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THE CONCEPT OF ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE: WHY BOTHER?
Culture is an abstraction, yet the forces that are created in social and organizational situations deriving from culture are powerful. If
we don’t understand the operation of these forces, we become victim to them. Cultural forces are powerful because they operate
outside of our awareness. We need to understand them not only because of their power but also because they help to explain many
of our puzzling and frustrating experiences in social and organizational life. Most importantly, understanding cultural forces
enables us to understand ourselves better.

What Needs to Be Explained?
Most of us in our roles as students, employees, managers, researchers, or consultants work in and have to deal with groups and
organizations of all kinds. Yet we continue to find it amazingly difficult to understand and justify much of what we observe and
experience in our organizational life. Too much seems to be “bureaucratic,” “political,” or just plain “irrational.” People in
positions of authority, especially our immediate bosses, often frustrate us or act incomprehensibly, and those we consider the
“leaders” of our organizations often disappoint us.
When we get into arguments or negotiations with others, we often cannot understand how our opponents could take such
“ridiculous” positions. When we observe other organizations, we often find it incomprehensible that “smart people could do such
dumb things.” We recognize cultural differences at the ethnic or national level but find them puzzling at the group, organizational,
or occupational level. Gladwell (2008) in his popular book Outliers provides some vivid examples of how both ethnic and
organizational cultures explain such anomalies as airline crashes and the success of some law firms.
As managers, when we try to change the behavior of subordinates, we often encounter “resistance to change” at a level that
seems beyond reason. We observe departments in our organization that seem to be more interested in fighting with each other than
getting the job done. We see communication problems and misunderstandings between group members that should not be
occurring between “reasonable” people. We explain in detail why something different must be done, yet people continue to act as if
they had not heard us.
As leaders who are trying to get our organizations to become more effective in the face of severe environmental pressures, we
are sometimes amazed at the degree to which individuals and groups in the organization will continue to behave in obviously
ineffective ways, often threatening the very survival of the organization. As we try to get things done that involve other groups, we
often discover that they do not communicate with each other and that the level of conflict between groups in organizations and in
the community is often astonishingly high.
As teachers, we encounter the sometimes-mysterious phenomenon that different classes behave completely differently from each
other even though our material and teaching style remains the same. If we are employees considering a new job, we realize that
companies differ greatly in their approach, even in the same industry and geographic locale. We feel these differences even as we
walk in the door of different organizations such as restaurants, banks, stores, or airlines.
As members of different occupations, we are aware that being a doctor, lawyer, engineer, accountant, or manager involves not
only learning technical skills but also adopting certain values and norms that define our occupation. If we violate some of these
norms, we can be thrown out of the occupation. But where do these come from and how do we reconcile the fact that each
occupation considers its norms and values to be the correct ones? How is it possible that in a hospital, the doctors, nurses, and
administrators are often fighting with each other rather than collaborating to improve patient care? How is it possible that
employees in organizations report unsafe conditions, yet the organization continues to operate until a major accident happens?
The concept of culture helps to explain all of these phenomena and to “normalize” them. If we understand the dynamics of
culture, we will be less likely to be puzzled, irritated, and anxious when we encounter the unfamiliar and seemingly irrational
behavior of people in organizations, and we will have a deeper understanding not only of why various groups of people or
organizations can be so different but also why it is so hard to change them.
Even more important, if we understand culture better, we will understand ourselves better and recognize some of the forces
acting within us that define who we are. We will then understand that our personality and character reflect the groups that
socialized us and the groups with which we identify and to which we want to belong. Culture is not only all around us but within us
as well.

Five Personal Examples
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To illustrate how culture helps to illuminate organizational situations, I will begin by describing several situations I
encountered in my experiences as a consultant.
DEC
In the first case, Digital Equipment Corporation (DEC), I was called in to help a management group improve its
communication, interpersonal relationships, and decision making (Schein, 2003). DEC was founded in the middle
1950s and was one of the first companies to successfully introduce interactive computing, something that today we
take completely for granted. The company was highly successful for twenty-five years but then developed a variety of
difficulties, which led to its sale to the Compaq Corporation in 1996. I will be referring to the DEC story many times
in this book.
After sitting in on a number of meetings of the top management, I observed, among other things: (1) High levels of
interrupting, confrontation, and debate, (2) excessive emotionality about proposed courses of action, (3) great
frustration over the difficulty of getting a point of view across, (4) a sense that every member of the group wanted to
win all the time, and (5) shared frustration that it took forever to make a decision that would stick.
Over a period of several months, I made many suggestions about better listening, less interrupting, more orderly
processing of the agenda, the potential negative effects of high emotionality and conflict, and the need to reduce the
frustration level. The group members said that the suggestions were helpful, and they modified certain aspects of their
procedure, such as lengthening some of their meetings. However, the basic pattern did not change. No matter what
kind of intervention I attempted, the basic style of the group remained the same. How to explain this?
Ciba-Geigy
In the second case, I was asked, as part of a broader consultation project, to help create a climate for innovation in an
organization that felt a need to become more flexible to respond to its increasingly dynamic business environment.
This Swiss Chemical Company consisted of many different business units, geographical units, and functional groups.
It was eventually merged with the Sandoz Company and is today part of Novartis.
As I got to know more about Ciba-Geigy’s many units and problems, I observed that some very innovative things
were going on in many places in the company. I wrote several memos describing these innovations, added other ideas
from my own experience, and gave the memos to my contact person in the company with the request that he distribute
them to the various business unit and geographical managers who needed to be made aware of these ideas.
After some months, I discovered that those managers to whom I had personally given the memo thought it was
helpful and on target, but rarely, if ever, did they pass it on, and none were ever distributed by my contact person. I
also suggested meetings of managers from different units to stimulate lateral communication but found no support at
all for such meetings. No matter what I did, I could not seem to get information flowing laterally across divisional,
functional, or geographical boundaries. Yet everyone agreed in principle that innovation would be stimulated by more
lateral communication and encouraged me to keep on “helping.” Why did my helpful memos not circulate?
Cambridge-at-Home
This third example is quite different. Two years ago I was involved in the creation of an organization devoted to
allowing people to stay in their homes as they aged. The founding group of ten older residents of Cambridge asked me
to chair the meetings to design this new organization. To build strong consensus and commitment, I wanted to be sure
that everyone’s voice would be heard even if that slowed down the meetings. I resisted Robert’s Rules of Order in
favor of a consensus building style, which was much slower but honored everyone’s point of view. I discovered that
this consensus approach polarized the group into those who were comfortable with the more open style and those who
thought I was running the “worst meetings ever.” What was going on here?
Amoco
In the fourth example, Amoco, a large oil company that was eventually acquired by British Petroleum, decided to
centralize all of its engineering functions into a single service unit. Whereas engineers had previously been regular
full-time members of projects, they were now supposed to “sell their services” to clients who would be charged for
these services. The engineers would now be “internal consultants” who would be “hired” by the various projects. The
engineers resisted this new arrangement violently, and many of them threatened to leave the organization. Why were
they so resistant to the new organizational arrangements?
Alpha Power
In the fifth example, Alpha Power, an electric and gas utility that services a major urban area, was faced with
becoming more environmentally responsible after being brought up on criminal charges for allegedly failing to report
the presence of asbestos in one of its local units that suffered an accident. Electrical workers, whose “heroic”
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self-image of keeping the power on no matter what, also held the strong norm that one did not report spills and other
environmental and safety problems if such reports would embarrass the group. I was involved in a multi-year project
to change this self-image to one where the “heroic” model was to report all safety and environmental hazards even if
that meant reporting on peers and even bosses. A new concept of personal responsibility, teamwork, and openness of
communication was to be adopted. Reporting on and dealing with environmental events became routine, but no matter
how clear the new mandate was, some safety problems continued if peer group relations were involved. Why? What
could be more important than employee and public safety?

How Does the Concept of Culture Help?
I did not really understand the forces operating in any of these cases until I began to examine my own assumptions about how
things should work in these organizations and began to test whether my assumptions fitted those operating in my client systems.
This step of examining the shared assumptions in an organization or group and comparing them to your own takes us into
“cultural” analysis and will be the focus from here on.
It turned out that in DEC, senior managers and most of the other members of the organization shared the assumption that you
cannot determine whether or not something is “true” or “valid” unless you subject the idea or proposal to intensive debate. Only
ideas that survive such debate are worth acting on, and only ideas that survive such scrutiny will be implemented. The group
members assumed that what they were doing was discovering truth, and, in this context, being polite to each other was relatively
unimportant. I become more helpful to the group when I realized this and went to the flip chart and just started to write down the
various ideas they were processing. If someone was interrupted, I could ask him or her to restate his or her point instead of
punishing the interrupter. The group began to focus on the items on the chart and found that this really did help their
communication and decision process. I had finally understood and accepted an essential element of their culture instead of
imposing my own. By this intervention of going to the flip chart, I had changed the microculture of their group to enable them to
accomplish what their organizational culture dictated.
In Ciba-Geigy, I eventually discovered that there was a strong shared assumption that each manager’s job was his or her private
“turf” not to be infringed on. The strong image was communicated that “a person’s job is like his or her home, and if someone
gives unsolicited information, it is like walking into someone’s home uninvited.” Sending memos to people implies that they do not
already know what is in the memo, which is seen to be potentially insulting. In this organization, managers prided themselves on
knowing whatever they needed to know to do their job. Had I understood this aspect of their culture, I would have asked for a list
of the names of the managers and sent the memo directly to them. They would have accepted it from me because I was the paid
consultant and expert.
In my Cambridge meetings, different members had different prior experiences in meetings. Those who had grown up with a
formal Robert’s Rules of Order system on various other nonprofit boards were adamant that this was the only way to run a meeting.
Others who had no history on other boards were more tolerant of my informal style. The members had come from different
subcultures that did not mesh. In my human relations training culture, I had learned the value of involving people to get better
implementation of decisions and was trying to build that kind of microculture in this group. Only when I adapted my style to theirs
was I able to begin to shape the group more toward my preferred style.
In Amoco, I began to understand the resistance of the engineers when I learned that their assumptions were “good work should
speak for itself,” and “engineers should not have to go out and sell themselves.” They were used to having people come to them for
services and did not have a good role model for how to sell themselves.
In Alpha, I learned that in the safety area, all work units had strong norms and values of self-protection that often over-rode the
new requirements imposed on the company by the courts. The groups had their own experience base for what was safe and what
was not safe and were willing to trust that. On the other hand, identifying environmental hazards and cleaning them up involved
new skills that workers were willing to learn and collaborate on. The union had its own cultural assumption that under no
conditions would one “rat out” a fellow union member, and this applied especially in the safety area.
In each of these cases, I initially did not understand what was going on because my own basic assumptions about truth, turf, and
group relations differed from the shared assumptions of the members of the organization or group. And my assumptions reflected
my “occupation” as a social psychologist and organization consultant, while the group’s assumptions reflected in part their
occupations and experiences as electrical engineers, chemists, nonprofit organization board members, and electrical workers.
To make sense of such situations requires taking a “cultural perspective,” learning to see the world through “cultural lenses,”
becoming competent in “cultural analysis” by which I mean being able to perceive and decipher the cultural forces that operate in
groups, organizations, and occupations. When we learn to see the world through cultural lenses, all kinds of things begin to make
sense that initially were mysterious, frustrating, or seemingly stupid.

Culture: An Empirically Based Abstraction
EBSCO Publishing : eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) - printed on 8/18/2017 11:39 AM via NATIONAL DEFENSE UNIVERSITY
AN: 335269 ; Schein, Edgar H..; Organizational Culture and Leadership
Account: s3953903

20

Copyright © 2010. Jossey-Bass. All rights reserved. May not be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher, except fair uses permitted under U.S. or applicable
copyright law.

