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Abstract of Dissertation 

Historically Speaking: A Case Study of the Organizational Identity Dynamics 
of an Iconic American Brand After Acquisition 

 
During a major organizational change, according to Albert and Whetten (1985), 

organizational members engage in the self-reflective question: Who are we as an 

organization? This study examined two of the four dynamic processes—reflecting and 

expressing of culture and identity—documented in Hatch and Schultz’s (2002) 

organizational identity dynamics model and explored organizational history as heritage 

symbols, traditional cultural practices, and memory forms (Hatch & Schultz, 2017). It 

addressed the research question: What role does organizational history play in the 

organizational identity dynamics of a legacy company following a major acquisition? 

A qualitative case study approach was used. The site was the Fortune 200 

company Sherwin-Williams, which just completed its largest acquisition in 2017. Data 

were collected through 12 face-to-face interviews with Sherwin-Williams’ senior leaders; 

observations at the corporate headquarters and at Sherwin-Williams’ corporate museum; 

organizational documents; and physical artifacts. Data analysis involved an iterative 

process with continuous triangulation between primary and secondary data.  

Findings showed that after the acquisition of The Valspar Corporation in 2017—

which emerged as a critical event from the data analysis—Sherwin-Williams utilized 

traditional cultural practices and memory forms to sustain its identity as an organization 

that utilizes conservative business practices to achieve strong financial performance, 

which ultimately benefits customers, employees, shareholders, and the community. 

Sherwin-Williams was able to reinforce and sustain its five identity claims and five 
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values by utilizing organizational history, including three critical events, memory forms, 

and three traditional culture practices. 

Three conclusions were drawn. First, during organization change, organizational 

identity is challenged (Albert & Whetten, 1985), and at this pivot point, organizational 

history can be utilized to either sustain organizational identity or open the organization’s 

identity to changes. Second, in navigating critical events such as mergers and acquisitions 

or major leadership transitions, organizational leaders can be more successful in the long 

term if they have a deep understanding of the dynamics that exist between organizational 

history and organizational identity. Third, all different types of organizational history, 

including stories (i.e., critical events), traditional cultural practices, memory forms, and 

the founders, have in important role in organizational identity dynamics. The study offers 

implications for theory, recommendations for practice, and suggestions for future 

research. 
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CHAPTER 4: 

FINDINGS 

Utilizing case study methodology, this research study explored the role of 

organizational history within the organizational identity dynamics of a Fortune 500 

company during the 1-year time period after a major acquisition. The Valspar acquisition, 

completed on June 1, 2017, marked the largest acquisition in Sherwin-Williams’ 152-

year history. During such a change, according to Albert and Whetten (1985), 

organizational members engage in the self-reflective question: Who are we as an 

organization? This chapter presents results of the examination of two of the four dynamic 

integrated processes—reflecting and expressing of culture and identity—documented in 

the left-hand side of Hatch and Schultz’s (2002) organizational identity dynamics model 

and the exploration of organizational history as heritage symbols, traditional cultural 

practices, and memory forms, according to Hatch and Schultz (2017) and critical events 

(Casey, 2018). In doing so, this chapter responds to the study’s research question: What 

role does organizational history play in the organizational identity dynamics of a legacy 

company following a major acquisition? 

This chapter reports on the results of the data analysis. As mentioned in chapter 3, 

the rigorous coding process led to 1763 unique codes, from which 96 code groups were 

created. Fifteen themes from the 96 group codes emerged and were triangulated with 

other data sources, including document and artifact review and observations. These 

fifteen themes and related number of codes are listed in Table 4.1. For more detail on the 

coding process and the fifteen themes, refer to Appendix F, which provides a summary of 
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the coding process strategy and a detailed list of 96 code groups that led to the fifteen 

themes. 

Table 4.1 
Themes from the Data Analysis 

Theme Codes 
1. Business strategy 68 
2. Business strategy—growth 102 
3. Commemoration 38 
4. Founders 5 
5. Heritage symbol 13 
6. Historic event 66 
7. Identity claim  152 
8. Identity claim—care 96 
9. Image 12 
10. Legacy 32 
11. Memory form 17 
12. Valspar—identity claim 3 
13. Value 334 
14. Value—excellence initiatives 18 
15. Value—leadership 35 

 
 

This chapter opens by introducing the Sherwin-Williams Company and providing 

an overview of its 152-year history through its nine presidents and their 

accomplishments. Also provided in this introductory section is an explanation of why the 

2017 Valspar acquisition was a critical historical event for understanding Sherwin-

Williams’ organizational identity in 2018. The chapter then documents identity claims, 

value statements, and critical historical events, all of which are identified from the 

study’s primary data source, interviews with senior leaders, as well as secondary data 

sources including documents, the corporate museum, and the corporate website. The 

chapter closes by utilizing these findings to answer the study’s research question. 



 

 6 

The Sherwin-Williams Company 

The Sherwin-Williams Company was founded in 1866 by two young men, Henry 

Sherwin and his business partner Edward Williams, in Cleveland, Ohio. More than 150 

years later in 2018, Sherwin-Williams has grown to be a global leader in the manufacture, 

development, distribution, and sale of paint, coatings, and related products to 

professional, industrial, commercial, and retail customers. The 2017 annual report noted 

net sales of $14.9 billion, net income from continuing operations of $1.92 billion, and 

more than 60,000 employees worldwide. Also documented in the 2017 annual report, 

Sherwin-Williams has an extensive retail presence throughout the Americas, with 4,267 

company-operated stores in the United States, Canada, and the Caribbean; 353 stores 

throughout Latin America, plus more than 700 dedicated dealer outlets in that region; and 

a growing service capability in Europe and the Asia/Pacific region. Sherwin-Williams 

conducts business in more the 100 countries around the world and has 290 company-

operated general industrial, industrial wood, protective marine, and automotive branches. 

It also runs a highly efficient global supply chain operation, which entails 84 

manufacturing plants and distribution centers across the globe (2017 annual report; 

Cooke, 2016). 

Best known for its iconic American brand, “Cover the Earth,” Sherwin-Williams 

has delivered 39 consecutive years of increased dividend returns to shareholders (since 

1979), as reported in its May 2018 financial community meeting. Using Sherwin-

Williams’ nine presidents and their accomplishments as an organizing framework, this 

section provides an overview of the history of an American company that grew from a 

single storefront business to a leading global enterprise. The description relies primarily 
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on the 150th anniversary history book written by Cooke (2016) and curated by a 

corporate history consultancy; when that source also quotes additional sources, the 

original source is indicated, and any other sources are also noted. Photographs from the 

Sherwin-Williams corporate museum (The Sherwin-Williams Center of Excellence 

created in 2004) are also utilized as a source in this section. This section sets the 

foundation for communicating the study’s findings that include identity claims, value 

statements, critical events, and the role history plays in the organizational identity of 

Sherwin-Williams 1 year following the acquisition of Valspar.  

The Founders  

In July, 1866, I quite unexpectedly dropped into the paint business. . . . I did not 
realize what it would lead to. . . . This one was at the time the least remunerative 
of the three [a bank, a drug business, and a paint operation], but it was the one 
which in my youthful strength and ambition gave promise of a future greater than 
others. I had almost no capital. It consisted principally in health, ambition and a 
few years of such experience as many boys get who must work their own way in 
the world. —Henry Sherwin (as cited in Cooke, 2016, p. 4) 

Sherwin-Williams’ 150th anniversary celebration book (Cooke, 2016) stated that 

in 1866, only 6 years after his arrival in Cleveland, Ohio, via Vermont, Henry Sherwin 

invested his savings of $2,000 (equivalent to $31,584 in 2018; www.in2013dollards.com) 

in a small business: Truman Dunham and Company, which sold painters’ pigments, 

linseed oil, and related products. By 1870 the partnership was dissolved, and Henry 

Sherwin was left with the paint business to run. “I looked about for new partners to help 

me carry the load which I had assumed” (Cooke, 2016, p. 4). As a result, Sherwin 

partnered with Edward Williams and Alanson Osborn on this new venture that became 

the Sherwin-Williams Company. With the store located on Superior Avenue in 

Cleveland, Ohio, Henry Sherwin and Edward Williams set in motion a paint company. 
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The 150th anniversary book described Henry Sherwin as a fierce, independent 

thinker with an entrepreneurial spirit, who had made a decision to leave his home state of 

Vermont for a better future and to invest his life savings in the paint business. Cooke 

(2016) further stated that Sherwin chose the painting business over a bank and a drug 

business, not for what the paint business represented at the time, but for the growth 

opportunity it embodied. Last, Cooke (2016) described the types of men Sherwin 

surrounded himself with to build the painting business in 1866, including cofounder 

Edward Williams, a Phi Beta Kappa graduate of Western Reserve University. An 

example of Williams’ abilities was illustrated in the Sherwin-Williams employee 

magazine The Chameleon: “His most prominent characteristic was thoroughness. He had 

the power and ability to grasp things in their detail and to carry them through 

unyieldingly to a successful completion” (as cited in Cooke, 2016, p. 5). Cooke (2016) 

described their complementary personalities:  

Their personalities gave the new business a productive counterbalance. Sherwin 
was methodical, quiet, soft-spoken and reserved; it was said that he could enter a 
room unnoticed. By contrast, Williams possessed a large, congenial bearing, 
vocally and physically demonstrative in his enthusiasm. Sherwin’s extraordinary 
meticulousness contributed more to daily business processes, while Williams’ 
gregariousness made him a natural salesman. (p. 6) 

Together, the two built a very profitable business and laid the foundation for 

future growth. Moreover, they had a shared view in the “fearlessness of hard work and a 

deep belief that everyone in the firm was valuable and deserved respect” (Cooke, 2016, 

p. 5). As Cooke (2016) stated, “It was very clear early on that Sherwin and Williams 

were determined to make principles and values fundamental to the company’s character” 

(p. 6).  
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During America’s industrial revolution, the innovation of ready-made paint 

required Sherwin-Williams and Company to entirely rethink its core product and the 

manufacturing process, as well as change the public’s view of purchasing paint and its 

related application materials, as stated by Cooke (2016). Cooke (2016) further indicated 

that while an Ohio competitor, D. R. Averill, had been granted the first patent for ready-

made paint in 1867, the product was not accepted by the public. Henry Sherwin decided 

to develop a superior product. Sherwin invested in an engineer and a manufacturing 

facility in Cleveland with a stone mill capable of grinding pigment to the finest particles, 

which was patented in 1876 (Figure 4.1). In 1875, Sherwin-Williams manufactured its 

own tin paint cans, and in 1877 it introduced the first resealable cans to the marketplace. 

In 1880, 14 years after its inception, Sherwin-Williams manufactured its first can of 

Sherwin-Williams Paint (called SWP)—a high-quality, liquid paint in a variety of colors 

that was the first of its kind globally. A gallon of SWP (Figure 4.1) was opened during 

the celebration of the 50th anniversary of Sherwin-Williams in 1916 and was still intact 

36 years after its manufacture.  
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Figure 4.1. Some early artifacts of Sherwin-Williams. Left: the official 1879 patent 
certificate for the Sherwin-Williams mill for grinding pigments. Right: A gallon of SWP. 
Reprinted with permission from Cooke (2016, pp. 9 and 12). 

 

In the early years, Henry Sherwin and Edward Williams learned the paint 

business and trained their employees on its fundamental tenets. Henry Sherwin stated, “I 

was training our employees in systems, good order, and cleanliness everywhere about the 

establishment” (as cited in Cooke, 2016, p. 5).  

Further, Sherwin-Williams continued to focus on the acquisition of key people. In 

1884, the company hired a chief chemist. Percy Neyman was recruited out of the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology and given a mission: “Ensure the quality of the 

company’s ingredients and provide the product-development expertise that would enable 

Sherwin-Williams to exceed the expectations of the company’s expanding customer 

base” (Cooke, 2016, p. 12). In 1890, Sherwin-Williams hired George Ford to run the 

publicity department. It was through the work of George Ford and his team that the 

“Cover the Earth” concept emerged. In 1905, the trademark-registered Cover the Earth 
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logo officially replaced the chameleon, the company’s logo initiated by Sereno Fenn in 

1895 (Figure 4.2). 

 
 

  
Figure 4.2. Early company logos. Reprinted with permission from Cooke (2016, p. 34). 

 
 

As noted by Cooke (2016), in the 1880s, Sherwin-Williams began to formalize 

practices focused on employees, such as including employees in company-wide 

communications, as well as clearly communicating opportunities for career growth and 

providing employee stock ownership. “Even in the early years, sharing information 

among all levels of the organization was essential to creating an engaged workforce, as 

was the development of individual employees in order to prepare those interested in 

advancement within the organization. Henry Sherwin stated sometime around 1887: 

The work being done . . . has helped wonderfully in the [permanency] of 
employees. . . . The employees of this Company are given every possible 
opportunity for promotion, and they have the privilege of owing stock in the 
Company if they desire. Many of them avail themselves of it [and] it gives them 
an added interest in the success of the business. (as cited in Cooke, 2016, p. 14) 
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Today, 152 years later, career trajectories are shared within Sherwin-Williams’ 

management training program, Sherwin-Williams stock is 17% employee owned, and 

many employee benefits are made available to individuals and family members (senior 

leader interviews; May 2018 financial community presentation). 

As Cooke (2006) described, another example of Sherwin-Williams’ engagement 

of the workforce beyond their day-to-day jobs was the establishment of the Sherwin-

Williams Mutual Benefit Society in 1887, which offered employees health and death 

benefits. Cooke (2006) stated, “According to Sherwin, the society was started by the 

employees themselves to provide ‘sick and death benefits’, but the founder proceeded to 

note that ‘improved health conditions among employees’ led to a reduction in members’ 

dues” (p. 14). A final example of engaging the workforce as a community was provided 

by Cooke (2016), where he described that in larger Sherwin-Williams facilities, club 

rooms were made available for meetings, reading, and recreation, and some factories also 

housed public library branches with special collections of books and periodicals (p. 12). 

Furthermore, in discussing how Henry Sherwin and Edward Williams engaged 

the workforce, Cooke (2016) narrowed the conversation to Williams’ affinity to building 

relationships with employees. Cooke (2016, p. 5) noted that Williams “could often be 

found in overalls, working side by side with the men in the mixing and grinding rooms.” 

Later, he cited Edward Williams’ son’s remarks near the death of his father in 1903, “I 

have had many of the older men tell me how [my father] was able to interest himself in 

the personal affairs. . . . Many went to him about their personal business, such as life 

insurance etc., and some even about their families” (as cited in Cooke, 2016, p. 5). 
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Likewise, as highlighted in the 150th anniversary book, at the time of his death in 1903, it 

was said that Edward Williams knew every workman in the Cleveland factory by name.  

Service to the community also surfaced as a theme in the history of Sherwin-

Williams. As described by Cooke (2016), Henry Sherwin and Sereno Fenn, an early 

leader and vice president, were both delegates of the international YMCA and were 

committed to its values. Fenn was president of the Cleveland YMCA for 25 years and 

later a member of its board of directors from 1868 to 1920. With Fenn’s influence, the 

Cleveland YMCA offered free day and evening courses in 1870 and developed a full 

college curriculum in 1880 (Cooke, 2016). In 1929, the YMCA was renamed the Fenn 

College in honor of Fenn’s commitment to education. In 1964 the Fenn College was 

absorbed by the new Cleveland State University. In 2018, nearly a century after Fenn’s 

board of director commitment ended, the 22-story art deco Fenn Tower is known as the 

Fenn School of Engineering at the Cleveland State University (Cooke, 2016, p. 8). 

In 1888, Sherwin-Williams made its first corporate purchase of the Calumet Paint 

Company of Chicago to service the growing railroad industry, specifically the Pullman 

Palace Car Company. This provided Sherwin-Williams with an entrée into the growing 

manufacturing business of horse-drawn buggies and carriages. This acquisition 

illuminates a strategic move into the nonarchitectural coatings business, described as 

“intelligent risk-tasking” and as “an ambitious goal but quite reasonably within the 

capabilities of a company built around hard work and discipline” (Cooke, 2016, p. 17). 

By 1890, two years following the acquisition, Sherwin-Williams had its first seven-figure 

year. 
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To expand its business presence outside the United States, Sherwin-Williams 

created an agency relationship with Canadian paint company Walter H. Cottingham 

Company, and in 1897 the two companies merged. Founder and President Henry Sherwin 

stated that expanding the organization in other parts of the world was important to him 

(Cooke, 2016). Following the 1897 merger, Sherwin brought Cottingham to Cleveland to 

head up Sherwin-Williams’ operations. In 1903, following Edwards Williams’ death, 

Cottingham became vice president. 

In 1881, Sherwin-Williams held its first annual meeting of sales representatives 

and managers to communicate its business strategy and corporate news. Cottingham 

increased the membership of these meetings to include additional leaders from around the 

company and expanded the content to include financial results and projections and 

business presentations with engaged discussions. In 1897, organizational communication 

was a priority for Sherwin and Cottingham (Cooke, 2016). In 1897 they chose to 

communicate via the Chameleon, a monthly newsletter with a mission from Henry 

Sherwin “to keep everyone in the organization interested in what the company is doing as 

a whole” (Cooke, 2016, p. 24).  

