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Edgar Schein Organizational Culture And
Leadership

edgar schein organizational culture and leadership are foundational concepts in
understanding how organizations function, evolve, and succeed over time. Edgar Schein, a
renowned organizational psychologist, has significantly contributed to the field by exploring the
intricate relationship between culture and leadership within organizations. His insights help leaders
comprehend the deep-rooted values, beliefs, and assumptions that drive organizational behavior,
ultimately guiding them in shaping a resilient, adaptive, and thriving organizational culture. This
article delves into Schein’s theory of organizational culture, its significance, and how effective
leadership can influence and transform organizational culture for sustained success.

Understanding Edgar Schein’s Model of Organizational Culture

The Three Levels of Organizational Culture

Edgar Schein proposed that organizational culture exists at three interconnected levels, each
influencing the other:

Artifacts: These are the visible and tangible elements of culture, such as dress code, office1.
layout, logos, rituals, and ceremonies. Artifacts are easy to observe but often difficult to interpret
without understanding deeper levels.
Espoused Values: These include the stated strategies, goals, philosophies, and norms that2.
members of the organization profess. They serve as guiding principles that shape behavior and
decision-making.
Underlying Assumptions: The most profound level, consisting of unconscious, taken-for-3.
granted beliefs that truly drive behavior. These assumptions are often invisible but form the core
of organizational culture.

Understanding these levels helps leaders recognize the importance of aligning visible practices with
core beliefs for authentic organizational culture.

The Formation and Evolution of Culture

Schein emphasizes that organizational culture is primarily developed during the early stages of an
organization’s life, influenced by founders’ values and assumptions. Over time, culture can evolve
through:

Leadership actions and decisions1.
Organizational crises and responses2.
External environmental changes3.



Internal development and learning processes4.

Leaders play a pivotal role in either reinforcing or challenging existing cultural assumptions,
thereby shaping the organization’s future trajectory.

The Role of Leadership in Shaping Organizational Culture

Leadership as a Culture Creator

According to Schein, leaders are central to creating and sustaining organizational culture because
they:

Set the tone at the top through their behaviors and decisions1.
Articulate and reinforce core values and beliefs2.
Model desired behaviors that reflect the organizational culture3.
Influence the onboarding and socialization of new members4.

Effective leaders understand the importance of aligning their actions with organizational values to
foster a cohesive culture.

Leadership and Cultural Change

Transforming organizational culture is challenging but essential in adapting to changing markets or
internal needs. Schein suggests that cultural change occurs most effectively when leaders:

Understand the existing underlying assumptions1.
Identify the need for change and communicate a compelling vision2.
Engage members at all levels in the change process3.
Align systems, processes, and rewards with new cultural values4.

Leaders must act as change agents, consistently demonstrating commitment to new cultural
directions.

Practical Strategies for Leaders to Influence Organizational
Culture

Diagnosing Culture

Before implementing change, leaders should assess the current cultural landscape by:

Observing artifacts and behaviors1.
Interviewing employees and stakeholders2.
Reviewing organizational policies and communications3.
Identifying core assumptions through conversations and reflection4.

A thorough diagnosis provides a baseline for targeted interventions.
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Aligning Leadership Practices with Cultural Goals

Leaders can influence culture through their daily practices:

Consistently embodying organizational values in their actions1.
Rewarding behaviors that support desired cultural traits2.
Encouraging open communication and feedback3.
Embedding cultural values into onboarding and training programs4.

This alignment ensures cultural consistency and reinforces desired behaviors.

Fostering a Culture of Learning and Innovation

Leaders can nurture adaptability by promoting:

Psychological safety for experimentation and risk-taking1.
Recognition of innovative efforts and successes2.
Continuous learning opportunities3.
Open dialogue about mistakes and lessons learned4.

Creating such an environment helps organizations stay competitive and resilient.

Challenges in Managing Organizational Culture

Resistance to Change

One of the most common barriers is employee resistance rooted in fear of the unknown or
attachment to existing norms. Leaders must:

Communicate the rationale for change clearly1.
Involve employees in the change process2.
Provide support and resources during transitions3.

Aligning Subcultures

Large organizations often contain multiple subcultures, which can conflict or hinder unified cultural
efforts. Leaders need to:

Identify and understand subcultural differences1.
Facilitate dialogue between groups2.
Develop overarching values that integrate diverse perspectives3.

Maintaining Culture During Growth and Mergers

Rapid growth or mergers can dilute or disrupt organizational culture. Leaders should:

Articulate clear cultural visions for integration1.



Honor existing cultural strengths while guiding change2.
Implement consistent communication and onboarding strategies3.

The Impact of Organizational Culture on Leadership
Effectiveness

Culture as a Foundation for Leadership Success

A strong, aligned culture provides:

Clarity in decision-making1.
Consistency in leadership actions2.
Empowerment for employees to contribute meaningfully3.

