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Edgar H Schein Organizational Culture
And Leadership

edgar h schein organizational culture and leadership is a foundational concept in understanding
how organizations function, evolve, and succeed. As one of the most influential scholars in the fields of
organizational behavior and management, Edgar H. Schein’s insights into organizational culture and
leadership continue to shape how leaders diagnose, develop, and sustain effective organizational
environments. This article explores Schein’s theories in depth, emphasizing their relevance for
contemporary leadership and organizational development.

Understanding Organizational Culture According to Edgar
H. Schein

What Is Organizational Culture?
Organizational culture refers to the shared assumptions, values, beliefs, and norms that influence the way
members of an organization behave and interact. It acts as the social glue that holds an organization
together, shaping its identity and how it responds to internal and external challenges.

Schein’s Model of Organizational Culture
Edgar Schein proposed a layered model to better understand organizational culture, which consists of
three levels:

Artifacts: Visible organizational structures, processes, language, and behaviors. These are the tangible1.
manifestations of culture, such as dress codes, office layout, and rituals.
Espoused Values: The stated norms, philosophies, and strategies that an organization claims to2.
uphold. These are often articulated in mission statements, codes of conduct, and corporate values.
Basic Underlying Assumptions: The deeply ingrained, unconscious beliefs that truly guide behavior.3.
These are taken for granted and are difficult to change, forming the core of organizational culture.

Understanding these layers helps leaders decipher not just what an organization says it values but what it
genuinely believes and practices.

The Role of Leadership in Shaping and Changing
Organizational Culture

Leadership as a Cultural Architect
According to Schein, leaders play a crucial role in shaping, embedding, and sometimes transforming



organizational culture. Leaders influence culture through their actions, decisions, and the way they
communicate values.

Modeling Behavior: Leaders demonstrate desired behaviors that set standards for others to emulate.1.
Articulating Values: Leaders communicate and reinforce core values that align with the organization’s2.
mission.
Designing Systems and Structures: Organizational policies, reward systems, and physical3.
arrangements support cultural priorities.

Effective leaders are aware of the existing culture and use targeted strategies to nurture positive aspects
or initiate change when necessary.

Challenges in Cultural Change
Transforming organizational culture is complex because it involves altering deeply rooted assumptions.
Common challenges include:

Resistance from employees accustomed to existing norms1.
Inconsistent signals from leadership2.
Misalignment between espoused values and underlying assumptions3.
External pressures that reinforce current culture4.

Successful cultural change requires deliberate effort, patience, and a clear understanding of the underlying
layers of culture.

Leadership Styles and Their Impact on Culture

Transformational Leadership
Transformational leaders inspire and motivate employees to exceed expectations and embrace change.
They are instrumental in fostering innovative cultures and adapting to new environments. Through vision-
setting and empowerment, they influence the basic assumptions of the organization.

Transactional Leadership
Transactional leaders focus on structure, rewards, and compliance. While effective in maintaining stability,
this style can reinforce existing cultural norms and may hinder innovation if overused.

Servant Leadership
Servant leaders prioritize the needs of their team members and foster a culture of trust, collaboration, and
ethical behavior. This approach can cultivate a positive organizational climate aligned with core values.

Practical Applications of Schein’s Theory in
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Organizational Development

Diagnosing Organizational Culture
Leaders and consultants use Schein’s model to assess the current state of culture by examining artifacts,
espoused values, and underlying assumptions. Techniques include interviews, observations, and surveys.

Aligning Culture with Strategy
Ensuring that the organizational culture supports strategic goals is vital. Schein’s framework helps identify
gaps or misalignments that may impede success.

Facilitating Cultural Change
Effective change initiatives involve:

Understanding existing cultural layers1.
Engaging leadership to model desired behaviors2.
Communicating new values clearly3.
Reinforcing changes through systems and rituals4.

Case Studies and Examples

To illustrate Schein’s concepts, consider the following examples:

Google: Known for its innovative culture, Google actively promotes openness, experimentation, and1.
learning, which are reflected in its artifacts and underlying assumptions about innovation and
autonomy.
Enron: The downfall of Enron exemplifies how a culture driven by greed and unethical assumptions can2.
lead to organizational failure, despite espoused values of integrity.