The Nine Presidents and Their Accomplishments 

In 1909, Cottingham succeeded Sherwin as president (Cooke, 2016). Table 4.2 

lists all nine presidents in the company’s history and summarizes their accomplishments. 

This summary provides a framework for the reader to continue to follow Sherwin-

Williams’ 152-year history.  
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Table 4.2 
Sherwin-Williams Leadership: The Nine Presidents and Their Accomplishments 

President 
and CEO Years  Accomplishments 

1. Henry 
Sherwin 

1866-1909 
(45 years) 

• Cofounder; invented the mill to produce the highest-quality 
ready-made paint, which was sold in resealable tin cans, also 
invented by SHW. 

• Set the foundation of business operating principles that 
reflected SHW organizational identity and built a rich culture. 

2. Walter  
Cottingham 1909-1922 

(13 years) 
• Joined SHW via Sherwin-Williams/Cottingham alliance in 

Montreal, Canada, which resulted in a merger in 1897. 
• Solidified and communicated business operating identity and 

principles, preparing for exponential growth. 
3. George  

Martin 1922-1940 
(18 years) 

• Joined SHW after their first acquisition and manufacturing 
facility outside of Cleveland in 1888 with The Calumet 
Painting Company. 

• Revitalized and expanded the SHW store; central to the 
strategy was the support given to employees and customers. 

4. Arthur  
Steudel 1940-1960 

(20 years) 
• Initiated Kem-Tone and rollers. 
• Ushered SHW through American suburbanization, the largest 

cultural shift in the 20th century. 
5. E. Colin  

Baldwin 1960-1969 
(9 years) 

• Brought SHW to 178th in the Fortune 500, the place it holds 
in 2018. 

• Was Harvard Business School educated and served as 
Steudel’s assistant. 

• Acquired companies, but also acquired a large debt load and 
distracted focus from the core business. 

6. Walter  
Spencer 1969-1978 

(10 years) 
• Initiated a new organizational structure to save money and be 

nimble.  
• Replaced “Cover the Earth” logo in 1975 with new logo. 
• Initiated a new distribution strategy, with paint sold only in 

Sherwin-Williams stores. 
• Navigated serious financial turmoil. 

7. Jack 
Breen* 

1979-1999 
(20 years) 

• Avoided a hostile takeover by conglomerate Gulf & Western 
in 1979. 

• Returned the company to its roots: conservative business 
practices and focus on people, reinforced by new 
organizational structure. 

• Indicated that smart people and hard work equal success. 
• Returned the 75-year trademarked Cover the Earth logo in 

1981. 
• Implemented the first management training program in 1983. 
• Once financially solvent, continued to make strategic 

acquisitions. 
• Increased market value of common stock from $142 million 

to $4.3 billion between 1979 and 2000.  
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President 
and CEO Years  Accomplishments 

8. Chris 
Connor 

1999-2016 
(17 years) 

• Continued to drive company growth based on the foundation 
Jack Breen rebuilt. 

• Introduced company-wide strategic initiatives to achieve 
medium-term goals 10 × 10 ($10B by 2010) and Team 150. 

• Institutionalized cross-functional excellence programs (e.g., 
operational excellence, innovation excellence, financial 
excellence, marketing excellence, leadership excellence) to 
reinforce continuous improvement to enable medium-term 
goal achievement. 

• Responsible for the greatest financial run in SHW history; 
stock price increased from $21 in 1999 to $260 in 2015. 

• Had a record number of successful integrations of 
acquisitions. 

• Was named by Harvard Business Review as one of the 100 
top-performing CEOs. 

• Opened the Sherwin-Williams Center of Excellence 
(corporate museum) at the headquarters in Cleveland, Ohio in 
2004. 

• Led the 150th anniversary celebration for Sherwin-Williams 
in 2016. 

9. John 
Morikis 

2016-
present 

• First president to enter SHW through its management training 
program in 1985, established by seventh president Jack 
Breen. 

• Closed Valspar acquisition in June 2017, SHW’s largest to 
date:  
- global leader for the development, manufacture, and sale 

of paint, coatings, and related products to professional, 
industrial, commercial, and retail customers. 

- 60,000 employees 
- business in more than 100 countries around the globe 

• Implemented a new organizational structure composed of 
three main business units led by legacy SHW and Valspar 
leaders. 

• Increased cash dividend 1.2% to $3.40 per share (39th 
consecutive year of increased dividend to shareholders). 

Note. SHW indicates Sherwin-Williams. Sources: 150th anniversary book (Cooke, 2016), senior 
leader interviews, and annual reports. 
*The only president who was not a long-tenured employee before becoming president.  
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Walter Cottingham became Sherwin-Williams’ second president following Henry 

Sherwin’s retirement and held that position until 1922. Cooke (2016) stated that 

Cottingham was initially attracted to Sherwin-Williams for its shared values, “splendid 

principles and sound and aggressive methods” (p. 22). Cottingham was known for his 

business morals and positioned the company for growth. He was a prolific writer, and his 

messages noted Henry Sherwin’s mission “to create an engaged workforce that deeply 

understood how Sherwin-Williams’ values drove the company’s success” (Cooke, 2016, 

p. 24). Among his writings were The Representative’s Hand Book, 1907; Editorial 

Messages, 1916; and the Sherwin-Williams Code of Principles, 1907 (Figure 4.3). Cooke 

(2016) noted that he used these publications to steer or influence the workforce.  

George Martin succeeded Walter Cottingham in 1922 and served through 1940. In 

1888, the Chicago-based Calumet Paint Company was acquired by Sherwin-Williams 

and became “the company’s first manufacturing facility outside of Cleveland” (Cooke, 

2016, p. 17). Cooke (2016) stated that Martin, who came from the Midwestern state of 

Wisconsin and had humble beginnings, was encouraged to join Sherwin-Williams by 

Henry Sherwin in 1891 to run their newly acquired manufacturing facility in Chicago. 

Martin held several leadership positions in Chicago before coming to Cleveland in 1921 

as the company’s vice president and general manager; he became president of Sherwin-

Williams the next year (Cooke, 2016, p. 40).  
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Figure 4.3. Early documents guiding the company: (a) The Representative’s Hand Book; 
(b) Editorial Messages; and (c) The Sherwin-Williams Code of Principles. The Hand 
Book image is reprinted with permission from Cooke (2016), and the other two images 
are reprinted with permission from The Sherwin-Williams Center of Excellence. 

 

As the third president of Sherwin-Williams, Martin, like Cottingham before him, 

has a long tenure; he was with the organization from 1891 to 1940. From 1922 when he 

began his tenure as CEO, he revitalized and grew the retail store business segment 

(Cooke, 2016). He created a handbook for store managers and sales representatives called 

the Retail Store Handbook. The book focused on customer service and customer-

relationship management. For instance: “A store may have the best of everything in 
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merchandise, delivery or anything else, but if politeness combined with kindness is 

lacking, the store will not progress nor in fact last very long” (as cited in Cooke, 2016, 

p. 39).  

Another example of this focus on the customer was this quote from Martin that 

was included in the 150th anniversary book: “Give the same attention and treatment to 

the shabbily dressed as you do to the well-dressed. They may have their money tied up in 

houses, which need painting, instead of clothes” (Martin, as cited in Cooke, 2016, p. 41). 

Lastly, Cooke (2016) noted that Martin saw store employees as brand ambassadors and 

relationship builders, charged with carrying the promise of the Sherwin-Williams Paint 

from the manufacturing factory floor to the customers. This view “reflects the company’s 

first steps towards creating the comprehensive, customer-centered role that stores play 

today” (Cooke, 2016, p. 41).  

Martin provided education and support for store employees. He also offered 

education and support for customers when he introduced the House Painting Guide in 

1923. Touted as “the biggest idea that has hit the paint and varnish business in fifty 

years” (Cooke, 2016, p. 43), Sherwin-Williams’ House Painting Guide not only sold 

paint, but also offered directions and advice to homeowners. Moreover, “Building 

confidence and trust was and remains critical to a company devoted to quality, which by 

necessity comes at a premium [price]” (Cooke, 2016, p. 43). A complementary part of 

this retail business strategy was the introduction of the Sherwin-Williams Paint and 

Colors Style Guide in 1941.  

The fourth Sherwin-Williams president, Arthur Steudel, rose through the business 

ranks of Sherwin-Williams starting in 1907 at the age of 16. By the time of his 
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presidency in 1940, Cooke described Steudel as an expert in sales and chemical sales; 

Steudel also led Sherwin-Williams in its support of the U.S. military during World War II 

(Cooke, 2016). In 1941, Sherwin-Williams introduced Kem-Tone (Figure 4.4), a modern 

paint initially developed as a solution to a materials shortage, which became the go-to 

paint for American suburban homeowners. Along with Kem-Tone in 1941 came the first 

Roller-Koater (Figure 4.4)—a do-it-yourself applicator for paint—which introduced a 

new business segment for Sherwin-William (e.g., do-it-yourself).  

 

  
Figure 4.4. Early products of the company. Left to right: Kem-Tone Paint and first 
Roller-Koater, 1941. Photos taken at the Sherwin-Williams Center of Excellence. 
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During his two-decade leadership 

from 1940 to 1960, Steudel navigated 

Sherwin-Williams through the shift to 

developing suburbs in the United States 

(Cooke, 2016). The GI Bill following 

World War II offered educational 

opportunities to many. At the same time, 

Time magazine’s July 1950 cover story 

about William Levitt, the architect of the 

American suburb, boasted the headline: 

“For Sale: A New Way of Life” (Cooke,  

 

Figure 4.5. Manager recruitment brochure.  

2016, p. 59). With 15 years of growth in the architectural market, Sherwin-Williams went 

from managing 400 stores in 1948 to managing 1,500 stores in 1965 (Cooke, 2016, p. 

60). With this growth, the sales manager role became more important to the company. 

This was highlighted in a store manager recruitment brochure from 1950 (Figure 4.5). As 

Cooke (2016) stated, “The value of the Sherwin-Williams brand depended greatly on the 

people in the stores, and the company took great care to recruit store managers who 

identified with their customers and understood their needs” (p. 65).  

The Sherwin-Williams stores prospered from 1945 to 1960 and corporate sales 

quadrupled. By the time E. Colin Baldwin became the fifth president of Sherwin-

Williams in 1960, company sales were at approximately $500 million, with 1,850 brand 

offices and 33,000 dealers. Sherwin-Williams was ranked 178th on the Fortune 500 list 

of industrial companies (Cooke, 2016, p. 73). 
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Baldwin, the fifth president of Sherwin-Williams, also had a long tenure, being an 

employee from 1946 to 1969. However, unlike the CEOs before him, Baldwin came to 

Sherwin-Williams with a master’s degree in business administration from the Harvard 

Business School. This management education allowed Baldwin to bypass the traditional 

point of entry into Sherwin-Williams, which included on-the-job training; instead, he 

worked directly in the office of the president for Steudel (Cooke, 2016). In 1966, with 

Baldwin at its helm, Sherwin-Williams celebrated its 100th anniversary with no debt, 

high sales, and consistent dividends to shareholders (Cooke, 2016, p. 75). At the same 

time, the company’s growth had slowed and Baldwin enacted a 4-year $120 million 

capital investment strategy focused on expansion and diversification, including  

a new factory in Morrow, Georgia; a new container plant in Elgin, Illinois; two 
sophisticated chemical plants for non-paint users; early phases of the Steudel 
Technical Center; . . . [the acquisition of] Maumee Chemicals, a producer of 
saccharin and other compounds, as well as Sprayon Products of Ohio, a 
manufacturer of high-quality aerosols; . . . and [the acquisition] of Osborn 
Manufacturing of Ohio, a producer of power-driven brushes and custom-made 
foundry equipment. (Cooke, 2016, p. 76) 

While acquisitions were successful, Baldwin’s capital investment strategy 

required a debt strategy. Cooke (2016) stated that this was the first such strategy in 

Sherwin-Williams history. Furthermore, Baldwin moved Sherwin-Williams away from 

its core business and its focus on cash management.  

In 1969, Walter Spencer, the sixth CEO, took the reins of Sherwin-Williams as 

the youngest president in the company’s history. Spencer was also a long-tenured 

member of the organization (1949 to 1979), beginning as a chemist and then a plant 

operator. Prior to becoming CEO, Spencer was general manager of manufacturing and 

vice president of operations (Cooke, 2016, p. 79) 
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To illustrate the changes that occurred during Spencer’s tenure, Cooke (2016) 

utilized Spencer’s words: “From the beginning of his tenure, he [Spencer] knew his job 

was to ‘inject large doses of innovation and vitality’ into the company and not necessarily 

‘always do what’s expected’” (p. 79). Among the many changes Spencer introduced 

during his decade as president from 1969 to 1979 was a new organizational structure, the 

“more than a paint store” business strategy and advertising campaign, and replacement of 

the 75-year “Cover the Earth” logo to showcase Sherwin-Williams’ greater capabilities. 

Spencer faced significant financial pressure, which had been mounting since Steudel’s 

and Baldwin’s presidencies (Cooke, 2016). While architectural paint was not the only 

focus of Sherwin-Williams, “in 1975 Spencer chose to remove Sherwin-Williams paints 

from all stores except the company’s own, a controversial move laden with enormous 

risk,” which initially impacted Sherwin-Williams’ bottom line. As documented in the 

150th anniversary book, with Spencer’s move in 1975, Sherwin-Williams lost sales of 12 

million gallons of paint (10% to 15% of its total paint sale volume); however, Spencer’s 

strategic decision enabled “recapture of the brand to control the pace of growth, the 

pricing, the quality, and most importantly, restore the relationship with the customer, 

whether a home owner or painting contractor” (Cooke, 2016, p. 84). Spencer also 

initiated a business strategy to address the issues in the chemical and industrial coatings 

areas, including the automotive division, which by 1975 became Sherwin-Williams’ 

fastest growing division, marked by 20% annual growth (Cooke, 2016).  

The 150th anniversary book stated that “by 1976, Sherwin-Williams was 

essentially a highly diversified chemical company with a strong presence in the coatings 

industry. . . . [In] attempting to manage its varied business—some performing better than 
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others—it was debt laden” (p. 88). Although the company reported a first-time billion-

dollar sales year in 1977, the company reported a $8,207,000 loss in The Sherwin 

Williams 1977 Annual Report (Cooke, 2016, p. 87). Cooke summarized Sherwin-

Williams’ 1977 financial state:  

At the close of fourth quarter, Sherwin-Williams reported a loss of $8 million on 
sales of $1 billion. Compounded by a stock price that had sunk from the 40s to the 
20s, the company continued to owe $196.6 million in long-term debt. Worse still 
for a company that deeply valued its shareholders, it was unable to pay its 
dividend for the first time in its history. (p. 88) 

In March 1978, Spencer resigned as president. A long-tenured employee, William 

Fine, became interim president while the board searched for a new president. As 

Sherwin-Williams stock went from the 40s to the 20s, the conglomerate Gulf & Western 

Company sought a hostile takeover in 1978. Specifically, “on January 15, 1979, Gulf & 

Western filed its notice of intent with the Securities and Exchange Commission to 

acquire 25% of the company’s outstanding securities” (Cooke, 2016, p. 93).  

In January 1979, John “Jack” Breen was hired as Sherwin-Williams’ seventh 

president. On October 30, 1979, Jack Breen persuaded Gulf & Western to stop buying 

Sherwin-Williams stock, at which point Sherwin-Williams bought back its outstanding 

shares (13.4%) for $21 million (Cooke, 2016, p. 93). Within his first year of tenure, 

Breen reduced Sherwin-Williams’ long-term debt by $25 million, reserved $110 million, 

and doubled its accounts payable (Cooke, 2016, p. 93). In 1980, Sherwin-Williams’ 

company newsletter stated, “Dividend Doubled: Net Income Up 247% Over 1978” (as 

cited in Cooke, 2016, p. 93). Breen also returned the 75-year Cover the Earth logo in 

1980 (Figure 4.6). His mantra was “smart people and hard work equals success” (Center 

of Excellence, Jack Breen Exhibit). 
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Figure 4.6. Cover the Earth logo, 1980. 

 

The eighth CEO, Chris Connor, was a long-tenured employee (1983–2016) and 

was part of Breen’s first management training program in 1983. Connor’s presidency 

started in 1999. He was able to leverage the 1997 business results, which included an 

8.1% increase in retail store sales over the previous year to a total of $2.6 billion, and a 

9.3% increase in operating profit over the same period (Cooke, 2016, p. 108). In 2003, 

Connor set a growth plan in place called “10 by 10” (p. 119); the key target was to reach 

$10 billion in sales by the year 2010. Cooke (2016) stated that this goal was ambitious 

since “it had taken the company 135 years [to reach] $5 billion” (p. 119). To support the 

10 by 10 growth strategy, Connor initiated the company’s excellence initiatives that were 

linked to the core business principles, and in 2004 he created the Center of Excellence, 

Sherwin-Williams’ corporate museum for customers, new graduates of Sherwin-

Williams’ management training program, and the public (Cooke, 2016). Additionally, 

Connor integrated a significant number of acquisitions between 2004 and 2008 that 
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included global entry into South America and Asia (Cooke, 2016, p. 133). Table 4.3 

summarizes the significant growth under Connor’s leadership. 

