Organizational Culture and Leadership

\d the assumptions come t0 be taken for granted, we have then
culture that will define for later generations of members what
inds of leadership are acceptable. The culture now defines
.adership. But as the group encounters adaptive difficulties,
s its environment changes to the point where some of its as-
umptions are no longer valid, leadership comes into play once

nore. Leadership now 1s the ability to step outside the culture

hat created the leader and to start evolutionary change pro-

-esses that are more adaptive. This ability to perceive the limi-
ulture and to develop the culture adap-

tations of one’s own ¢
tively is the essence and ultimate challenge of leadership.

1f leaders are to fulfill this challenge, they must first under-
stand the dynamics of culture. Our journey begins, then, with

a focus on definitions, case illustrations, and a suggested way

of thinking about organizational culture. Chapter One begins

with some brief illustrations and a definition. Chapter Two
expands the concept and argues for a multilevel conception of
culture. Chapter Three examines in some detail two cases that
‘llustrate the complexity of culture and are used throughout the

rest of the book.
The most importan
“Try to understand culture, give it its due, an

how well you can begin to understand the culture in which you

are embedded.”

t message for leaders at this point 1s

d ask yourself -
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CHAPTER ONE

Defining
Organizational Culture

Cultu
Culu er:nalsl a C(I:%ncefll)t 1has had a long and checkered history. It
sed by the lay person as a indi '

‘ word to indic istl
has be ate sophisti-
catio u,szcsl \};vhen V}\lle say that someone is very “cultured ”pIt has

y anthropologists to refer t :
d k o the cust i
bee oms and ritua
lastt ds;cxc(aitles dew?lop over the course of their history. In thlesz
SearChe:s e o; so it has been used by some organizational re-
R an ‘manggers to indicate the climate and practices
nizations develop around thei i
their handl
that ing of people
feIr toht.he espoused values and credo of an orgalilizztioor
- n.
dind of Cumllsr:’?ze:‘t‘ mlztmageli:s s;:leak of developing the “right
‘ culture of quality,” su i
rind « ’ ! ,” suggesting that cultur
Culcat(;e.rneﬁ ‘f'Vlth certain values that managers are trying to ine
culcat 1n their organizations. Also implied in this usage is the
weakef ClOﬁ that there are better or worse cultures, stronger or
ultures, and that the “right” ki :
) 5 ght” kind of cultu ill i
nce hIofw effective organizations are. re vill infle-
an )t i
ing, it shoms 1edw a;1d abstract concept is to be useful to our think-
e shou lfe er to a set of events that are otherwise mysteri-
s mus(: un.derstood. From this point of view, I will argue
o the erav01d the superficial models of culture and build
e mO}S)t u,snflolre complex an.thropological models. Culture
eful as a concept if it helps us better understand
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4 Organizational Culture and Leadership

the hidden and complex aspects of organizational life. This un-
derstanding cannot be obtained if we use superficial definitions.
Most of us in our roles as students, employees, managers,

researchers, Or consultants work in and deal with organizations
azingly difficult to

of all kinds. Yet we continue 10 find it am

understand and justify much of what we observe and experi-

ence in our organizational life. Too much seems tO be bureau-
e in positions

cratic, or political, or just plain irrational. Peopl
of authority, especially our immediate bosses, often frustrate
us or act incomprehensibly, and those we consider the leaders
of our organizations often disappoint us.

1f we are managers who are trying to chan
of subordinates, W€ 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
cach other than getting the job done. We see communication
problems and misunderstandings between group members that
should not be occurring between «reasonable” people.

If we are 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 in-
dividuals and groups in the organization will continue to be-
have 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 com-
municate with each other and that the level of conflict between

organizations and in the community is often astonish-

ge the behavior

groups in
ingly high.

If we are teachers, we encounter the sometimes mysterious
phenomenon that different classes behave completely differently
from each other even though our material and teaching style
remain 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 geographical area. We feel these differ-
ences even as we walk in the door of different organizations such
as restaurants, banks, and stores.