Culture as a concept has had a long and checkered history. Laymen have used it as a word to indicate sophistication, as when we
say that someone is very “cultured.” Anthropologists have used it to refer to the customs and rituals that societies develop over the
course of their history. In the past several decades, some organizational researchers and managers have used it to describe the
norms and practices that organizations develop around their handling of people or as the espoused values and credo of an
organization. This sometimes confuses the concept of culture with the concept of climate, and confuses culture as what is with
culture as what ought to be.
Thus managers speak of developing the “right kind of culture,” a “culture of quality,” or a “culture of customer service,”
suggesting that culture has to do with certain values that managers are trying to inculcate in their organizations. Also implied in this
usage is the assumption that there are better or worse cultures, stronger or weaker cultures, and that the “right” kind of culture
would influence how effective organizations are. In the managerial literature, there is often the implication that having a culture is
necessary for effective performance, and that the stronger the culture, the more effective the organization.
Researchers have supported some of these views by reporting findings that certain cultural dimensions do correlate with
economic performance, but this research is hard to evaluate because of the many definitions of culture and the variety of indexes of
performance that are used (Wilderom, Glunk, and Maslowski, 2000). Consultants and researchers have touted “culture surveys”
and have claimed that they can improve organizational performance by helping organizations create certain kinds of cultures, but
these claims are often based on a very different definition of culture than the one I will be arguing for here (Denison, 1990;
Sackman and Bertelsman, 2006). As we will see, whether or not a culture is “good” or “bad,” “functionally effective,” or not,
depends not on the culture alone but on the relationship of the culture to the environment in which it exists.
Perhaps the most intriguing aspect of culture as a concept is that it points us to phenomena that are below the surface, that are
powerful in their impact but invisible and to a considerable degree unconscious. Culture creates within us mindsets and frames of
reference that Marshak (2006) identified as one of a number of important covert processes. In another sense, culture is to a group
what personality or character is to an individual. We can see the behavior that results, but we often cannot see the forces underneath
that cause certain kinds of behavior. Yet, just as our personality and character guide and constrain our behavior, so does culture
guide and constrain the behavior of members of a group through the shared norms that are held in that group.
Culture as a concept is thus an abstraction. If an abstract concept is to be useful to our thinking, it should be observable yet
increase our understanding of a set of events that are otherwise mysterious or not well understood. From this point of view, I will
argue that we must avoid the superficial models of culture and build on the deeper, more complex anthropological models. Those
models refer to a wide range of observable events and underlying forces, as shown in the following list.
• Observed behavioral regularities when people interact: The language they use, the customs and traditions that evolve,
and the rituals they employ in a wide variety of situations (for example, Goffman, 1959, 1967; Jones and others, 1988; Trice
and Beyer, 1993; Van Maanen, 1979b).
• Group norms: The implicit standards and values that evolve in working groups, such as the particular norm of “a fair day’s
work for a fair day’s pay” that evolved among workers in the Bank Wiring Room in the Hawthorne studies (for example,
Homans, 1950; Kilmann and Saxton, 1983).
• Espoused values: The articulated publicly announced principles and values that the group claims to be trying to achieve,
such as “product quality” or “price leadership” (for example, Deal and Kennedy, 1982, 1999).
• Formal philosophy: The broad policies and ideological principles that guide a group’s actions toward stockholders,
employees, customers, and other stakeholders such as the highly publicized “HP Way” of the Hewlett-Packard Co. (for
example, Ouchi, 1981; Pascale and Athos, 1981; Packard, 1995).
• Rules of the game: The implicit, unwritten rules for getting along in the organization, “the ropes” that a newcomer must
learn to become an accepted member, “the way we do things around here” (for example, Schein, 1968, 1978; Van Maanen,
1976, 1979b; Ritti and Funkhouser, 1987).
• Climate: The feeling that is conveyed in a group by the physical layout and the way in which members of the organization
interact with each other, with customers, or with other outsiders (for example, Ashkanasy, and others 2000; Schneider,
1990; Tagiuri and Litwin, 1968).
• Embedded skills: The special competencies displayed by group members in accomplishing certain tasks, the ability to make
certain things that get passed on from generation to generation without necessarily being articulated in writing (for example,
Argyris and Schon, 1978; Cook and Yanow, 1993; Henderson and Clark, 1990; Peters and Waterman, 1982; Ang and Van
Dyne, 2008).
• Habits of thinking, mental models, and/or linguistic paradigms: The shared cognitive frames that guide the perceptions,
thought, and language used by the members of a group and are taught to new members in the early socialization process (for
example, Douglas, 1986; Hofstede, 1991, 2001; Van Maanen, 1979b; Senge, Roberts, Ross, Smith, and Kleiner, 1994).
• Shared meanings: The emergent understandings that are created by group members as they interact with each other (for
example, Geertz, 1973; Smircich, 1983; Van Maanen and Barley, 1984; Weick, 1995, Weick and Sutcliffe, 2001; Hatch and
Schultz, 2004).
• “Root metaphors” or integrating symbols: The ways that groups evolve to characterize themselves, which may or may not
be appreciated consciously, but that get embodied in buildings, office layouts, and other material artifacts of the group. This
level of the culture reflects the emotional and aesthetic response of members as contrasted with the cognitive or evaluative
response (for example, Gagliardi, 1990; Hatch, 1990; Pondy, Frost, Morgan, and Dandridge, 1983; Schultz, 1995).
• Formal rituals and celebrations: The ways in which a group celebrates key events that reflect important values or
important “passages” by members such as promotion, completion of important projects, and milestones (Trice and Beyer,
1993, Deal and Kennedy, 1982, 1999).
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All of these concepts and phenomena relate to culture and/or reflect culture in that they deal with things that group members
share or hold in common, but none of them can usefully be thought of as the culture of a country, organization, occupation, or
group. You might wonder why we need the word culture at all when we have so many other concepts such as norms, values,
behavior patterns, rituals, traditions, and so on. However, the word culture adds several other critical elements to the concept of
sharing. The concept of culture implies structural stability, depth, breadth, and patterning or integration.
Structural Stability
Culture implies some level of structural stability in the group. When we say that something is “cultural” we imply that it is not only
shared but also stable because it defines the group. After we achieve a sense of group identity, which is a key component of culture,
it is our major stabilizing force and will not be given up easily. Culture is something that survives even when some members of the
organization depart. Culture is hard to change because group members value stability in that it provides meaning and predictability.
Depth
Culture is the deepest, often unconscious part of a group and is therefore less tangible and less visible. From this point of view,
most of the categories used to describe culture listed earlier can be thought of as manifestations of culture, but they are not the
“essence” of what we mean by culture. Note that when something is more deeply embedded that also lends stability.
Breadth
A third characteristic of culture is that after it has developed, it covers all of a group’s functioning. Culture is pervasive and
influences all aspects of how an organization deals with its primary task, its various environments, and its internal operations. Not
all groups have cultures in this sense, but the concept connotes that if we refer to “the culture” of a group, we are referring to all of
its operations.
Patterning or Integration
The fourth characteristic that is implied by the concept of culture and that further lends stability is patterning or integration of the
elements into a larger paradigm or “Gestalt” that ties together the various elements and resides at a deeper level. Culture implies
that rituals, climate, values, and behaviors tie together into a coherent whole, and this pattern or integration is the essence of what
we mean by “culture.” Such patterning or integration ultimately derives from the human need to make our environment as sensible
and orderly as we can (Weick, 1995). Disorder or senselessness makes us anxious, so we will work hard to reduce that anxiety by
developing a more consistent and predictable view of how things are and how they should be. Thus: “Organizational cultures, like
other cultures, develop as groups of people struggle to make sense of and cope with their worlds” (Trice and Beyer, 1993, p. 4).
How then should we think about this “essence” of culture, and how should we formally define it? The most useful way to arrive
at a definition of something as abstract as culture is to think in dynamic evolutionary terms. If we can understand where culture
comes from, how it evolves, then we can grasp something that is abstract, that exists in a group’s unconscious, yet that has
powerful influences on a group’s behavior.
Any social unit that has some kind of shared history will have evolved a culture. The strength of that culture depends on the
length of time, the stability of membership of the group, and the emotional intensity of the actual historical experiences they have
shared. We all have a common-sense notion of this phenomenon, yet it is difficult to define it abstractly. The formal definition that
I propose and will work with builds on this evolutionary perspective and argues that the most fundamental characteristic of culture
is that it is a product of social learning.

Culture Formally Defined
The culture of a group can now be defined as a pattern of shared basic assumptions learned by a group as it solved its problems of
external adaptation and internal integration, which has worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to
new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems.

Culture by this definition tends toward patterning and integration. But a given group may not have the kind of learning experiences
that allow it to evolve a culture in this sense. There may be major turnover in leaders or members, the mission or primary task may
change, the underlying technology on which the group is built may evolve, or the group may split into subgroups that develop their
own subcultures leading to what Joanne Martin and her colleagues define as differentiated cultures and/or fragmented cultures
(Martin, 2002).
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We all know of groups, organizations, and societies where there are beliefs and values that work at cross purposes with other
beliefs and values leading to situations full of conflict and ambiguity. But if the concept of culture is to have any utility, it should
draw our attention to those things that are the product of our human need for stability, consistency, and meaning. Culture
formation, therefore, is always, by definition, a striving toward patterning and integration, even though in many groups, their actual
history of experiences prevents them from ever achieving a clear-cut unambiguous paradigm.

Culture Content
If a group’s culture is that group’s accumulated learning, how do we describe and catalogue the content of that learning? Group and
organizational theories distinguish two major sets of problems that all groups, no matter what their size, must deal with: (1)
Survival, growth, and adaptation in their environment; and (2) Internal integration that permits daily functioning and the ability to
adapt and learn. Both of these areas of group functioning will reflect the macrocultural context in which the group exists and from
which are derived broader and deeper basic assumptions about the nature of reality, time, space, human nature, and human
relationships. Each of these areas will be explained in detail in later chapters.
The Process of Socialization or Acculturation
After a group has a culture, it will pass elements of this culture on to new generations of group members (Louis, 1980; Schein,
1968; Van Maanen, 1976; Van Maanen and Schein, 1979). Studying what new members of groups are taught is, in fact, a good way
to discover some of the elements of a culture, but we only learn about surface aspects of the culture by this means. This is
especially so because much of what is at the heart of a culture will not be revealed in the rules of behavior taught to newcomers. It
will only be revealed to members as they gain permanent status and are allowed into the inner circles of the group where group
secrets then are shared.
On the other hand, how people learn and the socialization processes to which they are subjected may indeed reveal deeper
assumptions. To get at those deeper levels, we must try to understand the perceptions and feelings that arise in critical situations,
and we must observe and interview regular members or “old timers” to get an accurate sense of the deeper-level assumptions that
are shared.
Can culture be learned through anticipatory socialization or self-socialization? Can new members discover for themselves what
the basic assumptions are? Yes and no. We certainly know that one of the major activities of any new member when she or he
enters a new group is to decipher the operating norms and assumptions. But this deciphering can only be successful through the
rewards and punishments that are meted out by old members to new members as they experiment with different kinds of behavior.
In this sense, there is always a teaching process going on, even though it may be quite implicit and unsystematic.
If the group does not have shared assumptions, as will sometimes be the case, the new members’ interaction with old members
will be a more creative process of building a culture. But once shared assumptions exist, the culture survives through teaching them
to newcomers. In this regard, culture is a mechanism of social control and can be the basis of explicitly manipulating members into
perceiving, thinking, and feeling in certain ways (Van Maanen and Kunda, 1989; Kunda, 1992). Whether or not we approve of this
as a mechanism of social control is a separate question that will be addressed later.

Can Culture Be Inferred from Only Behavior?
Note that the definition of culture that I have given does not include overt behavior patterns, though some such behavior, especially
formal rituals, would reflect cultural assumptions. Instead, this definition emphasizes that the shared assumptions deal with how we
perceive, think about, and feel about things. We cannot rely on overt behavior alone because it is always determined both by the
cultural predisposition (the perceptions, thoughts, and feelings that are patterned) and by the situational contingencies that arise
from the immediate external environment.
Behavioral regularities can occur for reasons other than culture. For example, if we observe that all members of a group cower in
the presence of a large and loud leader, this could be based on biological reflex reactions to sound and size, individual learning, or
shared learning. Such a behavioral regularity should not, therefore, be the basis for defining culture, though we might later discover
that, in a given group’s experience, cowering is indeed a result of shared learning and therefore a manifestation of deeper shared
assumptions. Or, to put it another way, when we observe behavioral regularities, we do not know whether or not we are dealing
with a cultural manifestation. Only after we have discovered the deeper layers that I am defining as the essence of culture can we
specify what is and what is not an “artifact” that reflects the culture.

Do Occupations Have Cultures?
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The definition provided previously does not specify the size or location of the social unit to which it can legitimately be applied.
We know that nations, ethnic groups, religions, and other kinds of social units have cultures in this sense. I called these
macrocultures. Our experience with large organizations also tells us that even globally dispersed corporations such as IBM or
Unilever have corporate cultures in spite of the obvious presence of many diverse subcultures within the larger organization.
But it is not clear whether it makes sense to say that medicine or law or accounting or engineering have cultures. If culture is a
product of joint learning leading to shared assumptions about how to perform and relate internally, then we can see clearly that
many occupations do evolve cultures. If there is strong socialization during the education and training period and if the beliefs and
values learned during this time remain stable as taken-for-granted assumptions even though the person may not be in a group of
occupational peers, then clearly those occupations have cultures. For most of the occupations that will concern us, these cultures
are global to the extent that members are trained in the same way to the same skill set and values. However, we will find that
macrocultures also influence how occupations are defined, that is, how engineering or medicine is practiced in a particular country.
These variations make it that much more difficult to decipher in a hospital, for example, what is national, ethnic, occupational, or
organizational.

