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Announcer: You're listening to the HR Mixtape, a podcast for leaders who want
to understand people, strengthen culture, and navigate change with clarity.
Today's conversation starts now.

Dr. Shari Simpson: Joining me today is Meghan Focht, Human Capital Director
at Concurrency. Meghan focuses on building strong people systems that
support growth, leadership, development, and lasting culture. Meghan, thank
you so much for joining me on the podcast today.

Meghan Focht: Yeah, thanks so much, Shari.

Dr. Shari Simpson: So you have talked about culture from this perspective that
it's built by design. And I'd love to hear more about, you know, what
experience really helped you learn that culture isn't accidental?

Meghan Focht: Yeah. Well, first of all, | love Patrick Lencioni. And so his one
book, I think it was The Five Dysfunctions of a Team, where it talks about one
company has the poster boards on the wall and one company doesn't. But the
culture thrives better with the company without the posters. And | think that
always | found so intriguing. And my first job out of college, | worked at UCLA
in the rec department. And | think that was the first time that | realized Oh,
this is something like | could maybe think about because we had some sort of
broken spots and people who didn't lean on each other or rely on each other
in some contention points. And so me being a fresh grad out of college with
some HR, you know, classes under my belt, | was like, this is a culture change
moment, and really kind of got down to business. So | knew that we needed to
empower our people, which were students, and | knew that there were a
couple different departments that we were working together with that we
didn't have a great relationship with. So | think that was, you know, for me, |
just saw it as a challenge, like people should get along. | think I've always kind
of been born that way, where it's just like, okay, we're all humans, let's figure
out how to work together. So yeah, | think there was a systematic approach



that | took without realizing it. And then after that, | mean, | was a little bit
hooked. It was something that | kept my eye out for and would tackle no
matter where | went.

Dr. Shari Simpson: | love that you mention systems because | think that there
are ways for us to see what culture actually looks like when we kind of peel
back the curtain in an organization and look at some of the process and
systems that they have in place. What are the ones that you kind of go to first
to look at to have a better understanding of an organization's culture?

Meghan Focht: Yeah, so it's interesting, too, because | work for an IT
consulting company, Concurrency, and we have a lot of clients who do IT
projects. But with the way technology is changing, it's becoming culture
projects, too, because it affects everyone. It's not just an IT project in the IT
department anymore. And so as we've been working with those clients too,
I've noticed, I've kind of been able to test what | do. And the first thought is,
okay, what are the values, right? What do you say your values are? And that's
kind of where my curious brain goes first. And then it's like, okay, are those
the values that I'm feeling, that our team is feeling? Is that really shown
obvious and make a lot of sense? And then, especially in this new world with
Al coming into play, you need a really a culture that supports empowerment.
And so then it's like, are your values impeding that, right? Like, do you say you
want to do something, but a value that you have is getting in the way. So if
you say that, you assume positive intent is one of ours, right? But then you're
every, like your leader, every time something goes wrong is trying to find the
person who's to blame or gets really tough on okay, well, why did this happen?
Who did it? Why did you do that? And kind of goes to that punishment place
first. Then you know, okay, something's not right here. And so then once we
can see that those things aren't right, that's where | start to go, okay, why isn't
that right? And sometimes it's the leaders. and you don't have the leaders
who live and breathe those values and believe in it, sometimes they just have
to be pointed out, right? Like assume positive intent. A lot of times people
don't realize the way that they're acting is actively working against something
that they think is important. So sometimes it's just bringing it to light, but
that's where the real work comes from. It's look at the values, Compare it to



what the feeling is and sort of what the behaviors are. And then from there,
you'll figure out, OK, is there work to do here or are things good?

Dr. Shari Simpson: | like that you mentioned behaviors because, you know, in
I've worked in all kinds of organizations and there definitely have been the
organizations where the values are on the wall and that's it. They're just on the
wall. There's there's no other thought beyond them. I've worked with
organizations that have pulled their values all the way through to their
competency models and then, you know, the behaviors expected. How have
you seen kind of that work best, right, that link between values, behaviors,
and potential competencies?