Table 4.3 
Sherwin-Williams by the Numbers, 1999–2015 
 1999 2015 
Consolidated net sales $5,003,837,000 $11,339,304,000 
Net income $303,860,000 $1,053,849,000 
Diluted net income per share $1.80 $11.16 
Stock price $21.00 $259.60 
Market capitalization $3,478,935,000 $23,947,197,000 
Number of employees 25,697 40,706 
Number of stores 2,396 4,086 
Countries 24 121 
Note. From Cooke, 2016, p. 147. 
 
 

Sherwin-Williams’ leadership within the coatings industry has been recognized 

by numerous organizations in recent years (Cooke, 2016, p. 147) (Table 4.4). 

Table 4.4 
Recent Company Awards 
Source Award 
Great Place to Work Institute #5 100 Best Companies in Argentina, 2004-2011 
Cleveland Plain Dealer #9 Northeast Ohio Top 100 Workplaces, 2010–2015 
Forbes #99 World’s 100 Most Innovative Companies, 2012–2014 
ComputerWorld magazine #61 100 Best Places to Work in IT, 2009–2013 
Corporate Responsibility 
magazine 

#87 100 Best Corporate Citizens, 2010 and 2011 

Diversity Employers magazine #6 Top 100 Employers, 2011–2013 
Interbrand #27 Top 50 Most Valuable Brands in America, 2009–2014 
CANADEVI Valle de Mexico #1 Sustainable Technology Innovation, 2012–2015 
Paint & Coatings Industry 
magazine 

#3 Global Top 10 Paint and Coatings Manufacturers, 2010–
2012 

BestjobsUSA.com Top 50 Select 50 Diversity Employers, 2011–2015 
Interbrand Best Retail Brands—2012 (#26), 2013 (#25), and 2014 (#27) 
Fortune magazine 100 Best Companies to Work For, 2005–2008 
Ethisphere Institute World’s Most Ethical Companies, 2013 
IndustryWeek 50 Best U.S. Manufacturers, 2013–2015 
J.D. Power Highest in Customer Satisfaction with Paint Retailers, 2013–2015 
Note. Adapted from Cooke, 2016, p. 147. 
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In 2016, Sherwin-Williams celebrated its 150th anniversary. With a reenactment 

of its founders, thousands of employees got to meet Henry Sherwin and Edward Williams 

at a company-wide celebration (Cooke, 2006, p. 168; Center of Excellence). Also, at this 

time, Chris Connor retired, and John Morikis became the ninth president of Sherwin-

Williams on January 1, 2016. In 2017, Sherwin-Williams acquired Valspar, its largest 

acquisition to date. Valspar is noted in Sherwin-Williams’ 2017 annual report as a global 

leader in the paint and coatings industry. The consumer rating agency J. D. Power 

recognized Valspar as “Highest in Customer Satisfaction Among Exterior Paints” and 

Sherwin-Williams as “Highest in Customer Satisfaction Among Interior Paints” (Cooke, 

2016). The 2017 annual report also touted the tag line “better together.” 

The Valspar acquisition offered Sherwin-Williams greater global breadth and 

scale to compete in industrial markets and new areas, as well as access to Valspar’s state-

of-the-art technology platforms and a strong talent pool (2017 Annual Report). As a 

result, Sherwin-Williams introduced new reporting segments in 2017: the Americas 

Group, with 60.9% of total sales; the Consumer Brands Group, with 14.4% of total sales; 

and the Performance Coatings Group, with 24.7% of total sales. Figure 4.7 illustrates the 

new segments, their segment mission, some of the products sold, and their percent of 

total sales for Sherwin-Williams in 2017. 

The recounting of Sherwin-Williams’ nine presidents and their accomplishments 

provides a framework to succinctly state the activities over its 152-year history. Further, 

the findings of this research study surfaced the organizational identity claims and value 

statements of the organization and critical events in the organization’s history. The next 

sections of this chapter document the identity claims, values, and critical events that 

emerged from the data analysis, necessary for answering the study’s research question. 
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Figure 4.7. The three new organizational groups within the company and their percentage 
of total sales. Source: 2017 annual report. 
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Organizational Identity Claims 

This section documents the identity claims meeting the central, enduring, and 

distinctive (CED) criteria outlined by Albert and Whetten (1985) that emerged from the 

data analysis from the primary data source, senior leader interviews, and from secondary 

data sources including artifacts, documents, and observations. The five identity claims for 

Sherwin-Williams that emerged from this analysis are (1) care, (2) growth, (3) 

competition, (4) paint and coatings company, and (5) financial performance. Table 4.5 

summarizes these claims with selected quotes from the primary data source, senior leader 

interviews. 

 
Table 4.5 
Summary of the Five Identity Claims of Sherwin-Williams 
Identity claim Selected quotes from senior leader interviews 
1 Care • “Who is Sherwin-Williams? A group of caring, determined, and invested 

people.” 
• “There’s a lot of words that describe Sherwin-Williams . . . committed, 

aggressive, caring, collaborative.” 
• “It’s very much we care about each other.” 
• “I think it’s the focus on caring about people and wanting to see them 

develop and grow.” 
• “Those are the things that’s I think help shape a culture, help send a 

message: Hey, I care.”  
• “We need to deliver, we’re going to work hard, but know you as an 

individual is as important as you an executive.” 
• “We have this really strong and enduring commitment to developing 

people from within that’s resulted in a lot of long-tenure employees.” 
• “Our commitment to our customers’ success. The alignment, the 

partnership. The commitment that we have to understand what it is our 
customers are trying to achieve.” 

2 Growth • “The company has been very consistent in how they have treated 
customers, employees, and how they look at growth opportunities, and 
expanding the business, and making investments that are, let’s just say, 
with calculated risk and . . . intentional. . . . The history’s reflected in our 
people. But we can go back 100-plus years and say: Hey, by the way, 
they were doing very similar things. When we did the 150, we pulled our 
history out with everybody, and we showed them the consistency of 
what they did starting 150 years ago, and how today we follow a lot of 
those principles.” 

• “But just great dynamic leaders that we’ve had that put in strategies that 
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Identity claim Selected quotes from senior leader interviews 
have allowed really responsible growth.” 

• “I don’t think we’ve had a bad acquisition, but I think every acquisition 
we’ve done, we’ve got much better at because we’re very reflective of 
what we’ve done in the past. And I think that . . . our leaders, they have 
enough professional confidence to look back and learn from them as 
well.” 

•  “I think Sherwin-Williams is a growth-oriented company that, for me 
and for the people I talk to, provides a tremendous runway for people 
who want it and desire to grow, and who are competitive, have the desire 
to achieve success. It gives you that willingness to be in the competitive 
arena while building relationships with people along the way with both 
customers and employees.” 

•  “We are very deliberate as a company in the development of our 
employees, and I think we do a very nice job of making sure that we 
have the right intersection of formalized training with field activity so 
the two of them are reinforced.” 

• “To be an enduring leader in our industry who does things the right way 
with a continual pipeline of talent that has sort of grown and built from 
within. I mean that’s another part of it. I think we want there to be an 
enduring legacy, . . . succession plan, we spent an awful lot of time on 
that.” 

3 Competition • “The Sherwin culture that goes back to Henry Sherwin and Walter 
Cottingham [has a] focus on always leaning forward, always getting 
better. I don’t think that changes at all.” 

• “You can find very clear indications in the writings of Walter 
Cottingham and Henry Sherwin about the fact that they promoted a very 
competitive environment and hired competitive people. Jack [Breen] 
probably took that to another level. By promoting internal competition 
for capital, you came to work every morning knowing that part of the 
formula for success here is that I not only have to beat my external 
competitors, but I have to beat my internal competitors. There’s a 
residual effect of that in the company today.” 

• “It’s enduring. Like I said, you can read Walter Cottingham’s writing 
and there is very strong reference, significant references to competition 
and to being competitive, being the best at what we do, etc.” 

4 Paint and 
coatings 
company 

• “We are the paint and coatings people.” 
• “Paint and coatings provider.” 
• “Product finishes company.” 
• “Before it was a number one paint and coatings company in the world, it 

was the number one paint and coatings company in the U.S. . . . It has 
been . . . definitely enduring and it’s always been, I think, a goal of the 
company to always grow and to be the number one company in the 
world—so paint company, paint and coatings company that is.” 

5 Strong 
financial 
performance 

• “If you compare the performance of Sherwin-Williams to the 
performance of the S&P [Standard & Poor’s] 500 during that time, 
Sherwin-Williams delivered multiples of the market return.” 

• “In Sherwin-Williams’ 150-year history, we have lost money 3 years. 
One was in the 1870s. Evidently, there was a severe recession in the 
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Identity claim Selected quotes from senior leader interviews 
1870s, maybe a depression, and then in 1929, the Great Depression, and 
then in 1978 . . . they pulled the revenue and they didn’t manage the 
expense line down. So, the company lost money in 1978 and Jack Breen 
was brought in in 1979.” 

• “Chris is a legend in this company. He was our CEO for 17 years. If you 
look at the financial performance and the performance of our stock over 
that 17 years, with the possible exception of Jack, nobody outperformed 
Chris. Jack [Breen] took over this company when the stock was trading 
at the equivalent of pennies . . . in today’s dollars and left the company 
with the stock trading in the $30 range. So, a hundredfold increase. Chris 
didn’t quite match that performance but came awful close. When Chris 
was running the company, I believe that we had a low watermark in the 
probably mid to low 20s and the stock was trading . . . at about $250 
when he left.” 

 

Identity Claim 1: Care 

Care emerged as a primary identity claim. Evidence describing and supporting 

this claim is offered below. The care identity claim has several components, including 

Sherwin-Williams’ care for its employees, its customers, its communities, and its 

shareholders. Also of note is Sherwin-Williams’ care for its organizational history by 

way of heritage symbols, traditional cultural practices, and memory forms (Hatch & 

Schultz, 2017).  

When senior leaders were asked “Who is Sherwin-Williams?”—and even more 

specifically when they were asked what words embodied characteristics such as central or 

enduring—care emerged consistently. The care identity claim is illustrated in these senior 

leader descriptions of Sherwin-Williams: “a group of caring, determined, and invested 

people”; “committed, aggressive, caring, collaborative”; “it’s very much we care about 

each other”; “I think it’s the focus on caring about people and wanting to see them 

develop and grow”; and “those are the things that’s I think help shape a culture, help send 

a message: Hey, I care.”  
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The care identity claim that surfaced in the interviews was supported by 

secondary data collected from corporate artifacts in the museum (the Sherwin-Williams 

Center of Excellence) and on the website; documents, including the 150th anniversary 

book, financial community meetings, and annual reports; and observations. 

Care for employees. A senior leader shared how to be successful at Sherwin-

Williams. “We need to deliver, we’re going to work hard, but know you as an individual 

is as important as you an executive.” What the senior leader was saying was that 

managers were responsible for both the financial results of the company and growing 

people; their own managers cared about them, and they were to care for their direct 

reports.  

Senior leaders commented on employee stock ownership—“I’ll round up to 20% 

of our stock is owned by employees”—and described how that stock affected the retirees: 

These guys are retired, they’re in their 70s, they still own the stock. . . . 
They’re living retirement very well. Not only that, but then they do good things 
in the community. It’s not just about the employees becoming wealthy, and 
that’s great.  

And further: 

You look at all the people that we have put through school, all of these 
employees. . . . [They’re] putting their kids through school; they’re able to give 
back to their community. 

Document sources supported employees’ stock ownership, noting that employees 

comprised 17% of shareholders.  
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Part of caring for 

employees was creating a 

community atmosphere at 

the workplace. Figure 4.8 

shows the Sherwin-

Williams Glee Club in 

1910, as well as a group 

of tenured employees in 

1906. That personal 

element continued. As 

Cooke (2016) noted, 

“Throughout the 

anniversary year, 

company employees all 

over the world . . . 

accepted the invitation to 

‘hang with Henry,’ 

capturing selfies with 

cutouts of the Sherwin-

Williams founder and 

sharing them on social 

media” (p. 165) (Figure 

4.9). 

 
Figure 4.8. Artifacts showing the creation of community among 
employees. Top: Sherwin-Williams Glee Club, 1910. Bottom: 
Long Service Group with Henry Sherwin, 1906. Reprinted with 
permission from Cooke (2016, p. 15).  
 
 



 

 34 

 
Figure 4.9. The creation of community: Hanging with Henry at the 150th anniversary 
celebration. Reprinted with permission from Cooke (2016, p. 165). 

 

Because of the care the company provided, employees were likely to stay with the 

company for years. One senior leader stated: “There’s 50-year employees here. A bunch 

of 40s. Junior people . . . that are close to 30.” Similarly, when addressing financial 

stakeholders and explaining “Why Sherwin-Williams,” experienced management and the 

talent pipeline was one factor that was highlighted in the May 2018 financial community 

meeting (Figure 4.10). 

 
Figure 4.10. Documentation supporting employee growth in terms of experienced 
management and a talent pipeline. Source: Financial community meeting, May 2018. 
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Because of the care they 

received, employees felt pride in the 

company—particularly during the 

150th anniversary (Figure 4.11), as 

explained by one senior leader:  

There’s definitely a source of 
pride. It was cool to be here at 
the 150th anniversary, just like 
it will be cool for those that are 
here for 175 and for 200, 
[be]cause it just puts you in a 
special category. There just 
aren’t that many American 
businesses that have been 
around that long. 

 
Figure 4.11. 150th anniversary celebration 
tribute at the Sherwin-Williams Center of 
Excellence. 
 
 

Care for customers. The senior leaders made it clear that Sherwin-Williams’ 

financial results could not be achieved without caring about providing the best service 

and quality products to its customers, as evidenced by these two quotes:  

. . . our commitment to our customers’ success. The alignment, the partnership, 
the commitment that we have to understand what it is our customers are trying to 
achieve. 

That’s definitely one of the biggest differentiators with us—the knowledge of our 
people—and we really try to be trusted advisors to our customers. And so it’s 
more than just being an expert. It’s really partnering with them. So, I think there’s 
a different mindset here. 
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Care for the community. Sherwin-Williams also showed care for its community, 

as evidenced by this senior leader quote describing the company’s active involvement 

with the American Coatings Association’s paint stewardship program.  

. . . with 4,300 points of sale we are collection sites. It has not come to every state 
yet. It’s rolling out state by state. . . . Keeping cans out of landfills is a way that 
we can significantly affect the world going forward. 

Similarly, care for the community was evident in the company’s immediate 

repainting of the Pentagon after it was damaged by a plane in the 9/11 terrorist events 

(Figure 4.12). 

 

  
Figure 4.12. Artifacts supporting the subclaim of caring for the community: Sherwin-
Williams repainting the Pentagon following 9/11. Photos from the Sherwin-Williams 
Center of Excellence; used with permission. 
 
 

Care for shareholders. Lastly, Sherwin-Williams spent time at its financial 

community meeting in May 2018 talking about how it cared for its shareholders through 

an illustration of dividends per share from 2005 to 2018. Specifically, leaders highlighted 

that 2017 was the 39th consecutive year of increased returned dividends to shareholders 

(Figure 4.13), meaning that Sherwin-Williams was a good investment for shareholders—

including employees, who own 17% of Sherwin-Williams stock. 
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Figure 4.13. Documentation supporting care for shareholders: Dividends per share, 2005-
2018. Source: Financial community meeting, May 2018. 
 

Identity Claim 2: Growth  

Growth also emerged from the data as an organizational identity claim. Evidence 

from the data analysis to support this identity claim is illustrated below. More 

specifically, growth was described as organic business growth, which includes growing 

the Sherwin-Williams retail store business and investing in research and development and 

innovation; growth by acquisition; and employee growth through structured training and 

development programs, providing clear career paths, and succession planning.  
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A section of the corporate 

museum highlighted disciplined and 

sustainable growth (Figure 4.14), and the 

150th anniversary book highlighted a 

mindset of growth: 

With profits flowing in from an 
increasingly popular brand like 
SWP, a company other than 
Sherwin-Williams might simply 
have relaxed in its assurance that 
its product would provide a secure 
financial future for some years to 
come. But throughout the 
company’s history—ever more 
true today—Sherwin-Williams 
has remained extremely wary of 
anything suggesting stagnation. 
An assumption throughout its 
history is that “if we’re not 
moving up, we’re moving down.” 
The work is never done. (Cooke, 
2016, p. 14) 

 
Figure 4.14. Artifact supporting the claim of 
growth. Source: Sherwin-Williams Center of 
Excellence; used with permission. 
 

The following sections describe these three subclaims: organic business growth, 

acquisition growth, and employee growth. Some of the growth-oriented quotes point to 

CED features specifically. 

Organic business growth. The first of the three types of growth that surfaced 

within the data was growing from within through its core business. Sherwin-Williams 

was founded in 1866 by Henry Sherwin and Edward Williams as a paint company, and its 

success was predicated on how Sherwin-Williams treated its customers and employees. 

Starting in 1910, Sherwin-Williams opened more retail stores throughout the country 

(Figure 4.15)—an example of organic business growth.  
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Figure 4.15. Artifact supporting the subclaim of organic growth: The 4,000th store 
opening in Sewicky, Pennsylvania, in 2014. Source: Sherwin-Williams Center of 
Excellence; used with permission. 
 