The concept of culture helps explain all of these phenom”
ena and to «normalize” them. 1f we understand the dynamics
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of culture, we will be less likel
of culure, y to be puzzled, irritated
ey v gy
ional bel : nizations, and we wil
e ;)r ganizieg(s,?:f;gbmt on!y of why various groups olf}};::)’el:
or organizas e so different but also why it i hp
e thom s so hard
A deeper understanding of cult '
A deepe : ural issues in grou
evin moreoirrlrsl ;)Z lx}tc;cissary to d.empher what goes on ifx thefnS l?:td
for leaders and leage;‘stl?i;)degt;g;\:i};?t'mayl Pt iSSUC;
for leade: . ional cultures are cr
leagerShi gile;ciecrrséa?nd one of the most decisive functiofr:lastZC}
feadership s ion, the management, and sometim
ion of culture. o
Neither culture nor leadershi
o 1p, when one exami
arguey£hzz:rihr:zllll)1/ bi gnderstooc! by itself. In fact, 01;1: Scziig
arguc that ¢ manay et ullg of real importance that leaders do is
AR ungd culture and that the unique talent of leaders
i, leaclerel}“ls‘tand and work with culture. If one wishes
e 1s 1(}; from management or administration
e i eaders create and change cultures whilé
e ézclistra}?)rs. hve‘within them. ’
ing that ety ii ! ership in this manner, I am not imply-
(s oty oo as¥ to create or change or that leaders al}'le
the only determis ;rs of culture. On the contrary, as we will see
o ure relers (¢ an?is;: elements of a group or organization tha;
S learnieast mallcable.‘Culture is the result of a
by oD e Bng F}rocess that is only partially influenced
o poadbr beha ofit.s u; if the group’s survival is threatened be-
oty the fre culture hal've become maladapted, it is ulti-
nction of leadership to recognize and do s:)in:est}?iltl
ng

about the si i
tuation. It is in thi
: n this se .
ure ) nse that
are conceptually intertwined leadership and cul-

Two Brief Examples
lustrat
€ how “culture” i
. r i
€” helps illuminate organizational sit-

rls, VVill de [03) i t t ‘1()[[5 I O re my €x
I .
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I was called in to help a management group improve its com-
munication, interpersonal relationships, and decision making.
After sitting inon 2 number of meetings, I observed among other
things (1) high Jevels of interrupting, confrontation, and debate;
(2) excessive emotionalism about proposed courses of action;
(3) great frustration over the difficulty of getting 2 point of view
across; and (4) a sense that every member of the group wanted
to win all the time.

Over a period of several months, I made many sugges-
tions about better listening, less interrupting, more orderly
processing of the agenda, the potential negative effects of high
emotionalism and conflict, and the need to reduce the frustra-
tion 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
1 attempted, the group’s basic style remained the same.

In the second case (the Multi Company), 1 was asked,
er consultation project, to help create a climate

as partof a broad
at felt a need to become more

for innovation 1n an organization th
flexible in order to respond to its increasingly dynamic business

environment. The organization consisted of many different busi-

ness units, geographlcal units, and functional groups. As 1 got

to know more about these units and their problems, 1 observed
that some Very innovative things were occurring in many places
in the company. 1 wrote several memos describing these inno-
vations, added other ideas from my own experience, and gave
the memos to my contact person in the company with the re-
quest that he distribute them to the various business unit and
gers who needed to be made aware of these

geographical mana

ideas.
After some months, I discovered that the managers to

whom 1 had personally given a memo thought 1t was helpful

ly if ever did they pass it on. Moreover,

and on target, but rare
none of the emos were ever distributed by my contact person.

