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organizational culture and leadership by edgar h schein represents a foundational
framework in understanding how culture shapes the dynamics within organizations and how
leadership plays a critical role in the development and maintenance of this culture. Edgar
H. Schein, a prominent organizational psychologist, introduced concepts that have become
essential for both scholars and practitioners seeking to analyze and influence organizational
environments. This article explores Schein’s theories, including his definition of
organizational culture, the levels of culture, and the interplay between culture and
leadership. Additionally, it examines how leaders can effectively embed, manage, and
transform culture to achieve organizational goals. Through a detailed analysis, this piece
provides insights into the practical applications of Schein’s work in today’s complex
business landscape. The following sections guide the reader through the core components
of organizational culture and leadership by Edgar H. Schein.

Understanding Organizational Culture According to Edgar H. Schein

The Three Levels of Organizational Culture

The Role of Leadership in Shaping Culture

How Leaders Embed and Transmit Culture

Practical Implications of Schein’s Model in Modern Organizations

Understanding Organizational Culture According
to Edgar H. Schein
Edgar H. Schein’s conceptualization of organizational culture is widely regarded as one of
the most comprehensive frameworks in the field of organizational studies. He defines
organizational culture as a pattern of shared basic assumptions that a group has learned as
it solved its problems of external adaptation and internal integration. These assumptions
have proven effective enough to be considered valid and, therefore, are taught to new
members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems.

Schein emphasizes that culture is not merely a set of observable behaviors or artifacts but
a deep-rooted system of values and beliefs that influence employee behavior and
organizational processes. This perspective highlights the importance of understanding
culture at a fundamental level to effectively manage and lead organizations.



The Three Levels of Organizational Culture
Schein’s model outlines three distinct but interrelated levels of organizational culture.
These levels provide a structured way to dissect and analyze the complex nature of culture
within organizations.

Artifacts
Artifacts are the visible and tangible elements of culture, such as dress code, office layout,
language, rituals, and ceremonies. These are the surface manifestations of culture that are
easy to observe but often difficult to interpret without understanding deeper cultural layers.

Espoused Values
Espoused values represent the stated strategies, goals, and philosophies of an
organization. These values reflect what the organization explicitly communicates about
itself and often serve as guidelines for acceptable behavior.

Basic Underlying Assumptions
The deepest level of culture consists of basic underlying assumptions, which are
unconscious, taken-for-granted beliefs and perceptions. These assumptions form the
essence of culture and are resistant to change because they operate at an unconscious
level within organizational members.

Artifacts: Visible organizational structures and processes

Espoused Values: Strategies and philosophies publicly stated

Basic Underlying Assumptions: Unconscious beliefs and values

The Role of Leadership in Shaping Culture
Leadership plays a pivotal role in the creation, reinforcement, and evolution of
organizational culture. According to Edgar H. Schein, leaders are the primary architects of
culture because they have the power to embed their own beliefs, values, and assumptions
into the organizational fabric.

Leaders influence culture through their behavior, decisions, and the way they respond to
internal and external challenges. Their ability to model the desired culture and set
expectations shapes how employees perceive and enact organizational values. Leadership
commitment to culture is crucial during periods of change or crisis, where culture can either
enable or hinder organizational adaptation.



How Leaders Embed and Transmit Culture
Schein identifies several mechanisms through which leaders embed and transmit culture
within an organization. These mechanisms operate consciously and unconsciously and are
essential tools for shaping the cultural environment.

What Leaders Pay Attention To
Leaders influence culture by focusing attention on specific issues, goals, and outcomes.
What leaders prioritize signals to employees what is important within the organization.

How Leaders React to Critical Incidents
The response of leaders to crises or significant events sends powerful messages about the
organization's core values and priorities.

Role Modeling and Coaching
Leaders demonstrate cultural norms through their own behavior and actively coach others
to align with these norms.

Allocation of Rewards and Status
By rewarding certain behaviors and achievements, leaders reinforce cultural values and
motivate employees to conform.

Recruiting and Socialization
Leaders influence culture by selecting individuals who fit the culture and socializing new
members to adopt organizational norms and assumptions.

Attention focus and priorities1.

Responses to critical incidents2.

Role modeling and coaching behaviors3.

Reward systems and status allocation4.

Recruitment and socialization processes5.



Practical Implications of Schein’s Model in
Modern Organizations
The application of Edgar H. Schein’s framework on organizational culture and leadership
offers valuable insights for managers and consultants aiming to enhance organizational
effectiveness. Understanding the three levels of culture allows leaders to diagnose cultural
challenges and design targeted interventions.

Organizations seeking transformation must address all levels of culture, recognizing that
superficial changes in artifacts or espoused values may not suffice if underlying
assumptions remain unexamined. Effective leadership involves not only shaping culture but
also aligning it with strategic objectives to foster innovation, employee engagement, and
competitive advantage.

Furthermore, Schein’s emphasis on the leader’s role in culture transmission underscores
the need for consistent and authentic leadership behaviors. Leaders must be aware of their
influence and use cultural embedding mechanisms intentionally to nurture a sustainable
and adaptive organizational culture.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Edgar H. Schein and what is his contribution to
organizational culture?
Edgar H. Schein is a prominent organizational psychologist known for his extensive work on
organizational culture, particularly his development of the three levels of organizational
culture model: artifacts, espoused values, and basic underlying assumptions.