 

As Cooke (2016) explained, growing its retail presence in small and medium-

sized towns not only allowed Sherwin-Williams to sell more cans of paint, but also gave 

the company the opportunity to grow and strengthen its relationships with its customers: 

Planning and execution of this retail initiative reached well into the 1930s and 
remained largely unaffected by the Great Depression. After first setting up new 
stores in small and medium-sized towns in the 1890s, the company opened a 
small number of stores in larger cities in the 1910s to address intensified 
competition. To further increase its overall retail competitiveness, the company 
gradually commenced a reconception of its stores as not just outlets for paint and 
supplies but also gateways to building long-term customer relationships. (p. 41) 

One senior leader remarked on Sherwin-Williams’ consistent focus on its 

customers and employees within the context of growth opportunities:  
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The company has been very consistent in how they have treated customers, 
employees, and how they look at growth opportunities, and expanding the 
business, and making investments that are, let’s just say, with calculated risk and 
. . . intentional. . . . The history’s reflected in our people. But we can go back 100-
plus years and say: Hey, by the way, they were doing very similar things. When 
we did the 150, we pulled our history out with everybody, and we showed them 
the consistency of what they did starting 150 years ago, and how today we follow 
a lot of those principles. 

Others talked specifically about eighth CEO Chris Connor’s focus on growth 

within the North American retail business (i.e., paint stores): “Chris [Connor] really put 

the company on this growth path, mostly in North America.” 

Acquisition growth. Throughout its 152-year history, Sherwin-Williams has 

grown through acquisition. Acquisition growth also appeared as a subclaim within the 

growth identity claim. Acquisitions are mentioned in the history section of this chapter, 

including Sherwin-Williams’ first acquisition in 1888 of the Chicago-based Calumet 

Paint Company. Sherwin-Williams’ third president, George Martin (1922-1940), was 

hired as a result of the Calumet Painting Company acquisition. One leader described 

Sherwin-Williams’ acquisition strategy as successful: 

I don’t think we’ve had a bad acquisition, but I think every acquisition we’ve 
done, we’ve got much better at because we’re very reflective of what we’ve done 
in the past. And I think that . . . our leaders, they have enough professional 
confidence to look back and learn from them as well.  

Data suggested that even during the time period following the 1977 financial 

crisis and hiring of Jack Breen in 1979, growth by acquisition was important to Sherwin-

Williams’ long-term success once Breen returned the company to financial stability. As 

one senior leader stated:  
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I would say that we were probably on firm ground by 1983, 1984. I believe in 
1985 we acquired Dutch Boy. You don’t make an acquisition of that scale unless 
you’re on really firm financial footing. 

Another senior leader showed that priority could be placed on acquisitions over 

other capital expenditures: 

So, whether by acquisition or we want to ramp up store openings or whatever, that 
all takes capital. And Jack was not inclined to say, “Okay, you get some money 
and you get some capital and you get some capital.” It was more a matter of 
“Why should I give you capital instead of them? Because they’ve got this 
acquisition on the table and we know what the metrics look like there. What are 
you going to do that’s going to deliver better returns than that?” It wasn’t, “You 
both get capital”; it was oftentimes an either/or. 

 The notion that growth by acquisition has always been core to Sherwin-Williams 

was supported by a statement in the 150th anniversary book: 

The global, high-performance Sherwin-Williams being built in the new century 
demanded a unified vision centered on expanding the core business strengths of 
the company. Organic growth relied on the aforementioned committed 
workforce to help reach customers who weren’t making purchases at Sherwin-
Williams but through other channels. New acquisitions needed to align precisely 
with the company’s expectations for intelligent organic growth and increased 
market share. Before any deals are made, Sherwin-Williams senior management 
meets with owners and leaders not to discuss terms as much as to listen and 
learn, to look them in the eye and understand their core values. (Cooke, 2016, 
p. 131) 

 The acquisition strategy was also discussed in financial community presentations 

and highlighted in the corporate museum, as shown in Figure 4.16. 
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Figure 4.16. Artifacts supporting growth through acquisition. Top: Financial community 
presentation highlighting the growth through acquisition strategy. Bottom: List of 
acquisitions from 2000 to 2009. Source: Sherwin-Williams Center of Excellence; used 
with permission. 
 
 
 
 Employee growth. The third subclaim that emerged within the data supporting 

the growth identity claim was employee growth. The engagement and growth of 

employees was evident in the roots of Sherwin-Williams, as described in the history 

section of this chapter. Senior leaders described developing employees as core to 
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Sherwin-Williams. One stated, “We have this really strong and enduring commitment to 

developing people from within that’s resulted in a lot of long-tenure employees.” Other 

interviewees corroborated that statement:  

What’s core to Sherwin-Williams would be their people. That’s how we 
differentiate ourselves. I think that’s how we’ve surpassed other companies over 
the years, because we’ve put the focus on people. We develop our own people 
internally. We prefer to [hire] from within rather than hire from the outside. 

We are very deliberate as a company in the development of our employees, and I 
think we do a very nice job of making sure that we have the right intersection of 
formalized training with field activity so the two of them are reinforced. 

 Finally, a senior leader suggested that to survive in the paint and coatings industry, 

having a continual pipeline of talent and a succession planning practice was essential: 

To be an enduring leader in our industry who does things the right way with a 
continual pipeline of talent that has sort of grown and built from within—I mean, 
that’s another part of it. I think we want there to be an enduring legacy, . . . 
succession plan, we spent an awful lot of time on that. 

Growth of people was also part of Sherwin-Williams’ backbone so that they could 

fully support customers. Chris Connor, executive chairman of Sherwin-Williams, was 

quoted as follows: 

We were inviting the world to see our employees differently. We could help you, 
advise you, provide remarkable coatings, service like nobody else, and turn 
painting into something that could be fun, exciting, exhilarating, productive and 
successful. We owned that with that one simple saying: Ask Sherwin-Williams. 
(as cited in Cooke, 2016, p. 101)  

Identity Claim 3: Competition 

Competition emerged as an identity claim. The data supporting this identity claim 

are illustrated by senior leader quotes below.  
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Sherwin-Williams can be described as a very competitive organization—“winning 

on their merits.” This involves hiring competitive people, training them to be the best, 

providing the best quality products and services to customers, and delivering the best 

returns to shareholders. Senior leaders commented that the notion of competition and 

continuous improvement can be traced back to founder and first president, Henry 

Sherwin, and second president, Walter Cottingham (1902-1922). One stated, “The 

Sherwin culture that goes back to Henry Sherwin and Walter Cottingham [has a] focus on 

always leaning forward, always getting better. I don’t think that changes at all.” Another 

commented: “It’s enduring. Like I said, you can read Walter Cottingham’s writing and 

there is very strong reference, significant references to competition and to being 

competitive, being the best at what we do, etc.”  

Moreover, seventh president Jack Breen (1979-1999), who was primarily 

responsible for returning Sherwin-Williams to its roots, was also known for laser-like focus 

on the benefits of competition, as evidenced by this senior leader statement: 

You can find very clear indications in the writings of Walter Cottingham and 
Henry Sherwin about the fact that they promoted a very competitive environment 
and hired competitive people. Jack [Breen] probably took that to another level. By 
promoting internal competition for capital, you came to work every morning 
knowing that part of the formula for success here is that I not only have to beat 
my external competitors, but I have to beat my internal competitors. There’s a 
residual effect of that in the company today. 

The competition-oriented primary data documented above was supported by 

secondary data sources. Walter Cottingham, who was president in the early 1900s, was 

quoted as follows: 

Time was when men devoted themselves to conquest by the sword, but now the 
world’s greatest contests are fought and won on the fields of commerce by the 
great captains of industry. . . . The world is progressing today at a greater speed 
than ever before. Developments and improvements are on every side. They are the 
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results of the genius of business. They are the rewards of tireless industry and 
superior ability. (as cited in Cooke, 2016, p. 21) 

The company’s success in this competitive culture is shown through its numbers 

and recent awards (see Tables 4.2 and 4.3). Additional evidence of the competition 

identity claim comes from the Center of Excellence exhibit, which utilizes a statement 

from co-founder Edward Williams, and from the 2018 financial community meeting 

slides that highlight Sherwin-Williams as the number one preferred brand by professional 

painters and number one in paint brand awareness (Figure 4.17). 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.17. Artifacts and documentation supporting the claim of competition. Left: Display 
quoting Edward Williams, co-founder and president, 1866-1903, Sherwin-Williams Center of 
Excellence. Right: Financial community meeting, May 2018. 
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Identity Claim 4: Paint and Coatings Company 

The senior leader interviews highlighted paint and coatings company as a primary 

identity claim, as supported by the quotes in this section. Senior leaders clearly 

articulated that “we are the paint and coatings people” and described Sherwin-Williams 

as a “paint and coatings provider” and “product finishes company.” Some interviewees 

discussed specifics types of paint and coatings and the purpose of painting items of value:  

Mostly when I say that, architectural paint, but I’m sure it applies to our other 
business units as well, whether it’s protective and marine or product finishes or 
things like that. 

A paint company makes the world a better place, but I think we can . . . protect 
people’s most important assets. We cover . . . leaving the world a better place 
because we’ve helped beautify and protect it. 

Further supporting the CED features of this identity claim, the history section 

earlier in this chapter showed that Sherwin-Williams has always been a paint and 

coatings company. Henry Sherwin invested in an engineer and a manufacturing facility in 

Cleveland with a stone mill, patented in 1876, capable of grinding pigment to the finest 

particles. In 1875, Sherwin-Williams manufactured its own tin paint cans. In 1877, it 

introduced the first resealable cans to the marketplace (Cooke, 2016). A senior leader 

described the public persona of Sherwin-Williams: 

I think we have enough identity for people to know it’s a paint company. . . . Most 
people just know a large corporation that manufactures, distributes, markets, and 
sells coatings, . . . coatings on cans, . . . specialty coatings. 

With the acquisition of Valspar in June 2017, Sherwin-Williams is now the global 

leader of the paint and coatings industry (Cooke, 2016; 2017 Sherwin-Williams Annual 

Report). Senior leader interviews authenticated this claim in the summer of 2018, a year 
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after the acquisition of Valspar, noting Sherwin-Williams’ size and the need for Valspar’s 

technology, which Sherwin-Williams had lacked:  

Before it [Sherwin-Williams] was a number one paint and coatings company in 
the world, it was the number one paint and coatings company in the U.S. . . . It 
has been . . . definitely enduring and it’s always been, I think, a goal of the 
company to always grow and to be the number one company in the world—so 
paint company, paint and coatings company that is. 

Like coil, which is our coatings. Any coatings on, the architectural coatings on 
windows and things like that, like prefinished. We weren’t strong in that market, 
so to have their leadership, innovation, technologies. 

The primary data were supported by secondary data sources. For example, the 

“About Us” section of recent annual reports described a paint and coatings company: 

The Sherwin-Williams Company was founded by Henry Sherwin and Edward 
Williams in 1866. Today, we are a global leader in the manufacture, development, 
distribution and sale of paint, coatings and related products to professional, 
industrial, commercial and retail customers. (2015, 2016, and 2017 Annual 
Reports [same text in each], emphasis added)  

With paint and coatings as Sherwin-Williams’ core business, the corporate 

museum had numerous artifacts highlighting these products. Examples are shown in 

Figure 4.18. Further, the May 2018 financial community meeting described the U.S. paint 

and coatings industry with an analysis of architectural paint sold by the gallons from 

1998 to 2017 (Figure 4.18). 
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Figure 4.18. Artifacts and documentation supporting the claim of paint and coatings 
company. Top: Sherwin-Williams advertisements, 1908 and 1914. Images from the 
Sherwin-Williams Center of Excellence; used with permission. Bottom: Industry analysis 
at the financial community meeting, May 2018. 
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Identity Claim 5: Strong Financial Performance  

Strong financial performance also emerged from the data as an organizational 

identity claim. Evidence from the data analysis to support this identity claim is illustrated 

below.  

The identity claim of strong financial performance can be traced back to Henry 

Sherwin’s purpose for getting into the painting business, as discussed in the history 

section earlier in this chapter. In short, Sherwin believed it was a good investment with 

promising growth opportunities. Thus, a focus on strong financial performance has been 

core to the company since the beginning. One senior leader described how Sherwin-

Williams only lost money three times during its 152-year history:  

In Sherwin-Williams’ 150-year history, we have lost money 3 years. One was in 
the 1870s. Evidently, there was a severe recession in the 1870s, maybe a 
depression, and then in 1929, the Great Depression, and then in 1978 . . . they 
pulled the revenue and they didn’t manage the expense line down. So, the 
company lost money in 1978 and Jack Breen was brought in in 1979. 

Other senior leaders praised the financial performance achieved during the tenure 

of eighth president Chris Connor (1999-2016), Jack Breen’s successor: 

Chris is a legend in this company. He was our CEO for 17 years. If you look at 
the financial performance and the performance of our stock over that 17 years, 
with the possible exception of Jack, nobody outperformed Chris. Jack [Breen] 
took over this company when the stock was trading at the equivalent of pennies 
. . . in today’s dollars and left the company with the stock trading in the $30 
range. So, a hundredfold increase. Chris didn’t quite match that performance but 
came awful close. When Chris was running the company, I believe that we had a 
low watermark in the probably mid to low 20s and the stock was trading . . . at 
about $250 when he left. 

If you compare the performance of Sherwin-Williams to the performance of the 
S&P [Standard & Poor’s] 500 during that time, Sherwin-Williams delivered 
multiples of the market return. 
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Strong financial performance was expected to continue but meant maintaining a 

relentless focus on priorities, as one interviewee described:  

You can’t really describe a day here where the stock hit a new record versus when 
maybe it went down. There might be a casual, “Hey, did you see the stock went 
up?” “Yeah, it broke a record yesterday. We broke a record last week,” or 
whatever, but nobody talks about it. There’s this focus on, “What’s the next thing 
we’re doing? What’s the next priority?” I mean obviously the company has grown 
significantly in 20 years and every year they posted record sales, record earnings, 
record highs in the stock price. I mean every year it’s been up, and up, and up. I 
mean, it’s just been amazing. 

The strong financial performance identity claim was supported by the secondary 

data sources. Examples include slides from the financial community meeting in May 

2018, in advance of the 1-year anniversary of the Valspar acquisition (Figure 4.20), and 

this quote from the 150th anniversary book on the financial state of the company in 

1943:  

In 1943, the company celebrated its 
first $100 million year. By the end of 
the war, Sherwin-Williams stood on 
solid ground. It was well prepared to 
embrace an energized postwar 
America, an America filled with 
wondrous dreams and high 
expectations. . . . Furthermore, 
customers always knew that Sherwin-
Williams sold more than paint: It sold 
advice and, therefore, confidence, 
with such publications as The Home 
Decorator and Color Guide, 1939, 
and the Home Painting Handbook & 
Catalog, 1943. (Cooke, 2016, p. 57) 
(Figure 4.19) 
  

Figure 4.19. Home Painting Handbook 
and Catalog. 
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Figure 4.20. Documentation supporting the claim of financial performance. Source: 
Financial community meeting, May 2018. 
 
 

In summary, five identity claims emerged within the primary data—(1) care, 

(2) growth, (3) competition, (4) paint and coatings company, and (5) financial 

performance—which were then triangulated with the secondary data. These five identity 

claims are key to addressing the research question. The next section addresses 

organizational values as a measure of culture within Hatch and Schultz’s (2002) 

organizational identity dynamics model. 
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Organizational Values 

Hatch and Schultz’s (2002) addition of dynamism to the organizational identity 

discourse allows researchers to explore four dynamic, integrated processes to further 

examine organizational identity. For the purposes of this study, two of the four processes 

were explored within a postacquisition context: “reflecting, the process by which identity 

is embedded in cultural understandings,” and “expressing, the process by which culture 

makes itself known through identity claims” (p. 991). It is these dynamic processes of 

reflecting and expressing that allow for organizational identity to be continually created, 

sustained, and changed (Hatch & Schultz, 2002). Additionally, this study utilized Hatch 

and Schultz’s (2002) definition of organization culture—which “is more implied than 

overtly stated; culture is deeply rooted in organizational assumptions, values, and beliefs. 

. . . Culture provides a context for meaning making and the shaping of others’ attitudes 

towards organizational culture” (p. 996)—and focused specifically on organizational 

values as a way of examining the relationship between identity and culture as stated by 

Hatch (1993, 2002) and Schein (1985).  

Five organizational values emerged from the data analysis: (1) growing people 

from within, (2) customer, (3) conservative business practices, (4) integrity, and 

(5) senior leadership and connectivity to people. This section documents the values senior 

leaders articulated during interviews, the primary data source for this study. Those values 

were confirmed with values identified in the secondary data sources: artifacts, corporate 

documents, and observations. Table 4.6 provides a summary of these values and selected 

quotes from the senior leader interviews. 
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Table 4.6 
Summary of the Five Values Identified in Sherwin-Williams 

Value Selected quotes from senior leader interviews 
1 Growing  

people from 
within 

• “The highest calling of leaders is development of other people.” 
• “You think about the legacy, it’s hiring the right people, which is number 

one. Investing and retaining them and then putting them in that position 
where they can grow and they become the advocates, or disciples if you 
will, of the culture.” 