I also suggested meetings of managers from different units 10
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, especially laterally across divisional,
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functional, or geographical b 1
e s ! oundaries. Yet everyon
Commurﬁcatgﬁ 1::11((1)vat10n would be stimulated by};no:ea;ftr:: O;
umcation and erlllcoctllraged me to keep on “helping.” :
1t’lhese cases until I beygaril tgr::(zr::ixzv S eithér o
%6 cases | : € my own assumpty
how thi Ign ; 2;)::; wt(?rk in these organizations and lfetlgo:; Z)b;ui
e et sx;on§ f?tted those operating in my client s :-
e ation o ot mining tl.le shared assumptions in the Zr-
e o Ee ILC is dealing with takes one into “cultural”
s and will b t}tl e focus from here on.
agers and et o dhe O?}tl in the Action Company senior man-
i that o er members of the organization shared
o ne cannot determine whether or not som
thing is true unless one }slubjects' that idea or proposal to inte e:
e idye ase?}sl that survive such debate are worth alctixlll
e The et at survive such scrutiny will be im ltf
e e rf)d §sur;ed that what they were doing was Z
S ,1 2nd in this context being polite to each othls—
In the case of 311(1: (I)\fltjlltl'tc )
o 1 Company I eventually di
it hi:vzi i es;rong shared assumption that eacill (rj:jacrc::eze’d
Job was his or her pil;ate turf, not to be infringed on. Artgicr )
ameans s ge age .th'at ox?e’s Jjob is like one’s home axl:c;
| someone gives uninupsohmted 1.nformation, it is like waikin
it e e vcllted. Sending memos to people impli .
it potonialy ol ady knOYV what is in the memo andrzlies
heoenially insul ing. In this organization managers prid a(;
o b wing whatever they needed to knowpto So
In both o i
on because 1;) ticiieazases I C!ld not understand what was goin
rom ey | ass‘umsu.rnptlons about truth and turf diffe g
ptions of the group members. Cultur:al

analysis, then, i
? en, i1s the enc .
b . ount : .
shared basic assumptions ering and deciphering of such

T
oward a Formal Definition of Culture

Hold Cultu7e y e (0] O llell
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to have conceptual and semantic confusion because groups and
organizations are also difficult to define unambiguously. Most
people have a connotative sense of what culture is but have
difficulty defining it abstractly. In talking about organizational
culture with colleagues and members of organizations, I often
find that we agree “it” exists and that “it” is important in its effects
but that we have completely different ideas of what “it” is. I have
also had colleagues tell me pointedly that they do not use the
concept of culture in their work, but when I ask them what it
is they do not use, they cannot define “it” clearly.

To make matters worse, the concept of culture has been
the subject of considerable academic debate in the last five years,
and there are various approaches to defining and studying cul-
ture (for example, Barley, Meyer, and Gash, 1988; Martin,
1991; Ott, 1989; Smircich and Calas, 1987). This debate is a
healthy sign in that it testifies to the importance of culture as
a concept. At the same time, however, it creates difficulties for
both the scholar and the practitioner if definitions are fuzzy and
uses are inconsistent. For purposes of this introductory chap-
ter, I will give only a brief overview of this range of uses and
then try to give a precise and formal definition that makes the
most sense from my point of view. Also, please note that from
this point on I will use the term group to refer to social units
of all sizes, including organizations and subunits of organiza-
tions except where it is necessary to distinguish type of social
unit because of subgroups that exist within larger groups.

Commonly used words relating to culture emphasize one
of its critical aspects— the idea that certain things in groups are
shared or held in common. The major categories of such overt phe-
nomena that are associated with culture in this sense are the
following:

1. 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, Moore, and Snyder, 1988;
Trice and Beyer, 1984, 1985; Van Maanen, 1979b).

2. Group norms: the implicit standards and values that evolve
in working groups, such as the particular norm of “a fair

Defining Organizational Culture 9

day’s work for a fair day’s pay” that evolved among work-
ers in the Bank Wiring Room in the Hawthorne studies
(for example, Homans, 1950; Kilmann and Saxton, 1983).

3. Espoused values: the articulated, publicly announced princi-
ples and values that the group claims to be trying to achieve,
such as “product quality” or “price leadership” (for exam-
ple, Deal and Kennedy, 1982).

4. Formal philosophy: the broad policies and ideological princi-
ples that guide a group’s actions toward stockholders, em-
ployees, customers, and other stakeholders, such as the
highly publicized “HP Way” of Hewlett-Packard (for ex-
ample, Ouchi, 1981; Pascale and Athos, 1981).

5. Rules of the game: the implicit 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, 1982).

6. Climate: the feeling that is conveyed in a group by the phys-
ical layout and the way in which members of the organiza-
tion interact with each other, with customers, or with other
outsiders (for example, Schneider, 1990; Tagiuri and Lit-
win, 1968).

