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*  What is an organization culture/philosophy?   It should be kept in mind that there are a number of 
different views.  Culture can be studied in three basically different ways.  (1) One can look for the 
overall common themes.  (2) One can study the common themes in the various component 
subcultures. (3) Lastly, one can study the varied interpretations of the same events within a culture 
(learning by examining the variability rather than the common themes).  The first approach is the 
most common, and the last is the least explored (Martin, 1992). 

Before delving into organization culture specifically, one should first grasp what the term 
culture refers to more generally.  Put simply, culture is everything people teach a newborn child over 
the course of its life.  Culture includes the beliefs, customs, folklore, traditions, rules, norms, and 
values that characterize a group.  Some anthropologists say a person cannot really understand culture 
until one visits a foreign country.  Feeling like "a fish out of water" makes all the various aspects of 
culture more apparent.  Typically one thinks of differences in language, dress, music, cuisine, art, 
rituals and religion.  In general terms culture can be thought of as accumulated knowledge, what 
makes a group distinctive, and patterns of belief, values and action.  Culture is often defined as being 
learned, shared, transgenerational, symbolic, patterned, and adaptive. Now we can think more 
specifically in terms of what culture means in organizations. 

Can CEOs (presidents, top managers) easily and considerably manipulate the culture of 
their organizations? There is ample evidence in the literature, as well as managers' comments and 
actions, indicating they believe they can do so (Moore, 1988).  Kurt Lewin talked about considering 
the forces striving to maintain the status quo, and those pushing for change.  By weakening the 
forces supporting the status quo, or increasing the forces for change, one could start a three step 
change process: namely, unfreezing, moving and refreezing (Dessler, 2013: 148).  More recently, 
one is instructed to establish a sense of urgency, do a joint problem diagnosis, create a coalition, 
develop a shared vision, communicate the vision, progressively make changes, produce short-term 
wins, consolidate and anchor the changes, and finally monitor the situation (Dessler, 2013: 149).  
 
 Elements of Organization Culture 
 
*  How can one create shared values?  Many managers have spent large amounts of time and 
resources on booklets, cards and pamphlets that outline the organization's espoused shared values, 
superordinate goals, and/or slogans (Schein, 1987).  These include descriptions of who we are, what 
we do, and how we are different.  The intention is to create a common purpose and identity.  The 
managers hope to capture the employees’ hearts and minds.  For example, IBM has stressed "respect 
for the individual" as one of the three core values it subscribes to.  Magnets may be created in the 
shape of a key, stating "quality is the key," and a foot stating "I took the extra step."  Some 
organizations assert "people are our most important asset."  Are these "shared values" positive forces 
that build a common mindset and foster greater morale? Alternatively, do many or at least some 
workers scoff at these efforts as "brainwashing."  With regard to "people being our most important 
asset," a consultant has documented employee reactions such as "If you believe that, then you are 
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more naive than we are," "People are expendable," "You're only as good as yesterday's results," "If 
there's a drop in sales, hide, because you, not the managers, are going to be blamed," "Find out what 
is on the boss's mind and do it," and "Keep innovative ideas to yourself" (Egan, 1994:9).   Evidently, 
how one goes about creating shared values makes a big difference.  It can be done well or poorly. 
 
*  The formal controls of the organization certainly provide some guidance on what should and 
should not be done.  This category would include the rules, procedures, and budgets, as well as 
methods of observation, appraisal, compensation, and discipline. 
 
*   There are a variety of ceremonies and rituals that convey what the organization does and does not 
value, and how things should and should not be done (Trice and Beyer, 1993).  For instance, 
retirement ceremonies where gifts and testimonials are part of the program, employee of the month 
or year awards, service and merit awards, joke awards, the new boss orientation meetings, annual 
state of the company speeches, and so forth.  These ceremonies and rituals can convey the traditions 
the company intends to continue to honor, as well as the old practices that need to be changed. 
 
*  Culture also refers to the employees’ methods of solving problems that were learned personally 
via years of trial and error or were passed on by coworkers via the grapevine .  These informal 
techniques are not specified by upper level management. Such methods are either creatively derived 
or are learned from other employees on the job.  Thus, they are unlikely to be suddenly and 
dramatically changed by an executive order. 
 
*   Virtually every organization has some shared stories. These stories are an important part of 
organization culture that conveys what the managers are like and what the organization is like.   
 

Many organizations have policies with respect to the relative importance of safety and 
production.  Some companies like DuPont have long started their top management meetings with 
accident reports.  The accident rates they expect and accept are well below those set out by insurance 
carriers.  It is no coincidence that gun powder was one of the operation's first important products.  
Some companies have placed target signs in prominent areas to track the accident rates in various 
work groups over the most recent months.  Awards, such as free lunches may be given in recognition 
of the top performing groups.  Some organizations have signs regarding safety, such as the beast 
with many eyes warning about eye injuries.  Nevertheless, the workers may have stories indicating 
their managers will never stop the line, and sayings such as "If you cut off your finger, you better 
pick it up and put it in your pocket."  The shoddy practices, paperwork and the hassles they have 
experienced communicate safety is in reality not a top priority. 
 

