
Developing a good culture
The Eversheds Sutherland 
Culture Audit service for 
financial services firms



“The culture within an institution is a key factor in determining 
its safety and soundness, as it is key to the effectiveness of its 
governance arrangements.. It is the foundation upon which a strong 
governance framework is built.”
Ed Sibley, Director of Banking Supervision, Central Bank of Ireland

“It is critical that there is alignment between the board, senior  
management, and middle and lower management on issues of 
conduct and culture, as employees take cues from their direct 
managers even more than the tone from the top.” 
Kevin Stiroh, New York Fed 

“There is still a lack of clarity in many organizations on how the board 
will champion, oversee, and monitor conduct and culture issues.” 
G30 report, November 2018
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Overview: Why use 
Eversheds Sutherland’s 
Culture Audit service?
 – Our lead advisor in this area, Ciaran Walker (ex Deputy 

Head of Enforcement, Central Bank of Ireland) is a 
leading expert in the areas of governance and culture. 
He is a regular contributor to conferences internationally 
and has published widely on these topics.

 – Our service is provided in partnership with Denison 
Consulting, a global leader in organisational behaviour.

 – As part of our audit service, we rely on the Denison 
Organisational Culture Survey (“DOCS”) diagnostic 
survey tool, which is highly acclaimed internationally 
for providing key insights into organisations’ cultural 
strengths and areas for improvement. The DOCS, 
which has been used globally for over 30 years in 
over 1,000 organisations, provides a robust tool for 
benchmarking firms.

 – We have recently augmented the DOCS with a new 
Governance and Risk Culture module, prepared 
by Eversheds Sutherland, which takes account of 
international regulatory requirements and expectations 
in respect of a sound risk and governance culture, 
such as the Basel Committee’s corporate governance 
principles for banks; CRDIV; Financial Stability Board’s 
Guidance on risk culture.

 – Unlike most other international consulting firms, 
Eversheds Sutherland can also provide organisations 
with a comprehensive legal advisory service to address 
sensitive issues that may arise, with the benefit of legal 
privilege.

Ciaran Walker 
Consultant  
FS Regulation & Governance 

T: +353 1 6644 986 
ciaranwalker@eversheds-sutherland.ie
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Why a  
Culture Audit?

“The financial services industry 
is changing. I’ve seen a tangible 
mindset shift in industry leaders – 
many of them are telling me that, in 
their view, defining and managing 
a firm’s culture has become as 
important as strategising. Leaders 
are taking ownership of their firms’ 
cultures. Leaders are reflecting on the 
purpose and business models of their 
firms. Leaders are making culture a 
competitive advantage.” 
(Jonathan Davidson, UK Financial Conduct Authority)

More recently, financial services regulators around 
the world have recognised the importance of a 
firm’s culture to understanding and addressing a 
firm’s approach to risk-taking and conduct risk. 
Failings in firms’ culture has been identified by 
regulators as a key factor in misconduct in the firms:

“Underlying [the recent] scandals 
is often an inadequate corporate 
culture, where accountability and 
ethical conduct have fallen by the 
wayside.” 
(John Williams, President and CEO, New York Fed)

Regulators have therefore moved from formalistic 
assessments of firms’ processes and procedures 
relating to these issues to focusing more on 
understanding and addressing ‘the way things get 
done around here’.

Regulators expect Boards and senior management 
of firms to be on top of their firm’s culture:

“Boards (and/orthe relevant 
committees) should regularly receive 
monitoring information on culture 
and values and build a reputation, 
values and conduct dashboard to 
monitor progress and facilitate 
debate and challenge between the 
board and the executive.”  
(2015 G30 Report)

Also, the costs for a firm and senior individuals 
in the firm of not addressing conduct risks and 
culture issues are enormous and ever-increasing. 
Globally, fines of over €320 billion have been 
imposed on firms for misconduct during the 
period 2009-2017 alone. Furthermore, individual 
accountability regimes are being introduced in a 
number of jurisdictions internationally (such as 
the forthcoming Senior Executive Accountability 
Regime in Ireland) to address failings of senior 
executives, including failures to adequately manage 
risks such as conduct risk.

Experts in the fields of organisational culture and leadership have 
long recognised that an organisation’s culture is critical to its 
success. Leaders of financial services firms are increasingly 
recognising this.
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To provide the Culture Audit, Eversheds Sutherland 
is partnering with Denison Consulting, a global 
leader in the area of organisational behaviour. 

The approach adopted in the Culture Audit is 
based on a detailed engagement with the firm to 
understand and address their specific issues. It 
involves, in particular, detailed engagement with the 
leadership team of the firm, to ensure that the “tone 
from the top” is clear and is reflected throughout 
the firm.