7. Embedded skills: the special competencies group members
display in accomplishing certain tasks, the ability to make
certain things that gets passed on from generation to gen-
eration without necessarily being articulated in writing
(for example, Argyris and Schén, 1978; Cook and Yanow,
1990; Henderson and Clark, 1990; Peters and Waterman,
1982).

8. Habuts 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, 1980; Van Maanen,
1979b).

9. Shared meanings: the emergent understandings that are cre-
ated by group members as they interact with each other

. (for example, Geertz, 1973; Smircich, 1983; Van Maanen
and Barley, 1984).
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10.  “Root metaphors” or integrating symbols: the 1deas, feelings, and
images groups develop to characterize themselves, that
may or may not be appreciated consciously but that be-
come embodied in buildings, office layout, and other ma-
terial artifacts of the group. This level of the culture reflects
group members’ emotional and aesthetic responses as con-
trasted with their cognitive or evaluative response (for ex-
ample, Gagliardi, 1990; Hatch, 1991; Pondy, Frost, Mor-
gan, and Dandridge, 1983; Schultz, 1991).

All of these concepts relate to culture and/or reflect cul-
ture in that they deal with things that group members share or
hold in common, but none of them are “the culture” of an orga-
nization or group. If one asks oneself why one needs the word
culture at all when we have so many other words such as norms,
values, behavior patterns, rituals, traditions, and so on, one recog-
nizes that the word culture adds two other critical elements to
the concept of sharing.

One of these elements is that 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 deep and
stable. By deep I mean less conscious and therefore less tangible
and less visible. The other element that lends stability is pattern-
ing or integration of the elements into a larger paradigm or gestalt
that ties together the various elements and that lies at a deeper
level. Culture somehow implies that rituals, climate, values, and
behaviors bind together into a coherent whole. This patterning
or integration is the essence of what we mean by “culture.” How
then do we think about this essence and formally define it?

The most useful way to think about culture is to view it
as the accurnulated shared learning of a given group, covering
behavioral, emotional, and cognitive elements of the group mem-
bers’ total psychological functioning. For shared learning to oc-
cur, there must be a history of shared experience, which in turn
implies some stability of membership in the group. Given such
stability and a shared history, the human need for parsimony,
consistency, and meaning will cause the various shared elements
to form into patterns that eventually can be called a culture.
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I am not arguing, however, that all groups develop inte-
grated cultures in this sense. We all know of groups, organiza-
tions, and societies where cultural elements work at cross pur-
poses with other elements, leading to situations full of conflict
and ambiguity (Martin, 1991; Martin and Meyerson, 1988).
This may result from insufficient stability of membership, in-
sufficient shared history of experience, or the presence of many
subgroups with different kinds of shared experiences. Ambiguity
and conflict also result from the fact that each of us belongs to
many groups so that what we bring to any given group is in-
fluenced by the assumptions that are appropriate to our other
groups.

If the concept of culture is to have any utility, however,
it should draw our attention to those things that are the product
of our human need for stability, consistency, and meaning. Cul-
ture formation, therefore, is always, by definition, a strving toward
patterning and integration, even though the actual history of ex-
periences of many groups prevents them from ever achieving
a clear-cut paradigm.

If a group’s culture is that group’s accumulated learning,
how do we describe and catalogue the content of that learning?
All 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.

In conceptualizing group learning, we have to note that be-
cause of the human capacity to abstract and to be self-conscious,
learning occurs not only at the behavioral level but also at an
abstract level internally. Once people have a common system
of communication and a language, learning can take place at
a conceptual level and shared concepts become possible. There-
fore, the deeper levels of learning that get us to the essence of
culture must be thought of as concepts or, as I will define them,
shared basic assumptions.

The process by which shared basic assumptions evolve
is illustrated in detail in later chapters. For the present, I need
only summarize that the learning process for the group starts
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with one or more members taking a leadership role In propos-
ing courses of action and as these continue to be successful in
solving the group’s internal and external problems, they come
to be taken for granted and the assumptions underlying them
cease to be questioned or debated. A group has 2 culture when
it has had enough of a shared history to have formed such a
set of shared assumptions.
Shared assumptions derive their power from the fact that

they begin to operate outside of awareness. Furthermore, once

formed and taken for granted, they become a defining property

of the group that permits the group to differentiate itself from

other groups, and in that process, value is attached to such as-

sumptions. They are not only “our” assumptions, but by virtue

of our history of success, they must be right and good. In fact,
as we will see, one of the main problems in resolving intercul-
lture so much for granted and put

tural issues is that we take cu
so much value on our own assumptions that we find it awkward

and inappropriate even to discuss our assumptions or to ask
others about their assumptions. We tend not to examine assump-
tions once we have made them but to take them for granted,
and we tend not to discuss them, which makes them seemingly
unconscious. If we are forced to discuss them, we tend not to
examine them but to defend them because we have emotion-

ally invested 1n them (Bohm, 1990).

