Play to Win: Building a B.O.L.D. Culture at Scale
A Case Study of Organizational Values Design 
with Columbus Recreation and Parks Department

Executive Summary
Columbus Recreation & Parks Department partnered with Creating Community, LLC to design a unified set of organizational values to guide employees across diverse roles, locations, and employment types. With approximately 450 full-time team members and approximately 1,700 part-time team members, the department required more than a traditional “values exercise.” They needed a shared foundation strong enough to align leadership decisions, frontline actions, and organizational priorities across a complex public service environment.

The result was B.O.L.D. - a clear, actionable values framework supported by a comprehensive implementation strategy designed for long-term cultural impact rather than short-term enthusiasm.

B.O.L.D. stands for:
· Build Strong Connections
· Own the Moment
· Lift Each Other Up
· Dependable on Purpose

Over 18 months, we led a multi-phase process that emphasized deep listening, broad participation, behavioral translation, leadership alignment, and sustained activation. The work moved beyond defining values to building the systems, tools, and leadership capacity necessary to bring them to life.

The Challenge: Culture Across a Large, Diverse Workforce
Columbus Recreation & Parks Department serves one of the largest cities in the United States (currently ranked 14th in the U.S.), operating a wide range of facilities, programs, and community services. Staff roles span administration, recreation programming, operations, maintenance, athletics, aquatics, community engagement, and more. Many employees work in separate locations, and some rarely interact with colleagues outside their immediate teams.

Like many large public service organizations, the department’s size and reach created natural complexity, including:
· Diverse teams operating across numerous facilities and service areas.
· Seasonal staffing patterns that significantly expand the workforce at peak times.
· A range of leadership approaches is shaped by different functions and experiences.
· The need for a consistent framework to guide decisions and interactions across the organization.

Leadership recognized that simply publishing values would not create meaningful change. They sought a process that would reflect employees' voices, build ownership across the organization, and translate ideals into practical guidance for daily decisions.

Why Traditional Values Efforts Often Fall Short
Many organizations invest time in selecting aspirational words, only to see them fade into the background of everyday operations. Common pitfalls include:
· Values created by a small leadership group without broad input.
· Generic language that lacks relevance to daily work.
· One-time rollout events without sustained follow-through.
· No translation into observable behaviors.
· Lack of integration into systems such as meetings, recognition, hiring, or decision-making.

Columbus Recreation & Parks Department wanted something different, a set of values that would be understood, used, and experienced, not simply displayed.

The Approach: Designed, Not Declared
Creating Community, LLC guided the department through a structured process built on the principle that culture cannot be imposed; it must be designed with the people who live it.

Phase 1: Listening and Discovery
This project followed a clear principle: Culture is not announced. It is architected. This phase helped ensure the final values would feel authentic rather than imposed.

The process began with extensive engagement across the organization. Input was gathered from employees at multiple levels, functions, and locations to understand both the strengths of the existing culture and the realities of daily work. The listening and discovery phase included:

· 1:1 conversation with 60 senior leaders
· Cross-level engagement sessions with 300+ employees
· Surveys and qualitative input
· Cross-sectional updates to ensure alignment and transparency
· Leadership alignment sessions
· Thematic analysis identifying cultural strengths and friction points

The goal was not to invent values from scratch, but to surface what already mattered to employees and identify themes that could unite the organization.

Phase 2: Co-Creation of the B.O.L.D. Values
Insights from the discovery process informed the development of four core values that reflected the department’s identity, aspirations, and operational realities.

The acronym was deliberate. B.O.L.D. signals action, ownership, and confidence.

But what made it powerful was not the acronym. It was the behavioral translation. Each value was defined in terms of:
· Observable behaviors
· Decision filters
· Meeting language
· Recognition standards

For example:
Build Strong Connections: We build alignment and understanding through clear and purposeful communication. 
· We share information openly to keep everyone aligned with our goals.
· We build trust by communicating with transparency and addressing concerns proactively.
· We advance collaboration through clear, respectful, and solution-focused discussions.
· We reflect shared values in communication by promoting positivity and strengthening team cohesion.
· We welcome diverse ideas and differing opinions with curiosity and care.

Phase 3: Building the Values Integration Plan
To ensure long-term impact, Creating Community, LLC designed a comprehensive implementation roadmap. Rather than relying on a single launch event, the department adopted a layered strategy to embed B.O.L.D. into everyday operations.

Key components included:
· A B.O.L.D. Values Ambassador program to champion the work across divisions.
· Communication strategies to reinforce the language of B.O.L.D.
· Integration into meetings and team discussions.
· Recognition initiatives tied to value-based behaviors.
· Tools and resources to support ongoing use.

This approach positioned values as a living framework rather than a static statement.

Phase 4: Activation and Culture Momentum
Sustaining culture change requires visible reinforcement over time. Activation efforts focused on helping employees experience B.O.L.D. in meaningful ways rather than simply hearing about it.

Initiatives emphasized storytelling, recognition, leadership modeling, and opportunities for cross-department connection. The values were positioned as guides for both internal collaboration and external service to the community.


Outcomes and Early Impact
While culture change is an ongoing process, several early outcomes became evident:
· A shared language for discussing expectations and behaviors.
· Stronger connection between leadership intent and frontline experience.
· Enhanced recognition of employees demonstrating values in action.

Most importantly, employees began referencing the values in conversations, planning discussions, and daily work - a sign that the framework was becoming embedded rather than symbolic.

What Made This Effort Distinctive
Several factors contributed to the strength of the B.O.L.D. initiative:
· Broad participation: Employees at multiple levels had opportunities to contribute, building ownership through a variety of engagement strategies, including 1:1 calls and meetings, group engagement sessions, and surveys.
· Practical translation: Values were defined in terms of real behaviors, not abstract ideals.
· Leadership commitment: Senior leaders actively supported and modeled the work.
· System integration: Implementation focused on embedding values into existing processes rather than adding separate initiatives.
· Focus on sustainability: The approach prioritized long-term culture development over quick wins.

Lessons for Other Organizations
The experience of the Columbus Recreation & Parks Department highlights several insights applicable to any organization seeking meaningful culture change:
· Values must be experienced consistently to influence behavior.
· Broad engagement builds credibility and ownership.
· Implementation planning is as important as defining the values themselves.
· Leadership modeling determines whether values gain traction.
· Culture work is not a one-time project but an ongoing practice.

About Creating Community, LLC
Creating Community partners with organizations to design intentional leadership and culture systems that strengthen alignment, engagement, and performance. Through consulting, training, and strategic facilitation, the firm helps teams move beyond aspirational statements toward practical, sustainable culture change.  