2 Customer  
focus 

• “That’s always kept me around in tough times, saying, ‘Man, we got 
people that are dedicated and will work hard.’ Win on our merits, take care 
of the customer, and do what it takes.” 

• “Walter Cottingham comes behind him and talks about winning on our 
merits and striving to continuously get better individually and as an 
organization. I would say, yeah, that whole focus on getting better, serving 
customers, has been there from the beginning.” 

• “Our commitment to our customers’ success. The alignment, the 
partnership, the commitment that we have to understand what it is our 
customers are trying to achieve.” 

• “My job is to lead the execution of our mission, which is to serve 
customers and drive continuous improvement across the regions.” 

3 Conservative  
business  
practices 

• “We’re very conservative in many ways, not in terms of progressiveness, 
in terms of trying to grow our business. We’re very competitive that way.” 

• “That’s because cash is the most conservative way to manage a business. 
You don’t discount cash. I think that those are parts of our corporate 
identity, is that we hire conservative people who are also competitive.” 

• “Customer focus and competitiveness and the conservatism. Rarely in our 
history have we stepped away from very conservative business 
management principles. A focus on cash, managing the balance sheet in 
addition to the income statement—those are very conservative principles.” 

• “Conservative in terms of self-promotion, conservative in terms of 
practices. We don’t make promises we can’t keep.” 

4 Integrity • “We do it the right way.” 
• “No shortcuts.” 
• “I think we deliver on that, and I think that’s very important to us. Our 

credibility is very important to us.” 
• “I think you know the integrity . . . of the company growing up in 

Cleveland.” 
• “That’s what I want my legacy to be, is people to say, ‘You know what, he 

was a good, fair person.’” 
5 Senior  

leadership  
and  
connectivity  
to people 

• “I think that tone has to start at the top and work through the entire 
company.” 

• “The executive leadership would do town halls, communication meetings 
through video or live. There’s sales meetings. At different levels, you have 
leadership meetings and then as you go down in the organization, you have 
monthly staff meetings, roundtables. I think there’s just a variety of ways 
that you’re making sure people understand how they contribute.” 
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Value Selected quotes from senior leader interviews 
• “The most significant events with the company, if I had to prioritize, it’d 

probably be Jack Breen bringing his leadership team in, focusing on, in the 
paint stores group, the company with the corporate-owned stores and 
sticking to his guns about that and really resuscitating our company and 
allowing a structure for growth, even putting in different structures like this 
management training program.” 

• “Chris was a huge historian. . . . I think at 150th with the Henry Sherwin, 
‘What is worth doing is what is worth doing well,’ I think many, many 
people in the company probably could put that back to you, and the code of 
principles. There's things that come up regularly in communication I would 
say. Like a lot of it is at sales meetings when people talk. Certainly, it’s in 
some of the Kaleidoscope emails.” 

• “All three of them [Jack, Chris, John] believed in development of their 
people and the development of their team, so I think what you saw [w]as 
. . . practice in action and then what you saw is through their influence or 
other leaders that work for them, . . . the developmental programs being put 
together that supported that type of approach.” 

 
 

Value Statement 1: Growing People from Within 

From 1866, Henry Sherwin and Edwards Williams prioritized training employees 

across all aspects of the painting business, including operations, manufacturing, and 

sales. Providing employees with the physical space and mental space to expand their 

minds was also front and center in the early days of Sherwin-Williams (Cooke, 2016). 

The senior leaders interviewed for this study substantiated that growing people from 

within was a value at Sherwin-Williams. Some examples of quotes appear below.  

Senior leaders passionately described the value statement of growing people from 

within: “The highest calling of leaders is development of other people”; “I refer to our 

people as our secret weapon”; “You think about the legacy, it’s hiring the right people, 

which is number one. Investing and retaining them and then putting them in that position 

where they can grow and they become the advocates, or disciples if you will, of the 

culture.”  
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To embed this value in its culture, Sherwin-Williams established management 

practices focused on developing people. One example is the management training 

program that Jack Breen set in motion in the early 1980s. One senior leader described the 

program this way: “Our management training program, it’s got a great structure to it. It’s 

very transparent about advancement opportunities and, for us, it is unique. It’s very 

grassroots, very hands-on to be thrown in the fire and managing a store.” Another senior 

leader shared that he joined Sherwin-Williams because of this management training 

program and career path. Other senior leaders described the benefits of structured training 

and a defined career path for the overall success of the company: “There was structured 

training and there was a career path that was fairly well defined, and so those two things 

have really served us well for all these years.”  

Another example of management practice that enabled people development is 

succession planning, especially ensuring that long-tenured employees remain with the 

company. One senior leader described this talent strategy:  

If you look at our company, we have some just great tenure in our teams. That’s 
where the culture lives on. That’s where the history lives on because even today, 
I’m looking for my successor because it’s got to be a 10-year process, maybe 10 
years. You got to get people in the right places, and you have to talk about not 
only you’re checking the box on these functions, I got to understand who they are 
because my legacy is who follows me. . . . [I don’t] take that lightly. I want to 
make sure they treat people fairly, they develop people, they have high ethics, 
they do what they say they’re going to do. It’s a process, and we got to make sure 
we’re keeping that tenured, that going. We got to continue to have long-tenured 
employees. 

Lastly, one senior leader described how this value of developing people from 

within was embedded within Sherwin-Williams to the point that it may be challenging for 

outsiders to penetrate the culture:  
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I think it would be challenging [to come in from the outside], but as long as that 
person has the same values that Sherwin-Williams does and is interested in the 
culture we have here, I don’t think there would be an issue at all. There’s been 
many people that have come who have assimilated really well or who have left 
companies that did not have a robust people culture or an opportunity for growth, 
so they’ve come to Sherwin-Williams and seen it as just a huge opportunity area. 

These data from the primary source were supported by the secondary data 

sources. For example, the 150th anniversary book had a section on “hiring the right 

people to drive growth” that talked about “force multipliers”: 

The military often refers to “force multipliers,” elements that, when added to a 
fighting force, increase the power of that force exponentially. In many ways, that 
term describes Sherwin-Williams’ approach to hiring and development. One can 
imagine some point very early in the company’s history, when Henry Sherwin 
hired just the kind of person he thought would fit best at his new company: He or 
she was ethical, worked hard, set aggressive and ambitious goals, and didn’t give 
up until the goals were met. Then he hired another. And another. And another. 
Before long, those individuals formed a culture unto themselves and fostered 
future generations that ensured that the unique Sherwin-Williams character would 
be passed along to today’s workforce. Yet the people who join Sherwin-Williams 
don’t succeed because the company molded them in its image. Rather, the people 
possess those qualities long before they fill out an application. To say Sherwin-
Williams hires good people sells short both the company and the people. Sherwin-
Williams hires force multipliers. (Cooke, 2016, pp. 129-130) 

The book went on to describe qualities of adaptability and innovation: 

As the company prepared to expand globally, it recognized that the people who 
would form the next generation of leaders must be comfortable with change. 
Furthermore, as with the company’s early expansion efforts, the people coming 
on board at Sherwin-Williams had to be willing to take risks. Sherwin-Williams 
has thrived through innovation, and great innovators must, to a degree, embrace 
risk. Sherwin-Williams knows most certainly that, given its aggressive goals, 
mistakes will be made, but it also knows that it can’t attract the kind of fearless 
young talent it needs if they know they will spend years looking over their 
shoulders. “You start by assembling a team of winners who want work at a 
company where performance and accountability matter,” Connor said. “Score is 
going to be kept. Yet it’s going to be done in a way that’s congratulatory and 
supportive, with opportunities for those who succeed.” (Cooke, 2016, p. 131) 
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The corporate museum’s documentation of the management training program, 

which began in 1983, and the company’s success in hiring from within are illustrated in 

Figure 4.21. 

 

 

 
Figure 4.21. Artifacts and documents supporting the value of growing people from within. Top: 
One of the first management training program classes. Reprinted with permission from Cooke 
(2016, p. 96). Bottom: Report on the talent pipeline presented at the financial community 
meeting, October 2017.  



 

 58 

Value Statement 2: Customer Focus 

Customer focus emerged from the data as a value statement. Some examples from 

senior leader interviews appear below. 

Customer focus has always been a core element of Sherwin-Williams. This 

message was clearly communicated by founders Sherwin and Williams and was echoed 

by the second president Cottingham in 1907 in The Sherwin-Williams Code of 

Principles. Senior leaders described the customer as the epicenter of Sherwin-Williams in 

various ways: “I would say Sherwin-Williams is a company made up of its people that 

really believes in partnering with their customers to really help their business as well as 

help our own business”; “What is it that we can do better for customers? We’re always 

trying to do the next thing to serve a customer . . . always get better”; and “We do have a 

focus on the customer, a very strong focus on the customer.” One senior leader harkened 

back to Sherwin-Williams’ second president, Walter Cottingham, to illustrate how focus 

on the customer was essential to the business in the late 1800s:  

Walter Cottingham comes behind him and talks about winning on our merits and 
striving to continuously get better individually and as an organization. I would 
say, yeah, that whole focus on getting better, serving customers, has been there 
from the beginning. 

Other senior leaders explained how Sherwin-Williams’ customer focus was a core 

differentiator in the marketplace: 

Let’s face it, there’s good products out there. There’s other good paint companies 
out there. What differentiates us is our ability to make that personal connection 
with the people that we’re doing business with and really help us help them with 
their business and, in turn, they reward us for our business. 

. . . our commitment to our customers’ success. The alignment, the partnership, 
the commitment that we have to understand what it is our customers are trying to 
achieve. 
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Lastly, senior leaders described their purpose as taking care of Sherwin-Williams’ 

customers. One stated, “My job is to lead the execution of our mission, which is to serve 

customers and drive continuous improvement across the regions.” 

The primary data on customer orientation were supported by secondary data 

sources. The 150th anniversary book discussed building relationships in retail:  

Planning and execution of this retail initiative reached well into the 1930s and 
remained largely unaffected by the Great Depression. After first setting up new 
stores in small and medium-sized towns in the 1890s, the company opened a 
small number of stores in larger cities in the 1910s to address intensified 
competition. To further increase its overall retail competitiveness, the company 
gradually commenced a reconception of its stores as not just outlets for paint and 
supplies but also gateways to building long-term customer relationships. (Cooke, 
2016, p. 41) 

The book also discussed Sherwin’s approach to lasting relationships with 

customers: 

In 1987, an editorial from Henry Sherwin titled “Mixing Confidence with Paint” 
appeared in The Chameleon, again illustrating Sherwin’s keen understanding of 
quality as the critical element in building lasting customer relationships: “Few 
people have the occasion to consider the subject of house painting oftener than 
once in five years. Unscrupulous manufacturers of . . . paint have taken advantage 
of this common lack of knowledge, and . . . have induced the gullible to buy the 
most worthless stuff which is guaranteed in the strongest terms [to be] the best 
paint.” (Cooke, 2016, p. 26) 

Commitment to the customer was a theme repeated at financial community 

meetings, as shown in Figure 4.22. 
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Figure 4.22. Customer commitment as a theme at financial community meetings (from 
May 2018). 
 

Value Statement 3: Conservative Business Practices 

Conservative business practices surfaced as a corporate value from the data. 

Supportive quotes appear in examples below.  

Senior leaders described Sherwin-Williams’ affinity towards conservative 

business practices within the context of cash throughout their history: “In Sherwin-

Williams’ 150-year history, we have lost money 3 years”; and “That’s because cash is the 

most conservative way to manage a business. You don’t discount cash.” They explained 

how cash drives conservative business practices:  

You look at the current high flyers in the tech industry. . . . They manage the 
business purely with an eye on the income statement and not even so much that. 
Unique visits and users and clicks and page views and things like that are the new 
metrics of the tech industry. I think going all the way back to Henry Sherwin and 
I know going back to Jack Breen their question will be, “How do you monetize 
that?” There’s never been any doubt in as long as this business has been in 
existence how you monetize the values that I just went through. You monetize it 
by moving gallons out the door and collecting cash quickly. 

Another senior leader talked specifically about how cash flow management helps 

embed conservative business practices into the culture: 

Everybody focuses on the P&L [profit and loss statement]; all companies do, no 
doubt, and APS [accounts payable services]. I think where we focus, we focus a 
lot on cash flow. We focus a lot on balance sheet. When I say we focus on it, it’s 
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everything from consignment, to inventory days, and AR [accounts receivables] 
days, but everybody understands it. It’s something that we talk about monthly at 
the management meetings. . . . It’s top of mind, let’s put it that way to our 
operating divisions. . . . Cash. It’s a core competency. Cash, working capital 
management.  

That statement was reinforced by what another senior leader described as a 

historical practice of conservatism:  

Customer focus and competitiveness and the conservatism. Rarely in our history 
have we stepped away from very conservative business management principles. A 
focus on cash, managing the balance sheet in addition to the income statement—
those are very conservative principles. 

The senior leaders noted that conservative business practices were also embedded 

into the culture by hiring conservative people. One stated, “We’re very conservative in 

many ways, not in terms of progressiveness, in terms of trying to grow our business. 

We’re very competitive that way.” A second leader elaborated: 

We are somewhat conservative by nature. . . .We are calculated risk takers, but I 
guess the formula that we’re following has worked so well over the years that the 
leadership teams at this company rarely see the need to recommend or promote 
the high-risk Hail Mary–type approach to running technology business. . . . We 
are grinders and we’re not high flyers. . . . I think it suits most of the employees 
here very well. . . . We tend to attract more conservative people, . . . I mean 
conservative in business practices. . . . I think that those are parts of our corporate 
identity, is that we hire conservative people who are also competitive. 

Secondary data sources supported these primary data. The 150th anniversary book 

described Jack Breen’s approach to return the company to conservative business 

practices: 

A familiar saying from Jack Breen’s 20-year tenure at Sherwin-Williams was 
“smart people plus hard work equals success.” The founders of Sherwin-Williams 
would have heartily agreed. When Breen came to the presidency, Sherwin-
Williams was reeling and tentative, shocked perhaps that it faltered where once it 
led the industry. Thus, Breen faced daunting tasks on several fronts, each complex 
solution requiring unwavering vision followed by extraordinary communal effort. 
It was Breen’s tenacity during the early months of his tenure that saved Sherwin-
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Williams from a seemingly inevitable hostile takeover. Thereafter, his 
determination continued to serve the company well. From 1979 to 2000, the 
market value of its common stock increased from $142 million to $4.3 billion. He 
gave the company a simple, clear direction: sell paint. Help our customers 
understand that Sherwin-Williams represents quality in both product and service, 
and if that’s what you want, come to us. Given the economic climate, combined 
with new, formidable competitors, this directive was simple to state but difficult 
to execute. . . . By the time Breen retired in 1999, Sherwin-Williams once again 
believed in itself. It was stable and had returned to a position of leadership within 
the industry. (Cooke, 2016, p. 114) 

Conservative business practices was also a theme at financial community 

meetings following the acquisition of Valspar in October 2017 and May 2018. During his 

presentation, Al Mistysyn, Sherwin-Williams’ chief financial officer, highlighted the 

importance of cash within their conservative business practices in three areas: (1) Cash 

flow performance from 2013-2017; (2) Specific uses of cash: manage debt, capital 

expenditures, pay dividends, acquisitions, buy back stock; and (3) Reduce debt $1.08B 

(resultant from Valspar acquisition) during FY18. (Figure 4.23). 

 

  
Figure 4.23. Conservative business practices as a theme at financial community meetings 
(May 2018). 
 

Value Statement 4: Integrity 

Integrity is a value that can be traced back to the words of Henry Sherwin and 

Walter Cottingham stated earlier in this chapter. That notion was reinforced with senior 

leader quotes that addressed the value of integrity within Sherwin-Williams 
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organizational history, specially memory forms such as Walter Cottingham’s Code of 

Principles (1907). For instance, one senior leader stated: Another added: 

I think when I look at Sherwin-Williams, I think we are a company that believes 
earning things on our merit all the way back to our mission statement. . . . I don’t 
know it by heart, but there’s one line in there that always stuck with me, is that 
we’ll win on our merits. 

 Similarly, other senior leaders provided descriptions of integrity that were rooted 

in Sherwin’s and Cottingham’s communications: “We do it the right way”; “No 

shortcuts”; “Our credibility is very important to us.” In terms of supplier relationships, 

one commented: “We’re going [to] push you hard, but at the end of the [day], . . . we’re 

going to treat you the right way through that.”  

 One leader wanted integrity to be his own legacy: “That’s what I want my legacy 

to be, is people to say, ‘You know what, he was a good, fair person.’” Another senior 

leader addressed Sherwin-Williams’ reputation for integrity: “I think you know the 

integrity and the success of the company growing up in Cleveland.” 

 Integrity was also illustrated by Sherwin-Williams’ responsibility towards 

environmental waste. Specifically, one senior leader discussed Sherwin-Williams’ 

corporate responsibility “paint stewardship” program to keep paint cans out of landfills: 

Over time, you accumulate a lot of cans of paint. The challenge is that you don’t 
want those cans going to a landfill. The American Coatings Association is 
actually administering . . . a paint stewardship program, but with 4,300 points of 
sale we are collection sites. It has not come to every state yet. It’s rolling out state 
by state, but I see paint stewardship, . . . keeping cans out of landfills, is a way 
that we can significantly affect the world going forward. I think amazing 
corporate responsibility, very high integrity. 