What are the three levels of organizational culture
according to Edgar Schein?
According to Edgar Schein, the three levels of organizational culture are: 1) Artifacts –
visible organizational structures and processes, 2) Espoused Values – strategies, goals, and
philosophies, and 3) Basic Underlying Assumptions – unconscious, taken-for-granted beliefs
and values.

How does Edgar Schein define organizational culture?
Edgar Schein defines organizational culture as a pattern of shared basic assumptions that a
group learns as it solves its problems of external adaptation and internal integration, which
has worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, taught to new members as
the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems.

What role does leadership play in shaping



organizational culture according to Schein?
According to Edgar Schein, leadership plays a critical role in creating, embedding, and
evolving organizational culture by establishing the initial culture through their own beliefs
and behaviors, and by reinforcing or changing culture as the organization responds to
internal and external challenges.

How can leaders diagnose organizational culture using
Schein’s framework?
Leaders can diagnose organizational culture by examining the three levels of culture:
observing visible artifacts, understanding espoused values through interviews and
documents, and uncovering basic underlying assumptions through deep dialogue and
analysis of behaviors and decision-making patterns.

What is the significance of 'basic underlying
assumptions' in Schein’s model?
Basic underlying assumptions are the deeply embedded, unconscious beliefs that truly
drive behavior within an organization. They are significant because they are taken for
granted and difficult to change, yet they fundamentally shape how members perceive and
respond to their environment.

How can organizational culture be changed according to
Edgar Schein?
Organizational culture can be changed by leadership through a process of unfreezing
existing assumptions, introducing new values and behaviors, and reinforcing these changes
consistently until they become the new basic underlying assumptions within the
organization.

What is the relationship between organizational culture
and organizational effectiveness in Schein’s theory?
In Schein’s theory, organizational culture influences organizational effectiveness by shaping
employee behavior, decision-making, and problem-solving approaches. A strong and
adaptive culture aligns with organizational goals and supports effective responses to
internal and external challenges.

How does Edgar Schein’s model address cultural
differences in multinational organizations?
Edgar Schein’s model acknowledges that different groups within multinational organizations
may have distinct subcultures with varying artifacts, values, and assumptions. Leaders
must understand and integrate these differences to create a cohesive organizational
culture that respects diversity while aligning with overall organizational objectives.



What practical tools or methods does Edgar Schein
recommend for cultural analysis?
Edgar Schein recommends methods such as ethnographic observation, in-depth interviews,
cultural surveys, and focus groups to analyze organizational culture. These tools help
uncover artifacts, espoused values, and underlying assumptions to provide a
comprehensive understanding of the culture.

Additional Resources
1. Organizational Culture and Leadership
This seminal work by Edgar H. Schein explores the deep-seated elements that form an
organization's culture and the pivotal role leaders play in shaping and changing it. Schein
introduces models to diagnose cultural elements and offers practical guidance for leaders
to embed or transform culture effectively. The book is widely regarded as foundational for
understanding how culture impacts organizational success and leadership effectiveness.

2. Process Consultation Revisited: Building the Helping Relationship
In this book, Schein revisits the concept of process consultation, emphasizing the
importance of building trust and collaboration between consultants and clients. It provides
insights into how leaders and consultants can facilitate problem-solving and organizational
development through effective communication and relationship-building. The book is
valuable for those involved in organizational change and development.

3. Humble Inquiry: The Gentle Art of Asking Instead of Telling
Schein presents the concept of humble inquiry as a leadership tool that fosters open
communication and trust within organizations. By encouraging leaders to ask thoughtful
questions rather than dictate, this approach enhances collaboration and innovation. The
book highlights how curiosity and genuine interest can transform organizational culture and
relationships.

4. Career Anchors: Discovering Your Real Values
Though co-developed with others, this work by Schein explores how individuals’ career
choices are influenced by their core values and motivations, termed "career anchors." The
book helps leaders understand employee behavior and career development within the
context of organizational culture. It offers tools for aligning personal values with
organizational goals to improve job satisfaction and performance.

5. The Corporate Culture Survival Guide
This practical guide helps leaders navigate the complexities of corporate culture during
times of change and crisis. Schein outlines strategies for assessing cultural challenges and
implementing interventions to align culture with strategic objectives. The book serves as a
manual for sustaining a healthy organizational culture amid evolving market and internal
dynamics.

6. Organizational Psychology: A Scientist-Practitioner Approach
Co-authored by Schein, this text combines scientific research with practical applications in
organizational psychology. It covers topics such as motivation, leadership, and culture,
providing a comprehensive framework for understanding human behavior in organizational



settings. The book is useful for leaders and HR professionals seeking evidence-based
approaches to managing organizational culture.

7. Career Dynamics: Matching Individual and Organizational Needs
In this book, Schein examines the interplay between individual career aspirations and
organizational requirements. He discusses how alignment or misalignment affects
employee engagement and organizational effectiveness. The book offers insights for
leaders on developing career systems that support both personal growth and organizational
objectives.

8. Organizational Culture and Leadership: A Dynamic View
This edition expands on Schein’s original theories, incorporating contemporary examples
and case studies to illustrate the evolving nature of organizational culture. It emphasizes
the dynamic relationship between leadership behaviors and cultural development over
time. The book is essential for understanding how culture adapts in response to internal
and external pressures.

9. Helping: How to Offer, Give, and Receive Help
Schein explores the complexities of helping relationships in organizational contexts,
highlighting the psychological and cultural factors involved. The book provides guidance for
leaders on how to effectively offer and receive help to foster a supportive and productive
culture. It underscores the importance of empathy and communication in leadership and
organizational development.
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