Leaders who understand and leverage their organization’s culture can foster higher engagement
and performance.

Culture and Leadership Styles

Different cultures respond to various leadership styles:

Collaborative cultures thrive with participative leadership1.
Innovative cultures benefit from transformational leadership2.
Stability-oriented cultures favor authoritative or directive styles3.

Understanding cultural nuances enables leaders to tailor their approach effectively.

Conclusion

Edgar Schein’s insights into organizational culture and leadership reveal that culture is the invisible
fabric that binds an organization. Leaders play a crucial role in shaping, maintaining, and
transforming this culture to align with strategic goals and adapt to external changes. By
understanding the three levels of culture—artifacts, espoused values, and underlying
assumptions—leaders can diagnose cultural strengths and weaknesses, implement targeted
interventions, and foster an environment of continuous growth and innovation. Ultimately,
successful organizations recognize that culture is not static; it evolves through intentional
leadership actions and shared commitment. Embracing Schein’s principles empowers leaders to
cultivate resilient, authentic, and high-performing organizational cultures that drive long-term
success.

Edgar Schein Organizational Culture and Leadership have profoundly shaped the way scholars and
practitioners understand the dynamics within organizations. As one of the pioneering figures in the
field of organizational development, Schein's insights into how culture influences leadership
effectiveness, organizational change, and overall performance have left an indelible mark. His work
remains a cornerstone for anyone seeking to understand the complexities of organizational life and
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the subtle yet powerful role that culture plays in shaping behaviors, decisions, and strategies.

Introduction to Edgar Schein's Approach

Edgar Schein is renowned for his comprehensive framework for understanding organizational
culture and its interplay with leadership. His theories emphasize that culture is not just a superficial
set of values or customs but a deep-rooted set of shared assumptions, beliefs, and norms that
influence how members of an organization perceive, think, and act. Schein's approach is distinctive
because he views organizational culture as a layered phenomenon, comprising artifacts, espoused
values, and underlying assumptions. Moreover, his focus on leadership as a primary agent of
cultural change underscores the importance of leaders in shaping and maintaining organizational
identity.

Understanding Organizational Culture: Schein's Model

The Three Levels of Culture

Schein's model breaks down organizational culture into three interconnected levels: 1. Artifacts:
Visible organizational structures and processes, such as dress codes, office layout, rituals, and
language. 2. Espoused Values: Strategies, goals, philosophies, and articulated norms that the
organization claims to uphold. 3. Basic Underlying Assumptions: Unconscious, taken-for-granted
beliefs and perceptions that truly drive behavior. This layered approach emphasizes that
observable artifacts often mask deeper, more ingrained assumptions that are difficult to access but
crucial for understanding the true culture.

Features and Significance

- Recognizes that culture is complex and multi-dimensional. - Highlights the importance of
uncovering underlying assumptions for genuine cultural change. - Provides a diagnostic tool for
leaders to assess organizational health. Pros: - Offers a comprehensive framework to analyze
culture. - Facilitates understanding of resistance to change, which often resides at the level of basic
assumptions. - Encourages leaders to reflect on their own role in shaping culture. Cons: - Can be
challenging to accurately identify underlying assumptions. - Cultural analysis can be time-
consuming and requires deep engagement. - Risk of oversimplification if artifacts are mistaken for
core culture.

Leadership and Culture: Schein’s Perspectives

The Role of Leaders in Shaping Culture

Schein posits that leaders are the primary architects and stewards of organizational culture. They
influence culture through: - What they pay attention to, - How they allocate resources, - Their
reactions to critical incidents, - Their role modeling behaviors, - Their selection and promotion



criteria. Leaders shape artifacts and espoused values, but most importantly, they influence the
underlying assumptions over time.

Leadership as a Cultural Embedding and Reinforcing Force

- Leaders embed culture through rituals, stories, and symbols. - They reinforce culture by aligning
organizational practices with core values. - Effective leaders act as cultural carriers, transmitting
shared beliefs and norms. Features: - Emphasizes the importance of authentic leadership and
consistency. - Recognizes that leadership style impacts organizational climate and culture. -
Acknowledges that cultural change often requires leadership development. Pros: - Provides a clear
link between leadership behaviors and organizational culture. - Offers practical insights for
developing leadership that fosters desired cultures. - Enhances understanding of how leaders can
facilitate change. Cons: - Can place excessive responsibility on leaders for culture, ignoring
systemic factors. - Cultural change driven solely by leadership may be superficial or short-lived. -
The process of changing underlying assumptions is often slow and complex.

Organizational Culture and Change

Schein’s View on Cultural Change

Schein emphasizes that changing deep-rooted organizational culture is challenging because: - Basic
assumptions are unconscious and resistant to change. - Artifacts and espoused values are more
accessible but may not reflect true culture. - Successful change requires a deliberate, multi-layered
approach involving leaders at all levels. He advocates for a process where leaders diagnose current
culture, understand underlying assumptions, and design interventions that address these core
beliefs.