The integrity-oriented primary data were supported by secondary data sources, 

particularly the Sherwin-Williams Code of Principles that embodies many elements of 
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doing business with integrity. The Center of Excellence also had a display on integrity 

(Figure 4.24). 

  

Figure 4.24. Artifacts showing the value of integrity. Left: The Sherwin-Williams Code 
of Principles. Reprinted with permission from Cooke (2016, p. 28). Right: The integrity 
exhibit. Source: Sherwin-Williams Center of Excellence; used with permission.  
 
 

Value Statement 5: Senior Leadership and Connectivity to People 

Senior leadership and connectivity to people emerged as a value within the data. 

One of the main ideas was that the company’s leaders served as examples of company 

values and inspired employees, as this senior leader expressed: 

I think the leaders of the company really pull from the previous CEOs or previous 
people who ran the company just to keep that alignment, but also to see that some 
of those core values just don’t change over time. I think the leadership team is 
really the ones that have to keep that going and preserve it and keep it top of mind 
for all the newer people coming in the organization. 
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Several senior leaders explained how leadership communicated to employees so 

that they felt they belonged and understood their role in the company: 

The executive leadership would do town halls, communication meetings through 
video or live. There’s sales meetings. At different levels, you have leadership 
meetings and then as you go down in the organization, you have monthly staff 
meetings, roundtables. I think there’s just a variety of ways that you’re making 
sure people understand how they contribute. 

Numerous interviewees discussed specific contributions of individual leaders. For 

example, these two praised Chris Connor: 

Chris is a legend in this company. He was our CEO for 17 years. If you look at 
the financial performance and the performance of our stock over that 17 years, 
with the possible exception of Jack, nobody outperformed Chris. Jack took over 
this company when the stock was trading at the equivalent of pennies . . . in 
today’s dollars and left the company with the stock trading in the $30 range. So, a 
hundredfold increase. Chris didn’t quite match that performance but came awful 
close. When Chris was running the company, I believe that we had a low 
watermark in the probably mid to low 20s and the stock was trading . . . at about 
$250 when he left. 

I think from a business school perspective, . . . there’s probably people who are 
published that already referenced some of our leaders in the last three decades 
who—Chris Connor was one of the top 10 CEOs in the country. I can’t remember 
what publication that was. Maybe it was Forbes. But just great dynamic leaders 
that we’ve had that put in strategies that have allowed really responsible growth. 

Another noted being inspired by something Chris Connor said onstage:  

He said: “When you love what you’re doing, you’ll never have to work a day in 
your life.” I love that because I want people to feel that way under my leadership. 

Another interviewee focused on the contributions of Jack Breen: 

The most significant events with the company, if I had to prioritize, it’d probably 
be Jack Breen bringing his leadership team in, focusing on, in the paint stores 
group, the company with the corporate-owned stores and sticking to his guns 
about that and really resuscitating our company and allowing a structure for 
growth, even putting in different structures like this management training 
program. 
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It was clear that the interviewees were proud of and inspired by the CEOs. One 

commented on their confidence: 

Chris was different than Jack, and John is different than Chris. . . . All three of 
them believed in a development of their people and the development of their 
team, so I think what you saw . . . is through their influence or other leaders that 
work for them the developmental programs being put together that supported that 
type of approach. 

Another noted their legacy: “Mr. Breen, and John, and Chris, and all three of them 

together have over 100 years with the company. . . . That’s something to be pretty proud 

of the legacy.” 

Secondary sources also supported this finding. For example, Figures 4.25 and 

4.26 show a variety of photos of senior leadership involved with employees.  

 

 

Figure 4.25. Sherwin-Williams sales force at their annual meeting, 1898. The group 
includes Presidents Henry Sherwin (#13 from left), Edward Williams (#10), Walter 
Cottingham (#31), George Martin (#36) and Edwards Williams Jr. (#11).  
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Figure 4.26. Additional artifacts supporting the value of senior leadership and 
connectivity to employees. Top left and middle: Sherwin-Williams 150th Employee 
Celebration, 2016. Top right: Sherwin-Williams leadership, past, present and future: 
ninth CEO John Morikis (left) is joined onstage by seventh CEO Jack Breen and eighth 
CEO Chris Connor. Bottom: Henry Sherwin and John Morikis continue writing the future 
of Sherwin-Williams, and employees at the anniversary celebration hang with Henry. 
Reprinted with permission from Cooke (2016, p. 165). 
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Organizational History: Critical Historic Events 

Looking beyond the foundation laid by founders Henry Sherwin and Edward 

Williams, three critical historic events emerged as part of the organizational history 

(Casey, 2018) of Sherwin-Williams following the acquisition of Valspar in June 2017. 

These critical events are (1) the Code of Principles written by Walter Cottingham and 

published in 1907; (2) the Sherwin-Williams financial crisis of 1977 and the appointment 

of seventh president John “Jack” Breen in 1979; and (3) the acquisition of Valspar in 

2017 (Table 4.7). This section of chapter 4 documents the aforementioned critical events 

and the supporting primary and secondary data. 

 
Table 4.7 
Summary of Three Critical Events Identified in Sherwin-Williams 

Historical event High-level description summarized by primary and secondary data 
1 Code of Principles, 

1907 
As a result of the rapid growth that occurred between 1866 and 
1906, Sherwin-Williams needed a single format to communicate 
the values laid forth by its founders that had contributed to its 
success to date (beyond word of mouth). Introduced at the 
Sherwin-Williams annual convention in November 1906 as The 
Sherwin-Williams Code of Principles, this document written by 
Walter Cottingham served as a code of conduct and values 
statement for employees (Cooke, 2016; Sherwin-Williams Center 
of Excellence). 

2 Financial crisis, 1977; 
hiring of Jack Breen, 
1979 

By 1975, Sherwin-Williams faced severe financial pressure, which 
had been mounting since Steudel’s and Baldwin’s presidencies. 
Sherwin-Williams faced an identity crisis, and the final straw for 
sixth president Spencer was the horrific results reported in the 
1977 annual report. Despite a first-time billion-dollar sales year in 
1977, the company reported a $8,207,000 loss. It was only the 
third time in the company’s history that it documented a loss. The 
stock price had also dropped from the 40s to the 20s. Sherwin-
Williams had $196.6 million in long-term debt and was unable to 
pay its shareholders for the first time in its 112-year history. In 
March 1978, Spencer resigned as president, and long-tenured 
employee William Fine became interim president while the board 
searched for a new president—the first in Sherwin-Williams’ 
history to come from outside the company. At the same time, Gulf 
& Western Company was rumored to be seeking a hostile 
takeover. On the verge of bankruptcy, in January 1979, Jack Breen 
was hired as Sherwin-Williams’ seventh president. Breen brought 



 

 69 

Historical event High-level description summarized by primary and secondary data 
financial stability and a return to Henry Sherwin’s mission and 
restored the identity and brand of Sherwin-Williams. Through his 
mantra of “smart people and hard work equals success,” he rebuilt 
the company through a focus on its core business competencies, 
including cash flow management and people (Cooke, 2016; 
Sherwin-Williams Center of Excellence). 

3 Valspar acquisition, 
2017 

From its inception, Sherwin-Williams grew by strategic acquisition 
starting in 1888 with The Calumet Paint Company, Chicago. The 
Valspar acquisition (June 2017), led by the ninth president, John 
Morikis, was Sherwin-Williams’ largest acquisition to date. 
Valspar was acquired with the intention of expanding Sherwin-
Williams’ product and services breadth and depth, including the 
industrial segments and new geographies worldwide, and to exploit 
an industry-leading technology. With the acquisition of Valspar, 
Sherwin-Williams is now the global leader in the paint and 
coatings industry worldwide with 60,000 employees operating in 
more than 100 countries around the world (Cooke, 2016; Sherwin-
Williams Annual Report, 2017). 

 

Critical Event 1: Code of Principles, 1907 

The senior leader interviews conducted as part of the primary data collection 

revealed the 1907 Code of Principles written by second president Walter Cottingham as a 

critical historic event. This senior leader explained the development of the principles:  

Walter Cottingham, the second CEO of the company, . . . first and only 
international Canadian guy that came after [founder] Henry Sherwin and ran the 
company for 40 years—he wrote that first set of 10 Code of Principles. Number 
seven’s my favorite, which talks about continuous improvement. “A business 
without a system is like a ship without a rudder.” . . . I think that those code of 
ethics that we operate under . . . are the foundational principles. 

Other participants also highlighted elements of the principles that they frequently 

considered: 

That’s always kept me around in tough times, saying, “Man, we got people that 
are dedicated and will work hard.” Win on our merits, take care of the customer, 
and do what it takes. 
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You read Walter Cottingham’s Code of Principles, and it’s all about winning on 
our merits. It’s about being ethical and conservative people. It’s about treating 
customers fairly. . . . That those principles, that is an enduring. 

One senior leader commented that Cottingham was his favorite and he frequently 

went back to Cottingham’s writings when speaking about the company’s values and 

priorities: 

I know so much about Mr. Cottingham because I’ve used him a lot in my 
presentations, for all of my meetings and stuff. I always tell the people, “Don’t 
tell Henry I said this, but Walter might’ve been my favorite. . . .” You could see, 
through him, he was all about continuous improvement. Everybody knows around 
here the thing I love the most to do is continuous improvement of things that add 
value to what we do for the customer. . . . I think we keep a lot of it alive through, 
not just when we’re doing 150th anniversary, [leaders] will put it in [their] 
presentations, . . . in our conferences, in different venues where we’re talking, or 
if I go to talk to a trainee class, talking about continuous improvement. Or we pay 
tribute in our hallways. Like I said, I got Walter’s quote about the business 
management system. I refer to that all that time. Telling our team why this 
management system that we’re trying to be aligned on globally is so important. If 
you don’t have a system, it’s a ship without a rudder. Where do you go? How do 
you handle big growth spikes like we’re going through now but still keep the ship 
righted? Don’t let accelerated growth overwhelm you. 

One interviewee related current values to these historical values: 

The company has been very consistent in how they have treated customers, 
employees, and how they look at growth opportunities, and expanding the 
business, and making investments that are, let’s just say with calculated risk and 
being intentional. . . . We can go back 100-plus years and say: Hey, by the way, 
they were doing very similar things. When we did the 150, we pulled our history 
out with everybody, and we showed them the consistency of what they did 
starting 150 years ago, and how today we follow a lot of those principles. 

The 10 principles were revised to be more relevant to today’s language and 

context. This senior leader described the process: 

Ten [principles] became seven when we did a big survey, and everybody said, 
“What’s our guiding values?” I’m going to say it’s been 5 or 6 years ago. . . . The 
Walter Cottingham 10 . . . turned to seven. . . . He was the CEO 1909 to [1922], 
so how people phrase things changed a little bit. But the code of ethics, some of 
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your integrity, that didn’t really change. Continuous improvement got buried in 
something else. . . . The Sherwin culture that goes back to Henry Sherwin and 
Walter Cottingham, and that focus on always leaning forward, always getting 
better, I don’t think that changes at all. 

Just like the original Code of Principles was displayed (see, e.g., Figure 4.3), so is 

the newer version with seven principles (Figure 4.27). 

 

 
Figure 4.27. Sherwin-Williams’ guiding values today. Source: Website 
(https://careers.sherwin-williams.com/work-with-us; accessed February 5, 2019). 
 

Critical Event 2: The Financial Crisis, 1977, and Hiring of Jack Breen, 1979 

The second of three critical events that emerged within the data—Sherwin-

Williams’ financial crisis (1977) and the hiring of Jack Breen (1979)—induced an 

identity crisis for Sherwin-Williams and subsequent reaffirmation of its organizational 

identity, specifically the identity claims of growth, strong financial performance, 
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competition, and paint and coatings company. Both primary and secondary data sources 

confirmed that after 111 successful years of business, Sherwin-Williams was faced with 

potential bankruptcy in 1977. One of the main reasons the bottom line was hit so hard 

was the 1975 decision of Sherwin-Williams’ fifth president, Walter Spencer, to reroute 

9,000 diverse points of paint sales to Sherwin-Williams exclusively, as a result of the 

company competing against itself across retail outlets. Sherwin-Williams’ 150th 

anniversary celebration book explained:  

As long as the company could arrive at the right agreements, it could make money 
through the discount merchants. In the mid-1960s, Sherwin-Williams products 
began to appear in these stores. The company soon discovered, however, that 
pricing and retail space dynamics within these environments led to serious 
inconsistencies that affected its overall identity. While Sherwin-Williams could 
now sell its products to any of these chains, it could no longer set the terms. Given 
the company’s large number of its own stores, Sherwin-Williams was often 
competing against themselves. (Cooke, 2016, p. 84) 

While Spencer’s action enabled Sherwin-Williams to begin to reclaim its identity 

as a paint and coatings company, the immediate financial implications resulted in 

significant revenue loss and a depletion of cash, which is the antithesis of its identity 

claims of strong financial performance, growth, and competition. The 1977 Sherwin-

Williams annual report reviewed these financials:  

Although your company had its first billion-dollar sales year in 1977, we regret to 
report we sustained a loss. Earnings of $6,873,000 from continuing were 
insufficient to offset provisions for closings and disposals. As a result, we posted 
a $8,207,000 loss. (as cited in Cooke, 2016, p. 87) 

When describing this financial crisis, one senior leader linked it with the 

solution—the hiring of Jack Breen: 

I’d say those two combined [were critical events], Walt Spencer’s decision and 
his management team’s decision to pull the Sherwin-Williams brand out of 
external distribution and then the decision of our board of directors to bring in 
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Jack Breen—because Walt took the tough step of pulling that brand out of 9,000 
points of sale but didn’t prepare for what comes next. . . . Financially speaking, 
that decision drove the company into the ground. . . . Jack Breen was brought in in 
1979. 

The participants discussed Jack Breen’s ability to turn the financial situation 

around: 

He was a financial guy. . . . He worked for Gould in Chicago before he came to 
Sherwin. He’s always been finance and accounting. So, he knew a lot about 
managing expenses. He was pretty hard-core guy. He got desperate times call for 
desperate measures. So, he came in here understanding what the job was. Part of 
the job was rightsizing the organization. 

[Jack Breen] started putting those disciplines of cash management in place. You 
can’t change that overnight. . . . For him it probably took him 3 years because he 
was very decisive. They had $400,000 sitting in a safe for a rainy-day fund 
because that’s not earning us anything. We don’t need a rainy-day fund. We need 
all the cash we can get and it’s got to be in the bank. Once he got things under 
control then it’s now how do you keep putting your cash to work. . . . If you look 
at our balance sheet, we don’t carry cash; we put it to work. That’s the other 
discipline that he put in place. You have strong liquidity sources, you have a good 
relationship, strong relationships with your banks. You put your cash to work. We 
don’t need a whole cash unit. CapX [capital expenditure], acquisitions, the divide, 
apps and acquisitions, we’re going to buy our stock back because also our 
expectation is we’re going to grow over time. 

Mr. Breen saved the company, focused on the balance sheet, got the balance sheet 
healthy. Then a lot of good practices started to develop. 

This participant noted that Breen successfully countered a buy out: “He came in 

and Gulf & Western was going to buy us. He went to New York and said, ‘No you’re not. 

We’re going to be a standalone company.’” Another senior leader commented on the 

courage this must have required: 
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You got to hand it to Jack. He’s 43 years old. That takes quite a spine for 
someone 43 years old to go out and face down the CEO of this multinational 
conglomerate and say, “You’re not buying us. Stop buying our stock.” He/we 
bought every share back from Gulf & Western. 

As a result of the conservative financial management, the company was in a 

position to acquire another company instead of being acquired itself: 

I would say that we were probably on firm ground by 1983, 1984. I believe in 
1985 we acquired Dutch Boy. You don’t make an acquisition of that scale unless 
you’re on really firm financial footing. So, I may be off by two on all these dates, 
but I believe we bought Dutch Boy in 1985. So, from ’79 to ’85 Jack really 
righted the ship. He did more than just adjusted the cost structure to be 
commensurate with the revenue. Jack brought financial discipline to the company 
that it lacked at the time.  

The 1977 financial crisis and the 1979 hiring of Jack Breen as critical events were 

supported by secondary data sources. The 150th anniversary book gave an account of the 

financial state of Sherwin-Williams in 1977 and the intervention of Jack Breen: 

In fact, given the plummeting stock price, rumors began to circulate that the 
conglomerate Gulf & Western might be eyeing Sherwin-Williams for a hostile 
takeover. In March 1978, a frustrated Spencer resigned. Company veteran 
William Fine became interim president while the board searched for a strong, 
steady hand to guide the company forward. Throughout the twists and turns of the 
1970s, Sherwin-Williams had retained its fundamental values and principles, but 
its original identity as a manufacturer of high-quality coatings had begun to blur. 
What was required to return the company to health was a leader capable of 
leveraging those values within an increasingly complex and rapidly changing 
economic climate. That leader would be John G. “Jack” Breen, hired as the 
company’s president in January 1979. . . .  
 
