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The recent exit of long-serving employee and most recently, CEO, 
Timothy Sloan, from Wells Fargo reminds me of two lessons I learned 
about business continuity from the honeybee colony. Stay with me. 
The first is this: when a culture goes bad it is extremely difficult to 
correct it through the appointment of an insider. It is not impossible, 
as an insider may use her organization-specific knowledge to 
leverage happy pockets of cultural propriety for the greater good. 
However, organizational familiarity and extant relationships may also 
hinder earnest attempts at change. Inside the hive, the insider will be 
of the same genetic lineage as the workers and will inadvertently 
convey many of the same adverse traits of the hive that a beekeeper 

wants to rid itself of—whether the problem is an overly aggressive and territorial hive or one 
that is susceptible to disease. Often, the only way to change the culture of a colony is for 
the beekeeper to introduce a new queen into the hive to replace the old one and begin a 
new cultural chapter.  

This raises lesson number two—one that organizations should already be aware of given 
the published numbers: a preponderance of new, outside executives wash out in the first 18 
months of their tenure. And the stage for their departure is determined well in advance of 
their final farewell. As it happens, a beekeeper cannot just introduce a new leader into the 
hive and expect that everything will be fine since the bees in the hive are kin (kindred spirits 
in organizations) and the new queen is not kin. The workers surround the new queen and 
exert pressure on her until she expires in a colony event called heat-balling. If you realize 
that a hive cannot exist without a queen, the action they are taking to rid themselves of an 
intrusive outsider is dramatic and potentially self-defeating. Therefore, the beekeeper has to 
protect the queen (she is placed in a protective cage until the workers and queen eat 
through a candy stopper and, after a couple days, the queen is freed) until the workers get 
accustomed to her presence and accept her as one of their own, even though she 
ultimately will transform the complexion of the hive over time by replacing current bees with 
new ones in her own image and creating a new signature scent and culture for the colony. It 
is the beekeeper’s job to protect the queen and keep her safe. 
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Similarly, it is any board’s job to protect a new leader as they prepare plans and begin to 
take steps to change an organization. In addition to helping them navigate the treacherous 
landscape by providing guidance and the resources needed to reconfigure the organization, 
the board must help identify and vanquish the dubious self-profiteers who are waiting out 
the changes and subtly undermining the new leader’s initiatives until they can resume their 
nefarious activities. 

Getting back to Wells Fargo and efforts to cleanse that culture, the board must take three 
steps. First, it must assess the fitness of leaders throughout the enterprise, top to bottom, 
and retain those with traits and abilities that comport with the bank’s future. Second, it must 
assess the cultural risks within the organization due to “human factors” and begin to reform 
those areas of the company that have elevated risks. Third, the board needs to take 
positive steps to change the culture to one that is respectful and kind internally, and 
externally is considerate of customers’ needs. Because, if the bank fails this time, it will be 
the board’s fault. 
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