Strategies for Cultural Change

- Identify and challenge assumptions through dialogue and reflection. - Model desired behaviors
consistently. - Align organizational systems and structures with new cultural norms. - Engage
employees at all levels to foster ownership. Features: - Recognizes the importance of leadership
commitment. - Highlights the need for patience and persistence. - Encourages a participative
approach rather than top-down imposition. Pros: - Promotes deep, sustainable change. - Reduces
resistance by involving members in the process. - Ensures alignment between culture and strategic
goals. Cons: - Time-intensive and resource-heavy. - Risk of superficial compliance if underlying
assumptions are not genuinely addressed. - Difficult to measure cultural change progress
quantitatively.

Application of Schein’s Theory in Practice
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Organizational Diagnostics

Schein’s model serves as a useful diagnostic tool for: - Assessing the current cultural landscape. -
Identifying gaps between espoused values and enacted behaviors. - Uncovering underlying
assumptions that may hinder performance. Organizations often conduct interviews, observations,
and surveys to gather data aligned with Schein’s layers.

Leadership Development

Leaders are trained to understand their own cultural influences and how their behaviors impact
organizational culture. Leadership coaching often incorporates Schein’s concepts to foster
authentic, values-based leadership.

Change Management

Using Schein’s model, change agents develop strategies that target the deepest layers of culture,
ensuring changes are embedded at the core rather than superficial. Features: - Emphasizes cultural
awareness as a foundation for effective change. - Supports the development of emotionally
intelligent and reflective leaders. Pros: - Enhances organizational resilience. - Facilitates alignment
of culture with strategic vision. - Encourages continuous learning and adaptation. Cons: - Requires
skilled facilitators to navigate deep cultural issues. - May face resistance from entrenched
assumptions. - Not all organizations have the capacity for such introspective change.

Critiques and Limitations of Schein’s Framework

While Schein’s contributions are invaluable, some critiques include: - Overemphasis on leadership:
Critics argue that organizational culture is also shaped by external factors, market forces, and
systemic structures beyond leadership control. - Difficulty in measurement: The unconscious nature
of underlying assumptions makes them hard to identify and verify. - Cultural homogeneity
assumption: Large, diverse organizations may struggle with a unified culture, a nuance not fully
addressed in Schein’s model. - Potential for cultural determinism: Overstating the power of culture
to influence outcomes may overlook other critical variables like strategy, technology, and
environment.

Conclusion

Edgar Schein’s theories on organizational culture and leadership offer profound insights into the
fabric of organizational life. His layered model facilitates a nuanced understanding of how visible
behaviors relate to deep-seated beliefs, and his emphasis on leadership as a key driver of cultural
change provides practical pathways for managers and change agents. While challenges in
diagnosing and shifting culture persist, Schein’s framework remains a foundational tool for fostering
authentic, resilient, and aligned organizational cultures. For leaders committed to sustainable
development and meaningful change, embracing Schein’s principles can lead to more intentional



and effective leadership practices that resonate at all levels of the organization. By integrating his
insights, organizations can cultivate cultures that not only support strategic objectives but also
promote a shared sense of purpose, belonging, and continuous improvement—a testament to the
enduring relevance of Edgar Schein’s work in organizational theory.

Questions & Answers About edgar 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 structures and
processes), espoused values (stated strategies, goals,
and philosophies), and basic underlying assumptions
(unconscious, taken-for-granted beliefs).

2 How does Edgar Schein define
organizational culture in relation
to leadership?

Schein views organizational culture as a pattern of shared
basic assumptions learned by a group as it solves its
problems, and leadership plays a key role in shaping,
reinforcing, and sometimes changing these underlying
assumptions.

3 What role does leadership play
in shaping organizational culture
according to Schein?

Leadership influences organizational culture by
establishing norms, values, and practices, and by acting
as a change agent to develop or modify the culture
through behaviors, communication, and decision-making.

4 How can leaders use Schein’s
framework to diagnose
organizational culture?

Leaders can analyze artifacts, espoused values, and
underlying assumptions to understand the current
culture, identify discrepancies, and develop strategies for
cultural change or reinforcement.

5 What is the significance of
aligning leadership styles with
organizational culture based on
Schein’s theory?

Aligning leadership styles with the organizational culture
ensures consistency, enhances employee engagement,
and facilitates effective change management by
respecting and reinforcing the existing cultural norms.

6 Can organizational culture be
changed through leadership
interventions according to
Schein?

Yes, Schein suggests that leaders can influence and
change organizational culture by working at the level of
espoused values and underlying assumptions, often
through deliberate strategies, storytelling, and role
modeling to shift shared beliefs.

organizational culture, leadership, corporate culture, change management, organizational
development, culture change, leadership styles, organizational behavior, cultural dimensions,
employee engagement
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