Sherwin-Williams had always benefited from promoting chief executives from 
within the company, but given the current circumstances, the board wisely 
selected an outsider. Breen was already a proven leader, and most importantly, he 
arrived unencumbered by the echo chamber resonating around the company’s 
recent history. Breen, 44, was born in Cleveland and educated at John Carroll 
University, later earning an MBA at Case Western Reserve University. At the 
time of his hiring, he was executive vice president of Gould, Inc., a major 
manufacturer of electrical and industrial products. What the board saw in Breen 
reflected Henry Sherwin himself: strongly principled, unshakable in purpose and 
impatient with anything that didn’t serve the company’s greater good. Like 



 

 75 

Sherwin, Breen was measured and methodical, but more importantly, with the 
future of the company at stake, he was committed and fearless. . . .  
 
In his first critical months, Breen exhibited a characteristic rare among business 
leaders: He listened. “You control the process by asking intelligent questions. . . . 
The basic process is to listen, and to ask good questions,” Breen said in a 1991 
interview. Careful listening allowed him to better understand the basic DNA of 
the company and what had driven its success for so many decades. He soon 
discovered the simple truth: that the company’s core values could again serve the 
company if he could rally the organization to tighten its focus around them. “They 
don’t change, those things,” Breen declared. “Do you trust [this company]? Are 
you committed to excellence? We hate to lose!” Breen probed the issues around 
the current state of Sherwin-Williams and soon separated those among the top 
leadership wishing to point fingers from those dedicated to future excellence. He 
later recounted telling his leadership team not to tell him what they thought he 
wanted to hear. “Tell me what’s wrong so that we can deal with it.” Those 
unwilling to commit to the tough work ahead—roughly half the top 100 leaders—
soon left the organization. (Cooke, 2016, p. 88-90) 

The financial crisis and leadership of Walter Spencer and Jack Breen is also 

documented in the Center of Excellence (Figure 4.28).  

 

 
Figure 4.28. Artifacts describing the rebound with Jack Breen. Photos used with 
permission from the Sherwin-Williams Center of Excellence. 
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Critical Event 3: Valspar Acquisition, 2017 

Data from the senior leader interviews uncovered the 2017 Valspar acquisition as 

a critical event, and that event was also part of the research question. One senior leader 

noted, “That acquisition, they presented advantages and presence and segments that we 

didn’t participate in a high level.” Others expanded on this point, noting the synergies 

achieved by the acquisition related to the complementary products and markets: 

Like coil, which is our coatings. Any coatings on, the architectural coatings on 
windows and things like that, like prefinished. We weren’t strong in that market, 
so to have their [Valspar’s] leadership, innovation, technologies. 

Valspar was different, where we gained a presence in markets that we weren’t as 
strong. Different industrial markets . . . internationally, presence in big-box stores, 
that’s the only real architectural piece, this coil industry, coatings on cans—these 
are all segments that complement us so well, because we’re the economies of 
scale, probably in more of supply chain . . . industrial coatings. 

One specific advantage was the ability to sell products at Lowe’s: 

We didn’t have a paint program in Lowe’s. We had other product categories in 
there, but not a paint program. . . . I think Lowe’s is more apt to be a partner with 
us because we are a strong brand, and the fact that we manufacture our own paint, 
manufacture our own tint, have our own trucking companies, because we’re 
integrated that way, it allows for, that’s different than branding, but that allows 
itself for a partner like Lowe’s to be very comfortable doing business with them. 
We can deliver on our commitments. And more efficiently. We don’t rely on 
outside trucking companies, we don’t rely on outside tinting, tint company is 
important to coatings. So that new Lowe’s, expanded Lowe’s partnership, 
recently, I think that’s a direct result of them realizing an opportunity. 

The acquisition meant “much more complexity,” as one senior leader explained: 

I think it was a simpler model beforehand. We were very heavy in North America, 
very heavy on the architectural mix, so after the acquisition, we’ve added a lot 
more business segments, complexity. We’ve grown significantly outside of the 
U.S. and with those different kinds of business segments besides architectural, so 
more in the industrial arena. You have to look at managing your business 
differently. 
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Several participants noted some differences in the talent strategy of Sherwin-

Williams and Valspar, along with potential benefits for those coming in from Valspar: 

They had very much a buy-talent strategy where ours is a build-talent strategy, so 
that was a stark contrast between the two organizations. It was very appealing to a 
lot of them to see all the formal development programs and more importantly 
commitment that we have to that was something that was appealing very early on. 
Like, oh, okay, if you invest in your people, . . . tell me more ’cause that’s not 
what I’m used to here. 

It obviously was the leadership that they had there that they preferred to do that, 
and maybe they felt they paid a lot for people to come in. A lot of their executives 
have 5 years or less with the company, where it’s a little bit different with 
Sherwin-Williams. Most people you meet have 25 years of experience. 

In addition to noting this difference, one participant commented on the overall 

similarity between the two cultures: 

We got to continue to have long-tenured employees. I think we get a huge benefit 
from that that other companies don’t get. You think about switching CFOs [chief 
financial officers]; Valspar had to go outside the company. I honestly think that’s 
part of what started down the path of we’re going to be sold someday because 
we’re not going to make it. . . . You also have the long history and memory, and I 
don’t need to bring in a new culture. The culture is there; it works. We need to 
find the people that we can plug into our culture and make them successful. With 
Valspar, what you find is at a certain level their culture is similar, very similar. 

The primary data were triangulated with secondary data. The 2017 annual report 

noted that the Valspar acquisition offered Sherwin-Williams a global breadth and scale to 

compete in industrial markets and new areas, as well as access to Valspar’s state-of-the-

art technology platforms and a strong talent pool. As a result, Sherwin-Williams 

introduced new reporting segments in 2017: 

• The Americas Group [60.9% of total sales] operates the exclusive outlets for 
Sherwin-Williams® branded paints, stains, supplies, equipment and floor 
covering in the U.S., Canada and the Caribbean. The Group also manufactures 
and sells a wide range of architectural paints, industrial coatings and related 
products across Latin America through company-operated stores and 
dedicated dealers. 
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• The Consumer Brands Group [14.4% of total sales] sells one of the industry’s 
most recognized portfolios of branded and private-label products through 
retailers across North America and in parts of Europe, Australia, New Zealand 
and China, and also operates a highly efficient global supply chain for paint, 
coatings and related products. 

• The Performance Coatings Group [24.7% of total sales] sells a wide range of 
coatings and finishes and sells to a growing customer base in general 
industrial, industrial wood, protective and marine, coil, packaging and 
automotive markets in more than 110 countries. (2017 annual report)  

The financial community meeting in May 2018 described the Valspar  

acquisition as creating “a best in class operation” and shared highlights shown in Figure 

4.29. 

 

  

  
Figure 4.29. Documentation showing results of the Valspar acquisition after 11 months. 
The slides highlighted simplification, execution, and capabilities; global growth 
opportunities; global footprint; and operational savings. Source: Financial community 
meeting, May 2018. 
 
 

Finally, the Valspar acquisition reinforced Walter Cottingham’s Code of 

Principles (1907), specifically Principle 2, “To be the best and largest concern of the kind 
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in the world” (Cooke, 2016, p. 28), and Sherwin-Williams’ commitment to people. The 

company celebrated the 1-year anniversary of the acquisition in June 2017 (Figure 4.30). 

 

 
Figure 4.30. Celebrating the acquisition: Sherwin-Williams executives and The Americas 
Group North East regional employees rang the New York Stock Exchange bell on June 1, 
2017, the 1-year anniversary of the Valspar acquisition (photograph of television on 
CNBC June 1, 2017). 
 
 

History’s Role Within Organizational Identity Dynamics 

after the Acquisition 

To examine the role history played in the organizational identity dynamics 

following the acquisition of Valspar in 2017, I used Hatch and Schultz’s (2017) definition 

of organizational history—“heritage symbols, traditional cultural practices, or memory 

forms” (p. 4) and critical historic events (Casey, 2018)—as a foundation. To narrow the 

discussion further, I focused primarily on the critical events and traditional cultural 

practices, and secondarily on memory forms that emerged from the data analysis as a 

means of discussing Sherwin Williams’ organizational history. 
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Hatch and Schultz described traditional cultural practice with several examples, 

including corporate rituals (Rosen, 1988; Schultz, 1991) utilized by the organization in 

making organizational sense of its cultural self (its organizational ‘I’). Additionally, 

practices such as corporate rituals help to construct organizational identity through 

culturally contextualized self-expression (Hatch & Schultz, 2017). From the data 

analysis, I found that Sherwin-Williams utilized traditional cultural practices following 

the Valspar acquisition. Specifically, beginning with Sherwin-Williams’ eighth president 

Chris Connor and continuing to the present day with ninth president John Morikis, 

Sherwin-Williams utilized three distinct traditional cultural practices: (1) setting medium-

term goals to achieve strong financial performance (an identity claim); (2) making use of 

employee publications to communicate goals to employees (reinforcing the identity claim 

of care and the critical event of the Code of Principles); and (3) employing the Culture of 

Excellence framework (rooted in critical events) to support goal achievement.  

While these cultural practices began with Chris Connor, they were greatly 

influenced by the critical event of hiring Jack Breen in 1979. That was the catalyst that 

enabled Sherwin-Williams to return to its organizational identity of origin. Jack Breen 

was able to recover from the 1977 financial crisis in which the company had departed 

from its identity claims of growth, strong financial performance, competition, and paint 

and coatings company. The Jack Breen exhibit in the Sherwin-Williams Center of 

Excellence described the roots for three culture practices described in this section: 

In the course of the next twenty years, Breen renovated the company 
infrastructure. He revitalized the management teams, organization and strategic 
planning processes and created performance incentives throughout the business, 
from research and manufacturing to sales and safety. He continued to move 
toward a market-responsive structure and, in the 1990s, returned Sherwin-
Williams to its roots—premier developer, producer and seller of coatings. This 
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meant expansion through complementary acquisitions and strong brand position. 
It depended on investment in research and in developing the talents of Sherwin-
Williams people to help them improve productivity and efficiency. Taking 
Sherwin-Williams past the $5 billion sales mark, Jack Breen retired in 1999 after 
22 consecutive years of earnings growth. 

Actively engaging employees in achieving company goals was spearheaded by 

Jack Breen’s successor, eighth president Chris Connor. Cooke (2016) described how 

Connor built on Breen’s achievements: 

Connor’s arrival as CEO . . . signaled a change in leadership style. To turn around 
the struggling Sherwin-Williams of the late 1970s, the company had needed a 
strong-minded leader. Indeed, Breen largely saw his role as that of a portfolio 
manager, with each division operating for the most part independently. Breen’s 
clear direction left the company in far better shape than he found it and prepared it 
for future growth. This direction would enable Connor to take a more 
comprehensive approach, engaging and preparing individuals at all levels of the 
company to contribute to the company’s success. (Cooke, 2016, p. 117) 

Table 4.8 provides a summary of the role Sherwin-Williams’ organizational 

history (traditional cultural practices and memory forms) played within its organizational 

identity following its acquisition of Valspar (critical event). More specifically, 

interconnected and dynamic relationships exist between organizational history (e.g., 

critical events, founders, traditional cultural practices, and memory forms) and identity 

claims and values. 
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Table 4.8 
Summary of History’s Role Within Organizational Identity Dynamics 

 

History’s role within organizational identity dynamics 
Traditional Culture 

Practice 1: 
Setting medium-term 

goals 

Traditional Cultural 
Practice 2: 

Communicating medium-
term goals 

Traditional Cultural  
Practice 3:  

Using the Culture of 
Excellence framework  

Identity claim  
1. Care Leadership sets a single, 

broad organizational 
goal to help unify all 
employees across the 
organization to take 
action to help Sherwin-
Williams achieve its 
goals.  

The Chameleon and 
Kaleidoscope keep 
Sherwin-Williams 
employees connected to 
the business and its 
mission. 

The Culture of Excellence 
framework is used to 
reinforce the message of 
how each employee’s role 
within his or her functional 
expertise enables achieve-
ment of a medium-term 
goal. It is rooted in the 
memory form excellence 
from founder Henry 
Sherwin (1916) and traces 
back to the 1907 Code of 
Principles (critical event 
and memory form). 

2. Growth Leadership sets 
medium-term goals 
defined explicitly to 
enable identity claim 
growth. 

The Chameleon and 
Kaleidoscope are utilized 
as a platform or channel to 
reinforce company goals. 

The framework supports the 
identity claim of growth and 
can be traced back to 
Critical Event 1, Code of 
Principles (1907), which is 
also a memory form 
(history). 

3. 
Competition 

The ambitious nature of 
the medium-term goal 
suggests that only 
competitive people and 
a competitive 
organization can 
achieve it. 

The Chameleon and 
Kaleidoscope provide 
examples of competition 
within and outside the 
company through stories 
and pictures, ultimately 
promoting Sherwin-
Williams’ competitive 
spirit. 

The framework ignites the 
identity claim of 
competition (self and 
organizational) utilizing the 
memory form of Henry 
Sherwin (founder) on the 
golden jubilee: “If it is 
worth doing, it’s worth 
doing well.” 

4. Paint and 
coatings 
company 

Leadership sets 
medium-term goals that 
reinforce Sherwin-
Williams’ core 
business: paint and 
coatings. 

The Chameleon and now 
Kaleidoscope use paint and 
coating examples in their 
explanation of business 
activities and showcase 
paint and coating pictures 
(e.g., products or 
employees working within 
the business context). 

The framework is rooted in 
Sherwin-Williams’ core 
business: paint and 
coatings. 
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History’s role within organizational identity dynamics 
Traditional Culture 

Practice 1: 
Setting medium-term 

goals 

Traditional Cultural 
Practice 2: 

Communicating medium-
term goals 

Traditional Cultural  
Practice 3:  

Using the Culture of 
Excellence framework  

5. Strong  
financial  
performance 

Leadership sets 
medium-term goals to 
achieve strong financial 
performance that 
benefits employees, 
customers, and 
shareholders.  

The Chameleon and 
Kaleidoscope explain what 
constitutes strong financial 
performance, how it is 
achieved, and why it is 
important to the success of 
Sherwin-Williams. 

The framework engages 
employees within the 
context of a medium-term 
goal, aimed at achieving the 
identity claim of strong 
financial performance. 

Value  
1. Growing  
people from 
within 

While the goals set by 
leadership are financial 
in nature, it is Sherwin-
Williams people who 
make them happen. 

Kaleidoscope features 
employees having specific 
goals that support the large 
goal achievement, thus 
expanding employees’ 
capabilities and growing 
thus careers. 

One of the main pillars of 
the framework focuses on 
leadership excellence—
growing leaders. 

2. Customer  
focus 

Leadership sets 
medium-term goals that 
reinforce Sherwin-
Williams’ customer 
focus. 

The Chameleon and 
Kaleidoscope 
communicate the 
importance of Sherwin-
Williams’ customers and 
enabling them to meet their 
needs. 

Every pillar of the 
excellence framework 
includes the customer. 

3. 
Conservative  
business  
practices 

Leadership sets 
medium-term goals that 
reinforce Sherwin-
Williams’ conservative 
business practices (e.g., 
importance of cash). 

The Chameleon and 
Kaleidoscope address 
Sherwin-Williams’ 
approach to conservative 
business practices in 
relationship to specific 
medium-term goals. 

The framework is grounded 
by Sherwin-Williams’ 
conservative business 
practices. 

4. Integrity The medium-term goals 
set by leadership 
embody integrity. 

All employee 
communications that 
illustrate medium-term 
goals are rooted in 
integrity. 

The framework is built 
upon the guiding 
principles—an evolution of 
the code of principles 
(1907) with a theme of 
integrity throughout. 

5. Senior  
leadership  
and  
connectivity  
to people 

Leadership sets 
medium-term goals that 
resonate with 
employees; therefore, 
they feel connected to 
the purpose of the 
organization. 

Leadership communicates 
directly with employees 
about goals in the 
Chameleon and 
Kaleidoscope, as well as in 
face-to-face forums (e.g., 
town halls and annual 
meetings). 