Culture Formally Defined

The culture of a group can now be defined as

A paitern of shared basic assumptions that the group learned as

it solved its problems of external adaptation and internal integration, that

has worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught
10 new members as the correct way to percetve, think, and feel in relation

to those problems.
Note that this definition introduces three elements not

previously discussed.

1. The problem of socialization. It is my view that wh
think of as culture is primarily what is passed on to new gener-
ations of group members (Louis, 1980, 1990; Schein, 1968; Van

at we
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Maanen, 1 ;
Ma mer,nbizs ,O\f/aI; ;\/Iaanen and Sch'ein, 1979). Studying what
discover some of tie :IEinirnetstil;iht llst’ " fla)lCt’ ey
discos culture, but one on
o :sré“:gz jss(ft;cl:ts (})11" the Cu]tL}I‘C by this means. Thii);slzzsl:;:
cially 5o because ¢ tl;lc of what is at the heart of a culture will
il onty e ront ; rules of behavior taught to newcomers
Lowal only be re ed to mem})ers as they gain permanent stat .
ed to enter the inner circles of the re
group secrets are shared. sroup, where
On the other hand, fow one learn
Lo . : ‘ s and the socializati
fumptionos .w;‘l(l)che(zr; :fl subjected may indeed reveal dee::rt l::
surnption perceg L ose deeper levels one must try to under-
siand the per nI:ust Osb:;(\i/efzildnigs tha't arise in critical situa-
tc;ld-tlmf:rs to get an accurate sense gﬁiﬁil‘:’ ;:gmaf e ot
ions are shared. eperovel assump-
Can cul
. Self-SOCializ;Ltliroenl;e éearned through anticipatory socialization
or sell socializ assur.n an new members discover for themselves
what the basic assur ptions f.au:e? Yes and no. We certainly know
that one of ¢ grouajoir ::ctilvxtfes of any new member when she
ot are omerein sz toh'ec1ph'er th'e norms and assumptions
o oo rewai.js u (; Is d‘emphermg can only be successful
through the rew memla)m pumshments' that long-time members
T by fo new mer See;zeas ;htf;); sﬁperlment with different kinds
o aviot ‘ , aching process 1s always goi
o ;?Ogl}:plé Or:ay be quite implicit and unsyst}émga,tct)ilz1 i
imes the cooup dor s not have sh'flr.ed assumptions, as is somé—
b il e n:lore Crew.members interaction with old mem-
shared assumptions C)fi::l‘:olx.:\f: Sst(;lf bUillding e o
ot , r, the culture survives
e ofiocialmc (t)<r)1 tr;z;v::l);ners. In this regard culture is atr};lr:cllllga}}
ing memiang o i can be tl}e b.asis of explicitly manipulat-
ways (Van Maanen a‘nd Kfngc’lathllgg;ngl,( nda, 100 Wi
Pot e aoan : , ; Kunda, 1992). Wh
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though some such behavior, especially formal rituals, would re-
fect cultural assumptions. Instead, the definition emphasizes that
the critical assumptions deal with how we perceive, think about,
and feel about things. Overt behavior 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 could thus be as much a reflection
of separate but similar individual experiences and/or common
situational stimuli arising from the environment. For example,
suppose we observe that all members of a group cower in the
presence of a large and loud leader. Such cowering could be
based on biological reflex reactions to sound and size, Or indi-
vidual 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, COWer-
ing is indeed a result of shared learning and therefore a mani-
festation of deeper shared assumptions. To put it another way,
when we observe behavior regularities, we do not know whether
we are dealing with 2 cultural manifestation. Only after we have
discovered the deeper layers that 1 am defining as the essence

of culture can we specify what is and what is not an “artifact”
that reflects the culture.