Conclusion: The Significance of Edgar H. Schein’s Work

Edgar H. Schein’s insights into organizational culture and leadership offer invaluable guidance for leaders
aiming to understand and influence their organizations profoundly. Recognizing that culture is a powerful
driver of behavior, success, and change, effective leaders leverage Schein’s layered model to diagnose
issues, reinforce positive norms, and guide transformational initiatives. As organizations face rapid change
and increasing complexity, Schein’s work remains a vital resource for fostering resilient, adaptive, and
ethically grounded cultures. By fostering awareness of the deep-seated assumptions and values that
underpin organizational behavior, leaders can build cultures that support strategic objectives, promote
employee engagement, and ensure long-term sustainability. Embracing Schein’s principles equips leaders
with the tools necessary to navigate the complex landscape of organizational development successfully.

Edgar H. Schein Organizational Culture and Leadership: A Deep Dive into the Foundations of Effective
Organizational Change



In the complex world of organizations, understanding Edgar H. Schein Organizational Culture and
Leadership is fundamental for leaders, managers, and change agents seeking to foster sustainable
success. Schein's groundbreaking work on organizational culture offers invaluable insights into how
cultures form, evolve, and influence leadership effectiveness. His approach emphasizes that to lead
effectively, one must first understand the underlying assumptions, values, and artifacts that define an
organization’s unique culture. This guide explores Schein’s model in depth, examining how organizational
culture is created, maintained, and changed, and how leadership plays a pivotal role in shaping and
aligning culture with strategic objectives.

The Significance of Organizational Culture

Organizational culture is often described as the personality or the soul of an organization. It encompasses
shared beliefs, values, norms, and practices that influence how members behave and interact. Recognizing
and understanding this culture is critical because:

It impacts employee motivation, engagement, and performance.1.
It influences decision-making processes.2.
It shapes the organization’s external reputation.3.
It determines how adaptable the organization is to change.4.

Edgar Schein, a renowned organizational psychologist, posited that culture resides deep within an
organization’s psyche, often unconsciously guiding behavior. His work emphasizes that effective leadership
involves diagnosing, managing, and sometimes transforming this culture to achieve strategic goals.

Edgar H. Schein’s Model of Organizational Culture

Schein’s model breaks down organizational culture into three distinct levels, each offering different
insights into how culture functions within an organization.

Artifacts and Creations1.

Artifacts are the most visible and tangible elements of an organization’s culture. They include:

Physical structures and office design1.
Dress codes2.
Language, jargon, and stories3.
Rituals and ceremonies4.
Organizational policies and procedures5.

While artifacts are easy to observe, they often require interpretation to understand the underlying values
they represent.

Espoused Values and Beliefs1.

Espoused values are the explicitly stated principles and standards that the organization claims to uphold.
They include:

Mission statements1.
Core values2.
Strategic priorities3.
Official ethics codes4.
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However, these may not always align with actual behavior. Leaders often espouse certain values to guide
organizational identity, but the true culture is often reflected more accurately in behaviors and
assumptions.

Basic Underlying Assumptions1.

At the core, basic underlying assumptions are unconscious, taken-for-granted beliefs that form the
foundation of culture. These are:

Deep-seated beliefs about human nature1.
The organization’s relationship with its environment2.
The nature of reality and truth3.
How to solve problems or handle conflict4.

These assumptions are rarely questioned, yet they profoundly influence all aspects of organizational
behavior.

The Role of Leadership in Shaping and Changing Culture

Schein’s work emphasizes that leadership is both a product of and a catalyst for organizational culture.
Leaders influence culture through their behaviors, decisions, and the stories they tell, shaping the shared
assumptions that underpin the organization.

Leaders as Culture Creators

Leaders play a crucial role in establishing the initial culture by:

Defining core values and vision1.
Modeling desired behaviors2.
Reinforcing norms through rewards and recognition3.
Selecting and promoting individuals who embody cultural values4.

Leaders as Culture Maintainers

Once established, culture persists over time through:

Rituals and routines1.
Organizational stories and legends2.
Socialization processes for new members3.
Leadership reinforcement of existing norms4.

Leaders as Culture Changers

Transforming culture is one of the most challenging leadership tasks. Schein advocates a nuanced
approach:

Recognize and understand the existing culture’s core assumptions1.
Identify the need for change aligned with strategic objectives2.
Create a safe environment for challenging underlying assumptions3.
Use leadership interventions, storytelling, and role modeling to shift perceptions4.
Reinforce new behaviors until they become ingrained5.



It’s crucial to note that superficial changes (artifacts) without addressing underlying assumptions often fail
to produce lasting transformation.

Practical Strategies for Leaders Based on Schein’s Framework

Implementing Schein’s insights requires deliberate actions. Here are practical strategies leaders can adopt:

Diagnosing Organizational Culture

Conduct interviews and focus groups to gather perceptions1.
Observe artifacts and daily routines2.
Analyze organizational stories, myths, and legends3.
Assess espoused values versus actual behaviors4.