Summary and Conclusions
In this chapter, I have introduced the concept of culture and have argued that it helps to explain some of the more seemingly
incomprehensible and irrational aspects of what goes on in groups, occupations, organizations, and other kinds of social units that
have common histories. I reviewed the variety of elements that people perceive to be “culture,” leading to a formal definition that
puts the emphasis on shared learning experiences that lead to shared, taken-for-granted basic assumptions held by the members of
the group or organization.
In this sense, any group with a stable membership and a history of shared learning will have developed some level of culture, but
a group that either has had a great deal of turnover of members and leaders or a history lacking in any kind of challenging events
may well lack any shared assumptions. Not every collection of people develops a culture, and, in fact, we tend to use the terms
“group,” “team,” or “community” rather than “crowd” or “collection of people” only when there has been enough of a shared
history so that some degree of culture formation has taken place.
After a set of shared assumptions has come to be taken for granted it determines much of the group’s behavior, and the rules and
norms that are taught to newcomers in a socialization process that is a reflection of culture. We noted that to define culture, we
must go below the behavioral level because behavioral regularities can be caused by forces other than culture. We noted that even
large organizations can have a common culture if there has been enough of a history of shared experience.
We also noted that culture and leadership are two sides of the same coin in that leaders first start the process of culture creation
when they create groups and organizations. After cultures exist, they determine the criteria for leadership and thus determine who
will or will not be a leader. But if elements of a culture become dysfunctional, it is the unique function of leadership to perceive the
functional and dysfunctional elements of the existing culture and to manage cultural evolution and change in such a way that the
group can survive in a changing environment. The bottom line for leaders is that if they do not become conscious of the cultures in
which they are embedded, those cultures will manage them. Cultural understanding is desirable for all of us, but it is essential to
leaders if they are to lead.
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2
THE THREE LEVELS OF CULTURE
The purpose of this chapter is to show that culture can be analyzed at several different levels, with the term level meaning the
degree to which the cultural phenomenon is visible to the observer. Some of the confusion surrounding the definition of what
culture really is results from not differentiating the levels at which it manifests itself. These levels range from the very tangible
overt manifestations that you can see and feel to the deeply embedded, unconscious, basic assumptions that I am defining as the
essence of culture. In between these layers are various espoused beliefs, values, norms, and rules of behavior that members of the
culture use as a way of depicting the culture to themselves and others.
Many other culture researchers prefer the term basic values to describe the deepest levels. I prefer basic assumptions because
these tend to be taken for granted by group members and are treated as nonnegotiable. Values are open to discussion, and people
can agree to disagree about them. Basic assumptions are so taken for granted that someone who does not hold them is viewed as a
“foreigner” or as “crazy” and is automatically dismissed.
The three major levels of cultural analysis are shown in Exhibit 2.1.

Artifacts
At the surface is the level of artifacts, which includes all the phenomena that you would see, hear, and feel when you encounter a
new group with an unfamiliar culture. Artifacts include the visible products of the group, such as the architecture of its physical
environment; its language; its technology and products; its artistic creations; its style, as embodied in clothing, manners of address,
and emotional displays; its myths and stories told about the organization; its published lists of values; and its observable rituals and
ceremonies.
Exhibit 2.1. The Three Levels of Culture.

1. Artifacts
• Visible and feelable structures and processes
• Observed behavior
- Difficult to decipher
2. Espoused Beliefs and Values
• Ideals, goals, values, aspirations
• Ideologies
• Rationalizations
- May or may not be congruent with behavior and other artifacts
3. Basic Underlying Assumptions
• Unconscious, taken-for-granted beliefs and values
- Determine behavior, perception, thought, and feeling

Among these artifacts is the “climate” of the group. Some culture analysts see climate as the equivalent to culture, but it is better
EBSCO Publishing : eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) - printed on 8/18/2017 11:39 AM via NATIONAL DEFENSE UNIVERSITY
AN: 335269 ; Schein, Edgar H..; Organizational Culture and Leadership
Account: s3953903

25

Copyright © 2010. Jossey-Bass. All rights reserved. May not be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher, except fair uses permitted under U.S. or applicable
copyright law.

thought of as the product of some of the underlying assumptions and is, therefore, a manifestation of the culture. Observed behavior
is also an artifact as are the organizational processes by which such behavior is made routine. Structural elements such as charters,
formal descriptions of how the organization works, and organization charts also fall into the artifact level.
The most important point to be made about this level of the culture is that it is both easy to observe and very difficult to decipher.
The Egyptians and the Mayans both built highly visible pyramids, but the meaning of pyramids in each culture was very
different—tombs in one, temples as well as tombs in the other. In other words, observers can describe what they see and feel but
cannot reconstruct from that alone what those things mean in the given group. Some culture analysts argue that among the artifacts,
you find important symbols that reflect deep assumptions of the culture, but symbols are ambiguous, and you can only test a
person’s insight into what something may mean if the person has also experienced the culture at the deeper level of assumptions
(Gagliardi, 1990, 1999).
It is especially dangerous to try to infer the deeper assumptions from artifacts alone because a person’s interpretations will
inevitably be projections of his or her own feelings and reactions. For example, when you see a very informal, loose organization,
you may interpret that as “inefficient” if your own background is based on the assumption that informality means playing around
and not working. Or, alternatively, if you see a very formal organization, you may interpret that to be a sign of “lack of innovative
capacity” if your own experience is based on the assumption that formality means bureaucracy and standardization.
If the observer lives in the group long enough, the meanings of artifacts gradually become clear. If, however, you want to
achieve this level of understanding more quickly, you must talk to insiders to analyze the espoused values, norms, and rules that
provide the day-to-day operating principles by which the members of the group guide their behavior. This kind of inquiry takes you
to the next level of cultural analysis.

Espoused Beliefs and Values
All group learning ultimately reflects someone’s original beliefs and values, his or her sense of what ought to be, as distinct from
what is. When a group is first created or when it faces a new task, issue, or problem, the first solution proposed to deal with it
reflects some individual’s own assumptions about what is right or wrong, what will work or not work. Those individuals who
prevail, who can influence the group to adopt a certain approach to the problem, will later be identified as leaders or founders, but
the group does not yet have any shared knowledge as a group because it has not yet taken a common action in reference to
whatever it is supposed to do. Whatever is proposed will only be perceived as what the leader wants. Until the group has taken
some joint action and together observed the outcome of that action, there is not as yet a shared basis for determining whether what
the leader wants will turn out to be valid.
For example, if sales begin to decline in a young business, a manager may say, “We must increase advertising” because of her
belief that advertising always increases sales. The group, never having experienced this situation before, will hear that assertion as
a statement of that manager’s beliefs and values: “She believes that when one is in trouble it is a good thing to increase
advertising.” What the leader initially proposes, therefore, cannot have any status other than a value to be questioned, debated,
challenged, and tested.
If the manager convinces the group to act on her belief, the solution works, and the group has a shared perception of that success,
then the perceived value that “advertising is good” gradually becomes transformed: first into a shared value or belief and ultimately
into a shared assumption (if actions based on it continue to be successful). If this transformation process occurs, group members
will tend to forget that originally they were not sure and that the proposed course of action was at an earlier time just a proposal to
be debated and confronted.
Not all beliefs and values undergo such transformation. First of all, the solution based on a given value may not work reliably.
Only those beliefs and values that can be empirically tested and that continue to work reliably in solving the group’s problems will
become transformed into assumptions. Second, certain value domains—those dealing with the less controllable elements of the
environment or with aesthetic or moral matters—may not be testable at all. In such cases, consensus through social validation is
still possible, but it is not automatic. Third, the strategy/goals of the organization may fall into this category of espoused beliefs in
that there may be no way of testing it except through consensus because the link between performance and strategy may be hard to
prove.
Social validation means that certain beliefs and values are confirmed only by the shared social experience of a group. For
example, any given culture cannot prove that its religion and moral system are superior to another culture’s religion and moral
system, but if the members reinforce each others’ beliefs and values, they come to be taken for granted. Those who fail to accept
such beliefs and values run the risk of “excommunication”—of being thrown out of the group. The test of whether they work or not
is how comfortable and anxiety free members are when they abide by them.
In these realms, the group learns that certain beliefs and values, as initially promulgated by prophets, founders, and leaders,
“work” in the sense of reducing uncertainty in critical areas of the group’s functioning. And, as they continue to provide meaning
and comfort to group members, they also become transformed into nondiscussible assumptions even though they may not be
correlated to actual performance. The espoused beliefs and moral/ ethical rules remain conscious and are explicitly articulated
because they serve the normative or moral function of guiding members of the group in how to deal with certain key situations, and
in training new members how to behave. Such beliefs and values often become embodied in an ideology or organizational
philosophy, which then serves as a guide to dealing with the uncertainty of intrinsically uncontrollable or difficult events.
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If the beliefs and values that provide meaning and comfort to the group are not congruent with the beliefs and values that
correlate with effective performance, we will observe in many organizations espoused values that reflect the desired behavior but
are not reflected in observed behavior (Argyris and Schon, 1978, 1996). For example, a company’s ideology may say that it values
people and that it has high quality standards for its products, but its actual record in that regard may contradict what it says. In U.S.
organizations, it is common to espouse teamwork while actually rewarding individual competitiveness . Hewlett-Packard’s highly
touted “The HP Way” espoused consensus management and teamwork, but in its computer division, engineers discovered that to
get ahead they had to be competitive and political (Packard, 1995).
So in analyzing espoused beliefs and values, you must discriminate carefully among those that are congruent with the underlying
assumptions that guide performance, those that are part of the ideology or philosophy of the organization, and those that are
rationalizations or only aspirations for the future. Often espoused beliefs and values are so abstract that they can be mutually
contradictory, as when a company claims to be equally concerned about stockholders, employees, and customers, or when it claims
both highest quality and lowest cost. Espoused beliefs and values often leave large areas of behavior unexplained, leaving us with a
feeling that we understand a piece of the culture but still do not have the culture as such in hand. To get at that deeper level of
understanding, to decipher the pattern, and to predict future behavior correctly, we have to understand more fully the category of
basic assumptions.

