edgar h schein organizational culture and leadership

Edgar H. Schein's organizational culture and leadership framework is a pivotal concept in understanding
how organizations operate, evolve, and thrive in today’s complex business environment. Schein, a
prominent organizational psychologist and professor, has dedicated decades to studying the dynamics of
organizational culture and its influence on leadership. His insights provide a comprehensive framework for

leaders to cultivate a productive workplace that aligns with their organization's values and goals.

The Essence of Organizational Culture

Organizational culture refers to the shared values, beliefs, and practices that shape the behavior of
individuals within an organization. According to Schein, culture is not just a superficial aspect of an

organization; rather, it is the underlying foundation that influences how work gets done. It encompasses:
¢ Assumptions: Unconscious beliefs that guide behavior.

¢ Values: Explicitly stated principles that guide decision-making.

o Artifacts: Visible elements that represent the culture, such as dress code, office layout, and rituals.

Schein posits that understanding these three levels of culture is crucial for leaders who aim to drive change

or improve organizational performance.

Levels of Organizational Culture

1. Artifacts: These are the tangible, visible elements of culture. Artifacts can include office decor, published
values, dress codes, and rituals. While they are easy to observe, they can be difficult to interpret without

understanding the deeper levels of culture.

2. Espoused Values: These are the stated values and norms that are preferred by an organization. They can
include mission statements and core values. However, there can often be a discrepancy between espoused

values and actual behavior within the organization.

3. Basic Underlying Assumptions: These are the deeply embedded, taken-for-granted behaviors that are
usually unconscious but form the essence of culture. They are difficult to change and often dictate how

members of the organization behave.



Understanding these levels helps leaders identify whether their organization's culture is aligned with its

strategic goals or if there are misalignments that need to be addressed.

The Role of Leadership in Shaping Culture

Leadership plays a critical role in shaping and sustaining organizational culture. According to Schein,
leaders are not just responsible for maintaining culture—they are also key drivers of cultural change. The
way leaders communicate, make decisions, and model behavior significantly influences the organizational

culture.

Leadership Styles and Their Impact

Different leadership styles can create different cultural environments. Some of the prominent styles

include:
- Transformational Leadership: This style focuses on inspiring and motivating employees to exceed
expectations. Transformational leaders typically foster an adaptive culture that embraces change and

innovation.

- Transactional Leadership: More focused on structure and rewards, transactional leaders may create a

culture that values compliance and adherence to rules, potentially stifling creativity.

- Servant Leadership: This style prioritizes the needs of employees and encourages a culture of collaboration

and support. It often leads to high employee morale and retention.

Leaders must be aware of their leadership style and its cultural implications. Their actions should be

consistent with the values they wish to promote within the organization.

The Process of Cultural Change

Cultural change is a complex process that requires careful planning and execution. Schein outlines several

steps that leaders can take to facilitate effective cultural change:

1. Assess the Current Culture: Leaders must first understand the existing culture by examining

artifacts, espoused values, and underlying assumptions.

2. Define the Desired Culture: Clearly articulate the values and behaviors that align with the



organization’s strategic goals.

3. Engage Employees: Involve employees at all levels in the change process to gain their buy-in and

insights.

4. Implement Change Strategies: Develop initiatives that promote the desired culture, such as training

programs, revised policies, and new communication strategies.

5. Monitor and Adjust: Continuously assess the impact of cultural initiatives and be willing to make

adjustments as necessary.

Successful cultural change requires patience, as it involves altering deeply rooted assumptions and

behaviors.

Challenges in Cultural Transformation

While the benefits of a strong organizational culture are clear, leaders often face challenges when

attempting to implement cultural change. Some common obstacles include:
¢ Resistance to Change: Employees may be comfortable with the existing culture and resistant to new
ideas.

¢ Misalignment with Leadership: If leaders do not embody the desired culture, employees may

perceive the change as insincere.

¢ Inadequate Communication: Failing to clearly communicate the reasons for and benefits of cultural

change can lead to confusion and skepticism.

¢ Short-Term Focus: Cultural change is a long-term endeavor; leaders must commit to sustaining

efforts over time.