Aligning Culture with Strategy

Clarify strategic objectives and desired cultural attributes1.
Identify gaps between current culture and strategic needs2.
Engage employees in dialogue about cultural change3.
Use storytelling to reinforce new values4.

Leading Cultural Change

Model the desired culture through consistent behavior1.
Recognize and reward behaviors that exemplify new cultural norms2.
Revisit organizational artifacts to reflect cultural shifts3.
Address resistance by understanding underlying assumptions4.

Sustaining a Healthy Culture

Embed cultural values in hiring and onboarding processes1.
Develop leadership development programs aligned with cultural goals2.
Regularly review and adapt cultural practices to evolving needs3.
Foster open communication and psychological safety4.

Challenges and Common Pitfalls

While Schein’s model provides a robust framework, implementing cultural change is complex and fraught
with challenges:

Superficial Change: Focusing only on artifacts without addressing underlying assumptions often leads to1.
short-lived change.
Resistance to Change: Deep-seated assumptions are resistant to alteration; change efforts must be2.
patient and strategic.
Misalignment: Discrepancies between espoused values and actual behaviors can undermine credibility.3.
Leadership Inconsistency: Leaders must exemplify the cultural values consistently; inconsistency breeds4.
confusion and disengagement.

Understanding these pitfalls allows leaders to navigate the delicate process of cultural transformation
more effectively.

Case Studies and Applications
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Many organizations have successfully applied Schein’s principles:

Google: Cultivates an innovative culture through storytelling, rituals, and leadership modeling that1.
promotes openness and experimentation.
Southwest Airlines: Maintains a strong customer-centric culture by embedding core values into daily2.
routines, hiring practices, and leadership behaviors.
IBM: Underwent cultural transformation to focus on client solutions, driven by leadership initiatives that3.
challenged existing assumptions and redefined norms.

In each case, leaders played a pivotal role in diagnosing, nurturing, and sometimes reshaping the
organizational culture to align with strategic objectives.

Conclusion: The Power of Culture and Leadership Intertwined

Understanding Edgar H. Schein Organizational Culture and Leadership reveals the profound influence that
shared assumptions, values, and artifacts have on organizational success. Leaders who grasp this
framework can more effectively diagnose cultural issues, craft targeted interventions, and foster a culture
that drives strategic excellence. Cultivating this awareness is an ongoing process—requiring patience,
insight, and unwavering commitment. Ultimately, the most successful organizations are those where
leadership actively shapes and sustains a healthy, adaptable culture capable of navigating the
complexities of today’s dynamic environment.

In summary, Edgar Schein’s model underscores that organizational culture is not just a backdrop but a
vital driver of organizational behavior. Effective leadership recognizes the layers of culture, actively
manages them, and aligns them with strategic vision—creating organizations that are resilient, innovative,
and aligned with their core purpose.

Questions & Answers About edgar h schein organizational
culture and leadership

No Question Answer

1 What are the main components of
Edgar Schein's model of
organizational culture?

Edgar Schein's model identifies three levels of organizational
culture: artifacts (visible organizational structures and
processes), espoused values (strategies, goals, philosophies),
and basic underlying assumptions (unconscious, taken-for-
granted beliefs).

2 How does Schein's concept of
organizational culture influence
leadership practices?

Schein emphasizes that effective leaders must understand
and shape organizational culture by diagnosing existing
cultural assumptions, aligning leadership behaviors with core
values, and facilitating cultural change to support strategic
objectives.

3 What role does organizational
culture play in shaping employee
behavior according to Edgar
Schein?

According to Schein, organizational culture deeply influences
employee perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors by
embedding shared assumptions and values that guide how
employees interpret their environment and interact within the
organization.



4 How can leaders effectively
manage and change organizational
culture based on Schein's
framework?

Leaders can manage and change culture by first diagnosing
the current cultural levels, then actively influencing espoused
values and underlying assumptions through role modeling,
storytelling, and aligning organizational systems to reinforce
desired cultural traits.

5 What is the relationship between
organizational culture and
leadership development in Schein's
theory?

Schein's theory suggests that leadership development is
intertwined with culture, as effective leaders must understand
the cultural context, embody core values, and foster a culture
that supports innovation, adaptability, and organizational
success.

organizational culture, leadership development, corporate culture, change management, organizational
behavior, cultural analysis, leadership styles, organizational change, corporate values, organizational
psychology
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