A core feature of the Culture Audit is a Culture 
Survey, which is a diagnostic tool used to identify 
areas on which to focus attention. The Culture 
Survey is composed of the DOCS, which has been 
used by Denison Consulting for over 25 years; this 
is supplemented by a Governance and Risk Culture 
survey module that has been developed on the 
basis of Eversheds Sutherland’s financial services 
regulatory expertise. 

The Governance and Risk Culture module takes 
account of international regulatory requirements 
and expectations, such as the Basel Committee’s 
“Corporate governance principles for banks”, CRD 
IV, the European Banking Authority’s Guidelines on 
internal governance and draft revised Guidelines, 
the Financial Stability Board’s 2014 Guidance, 
providing a Framework for supervisors to assess 
financial institutions’ risk culture.

The Culture Survey forms part of a comprehensive 
Culture Audit engagement with the firm, involving 
preparing detailed action plans and priorities to 
address any issues that may have arisen from 
the Culture Survey, supporting, planning and 
executing feedback and training relating to the 
implementation of the action plans.

How we can help:  
the Eversheds Sutherland 
Culture Audit service 
The Eversheds Sutherland Culture Audit provides firms with 
a comprehensive, tailored, business-friendly approach to 
performance improvement that is based on sound 
research principles.
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Culture Audit 
methodology
Overview

 – Stage 1: Detailed engagement with senior management 
to get a clear understanding of the relevant issues; ensure 
executive team alignment, commitment and sponsorship; 
explain and agree the detail of the proposed process, 
including the DOCS process (and how the anonymised data 
can be broken down by grade/function etc); agree an internal 
communications plan.

 – Stage 2: Carry out the DOCS survey, across the whole firm or 
relevant part of the firm, as agreed in advance.  
 
Interview key personnel, such as CEO, Board members, Heads 
of key functions.

 – Stage 3: Debrief CEO, followed by debriefing/workshop with 
CEO’s Senior Leadership Team. 

The debriefing sessions explain the main findings and 
suggestions of areas to focus on. As part of the debriefing 
sessions, we also offer to assist in (i) establishing a project 
implementation plan, including internal communications, to 
address issues that have been identified in the Culture Audit; 
and (ii) run action planning workshops and training, to ensure 
that agreed actions are implemented in a co-ordinated and 
coherent way. 
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Questions on these issues are identified and benchmarked in the DOCS survey of a firm’s staff:

These features, together with the Governance and Risk module, also identify areas of culture weaknesses 
that may give rise to misconduct risks (regarding e.g. ‘speaking up’, whether leaders ‘practice what they 
preach’, whether people are held accountable when they ignore the stated values of the firm).  

The survey

Detailed research over decades has identified four key drivers  
of high performance: clarity of mission, adaptability, involvement 
and consistency.
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How the Eversheds 
Sutherland Culture Audit 
will assist your firm 

Combines the legal and financial 
services regulatory expertise of 
Eversheds Sutherland Consulting 
with the organisational behaviour 
expertise of Denison Consulting, a 
global leader in this area.

Enables firms to address the question 
of alignment as between their stated 
mission and values and how these are 
being ‘lived’ across the organisation.

Addresses the expectation of 
regulators internationally that firms 
will track their culture.

The Culture Audit takes specific 
account of regulatory requirements 
and expectations in relation to 
governance and risk culture.

The Culture Audit provides a benchmark for  
measurable performance indicators that drive 
organisational effectiveness.

The outcome of the Culture Audit 
prioritises short-term and specific 
actions that can kick-start any work 
on further improvements regarding 
the embedding of culture and values.

The Culture Audit forms part of 
a comprehensive Culture Review 
engagement, involving preparing 
detailed action plans and priorities 
to address any issues that may 
have arisen from the Culture Audit, 
supporting, planning and executing 
feedback and training relating to the 
implementation of the action plans.
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Ciaran is a Consultant in Eversheds Sutherland 
Consulting, having joined in October 2016.

Ciaran specialises in regulatory consulting, in 
particular in the financial services sector. Prior to 
joining Eversheds Sutherland he was Deputy Head 
of Enforcement with the Central Bank of Ireland. 

Pamela is head of the firm’s Dispute Resolution 
& Litigation department. She has considerable 
experience in the conduct of inquiries, private 
and public, statutory and non-statutory.

She has a particular focus on advising professionals, 
financial service providers and regulatory bodies  
in relation to dispute management, investigations 
and claims. 

Contact

Ciaran Walker 
Consultant  
FS Regulation & Governance 

T: +353 1 6644 986 
ciaranwalker@ 
eversheds-sutherland.ie

Pamela O’Neill 
Partner 
Eversheds Sutherland 

T: +353 1 6644 241 
pamelaoneill@ 
eversheds-sutherland.ie
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