Understanding and addressing these challenges is essential for leaders who aspire to create a thriving

culture within their organizations.



The Importance of Cultural Assessment Tools

To effectively manage and change organizational culture, leaders can utilize various assessment tools. These
tools help gauge the current state of culture and identify areas for improvement. Some commonly used

tools include:

- Surveys and Questionnaires: Gathering employee feedback on their perceptions of the culture can provide

valuable insights.

- Focus Groups: Engaging employees in discussions can uncover underlying assumptions and beliefs that

may not be captured in surveys.

- Cultural Audits: A comprehensive examination of organizational practices, policies, and procedures to

assess cultural alignment.

By employing these tools, leaders can gain a clearer understanding of the culture and the steps necessary

for transformation.

Case Studies and Real-World Applications

Schein's theories on organizational culture and leadership have been applied across various sectors,

providing valuable lessons.

1. Google: Known for its innovative culture, Google emphasizes values such as openness and collaboration.
Leadership plays a crucial role in maintaining this culture by encouraging employee input and fostering a

sense of belonging.

2. Zappos: The online retailer Zappos is famous for its customer-centric culture. Leadership at Zappos
prioritizes employee happiness, believing that happy employees lead to happy customers. Their culture is
intentionally designed and continuously reinforced by leadership.

3. General Electric (GE): GE has undergone significant cultural transformations under different leadership

regimes. The company’s ability to pivot and adapt its culture reflects Schein's emphasis on the dynamic

nature of organizational culture and the critical role of leadership in guiding that change.

Conclusion

Edgar H. Schein's insights into organizational culture and leadership provide a robust framework for



understanding the intricate relationship between culture and organizational success. Leaders play a vital
role in shaping and transforming culture, making it essential for them to be aware of their influence and
the implications of their actions. By understanding the levels of culture, embracing effective leadership
styles, and navigating the challenges of cultural change, leaders can foster an environment that not only
supports but enhances organizational objectives. In an ever-evolving business landscape, the ability to

cultivate a strong, adaptive culture is more crucial than ever for achieving long-term success.

Frequently Asked Questions

‘What is Edgar Schein's definition of organizational culture?

Edgar Schein defines organizational culture as a pattern of shared basic assumptions that the group learned
as it solved its problems of external adaptation and internal integration. These assumptions are taught to

new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems.

What are the three levels of organizational culture according to Schein?

Schein identifies three levels of organizational culture: artifacts (visible organizational structures and
processes), espoused values (explicitly stated values and norms), and basic underlying assumptions

(unconscious, taken-for-granted beliefs and values).

How does Edgar Schein relate leadership to organizational culture?

Schein argues that leaders play a crucial role in shaping and reshaping organizational culture. They
influence culture through their actions, decisions, and the values they promote, which in turn guides the

behaviors of employees and affects the overall effectiveness of the organization.

‘What is the significance of 'cultural change' in Schein's framework?

Cultural change is significant in Schein's framework as it requires leaders to recognize and address the
deep-seated underlying assumptions within an organization. Effective cultural change involves a
thoughtful approach to understanding existing culture, identifying areas for change, and engaging the

organization in the transition process.

How can organizations assess their culture using Schein's model?

Organizations can assess their culture by examining the three levels Schein identified: analyzing artifacts to
understand visible behaviors, exploring espoused values to see what the organization claims to value, and
uncovering underlying assumptions through interviews and surveys to understand the true beliefs that

drive behavior.



‘What role do 'artifacts’ play in understanding organizational culture?

Artifacts are the visible, tangible elements of an organization's culture, such as office layout, dress code,
rituals, and published values. They provide clues to the deeper values and assumptions of the culture but

must be interpreted carefully, as they may not always reflect the true underlying culture.

Why is it important for leaders to align their actions with the

organizational culture?

It is important for leaders to align their actions with the organizational culture because inconsistency can
lead to confusion, decreased trust, and disengagement among employees. When leaders model behaviors
that reflect the organization's values and culture, it reinforces those values and promotes a cohesive

organizational identity.
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