Basic Underlying Assumptions
When a solution to a problem works repeatedly, it comes to be taken for granted. What was once a hypothesis, supported only by a
hunch or a value, gradually comes to be treated as a reality. We come to believe that nature really works this way. Basic
assumptions, in this sense, are different from what some anthropologists called “dominant value orientations” in that such dominant
orientations reflect the preferred solution among several basic alternatives, but all the alternatives are still visible in the culture, and
any given member of the culture could, from time to time, behave according to variant as well as dominant orientations (Kluckhohn
and Strodtbeck, 1961).
Basic assumptions, in the sense defined here, have become so taken for granted that you find little variation within a social unit.
This degree of consensus results from repeated success in implementing certain beliefs and values, as previously described. In fact,
if a basic assumption comes to be strongly held in a group, members will find behavior based on any other premise inconceivable.
For example, in a group whose basic assumption is that the individual’s rights supersede those of the group, members find it
inconceivable to commit suicide or in some other way sacrifice themselves to the group even if they had dishonored the group. In a
capitalist country, it is inconceivable that someone might design a business organization to operate consistently at a financial loss
or that it does not matter whether or not a product works. In an occupation such as engineering, it is inconceivable to deliberately
design something that is unsafe; it is a taken-for-granted assumption that things should be safe. Basic assumptions, in this sense, are
similar to what Argyris and Schon identified as “theories-in-use”—the implicit assumptions that actually guide behavior, that tell
group members how to perceive, think about, and feel about things (Argyris and Schon, 1974, 1996).
Basic assumptions, like theories-in-use, tend to be nonconfrontable and nondebatable, and hence are extremely difficult to
change. To learn something new in this realm requires us to resurrect, reexamine, and possibly change some of the more stable
portions of our cognitive structure—a process that Argyris and others have called “double-loop learning,” or “frame breaking”
(Argyris, Putnam, and Smith, 1985; Bartunek, 1984). Such learning is intrinsically difficult because the reexamination of basic
assumptions temporarily destabilizes our cognitive and interpersonal world, releasing large quantities of basic anxiety.
Rather than tolerating such anxiety levels, we tend to want to perceive the events around us as congruent with our assumptions,
even if that means distorting, denying, projecting, or in other ways falsifying to ourselves what may be going on around us. It is in
this psychological process that culture has its ultimate power. Culture as a set of basic assumptions defines for us what to pay
attention to, what things mean, how to react emotionally to what is going on, and what actions to take in various kinds of situations.
After we have developed an integrated set of such assumptions—a “thought world” or “mental map”—we will be maximally
comfortable with others who share the same set of assumptions and very uncomfortable and vulnerable in situations where different
assumptions operate because either we will not understand what is going on, or, worse, we will misperceive and misinterpret the
actions of others (Douglas, 1986; Bushe, 2009).
The human mind needs cognitive stability. Therefore, any challenge or questioning of a basic assumption will release anxiety
and defensiveness. In this sense, the shared basic assumptions that make up the culture of a group can be thought of both at the
individual and group level as psychological cognitive defense mechanisms that permit the group to continue to function. At the
same time, culture at this level provides its members with a basic sense of identity and defines the values that provide self-esteem
(Hatch and Schultz, 2004). Cultures tell their members who they are, how to behave toward each other, and how to feel good about
themselves. Recognizing these critical functions makes us aware why “changing” culture is so anxiety provoking.
To illustrate how unconscious assumptions can distort data, consider the following example. If we assume, on the basis of past
experience or education, that other people will take advantage of us whenever they have an opportunity, we expect to be taken
advantage of, and we then interpret the behavior of others in a way that coincides with those expectations. We observe people
sitting in a seemingly idle posture at their desk and interpret their behavior as “loafing” rather than “thinking out an important
problem.” We perceive absence from work as “shirking” rather than “doing work at home.”
If this is not only a personal assumption but also one that is shared and thus part of the culture of an organization, we will discuss
with others what to do about our “lazy” workforce and institute tight controls to ensure that people are at their desks and busy. If
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employees suggest that they do some of their work at home, we will be uncomfortable and probably deny the request because we
will figure that at home they would loaf (Bailyn, 1992; Perin, 1991).
In contrast, if we assume that everyone is highly motivated and competent, we will act in accordance with that assumption by
encouraging people to work at their own pace and in their own way. If we see someone sitting quietly at their desk, we will assume
that they are thinking or planning. If someone is discovered to be unproductive in such an organization, we will make the
assumption that there is a mismatch between the person and the job assignment, not that the person is lazy or incompetent. If
employees want to work at home, we will perceive that as evidence of their wanting to be productive.
In both cases, there is the potential for distortion, in that the cynical manager will not perceive how highly motivated some of the
subordinates really are, and the idealistic manager will not perceive that there are subordinates who are lazy and are taking
advantage of the situation. As McGregor noted many decades ago, such assumptions about “human nature” become the basis of
management and control systems that perpetuate themselves because if people are treated consistently in terms of certain basic
assumptions, they come eventually to behave according to those assumptions to make their world stable and predictable (1960).
Unconscious assumptions sometimes lead to ridiculously tragic situations, as illustrated by a common problem experienced by
U.S. supervisors in some Asian countries. A manager who comes from a U.S. pragmatic tradition assumes and takes it for granted
that solving a problem always has the highest priority. When that manager encounters a subordinate who comes from a cultural
tradition in which good relationships and protecting the superior’s “face” are assumed to have top priority, the following scenario
has often resulted.
The manager proposes a solution to a given problem. The subordinate knows that the solution will not work, but his unconscious
assumption requires that he remain silent because to tell the boss that the proposed solution is wrong is a threat to the boss’s face. It
would not even occur to the subordinate to do anything other than remain silent or, if the boss were to inquire what the subordinate
thought, to even reassure the boss to go ahead and take the action.
The action is taken, the results are negative, and the boss, somewhat surprised and puzzled, asks the subordinate what he would
have done or would he have done something different. This question puts the subordinate into an impossible double bind because
the answer itself is a threat to the boss’s face. He cannot possibly explain his behavior without committing the very sin he was
trying to avoid in the first place—namely, embarrassing the boss. He may even lie at this point and argue that what the boss did
was right and only “bad luck” or uncontrollable circumstances prevented it from succeeding.
From the point of view of the subordinate, the boss’s behavior is incomprehensible because to ask the subordinate what he would
have done shows lack of self-pride, possibly causing the subordinate to lose respect for that boss. To the boss, the subordinate’s
behavior is equally incomprehensible. He cannot develop any sensible explanation of his subordinate’s behavior that is not
cynically colored by the assumption that the subordinate at some level just does not care about effective performance and therefore
must be gotten rid of. It never occurs to the boss that another assumption—such as “you never embarrass a superior”—is operating,
and that, to the subordinate, that assumption is even more powerful than “you get the job done.”
If assumptions such as these operate only in an individual and represent her idiosyncratic experience, they can be corrected more
easily because the person will detect that she is alone in holding a given assumption. The power of culture comes about through the
fact that the assumptions are shared and, therefore, mutually reinforced. In these instances, probably only a third party or some
cross-cultural experiences could help to find common ground whereby both parties could bring their implicit assumptions to the
surface. And even after they have surfaced, such assumptions would still operate, forcing the boss and the subordinate to invent a
whole new communication mechanism that would permit each to remain congruent with his or her culture—for example, agreeing
that, before any decision is made and before the boss has stuck his neck out, the subordinate will be asked for suggestions and for
factual data that would not be face threatening. Note that the solution has to keep each cultural assumption intact. We cannot, in
these instances, simply declare one or the other cultural assumption “wrong.” We have to find a third assumption to allow them
both to retain their integrity.
I have dwelled on this long example to illustrate the potency of implicit, unconscious assumptions and to show that such
assumptions often deal with fundamental aspects of life—the nature of time and space; human nature and human activities; the
nature of truth and how we discover it; the correct way for the individual and the group to relate to each other; the relative
importance of work, family, and self-development; the proper role of men and women; and the nature of the family.
These kinds of assumptions form the core of macrocultures and will be discussed in detail in Part II, The Dimensions of Culture.
We do not develop new assumptions about each of these areas in every group or organization we join. Members of any new group
will bring their own cultural learning from prior groups, from their education, and from their socialization into occupational
communities, but as the new group develops its own shared history, it will develop modified or new assumptions in critical areas of
its experience. It is those new assumptions that then make up the culture of that particular group.

Summary and Conclusions
Any group’s culture can be studied at three levels—the level of its artifacts, the level of its espoused beliefs and values, and the
level of its basic underlying assumptions. If you do not decipher the pattern of basic assumptions that may be operating, you will
not know how to interpret the artifacts correctly or how much credence to give to the espoused values. In other words, the essence
of a culture lies in the pattern of basic underlying assumptions, and after you understand those, you can easily understand the other
more surface levels and deal appropriately with them.
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Though the essence of a group’s culture is its pattern of shared, basic taken-for-granted assumptions, the culture will manifest
itself at the level of observable artifacts and shared espoused values, norms, and rules of behavior. In analyzing cultures, it is
important to recognize that artifacts are easy to observe but difficult to decipher and that espoused beliefs and values may only
reflect rationalizations or aspirations. To understand a group’s culture, you must attempt to get at its shared basic assumptions and
understand the learning process by which such basic assumptions evolve.
Leadership is originally the source of the beliefs and values that get a group moving in dealing with its internal and external
problems. If what leaders propose works and continues to work, what once were only the leader’s assumptions gradually come to
be shared assumptions. When a set of shared basic assumptions is formed by this process, it defines the character and identity of the
group and can function as a cognitive defense mechanism both for the individual members and for the group as a whole. In other
words, individuals and groups seek stability and meaning. Once achieved, it is easier to distort new data by denial, projection,
rationalization, or various other defense mechanisms than to change the basic assumption. As we will see, culture change, in the
sense of changing basic assumptions, is difficult, time-consuming, and highly anxiety-provoking—a point that is especially
relevant for the leader who sets out to change the culture of an organization.
The most central issue for leaders is to understand the deeper levels of a culture, to assess the functionality of the assumptions
made at that level, and to deal with the anxiety that is unleashed when those assumptions are challenged.
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3
CULTURES IN ORGANIZATIONS: TWO CASE EXAMPLES
In the previous chapter, I indicated in a rather abstract manner how to think about the complex concept of culture as it applies to
groups and organizations. I emphasized the need to go beyond the surface levels of artifacts and espoused beliefs and values to the
deeper, taken-for-granted shared basic assumptions that create the pattern of cognitions, perceptions, and feelings displayed by the
members of the group. Unless we understand what is going on at this deeper level, we cannot really decipher the meaning of the
more surface phenomena, and, worse, we might misinterpret them because of the likelihood that we will project our own cultural
biases onto the observed phenomena.
In this chapter, I will illustrate this multilevel analysis by describing two companies with whom I worked for some period of
time, permitting me to begin to identify some of the deep elements of their cultures. I say elements because it is not really possible
to describe an entire culture, but I can describe enough elements to make some of the key phenomena in these companies
comprehensible.

The Digital Equipment Corp.
Digital Equipment Corp. (DEC) is a major case running throughout this book because it not only illustrates aspects of how to
describe and analyze organizational culture, but it also reveals some important cultural dynamics that explain both DEC’s rise to
the position of the number two computer company in the world and its rapid decline in the 1990s (Schein, 2003). I was a consultant
to the founder, Ken Olsen, and to the various executive committees and engineering groups that ran the company from 1966 to
1992; therefore, I had a unique opportunity to see cultural dynamics in action over a long period of time. DEC was the first major
company to introduce interactive computing and became a very successful manufacturer of what came to be called “mini
computers.” It was located primarily in the northeastern part of the United States, with headquarters in an old mill in Maynard,
Massachusetts, but it had branches throughout the world. At its peak, it employed more than 100,000 people, with sales of $14
billion; in the mid-1980s it became the second largest computer manufacturer in the world after IBM. The company ran into major
financial difficulties in the 1990s and was eventually sold to the Compaq Corp. in 1998. Compaq was in turn acquired by
Hewlett-Packard in 2001.
Artifacts: Encountering the Company
To gain entry into any of DEC’s many buildings, you had to sign in with a guard who sat behind a counter where there were
usually several people chatting, moving in and out, checking the badges of employees who were coming into the building,
accepting mail, and answering phone calls. After signing in, you waited in a small, casually furnished lobby until the person you
were visiting came personally or sent a secretary to escort you.
What I recall most vividly from my first encounters with this organization some forty plus years ago is the ubiquitous open office
architecture, the extreme informality of dress and manners, a very dynamic environment in the sense of rapid pace, and a high rate
of interaction among employees, seemingly reflecting enthusiasm, intensity, energy, and impatience. As I would pass cubicles or
conference rooms, I would get the impression of openness. There were very few doors. The company cafeteria spread out into a big
open area where people sat at large tables, hopped from one table to another, and obviously were intensely involved in their work
even at lunch. I also observed that there were many cubicles with coffee machines and refrigerators in them and that food seemed
to be part of most meetings.
The physical layout and patterns of interaction made it very difficult to decipher who had what rank, and I was told that there
were no status perquisites such as private dining rooms, special parking places, or offices with special views and the like. The
furniture in the lobbies and offices was very inexpensive and functional, and the company was mostly headquartered in an old
industrial building that had been converted for their use. The informal clothing worn by most managers and employees reinforced
this sense of economy and egalitarianism.
I had been brought into DEC to help the top management team improve communication and group effectiveness. As I began to
attend the regular staff meetings of the senior management group, I was quite struck by the high level of interpersonal
confrontation, argumentativeness, and conflict. Group members became highly emotional at the drop of a hat and seemed to get
angry at each other, though it was also noticeable that such anger did not carry over outside the meeting.
With the exception of the president and founder, Ken Olsen, there were very few people who had visible status in terms of how
people deferred to them. Olsen himself, through his informal behavior, implied that he did not take his position of power all that
seriously. Group members argued as much with him as with each other and even interrupted him from time to time. His status did
show up, however, in the occasional lectures he delivered to the group when he felt that members did not understand something or
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were “wrong” about something. At such times, Olsen could become very emotionally excited in a way that other members of the
group never did.
My own reactions to the company and these meetings also have to be considered as artifacts to be documented. It was exciting to
be attending top management meetings—and surprising to observe so much behavior that seemed to me dysfunctional. The level of
confrontation I observed made me quite nervous, and I had a sense of not knowing what this was all about, as I indicated in the
example in Chapter One. I learned from further observation that this style of running meetings was typical and that meetings were
very common, to the point where people would complain about all the time spent in committees. At the same time, they would
argue that without these committees, they could not get their work done properly.
The company was organized as a matrix, one of the earliest versions of this type of organization, in terms of functional units and
product lines, but there was a sense of perpetual reorganization and a search for a structure that would “work better.” Structure was
viewed as something to tinker with until you got it right. There were many levels in the technical and managerial hierarchy, but I
sensed that the hierarchy was just a convenience, not something to be taken very seriously. On the other hand, the communication
structure was taken very seriously. There were many committees already in existence, and new ones were constantly being formed;
the company had an extensive e-mail network that functioned worldwide, engineers and managers traveled frequently and were in
constant telephone communication with each other, and Olsen would get upset if he observed any evidence of
under-communication or miscommunication. To make communication and contact easier, DEC had its own “air force” of several
planes and helicopters. Ken Olsen was a licensed pilot and flew his own plane to a retreat in Maine for recreation.
Many other artifacts from this organization will be described later, but for the present, this will suffice to give a flavor of what I
encountered at DEC. The question now is, what does any of it mean? I knew what my emotional reactions were, but I did not really
understand why these things were happening and what significance they had for members of the company. To gain some
understanding, I had to get to the next level: the level of espoused beliefs and values.
Espoused Beliefs and Values
As I talked to people at DEC about my observations, especially those things that puzzled and scared me, I began to elicit some of
the espoused beliefs and values by which the company ran. Many of these were embodied in slogans or in parables that Olsen
wrote from time to time and circulated throughout the company. For example, a high value was placed on personal responsibility. If
someone made a proposal to do something and it was approved, that person had a clear obligation to do it or, if it was not possible
to do, to come back and renegotiate. The phrase “He who proposes, does” was frequently heard around the organization.
Employees at all levels were responsible for thinking about what they were doing and were enjoined at all times to “do the right
thing,” which, in many instances, meant being insubordinate. If the boss asked you to do something that you considered wrong or
stupid, you were supposed to “push back” and attempt to change the boss’s mind. If the boss insisted, and you still felt that it was
not right, then you were supposed to not do it and take your chances on your own judgment. If you were wrong, you would get
your wrist slapped but would gain respect for having stood up for your own convictions. Because bosses knew these rules, they
were, of course, less likely to issue arbitrary orders, more likely to listen to you if you pushed back, and more likely to renegotiate
the decision. So actual insubordination was rarely necessary, but the principle of thinking for yourself and doing the right thing was
very strongly reinforced.
It was also a rule that you should not do things without getting “buyin” from others who had to implement the decision, who had
to provide needed services, or who would be influenced by it. Employees had to be very individualistic and, at the same time, very
willing to be team players; hence, the simultaneous feeling that committees were a big drain on time but they could not do without
them. To reach a decision and to get buy-in, the individual had to convince others of the validity of his or her idea and be able to
defend it against every conceivable argument, which caused the high levels of confrontation and fighting that I observed in groups.
However, after an idea had stood up to this level of debate and survived, it could then be moved forward and implemented because
everyone was now convinced that it was the right thing to do. This took longer to achieve, but led to more consistent and rapid
action. If somewhere down the hierarchy the decision “failed to stick” because someone was not convinced that it was “the right
thing to do,” that person had to push back, her arguments had to be heard, and either she had to be convinced or the decision had to
be renegotiated up the hierarchy.
In asking people about their jobs, I discovered another strong value: each person should figure out what the essence of his or her
job is and get very clear about it. Asking the boss what was expected was considered a sign of weakness. If your own job definition
was out of line with what the group or department required, you would hear about it soon enough. The role of the boss was to set
broad targets, but subordinates were expected to take initiative in figuring out how best to achieve them. This value required a lot
of discussion and negotiation, which often led to complaints about time wasting, but, at the same time, everyone defended the value
of doing things in this way and continued to defend it even though it created difficulties later in DEC’s life.
I also found out that people could fight bitterly in group meetings, yet be very good friends. There was a feeling of being a
tight-knit group, a kind of extended family under a strong father figure, Ken Olsen, which led to the norm that fighting does not
mean that people dislike or disrespect each other. This norm seemed to extend even to “bad-mouthing” each other: People would
call each other “stupid” behind each others’ backs or say that someone was a real “turkey” or “jerk,” yet they would respect each
other in work situations. Olsen often criticized people in public, which made them feel embarrassed, but it was explained to me that
this only meant that the person should work on improving his area of operations, not that he was really in disfavor. In fact, people
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quipped that it was better to have Ken criticize you than not to notice you. Even if someone fell into disfavor, he or she was viewed
merely as being in the “penalty box”; stories were told of managers or engineers who had been in this kind of disfavor for long
periods of time and then rebounded to become heroes in some other context.
When managers talked about their products, they emphasized quality and elegance. The company was founded by engineers and
was dominated by an engineering mentality in that the value of a proposed new product was generally judged by whether the
engineers themselves liked it and used it, not by external market surveys or test markets. In fact, customers were talked about in a
rather disparaging way, especially those who might not be technically sophisticated enough to appreciate the elegance of the
product that had been designed.
Olsen emphasized absolute integrity in designing, manufacturing, and selling. He viewed the company as highly ethical, and he
strongly emphasized the work values associated with the Protestant work ethic—honesty, hard work, high standards of personal
morality, professionalism, personal responsibility, integrity, and honesty. Especially important was being honest and truthful in
their relations with each other and with customers. As this company grew and matured, it put many of these values into formal
statements and taught them to new employees. They viewed their culture as a great asset and felt that the culture itself had to be
taught to all new employees (Kunda, 1992).
Basic Assumptions: The DEC Paradigm
To understand the implications of these values and to show how they relate to overt behavior, we must seek the underlying
assumptions and premises on which this organization was based (see Figures 3.1 and 3.2).
Figure 3.1. DEC’s Cultural Paradigm: Part One.
Copyright © E. H. Schein. DEC Is Dead; Long Live DEC. Berrett-Koehler, 2003.

