A template for assessing organisational culture
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Background

A lot of play is made about the word “culture”; it is often bandied about along with other words such as “strategic” with little regard for what it is, what, if anything, can be done to change it and how it impacts on the ability of a manager to manage, particularly in a change management environment. The reason is that “culture” or “the way things are done here” is a nebulous concept, made more difficult to understand where there are several cultures in an organisation that to some degree or other either support the organisation or are dysfunctional.

For an interim manager, it is even more important to understand the meaning of the word because the interim is walking into an organisation at a very senior level and is expected to make an immediate impact on the management of that organisation. To do so successfully, it would be helpful to understand the term, understand to assess it in an organisation at the start of the assignment and to understand what it impacts and what can be impacted by it.

What is certain is that culture will be impacted by the interim purely through the type of work that an interim performs.
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Definition
Culture is one of those words that people use to describe “the way things are done around here". However there are a number of ways in which culture works and in ignoring it, a manager runs the risk of creating a negative organisational climate because culture is a complex adaptive system.

“Culture” is a paradigm. A paradigm is a model of something, or a very clear and typical example of it. A paradigm shift occurs where there is a change in the usual and accepted way of doing or thinking about something. Often, cultural changes are talked of in terms of “paradigm shifts” because “culture” is a paradigm, however the models for “changing culture” in this “paradigm shift” rarely work as they are too simplistic for a complex subject.

Companies do not have culture, but organisations do. This means that there can be a team culture or a departmental culture, but even then it can be complex because the culture paradigm can be continuously changing. An examination of the components of the paradigm illustrates this.
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The Paradigm

At a simple level it can be described as an organisations, but key to this is a definition of what the organisation is::

Stories and myths (aka history)
This summarises the core beliefs of the organisation and the pervasiveness of those beliefs in it.  They relate to strengths and weaknesses, success and failure, conformists and mavericks, heroes and villains. Where there are norms they illustrate the degree to which mavericks can deviate.

Routines and rituals

This identifies the routines that are emphasised in the organisation and the behaviour norms that are encouraged or discouraged. It states the key rituals and the beliefs that support them. In particular, it considers the training schemes and induction programs. This analysis indicates how easy it is to changes these.

Organisational structures

These can be mechanistic / organic, flat / hierarchical, formal / informal and collaborative / competitive. They support power structures.

Control systems

This identifies the controls that are most closely monitored, whether they are enforced by punishment or reward, whether there are too many or too few and the history of controls and current strategies.

Power structures

The organisation’s leaders will have core beliefs and will hold them relatively strongly as either idealists or pragmatists. It states how power is distributed within the organisation and what are the main blocks to change.

Symbols

The organisation will use certain jargon and language with varying degrees of accessability by outsides. Publicity will highlight the relevant areas of major strategies. There may be particular status symbols with particular meanings.

The table below takes another view of the components of culture. This time, elements of power structure can be seen, for example “the boss” sits in one of the two separate seats of 6 in seating arrangements!
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“Strong” culture

Strong culture is a set of norms and values that are widely shared and strongly held throughout the organisation. It is thought that strong culture enhances performance through highly motivated employees dedicated to common goals.

This ensures that the organisation has enhanced co-ordination and control, improved goal alignment between employee and organisation and increased employee effort. This is supported by empirical evidence that organisations with strong cultures out-perform those with weaker cultures.

However, this assumes that the organisation can apply these elements consistently but also an ability to adapt to environmental change. Incremental adjustments to organisational routines should be easier in strong cultures because participants have an agreed framework for interpreting environmental feedback and a common set of routines for responding to different signals from the environment. This means that performance in organisations with strong cultures will be less variable than those with weaker cultures as well as being at a higher level of performance. However in the most volatile of environments, the adaptive nature of strong cultures may not enable the organisation to change.

Since people are naturally risk averse, there is a preference for organisations that have stable performance indicators, whether they are customers, employees or investors, therefore these organisations will attract “the best”.
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Template
As indicated previously, organisational culture is a complex and multi-faceted concept that cannot be changed easily, let alone understood. In understanding the culture of an organisation, this template can be used, although not all of the questions that it asks are appropriate to every single organisation:

	Complexities of culture

	
	
	
	

	What is the organisation?
	Communication
	Food
	Groups & networks

	
	
	
	

	Agency staff
	Attitude towards it
	Number / structure of canteens
	Formal or informal

	Casual staff
	Frequency
	Use of food in meetings
	Rifeness of rumour & gossip

	Permanent staff
	Greeting of strangers
	Working lunches
	Sanctioning & ligitimacy

	Ex-staff
	Style
	Out of office activities
	Strength of grapevine

	Customers
	Use of language
	Attitude to alcohol
	

	Family members of staff
	Preferred / common modes
	
	Money

	
	Intensity in offering opinions
	Meetings
	

	
	
	
	Openness about salary

	Dress code
	Fixtures & fittings
	Assimilation of new members
	Business success

	
	
	How often
	Degree of thrift

	Formality
	Expensive or cheap
	Setting
	Success of expenses policy

	Rigidity of code enforcement
	Different due to status / function
	Table shapes
	Individual reward scheme

	Differentiation of dress code
	Bright or dowdy
	Who attends
	Reward status

	
	Decorative order
	Who sits where
	Private bonuses

	
	
	Who speaks
	Public reward

	Time
	
	
	

	
	Words
	Space use
	

	Busy-busy or relaxed
	
	
	

	Attitude to past and future
	Jargon
	Décor, location, top, bottom
	

	Punctuality - virtue / vice
	Modes of address
	Open plan vs offices
	

	Home working
	Sexual innuendo
	Public vs private space
	

	Attitude to childcare
	Swearing
	Building maintenance
	

	Role of spouse
	Smoking?
	
	

	Policy toward domestic crisis
	Attitude to email / voicemail
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Where Culture is mistaken for Climate

Culture is the way things are done around here and climate is what its like to work here. However like anything to do with the physical climate, it’s as much about people’s perceptions: people are attracted to an organisation’s objective climate (things they expect) but leave because of the perceived climate (the way they feel).

Strategically, culture and climate are as important as the other, but note that you can change climate but its much more difficult to change culture.
The difference between good and bad climates can be summarised as:

	CLIMATE

	Bad for strategy
	Good for strategy

	Staff turnover
	Job satisfaction

	Stress
	Confidence in management

	Sickness
	Affective commitment

	Poor or impeded performance 
	Intention to quit

	Error rate
	Emotional exhaustion

	Wastage
	Faith in the organisation

	Accidents
	Performance

	Sabotage
	Strategic risk-taking

	Absenteeism
	Departure from the status quo

	Go-slow
	Open communication

	Bullying
	Trust

	
	Operational freedom

	
	Employee development
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Implementing cultural change

Cultural change can be effected at different levels:

The “operational” level

Perhaps, this is where the interim manager makes an impact on cultural change. It happens where one of the components of culture is changed, but rather than some sort of paradigm shift, this is an incremental change in organisational culture, for example where control systems are changed.

The “strategic” level
Where a cultural change of “paradigm shift” proportions is to be made, there are a number of deliberate steps to be taken. For example:

· Formulate a clear strategic vision. Often this takes the form of saying that the objective of an organisation is “to make the world a better place” and to put this phrase into terms that the organisation understands

· Display the commitment to the change by top management

· Model cultural change at the highest level

· Select and socialise newcomers; those that cannot work with the new culture need to leave

· Develop ethical and legal sensitivity

This is a highly simplistic approach. More considered analyses can be found in the papers a sociological approach to culture and a psychological approach to culture.
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