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Introduction:

So, you're interested in understanding the intricate dance between organizational culture and
leadership? You've come to the right place. Edgar Schein, a renowned organizational behavior expert,
has dedicated his life's work to unraveling this complex relationship. His insights, particularly those
outlined in his seminal work on organizational culture and leadership, are invaluable for anyone
striving to build a thriving, high-performing team. This blog post will delve deep into Schein's model,
exploring its three levels of culture, the role of leadership in shaping and sustaining culture, and the
practical implications for creating a positive and productive workplace. We’ll break down complex
concepts into digestible pieces, providing you with actionable strategies you can implement
immediately. Get ready to unlock the secrets to fostering a winning organizational culture!

Understanding Schein's Three Levels of Culture

Schein's model distinguishes three levels of organizational culture, each progressively more difficult
to observe and influence:

Artifacts: This is the most visible level of culture. Think of it as the surface level—the things you1.
can readily see and experience. Artifacts include:

Physical environment: Office layout, décor, technology used. A company with open-plan offices might
be signaling a collaborative culture, while one with private offices could suggest a more hierarchical
structure.
Observable behaviors: How employees interact, communication styles, work habits, and rituals. Do
people work long hours? Are meetings formal or informal?
Verbal expressions: The language used, jargon, stories, and myths. What are the common phrases
and expressions used within the organization? Do they reflect innovation, customer focus, or
something else?

Analyzing artifacts provides a starting point for understanding an organization’s deeper cultural
values. However, artifacts alone are not sufficient to understand the core essence of the culture.

Values: This level represents the shared beliefs and principles that guide behavior within the1.
organization. They are often stated explicitly—in mission statements, value statements, or
employee handbooks. However, it's crucial to remember that espoused values (what the



organization says its values are) may differ significantly from values-in-use (the values that
actually govern behavior). For example, a company might espouse innovation but in reality,
reward conformity and risk aversion.

Observing how values are actually lived within the organization is crucial. Do actions align with stated
values? If not, this discrepancy will reveal itself through discrepancies between espoused and lived
values.

Basic Underlying Assumptions: This is the deepest and most difficult level to change. These are1.
the unconscious beliefs, perceptions, and feelings about the world and how things work. They
are the taken-for-granted assumptions that shape the organization's worldview and influence
behavior at an unconscious level. For instance, a deep-seated assumption might be that conflict
is inherently negative, or that individual achievement is always prioritized over teamwork.
These assumptions profoundly influence the company's decision-making processes and actions,
often without conscious awareness.

Understanding these underlying assumptions requires deep introspection and careful observation of
patterns over time.

Leadership's Role in Shaping Organizational Culture

Schein emphasizes the critical role of leadership in shaping and sustaining organizational culture.
Leaders, through their actions and behaviors, both consciously and unconsciously, reinforce or
change the underlying assumptions, values, and artifacts of the organization.

Leading the Cultural Change:

Effective leaders don't simply declare values; they embody them. Their actions consistently
demonstrate the desired cultural attributes. If a company values innovation, the leader must create
an environment where experimentation and risk-taking are encouraged, rewarded, and celebrated.
This requires:

Role modeling: Leaders must act as exemplars of the desired culture.
Communication: Leaders must clearly articulate the desired culture and reinforce it through
consistent messaging.
Reward systems: Rewards and recognition should align with the desired values.
Selection and socialization: Hiring processes and onboarding programs should reinforce the desired
culture.

Dealing with Cultural Misalignment:

Sometimes, a company’s stated values don’t align with its underlying assumptions, causing a
disconnect. Leaders need to identify these discrepancies, acknowledge the underlying tensions, and
initiate actions to address them. This often involves difficult conversations, addressing power
imbalances, and being willing to challenge established norms. It is a significant undertaking requiring



courage and commitment.

Practical Implications and Actionable Strategies

Schein's model provides a powerful framework for understanding and managing organizational
culture. Here are some actionable strategies based on his insights:

Conduct a cultural audit: Assess your organization's current culture by analyzing artifacts, values, and
underlying assumptions. This will provide a baseline to identify strengths and weaknesses.
Define desired culture: Clearly articulate the values and assumptions that will support your
organization's strategic goals.
Develop leadership programs: Equip leaders with the skills and knowledge to effectively shape and
sustain the desired culture.
Implement change management strategies: Use a structured approach to manage change and ensure
that cultural shifts are successfully integrated.
Measure and monitor progress: Regularly assess progress toward achieving the desired culture and
make adjustments as needed.

Conclusion

Edgar Schein's work on organizational culture and leadership offers a profound and practical
framework for understanding the intricate interplay between these two critical elements. By
understanding the three levels of culture and the pivotal role of leadership, organizations can create a
positive and productive work environment that fosters engagement, innovation, and ultimately,
success. Remember that cultural change is a journey, not a destination, and requires sustained
commitment and effort from all levels of the organization.

FAQs:

How can I identify the basic underlying assumptions of my organization? Through observation of1.
consistent patterns of behavior, listening to employee stories and narratives, and analyzing
decision-making processes in various situations, you can start to uncover the organization’s
deep-seated beliefs. Qualitative methods like interviews and focus groups can be particularly
helpful.

What if my organization's stated values and actions don't align? This is a common problem, but1.
addressing it is vital. Leaders should honestly acknowledge the discrepancy, communicate
transparently about the issue, and initiate changes to align actions with stated values. This
might involve restructuring reward systems or changing hiring practices.

Can organizational culture be changed quickly? No, meaningful cultural change takes time and1.
effort. It requires a systematic and sustained approach, encompassing leadership commitment,



employee involvement, and consistent reinforcement of the desired values.

How can I measure the effectiveness of my cultural change initiatives? Use qualitative and1.
quantitative methods. Quantitative data can include employee surveys measuring engagement
and satisfaction. Qualitative data can come from interviews and focus groups, giving insight into
employee experiences and perceptions.

What is the role of communication in shaping organizational culture? Communication is1.
paramount. Leaders must consistently communicate the organization's values and desired
behaviors through various channels. This includes formal communications, informal
interactions, stories, and symbols. Clear and consistent messaging reinforces the desired
culture.
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