The founding group, because of their engineering background, was intensely individualistic and pragmatic in its orientation.
They developed a problem-solving and decision-making system that rested on five interlocking assumptions:
1. The individual is ultimately the source of ideas and entrepreneurial spirit.
2. Individuals are capable of taking responsibility and doing the right thing.
3. No one individual is smart enough to evaluate his or her own ideas, so others should push back and get buy-in. (In effect,
the group was saying that “truth” cannot be found without debate and that there is no arbitrary way of figuring out what is
true unless one subjects every idea to the crucible of debate among strong and intelligent individuals, so individuals must
get others to agree before taking action.)
4. The basic work of the company is technological innovation and such work is and always should be “fun.”
Without understanding these first four assumptions, we cannot decipher most of the behavior observed, particularly the seeming
incongruity between intense individualism and intense commitment to group work and consensus. The fifth interlocking
assumption helps to explain how there could be simultaneously (1) intense conflict with authority figures,insubordination, and
bad-mouthing of bosses; and (2) intense loyalty to the organization and personal affection across hierarchical boundaries.
5. We are one family whose members will take care of each other (implying that no matter how much of a troublemaker an
individual was in the decision process, the person was valued in the family and could not be kicked out of it).
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Only by grasping these first five assumptions can we understand, for example, why my initial interventions of trying to get the
group to be “nicer” to each other in the communication process were politely ignored. I was seeing the group’s “effectiveness” in
terms of my values and assumptions of how a “good” group should act. The DEC senior management committee was trying to
reach “truth” and make valid decisions in the only way they knew how and by a process that they believed in. The group was
merely a means to an end; the real process going on in the group was a basic, deep search for solutions in which they could have
confidence because they stood up even after intense debate.
After I shifted my focus to helping them in this search for valid solutions, I figured out what kinds of interventions would be
more relevant, and I found that the group accepted them more readily. For example, I began to emphasize agenda setting, time
management, clarifying some of the debate, summarizing, consensus testing after the debate was running dry, and a
problem-solving process. The interrupting, the emotional conflicts, and the other behavior I observed initially continued, but the
group became more effective in its handling of information and in reaching consensus. It was in this context that I gradually
developed the philosophy of being a “process consultant” instead of trying to be an expert on how groups should work (Schein,
1969, 1988, 1999a, 2003).
As I learned more about DEC, I also learned that the cultural DNA contained another five key assumptions, shown in Figure 3.2.
These five additional assumptions reflected some of the group’s beliefs and values pertaining to customers and marketing:
Figure 3.2. DEC’s Cultural Paradigm: Part Two.
Copyright © E. H. Schein. DEC Is Dead; Long Live DEC. Berrett-Koehler, 2003.

6. The only valid way to sell a product is to find out what the customer’s problem is and to solve that problem, even if that
means selling less or recommending another company’s products.
7. People can and will take responsibility and continue to act responsibly no matter what.
8. The market is the best decision maker if there are several product contenders (internal competition was viewed as desirable
throughout DEC’s history).
9. Even as the company gets very large and differentiated, it is desirable to keep some central control rather than
divisionalizing.
10. DEC engineers “know best” what a good product is, based on whether or not they personally like working with that
product.
These ten assumptions can be thought of as the DEC cultural paradigm—its cultural DNA. What is important in showing these
interconnections is the fact that single elements of the paradigm could not explain how this organization was able to function. It
was only by seeing the combination of assumptions—around individual creativity, group conflict as the source of truth, individual
responsibility, commitment to each other as a family, commitment to innovation and to solving customer problems, and belief in
internal competition and central control—that the observable day-to-day behavior could be explained. It is this level of basic
assumptions and their interconnections that defines some of the essence of the culture—the key genes of the cultural DNA.
How general was this paradigm in DEC? That is, if we were to study workers in the plants, salesmen in geographically remote
units, engineers in technical enclaves, and so on, would we find the same assumptions operating? One of the interesting aspects of
the DEC story is that at least for its first twenty or so years, this paradigm would have been observed in operation across all of its
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rank levels, functions, and geographies. But, as we will also see later, as DEC grew and evolved, some elements of the DEC culture
began to change, and the paradigm no longer fit in some parts of the company.