Meghan Focht: Yeah, | mean, | think, you know, it is about the people, right?
So the easiest way to make sure values are working are hiring people and
promoting people who naturally gravitate towards those. And that's sort of the
magic thing. Now, you can't access that right away. You know, if you if you
realize you have sort of a broken link between what you want to be and then
what's actually happening, you can't just hire and change it. You know, |'ve
talked to some some friends or clients who think that we're going to change
the culture. So we're going to start hiring the people who we want the culture
to be like. But those poor people, you know, that's a lot to carry for a new hire
to be like, you're going to be the change, but we're not changing the systems
or, you know, really making a stake in the ground. So then I think you just
have to kind of go systematically in what's available. Sometimes the
leadership isn't available. It's not a thing you can change right away. And so
then | go, okay, well, what is tangible today? What's something we can do
today? So we could change our hiring approach for sure. You should touch on
that, especially if your recruiter is on board and you're hiring managers on
board. You can start developing questions that align to the values that you're
looking for. And You can get pickier on who you decide to hire. But the other
thing is even just reward programs, right? So | think about we have a kudos
program that's a little bit more casual, like you see something good, put it in
there. We send it out weekly. It doesn't have to be a big deal. And then we
have a quarterly like employee excellence award. And so I'm really thoughtful,
too, about, OK, looking at those nominations, are those the things we want to



celebrate? Is there anything in those nominations that we're not celebrating?
And then | have my ear to the ground because you don't want to manufacture
anything. But then | start talking to the leaders and the people and go, you
know, assume positive intent or be the difference is our values or be yourself.
Like, what are those moments where you feel like people are doing that? And
then when | hear the story go, put that in, put that in kudos, put that in
employee excellence. When we do our all-company meeting, we ask for
people to speak up and talk about how they saw our values present within
their co-workers or at work. So now it's other voices saying it. So it's like all
these moments of reinforcement and reinforcement, it can get to the point

where the leaders that maybe are a blocker can't deny it.

Dr. Shari Simpson: You know, and you reach a tipping point, | think, in any
organization that's trying to make a culture change where those that no
longer kind of align with it or have the same vibe or the same feel or get
excited hopefully will naturally self-select out. But it also can give you that
opportunity to have those conversations, those tougher conversations that,
hey, you know, this is the direction we're going. These are the behaviors that
we see. this might not be the right fit for you anymore. And that's okay. Like,
that is okay. So | love really linking it to how it shows up from that behavior
perspective. | want to talk a little bit more about the connection between
values and culture and systems. This is, you know, obviously working for a
tech company myself, you know, I'm very passionate about the fact that
employee experience can be elevated and augmented by the technology you
use. How have you seen that come to life in, you know, the people that you've
worked with?

Meghan Focht: Yeah, | mean, for us personally, it's really important that we
have an empowerment culture, like a go try it growth mindset is one of our
values. It's, you know, the fail fast, like go try it. Like, who cares if it doesn't
work, then we know it doesn't work. And so we do have an environment here
that is very much like we don't Who cares if no one else is doing it? If we think
we need to do it, let's try it. And that is from our CEO and our founder is very
much that way. He's entrepreneur brain. His brain never shuts off. He's super
creative. He's constantly looking at, should we do it this way? Should we do it