Next, pretend you are a security guard in a large defense contractor.  You have only been on 
the job a few months.  You have been told there are two types of security badges.  Yellow badges 
reflect a low clearance level, and blue badges a high clearance level.  You are the guard in a blue 
badge security area.  You have been told that no one without a blue badge should be allowed to pass 
your post.  A group of people are coming down the hall toward your area.  Some are wearing suits, 
and others are wearing military uniforms.  Some people in the group have blue badges, some have 
yellow badges, and a few have no badges at all.  You halt the group and state that no one without a 
blue badge can pass your checkpoint.  One of the men laughs and tells you that one of the men 
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without a badge is the CEO, and he is showing the facility to a group of VIPs.  What should you do? 
 Will the theme of the resulting story be that (a) no one is above the rules (you made them go back 
for the badges and were praised for it), or (b) the company is run by the god of wrath (you made 
them go back for the badges and got fired)?  (Martin, Feldman, Hatch and Sitkin, 1983) 
 

All sorts of stories, both good and bad, circulate regularly in an organization.  Some can be 
spread by the top managers, but others are spread by the workers.  Clearly, this is a part of 
organization culture that is only partially controlled by the top managers. 
 
*  There are also unwritten codes of conduct, commonly called group norms. These norms dictate 
how one should and should not act.  Some common employee norms exist such as coworkers should 
not tattle on one another to the boss, one should not work too hard or more work will end up being 
expected by superiors for much the same pay, and people should not "brown nose" or act "superior." 
These norms are enforced via teasing, nicknaming, ostracism, and binging (hitting a person in the 
upper arm with a knuckle or a fist).  It is quite common for the norms in a subordinate subculture to 
be in conflict with some of the espoused values of the top managers.  From these remarks one can 
conclude that these norms are not totally controlled by top management (Trice, 1993). 
 

Undoubtedly, there are many other aspects of organization culture, but this short list of 
examples should suffice here.   
 
There is a commonly known problem termed "the paradox of control."  The urge to eliminate 
deviance via increased controls creates both more compliance and more resistance, which tends to 
result in more controls.  In other words, the creation of some rules and budgets spawns more and 
more rules and budgets.  In the end, the more one tries to control others, the more control slips from 
one's grasp.  This is commonly described a self-reinforcing and self-defeating process. 
 
 THE PARADOX OF CONTROL 
 
 Formal Controls 
 -Rules 
 -Budgets 
 -etc. 

(+)        (+) 
 
 
 

Functional     Dysfunctional 
Outcomes     Outcomes 
(Compliance)     (Resistance) 

 
 
In order to escape from this Chinese finger trap, one must delegate responsibility, and rely more on 
self control and social controls, rather than simply more and more formal controls. 
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 THE STAR MODEL 
 

       Task 
 
 

Organization     Formal 
Structure     Controls 

(Theory X) 
 
 
 
 

Self Control     Group Norms 
(Theory Y)     (Social Controls) 

 
The task element indicates the Star Model is a situational model.  One should find a fit between the 
various components in each particular situation.  For instance, phone operators may be treated as 
Theory X suggests, while the R&D group in the same company are treated as Theory Y suggests. 

The formal controls and the group norms are often pulling in opposite directions.  Some 
consultants argue, if one can achieve a fit between all of these factors, synergistic outcomes can be 
realized.   Synergy refers to the sum is greater then the individual parts taken separately (2 + 2 = 5 
"Kaboom!!").  Even if one does not totally buy this synergy argument, achieving greater congruence 
may well be beneficial. Remember, other aspects of culture have been left out. 
 
 CONCLUSION 
 

In sum, culture can be influenced from above (shared values, formal controls, rituals and 
ceremonies), but cannot be totally controlled (employee tricks of the trade, shared stories, group 
norms).  Change efforts can be resisted by individuals, groups or even an entire organization 
(Dessler, 2013g: 268).  If the employees are truly involved in making the change (i.e. negotiation, 
coalitions, etc.), then it was not tightly controlled from the top. 

It should also be recognized that there may be competing versions of how things can and 
should be done within the top management team.  As the leadership within an organization changes, 
sharp swings sometimes occur.  Ideally, you should avoid unsettling swings.  An organization cannot 
suddenly and dramatically change who and what it is.  If actual operations do not match the ideals, 
cynicism may grow ("They talk the talk, but don't walk the walk.").  Knowing how to deal with 
resistance is the heart of successfully changing an organization (Dessler, 2013g: 269). 
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