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Purpose and Scope of the Book

Organizational culture is one of the most frequently employed yet least understood constructs of organizational behavior and management.  Organizational culture includes the common values, beliefs, assumptions and norms that govern the interactions between persons in an organization and how they work.  These often run beneath the surface, often unwritten and yet enormously powerful in influencing day-to-day performance and execution of long-term strategy.  Organizational culture cannot be a peripheral concern of leaders but instead must be acknowledged and treated as a foundational determinant of organizational effectiveness.

There is no single culture that is universally appropriate for all organizations and there is clearly substantial diversity with respect to the dominant cultural attributes among successful and effective organizations.  For example, the core cultural values at a relatively conservative company, such as General Motors in the early 1980s, might include loyalty, hierarchy, and conformity, and expected behaviors from managers and employees in that environment might include deferential respect for authority, open expressions of loyalty to the company and strong discouragement of opposition, and conservative choices with respect to dress and office furnishings.  In contrast, an upstart company created by founders disenchanted with the culture and practices of traditional companies might emphasize a very different set of core values such as rewarding productivity and performance over acts of deference and conformity, encouraging employees to act independently and challenge decisions and beliefs rather than simply continue to act based on blind loyalty, adopting contemporary styles of dress and office decoration and designing and maintaining flat organizational structures to facilitate rapid decision making.​[1]

In this collection of links to works by the author, readers are introduced to topics that need to be understood in order to understand how culture shapes today’s organizations.  The readings include an in-depth examination of the leading definitions, conceptual frameworks and analytical models used by scholars and practitioners to understand organizational culture.  The collection also breaks down the key dimensions through which culture is expressed and perceived, such as communication, power structures, decision-making norms and rituals, and provides a rigorous introduction to the internal and external determinants that shape culture—from leadership and strategy to social norms and national context. The book includes links to articles and cases studies on the most common organizational culture types.  Finally, chapters and articles in the collection provide guidance on managing and changing organizational culture.

Readers can access all of the author’s work on organizational management and other subjects at Alan Gutterman [alangutterman.com].
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Organizational Culture: What It Is and Why It Counts
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In addition to their formal organizational structure and the rules and standard operating procedures used to support and operate the structure, organizations also rely heavily on their organizational culture as an important tool in controlling and coordinating the activities of their members (e.g., executives, managers and employees), formulating communications among those members, and providing incentives and reasons for them to act in ways that the leaders of the organization considers to be necessary in order to achieve and sustain organizational effectiveness and comply with the requirements and expectations of the organization’s external environment.

Not surprisingly, there is no generally accepted definition of organizational culture.  Ask an organizational member about culture and he or she is likely to say that it is simply “the way we do things around here”.  Scholars from a diverse range of disciplines such as sociology and anthropology have treated culture as something that is implicit in social life and which emerges over extended periods of time as individuals interact with one another and begin to organize themselves as identifiable social groups (e.g., tribes, communities, companies, non-profit organizations, states and countries).  In management science and organizational behavior, organizational culture is both a set of shared values and norms among organizational members and a learned and managed framework for interpreting and responding to opportunities and challenges that emerge as organizations navigate and respond to their broader social environment.  

Models of organizational culture vary in complexity and emphasis; however, most share several core components. Nearly all begin with a foundation of basic assumptions, beliefs, values, and norms—the deeply embedded, often unconscious elements that shape how organizational members interpret their world and behave within it. These foundational layers are central to Edgar Schein’s influential model, which divides culture into three levels: artifacts (the visible), espoused values (the stated), and basic assumptions (the underlying).  Building on this approach, other models adopt a multi-layered or “onion skin” framework, which emphasizes the need to “peel back” successive layers to gain a clearer understanding of an organization’s cultural core.  In these models, the inner layers house assumptions and norms, while outer layers include more visible elements such as management practices, decision-making systems, and strategic choices. The most complex of these models go further by incorporating the organization’s external environment, viewing culture as not only an internal construct but also one that is shaped by, and responsive to, ongoing interactions with customers, competitors, regulators, and society at large. These dynamic models highlight how external feedback loops can influence core assumptions over time, illustrating the reciprocal relationship between culture and strategy in the face of environmental pressures and opportunities.