The overall framework 
introduced by eighth 
president, Chris Connor, 
was borne out of individual 
functional excellence 
programs with a purpose of 
senior leadership 
connecting to people. 
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Traditional Cultural Practice 1: Setting Medium-Term Goals 

Following the critical event of the acquisition of Valspar on June 1, 2017, 

Sherwin-Williams utilized the traditional cultural practice of defining a medium-term 

goal: specifically, Mission 2020. Ninth president John Morikis introduced this goal with 

the following statement: 

We recently completed the Valspar acquisition, a historic milestone for our 
company and industry. We can all be extraordinarily proud of our two world-class 
organizations, which bring significant opportunities to our customers, 
shareholders, and employees. I’ve had the pleasure to meet many of the talented 
employees who joined the Sherwin-Williams family from Valspar, and I’m 
encouraged by their eagerness to quickly integrate into our culture and contribute 
immediately to our performance. This same ambitious spirit is what drives our 
company’s legacy of extraordinary performance each and every day. I have 
witnessed the amazing persistence of our employees worldwide to continually aim 
high and achieve excellence. At year end 2010 we marked $8B in sales; by the 
end of 2016—our 150th year in business—we reached nearly $12B. With the 
combination of Valspar this year [2017] we expect to generate approximately 
$16B in sales with adjusted earnings of more than $2B, making us the premier 
global leader in the paint and coatings industry. (Kaleidoscope, Issue 1, 2017, 
p. 2) 

Within the context of the identity claim of strong financial performance, Morikis 

continued to explain why Mission 2020 was so important for the new Sherwin-Williams:  

Continuing this strong performance will be achieved only if we commit to 
providing our best effort, and with our 60,000 talented employees around the 
world, I believe together we are prepared to accomplish anything we set our 
minds to. Mission 2020 is our latest initiative that not only sets the bar higher, it 
will also help inspire our daily work, and bring out the best in ourselves and those 
around us. . . . In this issue of Kaleidoscope, you’ll find mission statements as 
diverse as the employees who make them. I hope you will find inspiration in the 
stories of the employees featured in this issue. They provide examples of how all 
employees can contribute to help us achieve our goals, whether they are driving 
customer satisfaction, creating innovative products, ensuring employee safety or 
saving time and costs—all vital to accomplishing Mission 2020. (Kaleidoscope, 
Issue 1, 2017, p. 2) 
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Mission 2020 was not the first 

short-term goal program, but built on 

previous successful initiatives. In the 

interviews, senior leaders discussed the 

10 by 10 initiative (Figure 4.31), which 

enabled Sherwin-Williams to achieve $8 

billion in sales in 2010, and the Team 150 

initiative, centered around Sherwin-

Williams’ 150th celebration, which 

produced a record $12 billion in sales for 

Sherwin Williams. 

We had the 10 by 10, and then we 
had the Team 150 was after 10 by 
10. Now we’ve got Mission 2020. 
We have a recent history of  

 
Figure 4.31. Display on the 10 by 10 initiative. 
The quote on the right reads: “10 by 10 shaped 
the way that we think. We no longer think about 
hanging on. We think about gaining every day . . 
. and we expect improvement out of ourselves, 
our coworkers, our peers, everything that we do. 
We expect to get better every single day” (John 
Morikis). Photo used with permission from 
the Sherwin-Williams Center of Excellence. 

establishing some medium-term goals that hopefully drives alignment through the 
organization. Now, the Mission 2020 goal, I don’t know if you knew this, but we 
wanted to have a $500 stock price by the end of 2020. It hit $450 last week. 

Another senior leader clarified the importance of these short-term goals as “unity 

calls”: 

I would say it’s in the more recent history, but I’d say 10 by 10. I think it really, in 
my career, in my 32 years, it was the first significant, so to speak, unity call to the 
entire company that we are one as SHW and no matter what position we have in 
the company, if we all work together and have one common goal and one 
common objective, we could become a much greater company because of that. 

The interview data were supported by secondary data from the Sherwin-Williams 

150th anniversary book (Cooke, 2016). In particular, Cooke (2016) recounted Chris 
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Connor’s opening speech in honor of Sherwin-Williams’ 150th anniversary celebration in 

2016, which focused on the financial success of the Team 150 campaign: 

At that time, the company’s stock sold for roughly $73 a share and the target was 
$150, a number reached two years earlier. . . . As he [Chris Connor] stood on the 
stage in May 2016, that number was roughly $296, almost double the original 
goal. (Cooke, 2016, p. 157) 

Sherwin-Williams set a medium term-goal and beat it. The success of this 

traditional culture practice made it an enticing management practice for senior leaders to 

implement as they continued to focus on Sherwin-Williams’ growth, an identity claim, 

after the acquisition of Valspar, a critical event. 

Traditional Cultural Practice 2: Communicating Goals to Employees  

A senior leader explained how Sherwin-Williams focused on communicating 

goals to employees:  

We spend a lot of time making sure people at all different levels understand how 
they contribute to the organization and to the mission that we have as a company. 
We always have a vision. This year until 2020, we have a Mission 2020 goal, and 
our CEO and top executives make sure that there’s a tie all throughout the 
organization so that people understand at any level how they contribute. If they 
understand how they contribute, they’re definitely going to feel valuable, feel 
challenged, motivated, a part of the team and understand. The idea is that all 
leaders in the company are really working on that, so from the highest level to my 
boss to me to my team, and we’re getting that message to the organization, so 
even if you work on a line or if you’re a chemist or an assistant, you know what 
your role is and how you can make a difference on the organization and how you 
tie back to our overall mission. 

For this communication, employee publications played a key role. Cooke (2016) 

noted that founder and presidents Sherwin (1866-1909) and Cottingham (1909-1922) 

began the traditional cultural practice of communicating goals to employees through the 

employee newsletter. Specifically, in 1897, Sherwin and Cottingham chose to  
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communicate via the 

Chameleon (Figure 4.32), a 

monthly newsletter with a 

mission from Henry Sherwin 

“to keep everyone in the 

organization interested in what 

the company is doing as a 

whole” (Cooke, 2016, p. 24).  

 
Figure 4.32. The Chameleon as a memory form for 
Sherwin-Williams. Here it is shown with some early 
paint vials. Source: Sherwin-Williams Center of 
Excellence; used with permission. 

Eventually, the Chameleon newsletter was replaced with a magazine, Kaleidoscope. 

An example of how Sherwin-Williams used Kaleidoscope to communicate 

company initiatives can be seen in its detailed explanation of Mission 2020. In a 

question-and-answer format, the magazine presented this question: “We’ve heard you say 

Mission 2020 can ‘unlock cash’—what do you mean by that?” The response was 

provided by Sherwin-Williams’ Chief Financial Officer Al Mistysyn:  

The reason these targets are important—$20 billion in sales, $20.00 earnings per 
share, 20 percent return on net assets employee—is they allow us to generate cash 
which drives the cash wheel. . . . In other words, the more cash we generate, the 
more we have to reinvest in the future of our company, our employees and our 
shareholders. (Kaleidoscope, Issue 1, 2007, p. 16) 

The same issue discussed Mission 2020 in the context of previous short-term 

goals. Mistysyn noted that the Team 150 campaign in honor of the 150th year celebration 

brought “great rewards” to the company and its employees and stated, “Now is the time 

to look forward. Mission 2020 is the rallying cry that helps us look beyond our past and 

ahead to the next 150 years” (Kaleidoscope, Issue 1, 2017, p. 16).  
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Furthermore, the photographs in Figure 4.33 from Kaleidoscope provide evidence 

of how employees at different levels and locations translated Mission 2020 into a personal 

goal that could enable Sherwin-Williams to achieve its overall goals. The text reads: 

What are you doing to make Mission 2020 a reality? There is a part for everyone 
to play—whether it’s making or selling our products, or supporting those who do. 
. . . You may have one mission or several, or you may find new ones as time goes 
on. Some missions take teamwork, some are personal goals; some are very 
challenging. Taken together, they are all part of our shared mission to be the 
world’s premier paint and coatings provider. Visit the Mission 2020 page on 
mySherwin for inspiration. You’ll find mission statements as diverse as the 
employees who make them. 

This traditional cultural practice example also reinforced the identity claim of care, 

specifically care of employees and shareholders.  

 

  
Figure 4.33. Sherwin-Williams employees’ individual Mission 2020 goals.  
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Traditional Cultural Practice 3: Employing the Culture of Excellence Framework to 

Support Goal Achievement  

In addition to setting medium-term goals and utilizing employee-wide 

communication vehicles to discuss goals, a third example of traditional cultural practices 

aimed to engage the Sherwin-Williams’ workforce in achieving medium-term goals 

through “a Culture of Excellence” framework (Cooke, 2016, p. 116). In 1921, employees 

were reminded: “Don’t forget to make the Code [of Principles] your chart and compass as 

you sail the Sea of Business” (Cooke, 2016, p. 28). The Culture of Excellence framework 

was utilized for the same purpose: to serve as a compass and to guide employees to 

achieve goals. This component of organizational history is also interconnected to the 

identity claims of growth, competition, care, and strong financial performance.  

Figure 4.34 illustrates the Culture of Excellence framework. The excellence 

pillars—operational excellence, innovation excellence, financial excellence, marketing 

excellence, and leadership excellence, supported by the overarching roof of sales 

excellence—can be traced back to founder Henry Sherwin’s golden jubilee message: 

“What is worth doing, is worth doing well” (Kaleidoscope, Issue 1, 2018, p. 14). The 

foundation of the house—Sherwin-Williams’ guiding values of integrity, people, service, 

quality, performance, innovation, and growth—was borne out of the critical event of the 

Code of Principles (1907), which is also considered a memory form, defined as text 

material of the past (Hatch & Schultz, 2013). 
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Figure 4.34. Sherwin-Williams culture of excellence framework. 
 
 
 This framework was established in 2004—in the context of the 10 by 10 goal—to 

connect each employee’s role to the organization’s larger mission. The following quote 

by Cooke (2016) illustrates the importance of this framework to enable employees to help 

Sherwin-Williams reach its ambitious medium-term goals: 

As Sherwin-Williams embarked on its 10 by 10 initiative, it knew that it would 
not meet such audacious goals simply by working harder. Rather, it had to 
strengthen every function by instilling excellence throughout the organization. In 
2004, the “Culture of Excellence” became the thematic umbrella under which 
these efforts moved forward. The mission of the Culture of Excellence is to 
leverage competitive strengths across the enterprise. By creating common 
language, tool sets, metrics and platforms, the Excellence movement promotes a 
strategic vision in which conversations, processes and strategies are shared 
worldwide to maximize the impact of every individual and every idea throughout 
the organization. (p. 125) 

Senior leaders provided evidence that the Culture of Excellence framework was 

important to Sherwin-Williams’ positive momentum and operationalized through 

individual functional excellence initiatives: 
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We’ve sort of institutionalized those things. It’s almost like: Are they fresh 
enough? Are they still . . . is there still a return on investment? But they’re just 
kind of the crown event for whatever Excellence function it is. Whether it’s 
operations, . . . we have Financial Excellence every other year probably. 

Institutionalizing efforts included discussing various Excellence initiatives at team 

meetings or through special conferences, as these senior leaders explained: 

Any meeting I’m at the front of our team, we talk about ethics and we have a 
Financial Excellence initiative. It’s ethics, integrity, business acumen, people 
development, productivity, and internal controls. 

Now I can bring 300 people in here together and we have an Operational 
Excellence conference and agree on where we’re going. There’s no disconnect 
about the safety systems, or the tools, or the processes, or the quality systems, 
tools, and processes. We all are using those same systems, tools, and processes 
across the world, then we come together for the conference to share best practices. 
We have all these tabletops. Innovation [Excellence] does the same thing. . . . 
Then there’s more relationship building, because there’s people in powder plants 
all over the world that can benefit from being together. 

Sales meeting, you’ve got [large number] of employees coming in to one place, 
managers, reps, all our different support groups, our national account executives, 
all the district managers, all these different people coming in to one place. . . . All 
these different levels of leadership speak to the group. You go to big vendor 
shows . . . where you’re walking, interacting with vendors, and that kind of thing, 
with our executives. It’s cool. But we, I think it’s by design, of course. It is by 
design. 

Sherwin-Williams’ ninth president John Morikis utilized the Culture of 

Excellence as a guiding framework to enable the achievement of Mission 2020. John 

Morikis provided evidence of this traditional cultural practice through his message:  

Our Culture of Excellence is the compass that points all of us in the same 
direction and positions us for success in achieving our goals for 2020 and beyond. 
And every day I see our employees’ commitment to excellence in action. Whether 
it’s in our stores, on a sales call, in our plants or an R&D lab. . . . While today we 
are larger, more diverse and global than ever before, we must never stop looking 
for ways to improve and create value for our customers. We must continue to 
anticipate the needs of tomorrow and leverage our excellence initiatives globally 
to establish a common language, standardize and create best practices in 
leadership development, and reinforce a clear focus on our business strategy. 
(Kaleidoscope, Issue 1, 2018, p. 2) 
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 Additionally, Kaleidoscope (Issue 1, 2018) reinforced how the Culture of 

Excellence framework will enable Sherwin-Williams and Valspar to work together 

consistently postacquisition:  

Communicating our 
culture and values across 
national boundaries and a 
wide variety of languages 
is essential to our 
continued growth. After 
our most recent 
acquisition, John Morikis 
said: “The Sherwin-
Williams Pillars of 
Excellence framework will 
help shape the culture of 
our combined company.” 
(p. 14)  

As shown in Figure 4.35, various 

awards were also given related to 

the Culture of Excellence.  

 
Figure 4.35. Excellence in Action annual awards 
exhibit in the Sherwin-Williams Center of 
Excellence; photograph used with permission. 

Summary of Findings 

In summary, the findings for this study included key components of Hatch and 

Schultz’s (2002) organizational identity dynamics model: 

1. Five identity claims: (1) care, (2) growth, (3) competition, (4) paint and coatings 

company, and (5) financial performance. 

2. Five value statements: (1) growing people from within, (2) customer, (3) 

conservative business practices, (4) integrity, and (5) senior leadership and 

connectivity to people. 

It also included organizational history, which appeared in critical events (Casey, 2018) 

and traditional cultural practices and memory forms (Hatch & Schultz, 2017): 
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3. Three critical events: (1) the Code of Principles written by Walter Cottingham 

and published in 1907; (2) the Sherwin-Williams financial crisis of 1977 and the 

appointment of seventh president John “Jack” Breen in 1979; and (3) the 

acquisition of Valspar in 2017. 

4. Three traditional cultural practices: (1) setting medium-term goals; (2) 

communicating medium-term goals; and (3) using the Culture of Excellence 

framework. 

5. One memory form: 1907 Code of Principles (featured in the Center of 

Excellence) rooted in the founders’ vision and operating principles. 

Furthermore, an additional finding indicates that after the acquisition of 

Valspar—the largest acquisition made in Sherwin-Williams’ history and the third critical 

event (Casey, 2018) that emerged from the data analysis—Sherwin-Williams utilized 

traditional cultural practices and memory forms—both components of Hatch and 

Schultz’s (2017) definition of organizational history—to sustain its identity as an 

organization that utilizes conservative business practices, focused particularly on 

managing cash flow to achieve strong financial performance, which ultimately benefits 

customers, employees, shareholders, and the community. Sherwin-Williams was able to 

reinforce and sustain its five identity claims by utilizing three traditional culture 

practices: (1) setting medium-term goals; (2) communicating the goals to employees 

through an employee publication; and (3) employing a historically rooted, common 

framework to engage employees at all levels to achieve medium-term goals. Table 4.8 

earlier in this chapter summarizes the finding that illustrates the interconnected and 



 

 94 

dynamic relationship between organizational history (critical events, founders, traditional 

cultural practices, and memory forms) and identity claims and values. 

6. Identity claims and values are interconnected, and interrelationships exist 

between them and organizational history (e.g., critical events, founders, 

traditional cultural practices, and memory forms). 

The data analysis documented throughout this chapter found that organizational 

history—“traditional cultural practices and memory forms” (p. 4) as defined by Hatch 

and Schultz (2017) and critical events (Casey, 2018)—plays an important role in the 

organizational identity dynamics of a legacy company following a large acquisition. The 

findings also reveal the interconnection between the identity claims, value statements, 

founders, critical events, and history. A summary of this study’s findings is presented in 

Table 4.9. Thus, the findings discussed in this chapter answer the study’s research 

question: What is the role of organizational history in the organizational identity 

dynamics of a legacy company following a major acquisition?  

Table 4.9 
Summary of Findings 

N Findings 
1  Five identity claims: (1) care, (2) growth, (3) competition, (4) paint and coatings company, 

and (5) financial performance. 
2 Five value statements: (1) growing people from within, (2) customer, (3) conservative 

business practices, (4) integrity, and (5) senior leadership and connectivity to people. 
3 Three critical events: (1) the Code of Principles written by Walter Cottingham and published 

in 1907; (2) the Sherwin-Williams financial crisis of 1977 and the appointment of seventh 
president John “Jack” Breen in 1979; and (3) the acquisition of Valspar in 2017. 

4 Three traditional cultural practices: (1) setting medium-term goals; (2) communicating 
medium-term goals; and (3) using the Culture of Excellence framework. 

5 One memory form: 1907 Code of Principles (featured in the Sherwin-Williams Center of 
Excellence). 

6 Identity claims and values are interconnected, and interrelationships exist between them and 
organizational history (e.g., critical events, founders, traditional cultural practices, and 
memory forms). 
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In closing, this case study provides evidence as to how organizational history, 

such as traditional cultural practices and memory forms, were utilized to reinforce and 

sustain Sherwin-Williams’ organization identity following the major acquisition of 

Valspar (critical event). In doing so, this study addresses a gap in the literature identified 

by Hatch and Schultz (2017). They cited research conducted by Ravasi and Schultz 

(2006), Stigliani and Ravasi (2007), Schultz and Hernes (2013), and Howard-Grenville, 

Metzger, and Meyers (2013), who found that organizational history is part of the 

organizational identity dynamics process, but did not explain how history is integrated 

into organizational identity, if historical material is transformed or actively used as part of 

the new identity formation, how material memories are generated or how history is 

communicated over time, or even how actor sentiment is factored into the process of 

resurrecting the old identity. Chapter 5 discusses these issues based on the study findings. 

This final chapter also presents the theoretical implications of the findings, specifically 

with respect to the organizational history and identity literature and provides 

recommendations for practitioners and suggestions for future research.  
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