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Organizational culture and leadership by Edgar H. Schein are pivotal concepts in
understanding how businesses operate and thrive. Schein, a prominent psychologist and professor,
has extensively explored the interplay between culture and leadership within organizations. His
work provides invaluable insights into how leaders can shape, influence, and harness organizational
culture to drive success and foster a positive work environment. This article delves into Schein's
framework, the significance of organizational culture, and its implications for effective leadership.

Understanding Organizational Culture

Organizational culture refers to the shared values, beliefs, and practices that shape the behavior of
individuals within an organization. It acts as a social glue, binding members together and
influencing how they interact with one another and with external stakeholders. According to Schein,
culture can be understood at three levels:



1. Artifacts

Artifacts are the visible, tangible elements of culture. They include:

- Physical layout: The design of the workplace, office decor, and overall environment.

- Dress code: The way employees are expected to present themselves.

- Formal processes: Procedures, policies, and protocols that govern the organization.

- Ceremonies and rituals: Events that celebrate milestones, achievements, or company values.

While artifacts are easy to observe, they often do not provide a clear understanding of the
underlying values or beliefs that drive behavior.

2. Espoused Values

Espoused values represent the explicitly stated values and norms that are preferred by an
organization. These can include:

- Mission statements: The organization's purpose and intentions.
- Core values: The principles that guide decision-making and behavior.
- Codes of conduct: Guidelines on expected behavior and ethical standards.

Espoused values can sometimes differ from the actual values practiced within the organization,
leading to a potential disconnect between what is said and what is done.

3. Basic Underlying Assumptions

Basic underlying assumptions are the deeply ingrained beliefs that are often taken for granted and
form the essence of an organization’s culture. These assumptions are:

- Unconscious: Members may not be aware of them.
- Taken for granted: They are rarely questioned or challenged.
- Difficult to change: Shifting these assumptions requires significant effort and time.

Understanding these three levels of culture is crucial for leaders aiming to instigate meaningful
change within their organizations.

The Role of Leadership in Shaping Organizational
Culture

Leadership plays a critical role in shaping and influencing organizational culture. Schein emphasizes
that leaders are not just responsible for directing and managing; they are also cultural architects.
Here’s how effective leadership can impact culture:



1. Setting the Tone

Leaders establish the tone for the organizational culture through their actions, decisions, and
communication styles. A few key aspects include:

- Modeling behaviors: Leaders should exemplify the values and behaviors they wish to see in their
teams.

- Communicating openly: Transparency in communication fosters trust and encourages a culture of
openness.

- Recognizing contributions: Acknowledging employee efforts reinforces desired cultural values and
behaviors.

2. Creating a Vision

A clear vision articulates the organization’s direction and goals. This vision should align with the
organization’s values and culture. Leaders can:

- Involve employees: Engaging the workforce in the vision creation process can enhance buy-in and
commitment.
- Communicate frequently: Sharing updates and progress keeps employees aligned and motivated.

- Adapt the vision: As the organization evolves, leaders must be willing to refine the vision to reflect
changing circumstances.

3. Fostering Inclusivity and Diversity

A strong organizational culture values diversity and inclusivity. Leaders can promote this by:
- Championing diversity initiatives: Implementing programs that encourage diverse hiring practices.

- Creating safe spaces: Establishing environments where all employees feel valued and heard.
- Celebrating differences: Recognizing and honoring diverse perspectives and backgrounds.

The Impact of Organizational Culture on Performance

Organizational culture profoundly influences performance and overall success. A healthy culture can
lead to:

1. Increased Employee Engagement

A positive culture fosters a sense of belonging and engagement among employees. Engaged
employees are more likely to:

- Go the extra mile: They are motivated to contribute beyond their basic job duties.



- Stay with the organization: High engagement often leads to lower turnover rates.

2. Enhanced Collaboration and Teamwork

A culture that encourages collaboration promotes teamwork and innovation. Benefits include:
- Improved communication: Open lines of communication lead to better problem-solving and

creativity.
- Shared goals: A unified culture fosters alignment towards common objectives.

3. Greater Adaptability and Resilience

Organizations with strong cultures are often more adaptable to change. This resilience can be
nurtured by:

- Encouraging experimentation: A culture that embraces risk-taking allows for innovation and
learning from failures.

- Providing support during transitions: Leaders who support their teams through change can foster a
sense of security and stability.

Challenges in Changing Organizational Culture

Despite the benefits of a strong organizational culture, changing an existing culture can be
challenging. Schein identifies several barriers to cultural change:

1. Resistance to Change

Employees may resist changes to the culture due to:

- Fear of the unknown: Uncertainty can lead to anxiety and pushback.
- Comfort with the status quo: People may prefer familiar routines and practices.

2. Misalignment of Leadership Actions

If leaders do not align their actions with the desired cultural changes, it can create confusion and
skepticism among employees. This includes:

- Inconsistent messaging: Mixed signals can undermine trust.
- Failure to model desired behaviors: Leaders must embody the changes they wish to see.



3. Lack of Patience and Commitment

Cultural change is a long-term process that requires sustained effort. Leaders must:

- Be patient: Recognize that deep-seated beliefs and behaviors take time to shift.
- Stay committed: Continuous reinforcement of cultural values is essential for lasting change.

Conclusion

In conclusion, organizational culture and leadership by Edgar H. Schein offer a profound
understanding of how culture influences organizational effectiveness and employee behavior.
Leaders play a vital role in shaping culture, and by understanding the levels of culture and the
impact of their leadership style, they can create an environment that fosters engagement,
collaboration, and adaptability. By recognizing the challenges that come with cultural change and
committing to a long-term vision, organizations can thrive in an ever-evolving business landscape.
Understanding and leveraging the nuances of organizational culture is not just beneficial—it is
essential for sustainable success.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

Edgar Schein identifies three levels of organizational culture: artifacts (visible elements), espoused
values (stated norms and rules), and basic underlying assumptions (deeply embedded beliefs).

How does leadership influence organizational culture as per
Schein's theories?

Schein argues that leaders play a crucial role in shaping and maintaining organizational culture by
modeling behaviors, establishing values, and reinforcing norms that align with the organization's
vision.

What role do artifacts play in understanding an organization's
culture?

Artifacts are the visible, tangible elements of an organization, such as dress code, office layout, and
published values, which can provide insights into the deeper cultural values and assumptions at

play.

Why is it important for leaders to be aware of underlying
assumptions in their organization?

Leaders need to understand underlying assumptions because these beliefs drive behavior and



decision-making, and can significantly impact the organization's effectiveness and adaptability to
change.

How can leaders effectively change organizational culture
according to Schein?

Leaders can change organizational culture by first understanding the existing culture, then
gradually introducing new values and practices while communicating effectively and involving
employees in the change process.

What is the significance of 'espoused values' in Schein's
model?

Espoused values represent the organization's stated values and rules, which may differ from actual
behavior; understanding this gap is essential for leaders to align actual practices with the desired
culture.

How do external factors influence organizational culture as
described by Schein?

Schein acknowledges that external factors, such as market conditions, competition, and societal
norms, can shape an organization's culture by influencing its values, practices, and the behaviors of
its leaders.

What methods can leaders use to assess their organization's
culture effectively?

Leaders can assess organizational culture through surveys, interviews, focus groups, and
observational studies to gather insights about artifacts, espoused values, and underlying
assumptions from employees.
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Explore "Organizational Culture and Leadership" by Edgar H. Schein to understand how culture
shapes effective leadership. Discover how these insights can transform your organization!
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