While organizational culture is grounded in shared basic assumptions among organizational members, it ultimately is the collective result of intentional choices made by those members regarding acceptable behaviors, which shape how they interact internally and with external stakeholders such as customers, suppliers, community members and regulators.  Organizational culture is the invisible infrastructure of any institution—the shared values, assumptions, norms, and behaviors that shape how people interact, make decisions, and get work done. It manifests in everything from how conflict is handled to what is celebrated, ignored, or punished. Culture is not simply a reflection of leadership or stated values; it emerges from patterns of behavior across time, often shaped more by what is rewarded and tolerated than by what is officially endorsed.  

Why does organizational culture matter? Culture is a key determinant of organizational effectiveness. A healthy culture can enhance employee engagement, spur innovation, and improve adaptability in changing environments. Conversely, toxic or misaligned cultures can sabotage strategy, erode trust, and drive out talent. Whether in a tech startup, a nonprofit, a government agency, or a multinational corporation, culture influences performance, customer satisfaction, regulatory compliance, and long-term sustainability.

Organizational culture has been shown to be a strong influence on how an organization tackles problems and questions, sets strategy, creates structures that determine the work activities and relationships of organizational members and compels its members to act in relation to their work activities.​[2]  The role of culture in shaping the competitive position of the organization in its environment and in assessing the organization’s attractiveness for external stakeholders is also well supported.  For instance, organizational culture is of prime importance in whether an organization can achieve or maintain an entrepreneurial orientation​[3], which is a focus on risk-taking, proactive pursuit of new opportunities and new product or process innovation.​[4] Culture is also a critical consideration when determining the level of risk-taking an organization is willing to tolerate.​[5]  

Readings

Organizations

[https://ssrn.com/abstract=4531823]

This chapter introduces and attempts to answer one of the threshold questions in the field of organizational studies: exactly what is meant by the term “organization.” There are a wide variety of definitions with the words and emphasis changing depending upon the academic school of thought. The simple neoclassical definitions of an organization include a group of persons with a common objective and a structured process in which individuals interact to pursue and achieve common objectives. There is a subtle, yet very important, difference between these definitions, both of which include common group objectives, in that the latter formulation includes the necessary assumption that an organization must have a “structured process” relating to the interactions among its members beyond the members simply coming together to pursue a shared interest or purpose. In fact, other definitions place even greater emphasis on the processes that are part of organizations by mentioning relationships, power, objectives, roles, activities, communications, and other factors that come into play whenever persons work together. Organizations are also defined by reference to the way that interpersonal relationships between the individuals in the organization are structured. For example, an organization has been described as a system for differentiating among its members with respect to authority, status, and roles so that outputs can be predicted and controlled, and ambiguity and unforeseen consequences can be minimized.

Putting all this together an organization can be thought of as a group of people that share a common goal or set of goals who intentionally come together to organize themselves so they can cooperate with each other and coordinate their activities in such a way that allows them to achieve their common goals and create something that is of value. Our working definition of an organization suggests and reinforces the close relationship between human needs and the viability of organizations. While an organization is initially formed to respond to a specific human need that exists at the time that the organization is launched subsequent events, such as the satisfaction of the need or a diminution of its importance, may cause the organization to become obsolete. In that situation, if the organization is to survive it must undergo a substantial transformation to retain its usefulness in its larger environment a process in which organizational culture plays an essential role.

Organizational Culture: What It Is and Why It Counts

[https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5519618]

This chapter provides a comprehensive overview of organizational culture, a concept that, while widely discussed, often remains poorly understood. It examines how culture—defined as the shared values, assumptions and norms guiding organizational behavior—emerged as a central focus of management research beginning in the 1970s. Drawing on multiple research traditions, the chapter reviews major approaches to studying culture: dimensional models, interrelated structure frameworks, and typologies. The chapter evaluates the relationship between organizational culture and performance, including debates about "strong" versus "weak" cultures, the role of adaptability
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