that way? He leaves space for us to say, | firmly believe this is something we
have to try and he'll go, okay, that's fine. And, you know, we have a single
owner, so we don't have a board we have to try to convince. So it allows our
culture to be able to be that flexible, which works in this technology day and
age. So | was just having a conversation with our project managers yesterday
about, you know, which Al tools should we use and is there a limit and what's
our policy and, you know, We're working on the policy, but also we can't
restrict you because we're IT consultants. So we need you to go out there and
try things and see what's out there and see what's good. Realizing Claude is
really good for adjusting the tone for your emails is something we talked
about. And even you can use ChatGPT, but you can use Claude for that, or
just figuring out what works best. And so we don't want to cut that off, but
obviously we need them to be smart about what they're putting into those
tools and be aware of how they work. So system-wise, right, we don't have a
really restrictive policy. We do make sure we're talking about these things in
meetings. Another way that we've thought about that is just how we get
people together. We realize that when COVID happened, it wasn't as easy to
have all these departments intermixing. You know, it used to be that you'd run
in, like, literal water cooler, right? You could run into anyone and then have all
these ideas kind of mix, and, oh, you're on that project? That's really cool. Did
you know this person's working on that? Oh, I've done that before. Let me
give you some advice. So we've had to, like, create touch points or different
meetings, you know, and everyone hates meetings, but meetings where it
could just literally be creative thinking space. Because it just doesn't happen
on accident anymore. So that that's another example of just like ways that
we've we've thought about, okay, this is what we want to do. This is how it's
showing through.

Dr. Shari Simpson: | love that and | think it's a good example of, you know, if
you have a culture of innovation, right, how that spills over into your
technology use policies. | also think it's great if you have a culture of
recognition, you know, linking that up to a tool that gives you the ability to
recognize seamlessly. in a consumer way. | think that's something that we
miss a lot when we are thinking about our employee population and the
technology that we're bringing in. You know, we think very much about



efficiency, both from a financial perspective and from a, you know, getting the
work done. But sometimes we forget that, like, it's also a big piece of the
culture, which influences those things like productivity and bottom line and
that kind of stuff. How have you talked with leaders about values to get their
buy-in when they don't live in HR, they don't necessarily see the connection?
And | think sometimes we run into this, and I've talked about this on the
podcast before, where we have leaders who are meeting their KPIs, but their
behaviors are in, you know, do not align with the values of our organization at
all. And so having that conversation can be difficult for us in HR because we're
trying to talk about how important this is, but we don't necessarily have that
KPI number to back it up to say that like, well, you're not meeting
expectations from a KPI perspective.

Meghan Focht: Yeah, we totally ran into that. And it's so funny because, to
your point, like they're not in HR. For me, all the people-y stuff comes more
naturally, right? In the same way that I'm super impressed with my co-
workers and how their brain works around technology, my brain works around
people that way. And so You know, | don't feel like | need to have it written
down to coach someone about how to be a good coworker, right? Like, I'm
going to have that regardless if it's in the job description or competency or |
don't need something telling me that. I'm just going to do it. But we did have
to add it to our competencies. So we added living our values to our
competencies so that it was something that helped managers have that
conversation. So even though you might be a top biller or a top salesperson
or this, if you weren't good to work with, if you weren't assuming positive
intent, if you were creating drama or being really closed-minded when new
ideas came, we had a place to talk about it and to | guess ding someone for it,
right? Because also the other thing about these systems is you don't really
need that when everyone is doing great. So it is sort of that protection of how
you guide that conversation. And we are not that big of a company, which |
also realize makes it a lot easier to do a lot of these things. But these systems
then become even more important when you grow and you have two layers
of manager, right? And so you can't just say, we're going to hire everyone who
just naturally understands how to do this and putting our values in a
competency protects that. So as we get the different layers of managers,



They can't skip over it. They can't not see that it's important. They have to
stop and talk about it and read what the values are and then have that
conversation. So there isn't as much room for interpretation, though we
always want people to come, like, approach it genuinely and honestly in their
interpretation, but it makes sure it's a little bit more controlled and then we
can grow and protect it. Because we've seen that. We've seen it here where
we've grown and we lost a lot of that, you know, and it was just other people
running the ship.

Dr. Shari Simpson: Well, and it gives a common language to have those
performance conversations. It does make it easier. You know, it's like, you
know, when you're talking to startups and they don't necessarily have a
handbook in place yet and they're like, we're running into all these issues. It's
like, well, maybe let's start with a handbook. Because then you have a
common language to go back to and have those conversations. So yeah, |
completely agree and | love the idea of pulling it into your competency model
because it makes it very clear and you can talk about how those behaviors
look. You know, when you've helped people implement these cultural systems,
how do you, How do you coach them on understanding if it's working or not?
Beyond, you know, your annual engagement survey, you know, what are
some like quick ways that you can understand if the system's working well so
that you can adjust if you need to?

