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Intro

Product Narrative, an employer 
communication firm that helps 
organizations engage with 
employees through OKRs 
and clear company narratives, 
shares their experience helping 
organizations adopt the  
goal-setting method OKRs  
(objectives and key results), 
and how in that journey, the 
organization’s culture evolved.
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A Story

The setting was a new joint venture in the 
first half of 2020, founded by a growing 
technology startup and a well-established 
bank. This new entity was staffed by some 
key employees from the two entities. 
As expected, many items needed to be 
integrated: processes, systems, and offices. 
One large item that was just as important 
was the integration of cultures.

My team and I initially were not hired to 
come up with a solution to merge two 
cultures. We’re not corporate culture  
experts. We came in simply as OKR coaches 
who are knowledgeable about OKRs and 
had walked through OKR deployments 

ourselves — many times, with plenty of 
mistakes and some good successes. After 
three to four months, we soon observed 
that the implementation of OKRs, which 
essentially was to build a common way  
of working, expedited the assimilation  
of those two cultures. Thus, instead of 
picking one of the existing cultures  
to dominate or reign over the other,  
we instrumented OKRs to facilitate and 
structure conversations towards common 
goals and how to achieve them. With  
OKRs being gradually established as the 
common language of execution, it built 
the camaraderie among the employees  
to find ways to work together.

We acknowledged the hard work and people who had  
contributed to this deployment success. It was challenging, 
but at the same time beautiful to see it happening.

https://link.cerita.ai/okr-gojek-squad
https://link.cerita.ai/okr-gojek-squad
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How Do OKRs Build a Work Culture?

I don’t believe that OKRs directly build 
a work culture. However, I do believe 
that it strengthens certain values in the 
organization and facilitates those values  
to be practiced and lived by. 

You can’t call yourself fair, loyal, 
or helpful. You can only strive to 
live by those values.” 
- Adam Grant

“

So, what is the difference  
between culture and values?
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A Perspective About Culture

There are many definitions of culture. 

Wikipedia: Culture is a “way of life”  
of groups of people, meaning the way  
they do things.

Harvard Business Review: Culture is  
the tacit social order of an organization:  
It shapes attitudes and behaviors in  
wide-ranging and durable ways.

For this guide, we’d like to invite you to  
look at culture specifically through the  
lens of how it relates to and is different  
from values.

Values represent what we believe in. 
Culture is the embodiment of those values.

A company might adopt transparency  
as its value. Some adopt collaboration or 
integrity. One company can choose to  
adopt more than one or multiple values.

In any given context (time or situation),  
you can see a glimpse of how certain  
values are lived.

Imagine a CEO of a 10-person company, 
whose value is transparency. During the 
monthly town hall meeting, she proactively 
shares the company financials to all 
employees. That’s how she exercises the 
transparency value.

When the company size grows to 200, 
she decides to share only the summary of 
financials to all employees. The financials are  
intentionally shared with the management 
layer. The transparency value doesn’t change,  
but how it’s lived by or embodied changes.

Thus, culture is dynamic as the company 
evolves. It adapts to changes in team size, 
market condition, work pattern, and so  
on. One recent work pattern shift that  
we all are familiar with is the move to 
 work-from-home arrangements during  
the COVID-19 pandemic.

The company values typically stay intact.  
If they need to change at all, it happens  
very rarely.

This article might be of interest if you’d  
like to explore examples to build a 
distinction between culture and values.

https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Culture
https://hbr.org/2018/01/the-leaders-guide-to-corporate-culture
https://startupceo.com/2015/06/the-difference-between-culture-and-values
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OKRs, Values, and Culture  

Everyone in the company might live  
by a specific value differently. 

Take collaboration as an example.

You might interpret it as working together 
well with your colleagues in your own 
department. A colleague might consider  
it as being cooperative with a manager  
from a different team. Another peer  
might go about it by sharing ideas in  
the corporate communication channel.

This one specific value, in turn, is  
interpreted and applied very differently.

OKRs require us to deliberately practice 
identifying alignment between teams  
or departments as early as possible.

This practice can begin as soon as we  
create a department OKR (e.g. Sales OKR) 
to support the company or top-line OKR.  
We often quickly realize we need others  
(e.g. Product) to achieve that goal.
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This deliberate attempt to identify alignment 
promotes the activation of better, more 
consistent collaboration. 