Ciba-Geigy
The Ciba-Geigy Company in the late 1970s and early 1980s was a Swiss multidivisional, geographically decentralized chemical
company with several divisions dealing with pharmaceuticals, agricultural chemicals, industrial chemicals, dyestuffs, and some
technically based consumer products. It eventually merged with a former competitor, Sandoz, to become what is today Novartis. I
was originally asked to give some talks at their 1979 annual meeting of top executives on the topic of innovation and creativity, and
this encounter evolved into a variety of consulting activities that lasted into the mid-1980s.
Artifacts—Encountering Ciba-Geigy
My initial encounter with this company was through a telephone call from its head of management development, Dr. Jurg Leupold,
inquiring whether I would be willing to give a talk to their annual meeting in Switzerland. Ciba-Geigy ran annual meetings of their
top forty to fifty executives worldwide and had a tradition of inviting one or two outsiders to the three-day meetings held at a Swiss
resort. The purpose was to stimulate the group by having outside lecturers present on topics of interest to the company. Dr. Leupold
asked me to give lectures and do some structured exercises to improve the group’s understanding of creativity and to increase
“innovation” and “leadership” in the company. Prior to the annual meeting, I was to visit the company headquarters to be briefed,
to meet some other key executives—especially Dr. Sam Koechlin the CEO—and to review the other material that was to be
presented at the annual meeting. I got the impression that things were highly organized and carefully planned.
I was “briefed” by further phone contacts and learned that the company was run by a board of directors and an internal executive
committee of nine people who were legally accountable as a group for company decisions. The chairman of this executive
committee, Sam Koechlin, functioned as the CEO, but the committee made most decisions by consensus.
Each member of the committee had oversight responsibility for a division, a function, and a geographic area, and these
responsibilities rotated from time to time. Both Ciba and Geigy had long histories of growth and had merged in 1970. The merger
was considered to be a success, but there were still strong identifications with the original companies, according to many managers.
The CEO of Novartis when I asked him in 2006 how the Ciba-Geigy/Sandoz merger went said: “That merger is going fine but I
still have Ciba people and Geigy people!”
My first visit to Ciba-Geigy offered a sharp contrast to what I had encountered at DEC. I was immediately struck by the
formality as symbolized by large gray stone buildings, heavy doors that were always closed, and stiff uniformed guards in the main
lobby. This spacious, opulent lobby was the main passageway for employees to enter the inner compound of office buildings and
plants. It had high ceilings, large heavy doors, and a few pieces of expensive modern furniture in one corner to serve as a waiting
area.
I reacted differently to the Ciba-Geigy and DEC environments. I liked the DEC environment more. In doing a cultural analysis, a
person’s reactions are themselves artifacts of the culture that must be acknowledged and taken into account. It is undesirable to
present any cultural analysis with total objectivity because not only would this be impossible, but a person’s emotional reactions
and biases are also primary data to be analyzed and understood.
Upon entering the Ciba-Geigy lobby, I was asked by the uniformed guard to check in with another guard who sat in a glassed-in
office. I had to give my name and state where I was from and whom I was visiting. The guard then asked me to take a seat while he
did some telephoning and to wait until an escort could take me to my appointed place. As I sat and waited, I noticed that the guard
seemed to know most of the employees who streamed through the lobby or went to elevators and stairs leading from it. I had the
distinct feeling that any stranger would have been spotted immediately and would have been asked to report as I had been.
Dr. Leupold’s secretary arrived in due course and took me up the elevator and down a long corridor of closed offices. Each
office had a tiny name-plate that could be covered over by a hinged metal plate if the occupant wanted to remain anonymous.
Above each office was a light bulb, some of which showed red and some green. I asked on a subsequent visit what this meant and
was told that if the light was out the person was not in, if it was green it was okay to knock, whereas red meant that the person did
not want to be disturbed under any circumstances.
We went around a corner and down another such corridor and did not see another soul during the entire time. When we reached
Dr. Leupold’s office, the secretary knocked discreetly. When he called to come in, she opened the door, ushered me in, then went
to her own office and closed the door. I was offered some tea or coffee, which was brought by the secretary on a large formal tray
with china accompanied by a small plate of excellent cookies. I mention that they were “excellent” because it turned out that good
food was very much part of Ciba-Geigy’s presented identity. Whenever I visited offices in later years in Paris and London, I was
always taken to three star restaurants.
Following our meeting, Dr. Leupold took me to the executive dining room in another building, where we again passed guards.
This was the equivalent of a first-class restaurant, with a hostess who clearly knew everyone, reserved tables, and provided discreet
guidance on the day’s specials. Aperitifs and wine were offered with lunch, and the whole meal took almost two hours. I was told
that there was a less fancy dining room in still another building and an employee cafeteria as well, but that this dining room clearly
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had the best food and was the right place for senior management to conduct business and to bring visitors. Whereas in DEC
kitchens and food were used as vehicles to get people to interact with each other, in Ciba-Geigy, food, drink, and graciousness had
some additional symbolic meaning, possibly having to do with status and rank.
Various senior officers of the company were pointed out to me, and I noticed that whenever anyone greeted another, it was
always with their formal titles, usually Dr. This or Dr. That. Observable differences in deference and demeanor made it fairly easy
to determine who was superior to whom in the organization. It was also obvious that the tables in the room were assigned to
executives on the basis of status and that the hostess knew exactly the relative status of all her guests.
Throughout my consultation, in moving around the company I always felt a hushed atmosphere in the corridors; a slower, more
deliberate pace; and much more emphasis on planning, schedules, and punctuality. Whereas in DEC I got the impression of frantic
activity to make the most of what time there was, in Ciba-Geigy time was carefully managed to maintain order. If I had an
appointment with a manager at 2 P.M., the person I was with just prior to that meeting would start walking down the hall with me
at 1:58 so that we would arrive almost exactly on the dot. Only rarely was I kept waiting if I arrived on time, and if I was even a
few minutes late, I had the strong sense that I had to apologize and explain.
Ciba-Geigy managers came across as very serious, thoughtful, deliberate, well prepared, formal, and concerned about protocol. I
learned later that whereas DEC allocated rank and salary fairly strictly to the actual job being performed by the individual,
Ciba-Geigy had a system of managerial ranks based on length of service, overall performance, and the personal background of the
individual rather than on the actual job being performed at a given time. Rank and status therefore had a much more permanent
quality in Ciba-Geigy, whereas in DEC, fortunes could rise and fall precipitously and frequently with job assignment.
In Ciba-Geigy meetings, I observed much less direct confrontation and much more respect for individual opinion. Meetings were
geared to information transmission rather than problem solving. Recommendations made by managers in their specific area of
accountability were generally respected, accepted, and implemented. I never observed insubordination, and I got the impression
that it would not be tolerated. Rank and status thus clearly had a higher value in Ciba-Geigy than in DEC, whereas personal
negotiating skill and the ability to get things done in an ambiguous social environment had a higher value in DEC.
Espoused Beliefs and Values
Beliefs and values tend to be elicited when you ask about observed behavior or other artifacts that strike you as puzzling,
anomalous, or inconsistent. If I asked managers in Ciba-Geigy why they always kept their doors closed, they would patiently and
somewhat condescendingly explain to me that this was the only way they could get any work done, and they valued work very
highly. Meetings were a necessary evil and were useful only for announcing decisions or gathering information. “Real work” was
done by thinking things out and that required quiet and concentration. In contrast, in DEC, real work was accomplished by debating
things out in meetings!
It was also pointed out to me that discussion among peers was not of great value and that important information would come
from the boss. Authority was highly respected, especially authority based on level of education, experience, and rank. The use of
titles such as doctor or professor symbolized their respect for the knowledge that education bestowed on people. Much of this had
to do with a great respect for the science of chemistry and the contributions of laboratory research to product development.
In Ciba-Geigy, as in DEC, a high value was placed on individual effort and contribution, but in Ciba-Geigy, no one ever went
outside the chain of command and did things that would be out of line with what the boss had suggested. In Ciba-Geigy, a high
value was placed on product elegance and quality, and, as I discovered later, what might be called product significance. Ciba-Geigy
managers felt very proud of the fact that their chemicals and drugs were useful in crop protection, in curing diseases, and in other
ways helping to improve the world.
Basic Assumptions—The Ciba-Geigy Company Paradigm
Many of the values that were articulated gave a flavor of this company, but without digging deeper to basic assumptions, I could
not fully understand how things worked. For example, the artifact that struck me most as I worked with this organization on the
mandate to help them to become more innovative was the anomalous behavior around my memos, previously mentioned in Chapter
One. I realized that there was very little lateral communication occurring between units of the organization, so that new ideas
developed in one unit never seemed to get outside that unit. If I inquired about cross-divisional meetings, for example, I would get
blank stares and questions such as “Why would we do that?” Because the divisions were facing similar problems, it would
obviously have been helpful to circulate some of the better ideas that came up in my interviews, supplemented with my own ideas
based on my knowledge of what went on in other organizations.
Elaborating on the example provided in Chapter One, I wrote a number of memos along these lines and asked my contact client,
Dr. Leupold, the director of management development, to distribute them to those managers he thought could most benefit from the
information. Because he reported directly to Sam Koechlin, he seemed like a natural conduit for communicating with those
divisional, functional, and geographic managers who needed the information I was gathering. When I would return on a subsequent
visit to the company and meet with one of the unit managers, without fail I would discover that he did not have the memo, but if he
requested it from Dr. Leupold, it would be sent over almost immediately.
This phenomenon was puzzling and irritating, but its consistency clearly indicated that some strong underlying assumptions were
at work here. When I later asked one of my colleagues in the corporate staff unit that delivered training and other development
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programs to the organization why the information did not circulate freely, he revealed that he had similar problems in that he would
develop a helpful intervention in one unit of the organization, but that other units would seek help outside the organization before
they would “discover” that he had a solution that was better. The common denominator seemed to be that unsolicited ideas were
generally not well received.
We had a long exploratory conversation about this observed behavior and jointly figured out what the explanation was. As
previously mentioned, at Ciba-Geigy, when a manager was given a job, that job became the private domain of the individual.
Managers felt a strong sense of turf or ownership and made the assumption that each owner of a piece of the organization would be
completely in charge and on top of his piece. He would be fully informed and make himself an expert in that area. Therefore, if
someone provided some unsolicited information pertaining to the job, this was potentially an invasion of privacy and possibly an
insult, as it implied that the manager did not already have this information or idea.
The powerful metaphor that “giving someone unsolicited information was like walking into their home uninvited” came from a
number of managers in subsequent interviews. It became clear that only if information was asked for was it acceptable to offer
ideas. Someone’s superior could provide information, though even that was done only cautiously, but a peer would rarely do so,
lest he unwittingly insult the recipient. To provide unsolicited information or ideas could be seen as a challenge to the information
base the manager was using, and that might be regarded as an insult, implying that the person challenged had not thought deeply
enough about his own problem or was not really on top of his own job.
By not understanding this assumption, I had unwittingly put Dr. Leupold into the impossible position of risking insulting all his
colleagues and peers if he circulated my memos as I had asked. Interestingly enough, this kind of assumption is so tacit that even he
could not articulate just why he had not followed my instructions. He was clearly uncomfortable and embarrassed about it but had
no explanation until we uncovered the assumption about organizational turf and its symbolic meaning.
To further understand this and related behavior, it was necessary to consider some of the other underlying assumptions that this
company had evolved (see Figure 3.3). It had grown and achieved much of its success through fundamental discoveries made by a
number of basic researchers in the company’s central research laboratories. Whereas in DEC truth was discovered through conflict
and debate, in Ciba-Geigy truth had come more from the wisdom of the scientist/researcher.
Both companies believed in the individual, but the differing assumptions about the nature of truth led to completely different
attitudes toward authority and the role of conflict. In Ciba-Geigy, authority was much more respected, and conflict tended to be
avoided. The individual was given areas of freedom by the boss and then was totally respected in those areas. If role occupants
were not well enough educated or skilled enough to make decisions, they were expected to train themselves. If they performed
poorly in the meantime, that would be tolerated for quite a while before a decision might be made to replace them. In both
companies, there was a “tenure” assumption that once people were accepted, they were likely to remain unless they failed in a
major way.
Figure 3.3. Ciba-Geigy’s Cultural Paradigm.
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In DEC, conflict was valued and the individual was expected to take initiative and fight for ideas in every arena. In Ciba-Geigy,
conflict was suppressed once a decision had been made. In DEC, it was assumed that if a job was not challenging or was not a good
match between what the organization needed and what the individual could give, the individual should be moved to a new
assignment or would quit anyway. In Ciba-Geigy, the person would be expected to be a good soldier and do the job as best he
could, and as long as he was perceived as doing his best he would be kept in the job.
Both companies talked of being families, but the meaning of the word family was quite different in each company. In DEC, the
essential assumption was that family members could fight, but they loved each other and could not lose membership. In
Ciba-Geigy, the assumption was that parental authority should be respected and that children (employees and subordinate
managers) should behave according to the rules and obey their parents. If they did so, they would be well treated, taken care of, and
supported by the parents. In DEC, lifetime employment was implicit, while in Ciba-Geigy, it was taken for granted and informally
affirmed. In each case, the family model also reflected the wider macrocultural assumptions of the countries in which these
companies were located.
After I understood the Ciba-Geigy paradigm, I was able to figure out how to operate more effectively as a consultant. As I
interviewed more managers and gathered information that would be relevant to what they were trying to do, instead of attempting
to circulate memos to the various branches of the Ciba-Geigy organization through my contact client, I found that if I gave
information directly, even if it was unsolicited, it was accepted because I was an “expert.” If I wanted information to circulate, I
sent it out to the relevant parties on my own initiative, or, if I thought it needed to circulate down into the organization, I gave it to
the boss and attempted to convince him that the information would be relevant lower down. If I really wanted to intervene by
having managers do something different, I could accomplish this best by being an expert and formally recommending it to CEO
Sam Koechlin. If he liked the idea, he would then order “the troops” to do it. For example, I had given some lectures on “career
anchors” illustrating that different people in the organization built their career around different core values, and that jobs should be
described not in terms of responsibilities but in terms of their role networks. Koechlin mandated that the top several layers of the
organization should do the career anchor exercise and analyze their role networks (Schein, 1978, 2006).
Other facets of the Ciba-Geigy culture will be discussed in later chapters. For example, their patience and their attitude toward
time, and their formality along with their ability to be playful and informal during organizational “time outs” are important in
understanding how they were able to get their work done.
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Summary and Conclusions
In the preceding case analyses, I have tried to illustrate how organizational culture can be analyzed at several levels: (1) visible
artifacts; (2) espoused beliefs, values, rules, and behavioral norms; and (3) tacit, taken-for-granted, basic underlying assumptions.
My argument is that unless you dig down to the level of the basic assumptions, you cannot really decipher the artifacts, values, and
norms. On the other hand, if you find some of those basic assumptions and explore their interrelationship, you are really getting at
the essence of the culture and can then explain a great deal of what goes on. This essence can sometimes be analyzed as a paradigm
in that some organizations function by virtue of an interlocking, coordinated set of assumptions. Whereas each one alone might not
make sense, the pattern explains the behavior and the success of the organization in overcoming its external and internal challenges.
I have only described certain elements of the culture because these pertained to key goals that the organizations were trying to
achieve, so we should not assume that these paradigms describe the whole culture, nor should we assume that we would find the
same paradigm operating in every part of the organization. The generality of the assumptions should be investigated and
determined empirically.
I discovered these assumptions primarily through observation and exploring with inside informants some of the anomalies that I
observed. It is when we do not understand something that we need to pursue vigorously why we do not, and the best way to search
is to use our own ignorance and naïveté.
What are some of the lessons to be learned from these cases, and what implications do they have for leadership? The most
important lesson for me is the realization that culture is deep, pervasive, complex, patterned, and morally neutral. In both cases, I
had to overcome my own cultural prejudices about the right and wrong way to do things, and to learn that culture simply exists.
Both companies were successful in their respective technological, political, economic, and broader cultural environments for a long
time, but both companies also experienced environmental changes that led to their disappearance as independent economic entities.
The role that their cultures played in causing economic problems will be explored in a later chapter.
In both cases, the powerful influence of early leaders and historical circumstance was evident. Cultural assumptions have their
roots in early group experience and in the pattern of success and failure experienced by these companies. Their current leaders
strongly valued their cultures, were proud of them, and felt it important for members of their organizations to accept the basic
assumptions. In both organizations, stories were told of misfits who left because they did not like the way the company operated, or
who were not hired in the first place because they either would be disruptive or would not like it there anyway.
In both companies, leaders were struggling with changing environmental demands and faced the issue of whether and how to
evolve or change their ways of operating, but this was initially defined as reaffirmation of portions of the existing culture, not as
changes in the culture. Though the companies were at different stages in their evolution, they both valued their cultures as
important assets and were anxious to preserve and enhance them.
Finally, it is obvious that both companies reflected the national cultures in which they operated and the technologies that
underlay their businesses. DEC was a U.S. company of creative electrical engineers evolving a brand new technology; Ciba-Geigy
was a Swiss-German company of mostly highly educated chemical engineers working both with very old technologies (dye stuffs)
and very new bio-chemical processes (pharmaceuticals). Electrical circuits and chemical processes require very different
approaches and time tables for product development, which was pointed out to me many times. An important implication is that
culture cannot really be understood without looking at core technologies, the occupations of organization members, and the
macrocultural context in which the organizations exist.
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4
MACROCULTURES, SUBCULTURES, AND MICROCULTURES
Organizational culture has been the focus of the analysis so far, but as pointed out earlier, both DEC and Ciba-Geigy existed in
national and regional macrocultures. To fully understand what goes on inside the organization, it is necessary to understand both
the organization’s macro context, because much of what you observe inside simply reflects the national culture, and the interplay of
subcultures because they often reflect the primary occupational cultures of the organization members.
Much of what goes on inside an organization that has existed for some time can best be understood as a set of interactions of
subcultures operating within the larger context of the organizational culture. These subcultures share many of the assumptions of
the total organization but also hold assumptions beyond those of the total organization, usually reflecting their functional tasks, the
occupations of their members, or their unique experiences. It is important to note that if those subcultures are based on broader
occupations such as medicine or engineering, its members bring into the organization assumptions that have a broader, even
international, base. Thus, in a large hospital system, the culture is influenced by the subcultures of the doctors, which reflect not
only medicine in general but also the different emphasis of medical education in different countries.
Shared assumptions that create subcultures most often form around the functional units of the organization. They are often based
on a similarity of educational background in the members, a shared task, and/or a similarity of organizational experience, what we
often end up calling “stove pipes” or “silos.” We all know that getting cross-functional project teams to work well together is
difficult because the members bring their functional cultures into the project and, as a consequence, have difficulty communicating
with each other, reaching consensus, and implementing decisions in an effective manner. The difficulties of communication across
these boundaries arise not only from the fact that the functional groups have different goals but also from the more fundamental
issue that the very meaning of the words they use will differ. The word “marketing” means product development to the engineer,
studying customers through market research to the product manager, merchandising to the salesman, and constant change in design
to the manufacturing manager (Dougherty, 1990). When they try to work together, they often attribute disagreement to
personalities and fail to notice the deeper shared assumptions that color how each function thinks.
Another kind of subculture, less often acknowledged, reflects the common experiences of given levels within a hierarchy.
Culture arises through shared experiences of success. If first-line supervisors discover ways of managing their subordinates that are
consistently successful, they will gradually build up a set of shared assumptions about how to do their job that can be thought of as
the “subculture of first-line supervision.” Elders will teach newly promoted supervisors how to perform their roles, and this
mentoring will be more powerful than any formal training they might be given. In the same way, middle management and higher
levels will develop their own shared assumptions, and, at each level, those assumptions will be taught to newcomers as they get
promoted into that level. These hierarchically based subcultures create the communication problems associated with “selling senior
management on a new way of doing things,” or “getting budget approval for a new piece of equipment,” or “getting a personnel
requisition through.” As each cultural boundary is crossed, the proposal has to be put into the appropriate language for the next
higher level and has to reflect the values and assumptions of that higher level (Thomas, 1994). Or, from the point of view of the
higher levels, decisions have to be put into a form that lower levels can understand, often resulting in “translations” that actually
distort and sometimes even subvert what the higher levels wanted.
Occupational communities also generate cultures that cut across organizations and often become subcultures within
organizations (Van Maanen and Barley, 1984; Gladwell, 2008). For example, fishermen around the world develop similar
worldviews, as do miners, and the members of any particular industry based on a particular technology. In his popularized account,
Gladwell argues persuasively that rice farmers develop a common world view that reflects the difficult requirements of rice farmers
just as certain law offices build their practices around the common experiences of their immigrant founders. Shared assumptions
derive from common origins, common educational backgrounds, the requirements of a given occupation such as the licenses that
have to be obtained to practice, and the shared contact with others in the occupation. I pointed out that DEC was primarily
composed of highly trained electrical engineers while Ciba-Geigy had many more chemical engineers and biochemists. Even the
various functional cultures that we see in organizations are partly the result of membership in broader cross-organizational
occupational communities. Salesmen the world over, accountants, assembly line workers, and, most importantly, engineers, share
some basic assumptions about the nature of their work regardless of who their particular employer is at any given time.
We are also increasingly discovering that such similar outlooks across organizations apply to executive managers, particularly
CEOs. CEOs face similar kinds of problems across all organizations and in all industries throughout the world. Their connection to
the outside world of finance and public relations provides a set of common experiences that shapes their beliefs and values, thus
creating yet another subculture. And because executives are likely to have somewhere in their history some common education and
indoctrination, they form a common world view, a common set of assumptions about the nature of business and what it takes to run
a business successfully. CEOs therefore make up one of the generic subcultures that exist in some form in every organization.