Meghan Focht: Yeah. It's like quick ways. | don't know. But there's moments
you're going to notice, right? Like | remember moments in other jobs and
every job where things are just harder, right? Like you just keep getting stuck
in circular conversations or it's like, here we go. It's not just like a friendly
professional debate with a solution at the end. It is a conversation, there's
back talk, there's conversations about other people happening without that
person involved, or even where you're trying to get an answer from a leader
and you ask that question to five different leaders and get five different
answers, you're going to know like something's not working. When |'ve been
the most excited about culture progress is when we have an employee who
calls out another employee, you know, and not in a way of like, you're in
trouble, but in a way of, whoa, that's not how we do things here. Like, are you



okay? Is everything okay? Because We don't do that at Concurrency. We have
an open mind. We explore this. We're assuming positive intent. We're
generous with our way of thinking. So it doesn't seem you're in that space.
What's going on? And when | heard that an employee had that with another
employee, | mean, that is like HR like happy moment ever because everyone
expects HR to be like, well, did you go to the person? Did you tell them how
you feel? And everyone's like, oh, whatever, like easier said than done. So
when it's someone else doing that, | think that's when you know it's real, you
know, and it's not just something happening at the executive table.

Dr. Shari Simpson: If you were creating these systems from scratch, if you're
walking in and you're the first HR person, you're employee number two with
the CEO, what do you build first?

Meghan Focht: | think it's, | mean, | think it's values. | think that's what you talk
about, you know? And | think even with our owner, even though our company
has been around for 37 years, or | think 37, it still was going back to him and
saying like, what was the original vibe? You know, what were you trying to go
for? What were you celebrating? And then is that that way today? And we did
a value refresh a couple years ago. And the question that we asked was, our
best people, the people that we want to be around with, the people that we
want to put in front of clients, what are the, how would you describe them?
And that's how we came up with our values. It's like just looking at the people
we want to be around that we want to celebrate and what are we recognizing
out of that and then you know that makes it foolproof and it makes it
believable and it makes it it makes everything else easy because you're going
to the what do we want it to be and it's funny too you talk about handbooks
because i think they're really funny because they are created by all the things
that have gone wrong right it's like if it's in the handbook At some point in
history something's happened and | want to know the story, but it's sort of the
same thing too. It's like you won't need as many rules. You won't need to force
it as much if these things are just natural things we want to celebrate. If I'm
making a policy, what do we normally want to do as humans? What are the
managers naturally wanting to do, right? Like at one point we didn't have
parental leave, but our managers were giving it. So it's like, even if we say we



can't afford it, we're doing it. So let's just put it in the handbook in the way
people behave and want to behave that we're okay with. Everything goes so
much easier.

Dr. Shari Simpson: | love that. Well, Meghan, as we wrap up our conversation,
what's one small system change that you think our listeners can make this
quarter to strengthen their culture?

Meghan Focht: Yeah, | mean, my first thought is not a hard system as much as
it's be a good example. You know, be a good example. Be bold in challenging
the people around you to say, is that how we want to be here? And lead with
empathy to go like, are you OK? Is everything OK? Like, what's getting in your
way? And then from an HR perspective, | would say, look at how you're
celebrating your people. And is that aligned with how you want to be culture-
wise? And if not, change it or put your own celebration out there and make it
really public. The louder you are about the things that you want to keep
seeing, people will want to keep doing that.

Dr. Shari Simpson: | love that. Such good advice, Meghan. Well, thank you for
sitting down and taking a few minutes of your day to chat with me.

Meghan Focht: Thanks so much, Shari. This was awesome.

Announcer: Thanks for tuning in to the HR Mixtape. Like, share, review, and
subscribe to support the show and help more people discover these
conversations. Until next time, keep the conversation going.



