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Book Review: Above the Line 
 

Build a Culture of 
Excellence 
 
A blueprint for aligning your team or 
organization to your purposes & values 
 
Tim Stevenson 
 

“I CAME TO see, in my time at IBM, that 
culture isn’t just one aspect of the game —  
it is the game.”  
 Thus wrote Lewis V. Gerstner, Jr. in his 
memoir, Who Says Elephants Can’t Dance? 
Effective leaders have always known this, but 
the big question remains: HOW to do it? 
 Urban Meyer, head coach of The Ohio State 
University Buckeyes football team, has just 
come out with a book that chronicles their 
surprising national championship run in 2014. 

  Above the Line is 
much more than the 
celebration of a 
successful season. It is 
an excellent textbook 
on how to hardwire a 
culture from the top to 
bottom of an 
organization. The 
principles are clear, 
easy to understand, 
and applicable for  
designing and developing a healthy 
performance-based culture for any team, 
organization, or company. 
 Full disclosure: I grew up in Ohio, and my 
father was recruited by Woody Hayes to play 
football at Ohio State in 1951. That ended 
after his freshman year, when he left school to 
marry Mom and go to work, and I arrived a 
year later. I could sing all the university songs 
before kindergarten. So yes, I’m a Buckeye 
fan, but you don’t have to be one, or even a 
football fan to benefit from this book. I’m 
happy to recommend it to any of my 
individual clients or client companies. 
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The thinking behind the system 
 
 The title of the book comes from a 
philosophy Meyer credits to his leadership 
consultant/coach Tim Kight: 
 

Winning behavior is intentional, on purpose, 
and skillful. It is Above the Line. But it’s 
easier to be impulsive, on autopilot, and 
resistant. This is Below the Line. 

 
 This Above or Below the Line motif works 
throughout the book, with many stories 
illustrating players and coaches as good and 
bad examples of those taking responsibility for 
their behaviors, habits, and actions. 
 The second key principle is what they call 
“the R Factor.” It is described as a formula: 

E + R = O 
Event + Response = Outcome 

 It is the recognition that no one can control 
all events. We can only choose our response to 
what happens. This principle leads to 
individuals rejecting excuses, whining, or 
blaming, instead taking responsibility for 
themselves ─ attitudes relevant in any business. 
 A three-step process for developing a 
culture is then shared: Believe it. Sell it. 
Demand it. It was a pleasant surprise to find 
that it is, in other words, the same process I 
have taught for many years. My own way of 
saying it is Define → Shape → Align. You 
must truly believe the values you want to breed 
in your organization, or you’ll never carry them 
out. Then you must sell those values, which 
requires making them clear and memorable. 
Finally demanding (or aligning) is the never-
ending, relentless insistence that people’s 
attitudes, behaviors, and processes line up with 
those beliefs. The result is a healthy, 
performance-based culture built by design. 
 This short review cannot do justice to the 
entire book, but rest assured that Meyer goes 
on to explain in detail what those values are 

and what they look like in practice. I believe 
leaders will find the principle he calls “The 
Power of the Unit” especially meaningful.  
 No leader can produce a great culture alone. 
He or she always needs what might be called 
“internal leaders”; partners who are true 
believers in the values and philosophy, selling 
and promoting them to their peers and 
subordinates. The Power of the Unit represents 
a defined process for multiplying internal 
leaders down the ranks who teach and behave 
in alignment with the desired culture. 
 If you are interested in the subject of 
culture, this book is well worth your time. Li 
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Quote Corner 
From Above the Line 

 
“Average leaders have quotes. Good leaders 
have a plan. Exceptional leaders have a 
system.” (9) 
 
“There can’t be any holdouts if you want to 
achieve your purpose, no splinter groups with 
their own agendas, or the whole thing will 
implode. Purpose is what drives all that we do, 
the high-octane fuel that energizes us.” (15) 
 
“When you are a leader, your followers are 
watching everything you do. If your aim is to 
instill a culture of accountability and to model 
Above the Line behavior, you better have the 
courage to take the bullet when it is called for.” 
(57) 
 
“Your culture message must be exceptionally 
clear: no confusion, no uncertainty, no excuses. . 
. . Let people know that adherence to the culture 
isn’t merely an expectation, it is a requirement. 
The culture is the only acceptable standard of 
performance.” (73) 
 
“It is the responsibility of the unit leader to make 
the standards of our culture clear to every player 
in his room, and get every player to fully commit 
and buy in. . . . We require our unit leaders to be 
exceptional teachers. Not tellers. Teachers.” 
(125) 
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