For example, in the diagram above, you’ll see 
that Sales and Product will need to collaborate 
in order to achieve Key Result KR1.2.

This is a real reference of what collaboration, 
as a value, can be embodied. It starts  
with identifying an alignment to the higher 
goal, then committing to an agreed-upon 
plan to achieve it.

OKR facilitates a uniform 
reference or a “language”  
to allow that value to  
be practiced.
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Four Stages of OKR Adoption 
Reflecting on our experience, we observed 
there are four (4) evolutionary stages of  
OKR adoption.

Let’s dive into how each stage promotes  
or nurtures certain values.

Why are we implementing OKR?

We are implementing OKR now.

But, most of our KRs are task-oriented.

Our KRs now are outcome-based.

But, they might be based on invalid assumptions or beliefs (of what’s 
important). And, most KR owners cannot defend for their KRs.

Our KRs now are outcome-based.

Each of the KR is a reflection of the robustness of our thinking and planning.

1

2

4

3
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STAGE 1

This is the period in which you’ll hear many 
of your team members ask: “Why are we 
doing this?” 

The sponsor has made up their mind 
to adopt OKRs. Or, in many cases, to 
experiment running OKRs for the first time. 
Some are already on board with the idea. 
But there will almost always be a few who 
question it.

Many organizations face this period as 
they’re transitioning from using KPIs or 
Balanced Scorecards1 to OKRs. Or, from no 
specific framework to OKRs. Essentially, this 
is a period of change: from the previous way 
to a new way.

This can be a great opportunity for sponsors 
or leaders to dial up the change story and 
proactively take part in it.

In our engagement with Vidio, one of the  
C-level executives who had been experienced  
in KPIs throughout his career, shared his 
excitement about “Objectives” in OKRs.  
He found it as a space to elaborate the 
aspirations behind the “Key Results,” plus 
connect them with the overall company 
narrative.

VALUES THAT OFTEN EMERGE 
leadership, openness, 
adaptability (to change)

1. At this time of writing, I just entered a coaching engagement in which the client would like to “combine” Balanced Scorecard (BSC)  
 with OKRs. The client is a new digital arm inside a large corporation, which has been running BSC for years.

When asked what they would do differently if the transformation 
happened again, nearly half of respondents wished their  
organizations had spent more time communicating a change story. 
How to beat the transformation odds, McKinsey survey, 2015

https://link.cerita.ai/dhiku-chat-and-okr
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/how-to-beat-the-transformation-odds


10   |  ALLY.IO  |  HOW OKRS HELP BUILD A WORK CULTURE

Once we evolve from Stage 1, we find  
the discipline to write and review OKRs  
in development. 

The team leads are speaking in terms  
of Objectives and Key Results with their  
team members. They are aware of five  
KRs the team needs to achieve by the  
end of the quarter.

If the company subscribes to adopt  
OKRs down to the individual level1,  
we’ll also find people discussing their  
bi-weekly OKRs.

People have shifted from “why are we  
doing OKRs?” to “how do we (or I) make  
use of OKRs?”

One thing apparent in this stage is that  
many KRs are still written as tasks. We’ll 
encounter many “Meet with Vendor-A to 
understand their features” or “Prepare a 
Marketing program for the product launch” 
type of activity-based expression.

Tasks are important parts to reach a goal. 
However, OKRs invites us to think of and 
plan outcomes that are measurable and 
quantifiable.

One nonscientific way to quickly verify that 
we are in this stage is to look into the Key 
Results. Are most of them formulated as if 
somebody is doing something? For example: 
“Ensure the collaboration between x and y 
is ...” or “Coordinate with team a to ...” If the 
answer is yes, we’re most likely in Stage 2.

Verbs rarely depict outcomes. And, 
outcomes are typically described as nouns.

STAGE 2

VALUES THAT OFTEN EMERGE 
continuous learning, clarity

1. Ben Lamorte in his latest book “The OKRs Field Book” explores individual-level OKR in relation to OKR cycle length.
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On the surface, Stage 3 doesn’t look too 
different from Stage 2. Like in Stage 2,  
most folks and teams are familiar and 
disciplined to write and review their OKR.