3. Can a large organization have one culture? The definition
provided does not specify the size of social unit to which it can
legitimately be applied. Our experience with large organizations
tells us that at a certain size, the variations among the subgroups
are substantial, suggesting that it is not appropriate t0 talk of
“the culture” of an IBM or 2 General Motors or a Shell Oil.
My view is that this question should be handled empirically.
If we find that certain assumptions are shared across all the units
of an organization, then we can legitimately speak of an orga-
nizational culture, even though at the same time we may find
a number of discrete subcultures that have their own integrity.

In fact, as we will see, with time any social unit will produce

subunits that will produce subcultures as a normal process of

evolution. Some of these subcultures will typically be in conflict
with each other, as is often the case with higher management

consci
conscious of the cultures in which the

‘:f 1 Of us, but i
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CHAPTER TWO

Uncovering
the Levels of Culture

The purpose of this chapter is to show that culture can be
analyzed at several different levels, where the term level refers
to the degree to which the cultural phenomenon is visible to
the observer. Some of the confusion of definition of what cul-
ture really is results from not differentiating the levels at which
it manifests itself. These levels range from the very tangible
overt manifestations that one can see and feel to the deeply
embedded, unconscious basic assumptions that I am defining
as the essence of culture. In between we have various espoused
values, norms, and rules of behavior that members of the cul-
ture use as a way of depicting the culture to themselves and
others.
Many other culture researchers prefer the concept of “basic
values” for describing the deepest levels. As 1 will try to show
with later examples, my preference is for “pasic assumptions’
because these tend to be taken for granted and are treated as
nonnegotiable. Values can be and are discussed, and people can
agree to disagree about them. Basic assumptions are S0 taken
for granted that someonc who does not hold them is viewed as
crazy and automatically dismissed. The levels at which culture

can be analyzed are shown in Figure 2.1.
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Figure 2.1. Levels of Culture.
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om that alone what those things mean in

cannot reconstruct fr
hether they even reflect important under-

the given group, 0T W
lying assumptions.
On the other hand, one school of thought argues that one’s
own response to physical artifacts such as buildings and office
Jayouts can lead to the identification of major images and root
metaphors that reflect the deepest level of the culture (Gagliardi,
1990). This would be especially true if the organization one¢ is
deciphering is in the same larger culture as the researcher. The
problem is that symbols are ambiguous, and one can only test
what something might mean if one has also

one’s insight 1nto
lture at the level of its values and the level

experienced the cu
of its basic assumptions.

It is especially dangerous to try tO infer the deeper as-
sumptions from artifacts alone because one’s interpretations will

inevitably be projections of one’s own feelings and reactions.
For example, when on¢ sees a very informal, loose organiza-

tion, one may interpret that as inefficient if one’s own back-
ground is based on the assumption that :nformality means play-
ing around and not working. Alternatively, if one sees 2 very

formal organization, one may interpret that to be a sign of lack
of innovative capacity if one’s own experience is based on the
assumption that formality means bureaucracy and formalization.

Every facet of a group’s life produces artifacts, creating
the problem of classification. In reading cultural descriptions,
one often notes that different observers choose to report on differ-
ent sorts of artifacts, leading to noncomparable descriptions.
Anthropologists have developed classification systems, but these
tend to be so vast and detailed that cultural essence becomes

difficult to discern.
If the observer lives in the group long enough, the mean-
ings of artifacts gradually become clear. If, however, one wants

his level of understanding more quickly, one can

to achieve t
es, NOrms, and rules that

attempt to analyze the espoused valu
provide the day-to-day operating principles by which the mem-

bers of the group guide their behavior. This kind of inquiry takes

us to the next level of cultural analysis.
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curate picture of reality — group members will tend to forget that

originally they were not sure and that the proposed course of

action was at an earlier time debated and confronted.

Not all values undergo such transformation. First of all,
the solution based on a given value may not work reliably. Only

values that are susceptible to physical or social validation and

that continue to work reliably in solving the group’s problems

will become transformed into assumptions. Second, value do-
mains dealing with the less controllable elements of the environ-
ment or with aesthetic or moral matters may not be testable at
all. In such cases consensus through social validation is still pos-

sible, but it is not automatic.

