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When Arthur Mesher was ap-
pointed as chief executive of
Descartes Systems nearly nine
years ago, one of his first and
still most memorable acts was
to dismiss his company’s en-
tire sales staff.

For the head of the Water-
loo, Ont.-based software com-
pany, it was a decision entirely
motivated by culture — or,
more precisely, by the exist-
ence of a sick culture.

“The company was kind
of culturally bankrupt,” he
recalls. “It didn’t do what it
said it would do, and it didn’t
make customers happy. It had
a culture of selling, not serv-
ing, and we had to tear all that
down and then had to build it
back up, one humble success
at a time.”

The technology company’s
old “sales” culture was charac-
terized by selling large license
deals to big corporate clients
and quickly moving on to the
next sale. It was replaced by
what Descartes describes as a
“humble servant culture” and
new business model enabling
its customers to pay as they
receive value from products
rather than paying up front
for them.

While that shift in corpor-
ate focus was critical to a suc-
cessful turnaround under Mr.
Mesher, it was recognized that
simply stating the company
would do things differently
was not enough. “It is always
a work in progress because
culture is something you can
never forget, and companies
always gain and lose employ-
ees,” he says. “It is something

that is properly described as a
never-ending story.”

The key to Descartes’ cul-
tural transformation was a
formal framework to support
its new, service-minded ap-
proach, dubbed One Learning
Team, that outlines respon-
sibilities and expected behav-
iour from the corporation and
its employees.

The three-part cultural
framework starts with the
concept of the individual em-
ployee, represented in the
“One” of the One Learning
Team title. It defines an em-
ployee’s role and responsibil-
ity in the organization.

Mr. Mesher believed from
his early days with the far-
flung technology company
that the organization not only
required a cultural change but
needed to make the changes
well understood by staff, to
ensure the new approach was
a lasting one. “We have always
said that in our company we
will never be worth more than
the sum of our parts, since we
are a collection of many differ-
ent acquisitions and experi-
ences with customers,” he ex-
plains. “If we are not a learn-
ing company, we will never be
worth more than the individ-
ual experiences.”

Shifting the culture from
selling to service also involved
the introduction of a pro-
gram that the company called
LEARN (listening, educating,
articulating, researching and
networking). “In order to cre-
ate a learning organization
and for us to accomplish our
goals and our culture we need
you to listen, we need you to
educate others, we need you
to educate others and we need

you to articulate, to write and
publish,” Mr. Mesher says.
“We need you to research, we
need you to learn more and to
network.”

No one is an island at the
700-employee company. An
established program also calls
for every staffer to create and
deliver internally to other staff
through social media or video
learning models to explain
what they do and how. “Every-
body knows something really
well; the issue is how to teach
that to others what they do
and those are quite formalized
in our company,” Mr. Mesher
says.

The culture requirements
— and acronyms — don’t stop
with LEARN or ONE. At the
TEAM level, the company re-

quires transparency, entrepre-
neurial enthusiasm, account-
able andmetrics-driven.

It is not for the faint of
heart, however.

“We have a very large num-
ber of employees who have
been here 10 years and more
and we get rid of people pretty
fast, too,” says Mr. Mesher.
“Whenever we buy businesses,
there are some people that fit
and other people who don’t
fit.”

Given that Descartes is an
international leader in the de-
velopmentof logisticssoftware

designed to allow businesses
to operate more efficiently, it
should not be a surprise that
it would seek to make the hu-
man side of its operations as
clear and straightforward as
possible.

Since establishing its com-
prehensive culture framework
the company has enjoyed con-
secutive years of exceeding
revenue and profit expecta-
tions.

“Formalizing what you be-
lieve your culture should be,
we think was very important,”
Mr. Mesher says. “We have
never missed a quarter in nine
years, we are very account-
able, very metrics-driven. It is
pervasive in the culture, and
it is something that is cast in
stone.”

Descartes’ financial results
tell the tale: The first fiscal
year under its new CEO was
ugly, with a loss of $55.3-mil-
lion on revenue of $46.4-mil-
lion as the company trimmed
staff and refocused its busi-
ness. For its most recently
completed fiscal year, ended
Jan. 31, 2012, the company
earned $12-million (up from
$11.5-million the year before)
on revenue of $114-million
(compared with $99.2-million
the prior year).

Creating that “metrics-driv-
en culture” by laying out pre-

cisely what is expected from
both management and staff
has served Descartes well, its
CEO says.

“It is something that’s cast
in stone, it is defined,” he says.
“I believe that leaders need to
create frameworks to which
managers can manage so that
leaders don’t tell managers
what to do.”

Mr. Mesher contends that
employees have three distinct
requirements from their job:
employees want to know that
what they do makes a differ-
ence and the companymakes a
difference; they want to know
that what they do individually
makes a difference; and that
they want to work with some
degree of autonomy.

To a certain extent, the
most important part of Mr.
Mesher’s job was completed
not long after the time he was
promoted in the CEO’s job at
Descartes, when he outlined
his strategic vision for the
company and the culture that
he wanted to instill. Much of
the rest of the work involved
getting out of people’s way.

“I have a strategic plan
that is nine years old, I have
a culture framework that
is nine years old and these
frameworks are what I offer
as a leader, and then there are
tools for management to exe-
cute,” he explains.

“And then I don’t have to
tell anyone what to do. They
can do whatever they want as
long as they kind of stay with-
in the framework.”

Descartes’ cultural change
has also been successful be-
cause it is closely tied to the
company’s strategy. Plenty of
organizations lay out require-

ments for integrity and trust-
worthiness and other buzz-
words, Mr. Mesher says, but
theymay just be empty words.

“I think that we have a cul-
ture framework that really
embraces the strategy of our
company,” he says. “Because
our aim is to network mul-
tiple companies together to
create one network that inte-
grates everyone together. So
our culture of One Learning
Team is directly related to the
execution strategy of our com-
pany, which is to network our
customers into one learning
team.

“It is easy to say ‘Be nice to
everybody,’ or ‘be courteous;’
sometimes I read these and
think, how does it make you
win?”

Perhaps not surprisingly,
Descartes has formal process-
es in place to measure how
well it is doing in following its
strategic and cultural plans,
as well as how it is ultimately
helping its end customers.

The company carries out
traditional performance
evaluation programs internal-
ly and externally, and it runs
a customer success program
for customers. Employees
who work on successful pro-
grams for customers are also
rewarded in an effort to more
closely tie end-user success of
the company’s products with
those who help create or de-
liver them.

“When we give out awards
during our annual meetings
for our customers, our em-
ployees awards are given out
at the same time,” he says. “It
communicates the message
that we are all in this togeth-
er.”

The companywas kind of culturally bankrupt. It didn’t do what it said
it would do and it didn’t make customers happy. It had a culture of sell-
ing, not serving, and we had to tear all that down and then had to build
it back up, one humble success at a time— ArthurMesher,CEO
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QUALITY A NEVER-ENDING STORY
DES C A R T E S S Y S T E M S

If we are not a learning company,
we will never be worthmore than

the individual experiences

Descartes CEO ArthurMesher institutedmassive changes at the company upon his arrival, to underscore the need to institute a culture that favoured the customer.
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