Three Generic Subcultures
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In every organization in the public or private sector, three generic subcultures have to be identified and managed to minimize
destructive conflict. Such conflicts are often misdiagnosed as political interdepartmental fights, power maneuvers, or personality
conflicts. What can be missed in that perception is that the different groups may have evolved genuinely different subcultures, that
the contributions of each of these subcultures is needed for organizational effectiveness, but that these subcultures can be in conflict
with each other. One of the critical functions of leadership is to insure that these subcultures are aligned toward shared
organizational goals.
The Operator Subculture
All organizations have some version of what has been called “the line” as opposed to the “the staff,” referring to those employees
who produce and sell the organization’s products or services. I will call these the “operators” to identify the employees who feel
they run the place. They will be distinguished from the designers of the work, the “engineers,” and from the top executives whose
function is to maintain the financial health of the organization. Some of the critical basic assumptions of the operator in all
organizations are shown in Exhibit 4.1.
This subculture is the most difficult to describe because it evolves locally in organizations and within operational units. Thus,
you can identify an operator subculture in a nuclear plant, in a chemical complex, in an auto manufacturing plant, in the cockpit,
and in the office, but it is not clear what elements make this culture broader than the local unit. To get at this issue, we must
consider that the operations in different industries reflect the broad technological trends in those industries. At some fundamental
level, how someone does things in a given industry reflects the core technologies that created that industry. And as those core
technologies themselves evolve, the nature of operations changes. For example, as Zuboff (1988) has persuasively argued,
information technology has made manual labor obsolete in many industries and replaced it with conceptual tasks. In a chemical
plant, the worker no longer walks around observing, smelling, touching, and manipulating. Instead he or she sits in a control room
and infers the conditions in the plant from the various indexes that come up on the computer screen. But what defines this
subculture across all of these examples is the sense that these employees have that they really run things, that they are the key to the
functioning of the organization, the “front line.”
Exhibit 4.1. Assumptions of the Operator Subculture.

• The action of any organization is ultimately the action of people. We are the critical resource; we run the place.
• The success of the enterprise therefore depends on our knowledge, skill, learning ability, and commitment.
• The knowledge and skills required are “local” and are based on the organization’s core technology and our specific
experience.
• No matter how carefully engineered the production process is or how carefully rules and routines are specified, we know that
we will have to deal with unpredictable contingencies.
• Therefore, we have to have the capacity to learn, to innovate, and to deal with surprises.
• Most operations involve interdependencies between separate elements of the process, so we must be able to work as a
collaborative team in which communication, openness, mutual trust, and commitment are highly valued.
• We depend on management to give us the proper resources, training, and support to get our jobs done.

The operator subculture is based on human interaction, and most line units learn that high levels of communication, trust, and
teamwork are essential to getting the work done efficiently. Operators also learn that no matter how clearly the rules are specified
of what is supposed to be done under different operational conditions, the world is to some degree unpredictable and they must be
prepared to use their own innovative skills to deal with it. If the operations are complex as in a nuclear plant, operators learn that
they are highly interdependent and that they must work together as a team, especially when unanticipated events have to be dealt
with. Rules and hierarchy often get in the way under unpredicted conditions. Operators become highly sensitive to the degree to
which the production process is a system of interdependent functions all of which must work together to be efficient and effective.
These points apply to all kinds of “production processes” whether we are talking about a sales function, a clerical group, a cockpit,
or a service unit.
The operators know that to get the job done effectively, they must adhere to most of the assumptions stated previously, but
because conditions are never quite the same as what their training had shown, all operators learn how to deviate from formal
procedures, usually to get the job done but sometimes to subvert what they may regard as unreasonable demands from
management. One of the most effective variations of this process is to “work to rule,” which means to do everything very precisely
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and slowly, thus making the organization very inefficient. An example that most travelers have experienced is when airline traffic
controllers can practically paralyze the system by working strictly to rule.
The general phenomenon of adapting the formal work process to the local situation and then normalizing the new process by
teaching it to newcomers has been called “practical drift” and is an important characteristic of all operator subcultures (Snook,
2000). It is the basic reason why sociologists who study how work is actually done in organizations always find sufficient
variations from the formally designated procedures to talk of the “informal organization” and to point out that without such
innovative behavior on the part of employees, the organization might not be as effective (Hughes, 1958; Dalton, 1959; Van
Maanen, 1979b). The cultural assumptions that evolve around how work is actually done are often the most important parts of an
organizational culture.
For example, as all observers of production units have learned, employees rarely work to their full capacity except under crisis
conditions. More typically, norms develop of “a fair day’s work for a fair day’s pay,” and workers who work harder than this are
defined as “rate busters” and are in danger of being ostracized. To fully understand how things work in a total organization, you
must, therefore, observe the informal culture, which is the interplay of the various operator subcultures.
The Engineering/Design Subculture
In all organizations, there is a group that represents the basic design elements of the technology underlying the work of the
organization, and this group has the knowledge of how that technology is to be used. Within a given organization, they function as
a subculture, but what makes this group significant is that their basic assumptions are derived from their occupational community
and their education. Though engineer designers work within an organization, their occupational identification is much broader and
cuts across nations and industries. In technically based companies, the founders are often engineers in this sense and create an
organization that is dominated by these assumptions. DEC was such an organization, and, as we will see later, the domination of
the engineering subculture over other business functions is part of the explanation of DEC economic success as well as failure
(Schein, 2003; Kunda, 1992). The basic assumptions of the engineering subculture are listed in Exhibit 4.2.
Exhibit 4.2. Assumptions of the Engineering Subculture. (Global Community)

• The ideal world is one of elegant machines and processes working in perfect precision and harmony without human
intervention.
• People are the problem—they make mistakes and therefore should be designed out of the system wherever possible.
• Nature can and should be mastered: “That which is possible should be done” (proactively optimistic).
• Solutions must be based on science and available technology.
• Real work is to solve puzzles and overcome problems.
• Work must be oriented toward useful products and outcomes.

The shared assumption of this subculture are based on common education, work experience, and job requirements. Their
education reinforces the view that problems have abstract solutions, and those solutions can, in principle, be implemented in the
real world with products and systems that are free of human foibles and errors. Engineers, using this term in the broadest sense, are
designers of products and systems that have utility, elegance, permanence, efficiency, safety, and, maybe, as in the case of
architecture, even aesthetic appeal, but they are basically designed to require standard responses from their human operators or,
ideally, to have no human operators at all.
In the design of complex systems such as jet aircraft or nuclear plants, the engineer prefers a technical routine to insure safety
rather than relying on a human team to manage the contingencies that might arise. Engineers recognize the human factor and design
for it, but their preference is to make things as automatic as possible because of the basic assumption that it is ultimately humans
who make mistakes. Ken Olsen, the founder of DEC, would get furious if someone said there was a “computer error,” pointing out
that the machine does not make mistakes, only humans do. Safety is built into the designs themselves. I once asked an Egyptian
Airlines pilot whether he preferred the Russian or U.S. planes. He answered immediately that he preferred the U.S. planes and gave
as his reason that the Russian planes have only one or two back-up systems, while the U.S. planes have three back-up systems. In a
similar vein, I overheard two engineers saying to each other during a landing at the Seattle airport that the cockpit crew was totally
unnecessary. The plane could easily be flown and landed by computer.
In other words, one of the key themes in the subculture of engineering is the preoccupation with designing humans out of the
systems rather than into them. Recall that the San Francisco Bay Transit Authority known as BART has totally automated trains. In
this case, it was not the operators but the customers who objected to this degree of automation, forcing management to put human
operators onto each train even though they had nothing to do except to reassure people by their presence. Automation and robotics
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are increasingly popular because of the lower cost and greater reliability of systems that have no humans in them. But, as pointed
out earlier, humans are needed when conditions change and innovative responses are needed.
In Thomas’s study, the engineers were very disappointed that the operations of the elegant machine they were purchasing would
be constrained by the presence of more operators than were needed, by a costly retraining program, and by management-imposed
policies that had nothing to do with “real engineering” (Thomas, 1994). In my own research on information technology I found that
the engineers fundamentally wanted the operators to adjust to the language and characteristics of the particular computer system
that was being implemented and were quite impatient with the “resistance to change” that the operators were exhibiting. From the
point of view of the users—the operators—not only was the language arcane, but the systems were often not considered useful for
solving the operational problems (Schein, 1992).
I have focused on engineers in technical organizations but their equivalent exists in all organizations. In medicine, it would be
the doctors who are developing a new surgical technique; in law offices, the designers of computerized systems for creating
necessary documents; in the insurance industry, the actuaries and product designers; and in the financial world, the designers of
new and sophisticated financial instruments. Their job is not to do the daily work but to design new products, new structures, and
new processes to make the organization more effective.
Both the operators and the engineers often find themselves out of alignment with a third critical culture, the culture of
executives.
The Executive Subculture
A third generic subculture that exists in all organizations is the executive subculture based on the fact that top managers in all
organizations share a similar environment and similar concerns. Sometimes, this subculture is represented by just the CEO and his
or her executive team. The executive worldview is built around the necessity to maintain the financial health of the organization
and is fed by the preoccupations of boards, of investors, and of the capital markets. Whatever other preoccupations executives may
have, they cannot get away from having to worry about and manage the financial issues of the survival and growth of their
organization. In private enterprise, the executives have to worry specifically about profits and return on investments, but financial
issues around survival and growth are just as salient in the public and nonprofit enterprise. The essence of this executive subculture
is described in Exhibit 4.3.
Exhibit 4.3. Assumptions of the Executive Subculture. (Global Community)

1. Financial focus
• Without financial survival and growth, there are no returns to shareholders or to society.
• Financial survival is equivalent to perpetual war with competitors.
2. Self image: The embattled lone hero
• The economic environment is perpetually competitive and potentially hostile; “in a war you cannot trust anyone.”
• Therefore, the CEO must be “the lone hero,” isolated and alone, yet appearing to be omniscient, in total control, and
feeling indispensable.
• You cannot get reliable data from below because subordinates will tell you what they think you want to hear; therefore,
the CEO must trust his or her own judgment more and more (i.e., lack of accurate feedback increases the leader’s sense of
rightness and omniscience).
• Organization and management are intrinsically hierarchical; the hierarchy is the measure of status and success and the
primary means of maintaining control.
• Though people are necessary, they are a necessary evil not an intrinsic value; people are a resource like other resources to
be acquired and managed, not ends in themselves.
• The well-oiled machine organization does not need whole people, only the activities they are contracted for.