By social validation 1 mean
firmed only by the shared social experience of a group. Such
values typically involve the group’s internal relations, where the
test of whether they work or not is how comfortable and anxiety

hey abide by them. Social validation

free members are when t
also applies to those broader values that involve relationships
h as religion,

to the environment but in a nontestable fashion, suc
ethics, and aesthetics.
In these realms the group learns that certain such values,

as initially promulgated by prophets, founders, and leaders, work

‘n the sense of reducing uncertainty in critical areas of the group’s
functioning. And as they continue to work, they gradually be-
come transformed into nondiscussable assumptions supported
by articulated sets of beliefs, norms, and operational rules of
behavior. The derived 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 in how to behave. A set of values that becomes em-

bodied in an ideology or organizational philosophy thus can serve

as a guide and as a way of dealing with the uncertainty of In°
trinsically uncontrollable or difficult events.

Values at this conscious Jevel will predict much of the be-
havior that can be observed at the artifactual level. But if those
values are not based on prior learning, they may also reflect
only what Argyris and Schon (1978) have called espoused values,

that certain values are con-
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little variation within a cultural unit. In fact, if a basic assump-

tion is strongly held in a group, members will find behavior based
e. For example, a group whose

on any other premise inconceivabl

basic assumption is that the individual’s rights supersede those
of the group members will find it inconceivable that members
would commit suicide or in some other way sacrifice themselves
to the group even if they had dishonored the group. In a capitalist
able that one might design a company
to operate consistently at a financial loss or that it does not matter
whether or not a product works. Basic assumptions, in this sense,
are similar to what Argyris has 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, 1976; Argyris and Schon, 1974).

ions, like theories-in-use, tend to be those

Basic assumptt
we neither confront nor debate and hence are extremely difficult

to change. To Jearn something new in this realm requires us
ssibly change some of the more

to resurrect, reexamine, and po
stable portions of our cognitive structure, a process that Argyris

and others have called double-loop learning or frame breaking
(for example, Argyris, Putnam, and Smith, 1985; Bartunek and
Moch, 1987). Such learning is intrinsically difficult because the
reexamination of basic assumptions temporarily destabilizes our
cognitive and interpersonal world, releasing large quantities of

country, it 18 inconcelv

basic anxiety.
Rather than tolerating such anxiety levels we tend to want

to perceive the events around us as congruent with our assump-
tions, even if that means distorting, denying, projecting, OF in
other ways falsifying to ourselves what may be going on around
us. Itis 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 emotion-
ally to what 1s going on, and what actions to take in various
kinds of situations. Once we have developed an integrated set

of such assumptions, which might be called a thought world or
ble with others who

mental map, we will be maximally comforta
share the same set of assumptions and very uncomfortable and
vulnerable in situations where different assumptions operate

tween the perso

Uncovering the Levels of Culture
23

either because we wi
e will not under
. . stand what i ;
misperceive . . at 1s going on
198P and misinterpret the actio SOmS o, Of, worse,
6). ns of others (Douglas
The human mi ’
n .
challenge to or quzlslt?;jnf}eeds fCOggltlve stability. Therefore, any
. Ing or a asi . ’
anxiety and : basic assumption wi
SumptiYOns t}:;:::fensweness. In this sense, thepshare dﬂtl) rc}ease
of ot btk ho inglgl;;: up the culture of a group can be tisw as-
nitive dfonse Wcﬁﬂx\{l ual and group levels as psycholo ica? ught
tion. Recognizing this that permit the group to contin o oy
SN r;gg;;;ng this connection is important when 23 totlfl.ml:'
aspects of a group’ € thinks
to do that than * gToup’s culture, for it i :
anisms. In eithto change an individual’s Patte;n of deonno o
amounts of anxieert Cé:lie the key is the management of tfenlleCh_
To Understz d it accompany any relearning at this | -y
data, consider the fnu Ow unconscious assumptions can d_er?l.
of past experie ollowing example. If we assume, on th o
vantage of us \r,l,,;e or education, that other people ’will t ibaSIS
to be taken advmtznevefr they have an opportunity weae;: ad-
in a way that cof gt?do and then interpret the behavior of Eect
people sitting in a‘nc1 es w1th‘ those expectations. We 01;) thers
terpret their beha Sf-:emmgly idle posture at their desks a S;Ij"e
important probl vior as loafing rather than thinkin e
ing rath proviem. We perceive absence from § ou an
Ifer than doing work at home work as shirk-
this is n )
shared and s 0; onl¥ a personal assumption but one that i
cuss with others \Ehx:t(z tc}lle 0};’ ganization’s culture, we willzidt'ls
: . O do about « 9 ’ 18-
stitute tight our “lazy” work f; :
busy. Ifge . Ci);ltrols to ensure that people are at ’theci)rr ((:ie al?d -
home, we wIibll lzlees suggest that they do some of thei esks and
becatuse oo Wineauncomf(})lrtable and probably deny t}llre ok
. ssume that request
1992; Perin, 1991). at home they would loaf (Bailyn
In contr ; ’
as
vated and com ; e assume that everyone is highl i
umption by enIZO l;int,'we will act in accordance witgh t}LmOtl_
i . ragin at as-
their own ging people to work at thei
. way. If so . €1r own pace a
the Organizat};()n meqne 1s discovered to be uﬂprg du _nd
» we will assume that there is a mi crive
mismatch