The major distinction in this stage is that 
many (if not all) KRs are formulated as 
outcomes. They are no longer activities  
or tasks.

One observable pattern we often find  
is that the cross-alignment often naturally 
emerges in this stage. Squad-A is requesting 
help from Squad-B so that Squad-A can 
fulfill its Key Result. The KR is cross-aligned 
between these two squads.

Cross-alignment can also be first initiated 
by other teams: a lead in Squad-Y could 
proactively offer help to Squad-X so it can 
achieve its KR.

The fact that KRs are written as outcomes 
nudges the cross-alignment to naturally 
emerge.

It is difficult for others to help us if our KR 
says, “Coordinate with Business Intelligence 

(BI) and Management Information System 
(MIS) to build a financial dashboard.” 
It’d be easier to enable cross-alignment 
if you’re clear on the outcomes e.g. “The 
requirements from BI for the financial 
dashboard are approved by the MIS lead.”

This revision helps send a clearer signal 
about the outcome you’re aiming for. 

It allows BI to align with you by furnishing 
clear requirements; whereas, the initial 
phrasing (“Coordinate with BI and MIS to 
build a financial dashboard”) is ambiguous 
enough to suggest you might need help  
with scheduling a meeting.

STAGE 3

VALUES THAT OFTEN EMERGE 
teamwork, trust, collaboration, 
accountability
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STAGE 4

This is the stage where our OKRs are not  
only expressing outcomes but also 
reflecting the robustness of our thinking 
and planning. 

The OKR owner, be it a team lead or an 
individual contributor, is clear why they 
formulated each KR. They can defend it  
from the relevant point of view e.g. product 
or sales or customer experience.

I personally find the “So What? test by  
Felipe Castro to be practical and useful  
as companies transition from Stage 3  
to Stage 4.

VALUES THAT OFTEN EMERGE 
clarity, ownership

https://felipecastro.com/en/blog/so-what-test/
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Closing Thoughts

Each stage above strengthens existing  
values and allows new values to emerge. 
Once people at work act upon them 
(collaboration, clarity, accountability,  
etc.) consistently, the new culture is  
gradually built.

How a group of people in an organization 
reacts and responds to the OKR adoption 
journey, which usually takes months, can 
provide a glimpse into the broader company 
culture and what changes will need to be 
made internally to ensure long-term success.
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Consider Ally.io for tracking and measuring your OKR performance. 
It only takes seconds to sign up for a 14-day free trial, and you can  
begin tracking OKRs in under 15 minutes. 

Ally.io features:
•  The solution provides seamless integrations to popular business  

tools like Slack, Jira, Salesforce, Asana, Smartsheet, and more.

•  Its easy to use, intuitive UI requires minimal training to make getting  
started, and adopting OKRs simple. 

•  The software has built-in best practices, templates, and example  
OKRs that make adopting the OKR framework easy.

•  Our migration templates provide a smooth way to import existing  
OKR data from shared spreadsheets.

•  The depth of our onboarding and rollout support can turn your team  
into OKR experts and enable success.

Don’t Have an  
Existing OKR Tool  
in Place?

Free Trial

Request Guided Tour

About Ally.io
Ally.io is a strategic goal-setting and business performance management solution that enables businesses to shift from traditional, 
disjointed planning and execution to a modern, OKR-based framework that drives strong alignment, agility, transparency, and 
empowers the workforce. Ally’s solution makes it incredibly easy to adopt OKRs as a seamless part of the users’ daily workflow. 
The platform has built-in OKR best practices and provides seamless integration to several enterprise systems, including Slack, 
Salesforce, Jira, Smartsheet, Asana, and ZenDesk. Ally’s comprehensive professional services offer continuous support, dedicated 
training, and coaching to ensure best-practices for implementation and successful change management. Since its launch in 2018, 
Ally.io has been adopted by hundreds of leading organizations in more than 70 countries.

10400 4th St. Bellevue, WA 98004  |  contact@ally.io: (800) 216-7507  |  ally.io

https://www.ally.io/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=doc&utm_campaign=writing-great-okrs&utm_content=workshop
https://www.ally.io/request-a-demo?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=doc&utm_campaign=writing-great-okrs&utm_content=workshop