The basic assumptions of the executive subculture apply particularly to CEOs who have risen through the ranks and have been
promoted to their jobs. Founders of organizations or family members who have been appointed to these levels exhibit different
kinds of assumptions and often can maintain a broader focus (Schein, 1983). The promoted CEO adopts the exclusively financial
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point of view because of the nature of the executive career. As managers rise higher and higher in the hierarchy, as their level of
responsibility and accountability grows, they not only have to become more preoccupied with financial matters, but they also
discover that it becomes harder and harder to observe and influence the basic work of the organization. They discover that they
have to manage at a distance, and that discovery inevitably forces them to think in terms of control systems and routines, which
become increasingly impersonal. Because accountability is always centralized and flows to the tops of organizations, executives
feel an increasing need to know what is going on while recognizing that it is harder and harder to get reliable information. That
need for information and control drives them to develop elaborate information systems alongside the control systems and to feel
increasingly alone in their position atop the hierarchy.
Paradoxically, throughout their career, managers have to deal with people and surely recognize intellectually that it is people
who ultimately make the organization run. First-line supervisors, especially, know very well how dependent they are on people.
However, as managers rise in the hierarchy, two factors cause them to become more “impersonal.” First, they become increasingly
aware that they are no longer managing operators but other managers who think like they do, thus making it not only possible but
likely that their thought patterns and worldview will increasingly diverge from the worldview of the operators. Second, as they rise,
the units they manage grow larger and larger until it becomes impossible to know everyone personally who works for them. At
some point, they recognize that they cannot manage all the people directly and, therefore, have to develop systems, routines, and
rules to manage “the organization.” People increasingly come to be viewed as “human resources” and are treated as a cost rather
than a capital investment.
The executive subculture thus has in common with the engineering subculture a predilection to see people as impersonal
resources that generate problems rather than solutions. Or, another way to put this point is to note that in both the executive and
engineering subcultures, people and relationships are viewed as means to the end of efficiency and productivity, not as ends in
themselves. Both of these subcultures also have in common their occupational base outside the particular organization in which
they work. Even if a CEO or engineer has spent his or her entire career inside a given organization, he or she still tends to identify
with the occupational reference group outside the organization. For example, when conducting executive programs for CEOs,
CEOs will only attend if other CEOs will be there. Similarly, design engineers count on being able to go to professional
conferences where they will learn of the latest technologies from their outside professional colleagues.
I have highlighted these three subcultures because they are often working at cross purposes with each other, and we cannot
understand the organizational culture if we do not understand how these conflicts are dealt with in the organization. Many problems
that are attributed to bureaucracy, environmental factors, or personality conflicts among managers are in fact the result of the lack
of alignment between these subcultures. So when we try to understand a given organization, we must consider not only the overall
corporate culture but also the identification of subcultures and their alignment with each other.
For example, in DEC, the growth period worked so smoothly because the designers, operators, and executives all came from
electrical engineering and found it very easy to run the company from an engineering point of view. As they grew and had to
compete on costs with other organizations, it became more important to honor the executive subculture, but because the founder
and CEO was still thinking like an engineer, the financial managers within DEC had a very hard time getting their point of view
across. Similarly, the sales and marketing organizations had developed subcultures but had relatively little clout with the
increasingly strong engineering subculture. One way of understanding DEC’s ultimate economic failure is to realize that it was
dominated by the engineering subculture to the end; neither the operators nor the executives were ever in control.
Furthermore, conflicts arose between powerful subcultures within the engineering function because of the assumption that
internal competition was good, that the market would ultimately decide what products to continue to build, that innovation and
growth would absorb the increasing costs of doing “everything,” and that everyone should “do the right thing.” The DEC culture
empowered people, so people who had been successful and had built up powerful groups within DEC were now convinced that
they had the answer to DEC’s future. As technology became more complex and as costs became more of a factor because of
competition, it was no longer possible to support the several projects that powerful groups within engineering advocated, resulting
in the reality that all of them were too slow in getting to the market. In effect, DEC had never developed a strong executive
subculture and could not, therefore, control the conflict between the warring engineering subcultures.
The subculture situation in Ciba-Geigy was very different because it was a much older more differentiated organization.
However, one could clearly see the impact of the engineering and operator subcultures in that they both derived from the
occupational culture of chemical engineering. Science and chemistry were sacred cows, which made it much harder for the
executive subculture to manage acquisitions if they were financially successful but did not fit the cultural ideals of producing
important products. Ciba-Geigy had acquired the American air freshener company Airwick and then made it difficult for Airwick
to function. For example, the CEO of Airwick France needed an accounting system that was more responsive than the one
Ciba-Geigy was using and was told by the corporate head of accounting that the more ponderous slower corporate system “should
be adequate.” As we will see later, only the subculture of law began to have significant influence on executive decision making as
the organization evolved.
Beyond the three generic subcultures that we have discussed, organizations that have any history and growth will have evolved
other subcultures that should be analyzed to understand the dynamics of how things work. For example, in most hospital systems,
there are “doctors” and “nurses” subcultures that will be in varying degrees of alignment with each other. In banks, there is a
subculture around the lending function and a different one around the investment function. In many production organizations, the
maintenance organization develops its own subculture, and in universities, each department develops a subculture based on the
subject matter of its teaching and research. Though the tenure requirements might be the same for all faculty, the subcultures show
up in the actual criteria used in assessing what kind of work qualifies. In mathematics, it might be one brilliant solution of an old
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problem; in science, the evolution of a new theory; in engineering, the development of a new practical solution; and in the
humanities, the publication of one or more books. Though it might be tempting to think of “academia” as one culture because of
some common basic assumptions, the reality is that different universities and different departments generate different cultures.

Microcultures
Microcultures evolve in small groups that share common tasks and histories. Shared assumptions will arise especially in groups
whose task requires mutual cooperation because of a high degree of interdependency. Perhaps the best examples are football teams
that clearly develop certain styles of playing based on many hours of practice under the tutelage of a coach. As we will see in
Chapter Twelve, it does not take very long for common ways of perceiving and feeling to develop in a new group. To think of these
as cultures is justified by the way in which such groups initially reject outsiders and, if they let them in, indoctrinate them
immediately into “how we do things in this group.”
With growing technological complexity and globalization, an increasing emphasis is being placed on multicultural groups
composed of members from different macrocultures and occupational cultures. This trend is clearest in health care where the
operating room, the recovery room, and various allied operations are each microsystems that have to work collaboratively with
other microsystems. Within each of these microsystems, there are members of different occupations such as surgeons, nurses,
profusionists, anesthesiologists, and medical technicians, sometimes from different nationalities, yet they have to work as a tightly
knit team and have to coordinate smoothly with the other microsystems that they connect with. How members of such diverse
macro and occupational cultures develop teamwork is a major issue that will be examined specifically in Chapter Twenty-One.

Summary and Conclusions
Organizational cultures exist in a context. They operate in one or more macrocultures, such as ethnic groups and other larger
cultural units. You will find that the macrocultures influence the evolution of the organizational culture. As you observe an
organization, you will also find some assumptions that characterize the whole organization, called the corporate culture in private
organizations, and a set of assumptions that characterize subunits of the organization. These subcultures reflect the functional units,
the rank levels in the hierarchy, isolated geographic units, and any other groups that have a shared history. All organizations also
operate with three generic subcultures that reflect the operations of the organization, the design of the organization, and the
executive/financial function of the organization. For organizations to be effective, these subcultures must be in alignment with each
other because each is needed for total organizational effectiveness.
As organizations evolve in the global context, there will be more emphasis on multicultural teams that can be considered to be
microcultures. How such microcultures are created and how they relate to other microsystems with different microcultures will be
an important issue for the future.
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Part Two
THE DIMENSIONS OF CULTURE
In Part I, I defined and described culture as a structural concept. The formal structure is the same whether we are describing
macrocultures, organizational cultures, occupational subcultures, or microcultures in small groups. However, the content of
culture—what an observer would view as the actual rules, norms, values, and basic assumptions of a given culture—might vary
considerably, both in terms of which content dimensions might be most relevant to understanding that culture and in terms of the
position along these dimensions. For example, it might be crucial in trying to understand a given organization to understand how it
manages authority relationships (a basic dimension of the culture) and whether it is more authoritarian or egalitarian in how it
operates (the position along that dimension).
Structural analysis tells us that a culture manifests itself at the level of artifacts and espoused values but that its essence lies in the
underlying basic assumptions. We still need to specify: assumptions about what? As we will see in the next few chapters, many
different dimensions have been proposed by anthropologists and organizational theorists. Not only is it important to decide which
of these dimensions are broadly relevant to understanding organizations and leadership, but we also have to decide which
dimensions best help us to understand the relationship among macrocultures, organizational cultures, and microcultures. We will
see that much of the confusion about how to define culture and how to “measure” culture derives from the failure to distinguish
whether a given dimension that we are talking about is being applied to nations, ethnic groups, and occupations, or to organizations
or small groups.
In deciding which of the many possible dimensions of culture to review, I have chosen the functional perspective because it is
possible to analyze organizations historically and to determine to some degree how given cultural assumptions arose. From this
perspective, the content of organizational cultures reflects the ultimate problems that every new organization faces: dealing with its
external environment in order to survive and grow (Chapter Five) and managing its internal integration (Chapter Six).
Understanding an organization in terms of these dimensions is important but not sufficient. As was pointed out in the cases of DEC
and Ciba-Geigy, organizations exist in national and occupational macrocultures, and culture at this macro level reflects deeper
issues—assumptions about the nature of truth, time, space, human nature, and human relationships. A way of thinking about and
describing some of these deeper dimensions is provided in Chapters Seven, Eight, and Nine. Macrocultural assumptions reflecting
national cultures and the occupational cultures that are involved in the technology that underlies an organization are always
operating in the organization. Understanding that DEC was a quintessentially American computer company created by electrical
engineers and that Ciba-Geigy was quintessentially a Swiss-German chemical company created by chemical engineers and
chemists is crucial but not sufficient. The particular histories of the companies need to be understood and are often more relevant.
In trying to understand the bewildering variety of different organizational cultures, it is tempting to develop typologies that
allow us to categorize different organizations into “types.” Such typologies have the advantage of simplifying and building
higher-order theoretical categories, but they have the disadvantage of being so abstract that they often fail to describe accurately a
particular organization. A number of such typologies have been proposed and are reviewed in Chapter Ten. As we will see, they
draw on dimensions that come both from the macro and organizational domain. We need to be careful, then, to not misapply
typologies that were developed for macrocultures to organizations or vice versa. Much of the confusion about whether or not we
can “measure” culture quantitatively derives from the confusion about whether we are measuring a group, an organization, an
occupation, or a nation.
Can we “measure” or “decipher” cultural content in organizations? Is there a difference between such deciphering from a
researcher, consultant, or leadership point of view? In Chapter Eleven, I will describe a number of available alternatives and argue
for what I call a “clinical” view that takes into account and uses what members of the organization are trying to do. The basic
perspective of this book is organizational and attempts to provide insights to leaders. We will concentrate less on the perspective of
the research anthropologist or organizational theorist, which implies that the method of deciphering has to be primarily helpful to
the insiders trying to accomplish organizational goals and to practitioner/consultants trying to help those insiders.
These chapters focus more on the concept of culture and less on the concept of leadership. Nevertheless, you should remember
that it is leadership that has created the particular culture content that the group ends up with. Leaders who create organizations
come from macrocultures and particular occupations, so the broader macrocultural dimensions exist within the leader’s head and
are externalized in the behavior that the leader demands or tolerates. The actual history of the group is a blend of what the leader
brings and what the macro context of the group affords as it grows. You, the reader, should therefore become highly conscious of
your own assumptions in each of the content areas we will cover because those assumptions will not only determine how you
personally decipher an organization but, more importantly, how you lead or attempt to influence the organizations with which you
are personally involved. You could distance yourself somewhat from the stories thus far, but as you read on, you will benefit most
from asking yourself in each of the chapters what your own position is on every dimension we will review. Discover the layers of
culture within yourself.
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