n and the j i
e job assignment, not that the person



//'

24 Organizational Culture and Leadership

is lazy or incompetent. If the employee wants to work at home,
we will perceive that as evidence of wanting t0 be productive

even if circumstances require him to be at home.

In both cases there is the potential for distortion. The cyni-

cal 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 who are
taking advantage of the situation. As McGregor (1960) noted
several decades ago, such assumption sets in the human area
become the basis of whole 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 in order to make their
world stable and predictable.

Unconscious assumptions sometimes lead to ridiculously
tragic situations, as illustrated by a common problem experi-
enced by American supervisors in some Asian countries. A man-
ager who comes from an American pragmatic tradition takes
it for granted that solving a problem always has the highest pri-
ority. When that manager encounters a subordinate who comes
from a different cultural tradition, in which good relationships
and protecting the superior’s “fpce” are assumed to have top pri-
ority, the following scenario can easily result.

The manager proposes a solution to a given problem. The
subordinate knows that the solution will not work, but his uncon-
scious 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 occut to the subordinate to do
anything other than remain silent or even reassurc the boss that
they should go ahead and take the action if the boss were t0
inquire what the subordinate thought.

The action is taken, the results are negative, and the boss,
somewhat surprised and puzzled, asks the subordinate what he
would have done. When the subordinate reports that he would
have done something different, the boss quite legitimately asks
why the subordinate did not speak up sooner. This question
puts the subordinate 1In an impossible bind because the answet
itself is a threat to the boss’s face. He cannot possibly explain
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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 one discovers 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.

We do not develop new assumptions about each of these
areas in every group or organization we join. Each member of
a new group will bring her or his own cultural learning from
prior groups, but as the new group develops its own shared his-
tory, it will develop modified or brand-new assumptions in crit-
ical areas of its experience. Those new assumptions make up
the culture of that particular group.

Any group’s culture can be studied at these three levels—
the level of its artifacts, the level of its values, and the level of
its basic assumptions. If one does not decipher the pattern of
basic assumptions that may be operating, one will not know how
to interpret the artifacts correctly or how much credence to give
to the articulated values. In other words, the essence of a cul-
ture lies in the pattern of basic underlying assumptions, and
once one understands those, one can easily understand the other
more surface levels and deal appropriately with them.

Summary and Conclusions

Though the essence of a group’s culture 18 its pattern of shared,
taken-for-granted basic assumptions, the culture will manifest
itself at the levels of observable artifacts and shared espoused
values, norms, and rules of behavior. It is important to recog
nize in analyzing cultures that artifacts are easy to observe but
difficult to decipher and that values may only reflect rationaliza-
tions or aspirations. To understand a group’s culture, one must
attempt to get at its shared basic assumptions and one must un-
derstand the learning process by which such basic assumptions
come to be.

Leadership is originally the source of the beliefs and values
that get a group moving in dealing with its internal and exter-
nal problems. If what a leader proposes works and continues
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