wish to 
see in their teams. When leaders actively participate in 
rituals and demonstrate their value, they inspire others 
to embrace these practices. This top-down approach 
reinforces the importance of rituals and encourages 
widespread adoption throughout the organization.

Additionally, leaders should create an environment that 
encourages experimentation with rituals. Not every 
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As you embark on your journey to implement these 
rituals, remember that the key is to start small and focus 
on the most relevant practices for your organization. 
Embrace the opportunity to cultivate a culture that 
values open communication, mutual understanding, 
and continuous learning. The journey toward a 
friction-free organization begins with the conscious 
choice to embrace rituals as a fundamental aspect of 
your organizational culture.

If you’re ready to take the next step in building a high-
performance organization, I encourage you to reflect on 
the rituals that resonate most with your team. Consider 
how you can incorporate them into your daily practices 
and watch as your organization transforms into a 
cohesive, resilient, and high-performing powerhouse. 
The future of your organization depends on the rituals 
you choose to embrace today. Let’s get started!

This article is adapted from the book Smooth Scaling: 
20 Rituals to Build a Friction-Free Organization, by  
Rob Bier (Wonderwell, 2024). 

ritual will resonate with every team or organization, and 
it’s essential to be open to feedback and adjustments. By 
allowing teams to customize rituals to fit their unique 
dynamics, organizations can ensure that these practices 
are genuinely beneficial and aligned with their goals.

The Long-Term Vision for Rituals
As organizations grow and evolve, the rituals they 
implement should also adapt. Leaders must regularly 
assess the effectiveness of their rituals and be willing 
to make changes as necessary. This commitment to 
continuous improvement is vital for maintaining a 
high-performance culture.

In the long run, the goal of implementing rituals is 
not just to improve performance but to create a 
sustainable organizational culture that thrives on trust, 
collaboration, and innovation. By embedding rituals 
into the fabric of the organization, leaders can cultivate 
a culture that is resilient, adaptable, and prepared for 
the challenges of the future.

Call to Action
In conclusion, the power of rituals in building a 
high-performance, scalable organization cannot 
be overstated. They are essential tools that enable 
organizations to navigate the complexities of growth 
while maintaining a strong culture. By prioritizing the 
implementation of rituals and committing to their 
ongoing practice, leaders can create an environment 
where trust, collaboration, and innovation flourish.

Rob Bier is a seasoned expert in building 
high-performance organizations, with more 
than 25 years’ experience in the field. He 
built two successful companies of his own: 
Sparck, a fintech acquired by Citigroup, and 
antfactory, a pioneering venture capital firm and 
venture builder in Europe. Rob is the author 
of Smooth Scaling: 20 Rituals to Build a 
Friction-Free Organization. Learn more at: 
https://www.robbier.com/about

© 2024 University of Pittsburgh

Leaders must regularly 

assess the effectiveness of 

their rituals.
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