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‘Culture’ 

Culture is about 
growth, something 
changing, dynamic. 

We sometimes 
differentiate between 
'objects of culture' and 
'objects of nature'. 

Growth can never be 
controlled entirely. 

Culture is created by 
people. It gives 
meaning to the world. 



Organizational culture: 

background 
• USA, the oil crisis and Japan: an attempt to explain 

Japan’s economic success 

• A wave of management literature in the early 80’s, e.g. 
Corporate Cultures and In Search of Excellence 

• Culture was used to explain why some companies 

were more successful than others 

• The importance of a strong and homogenuous culture 

was emphasised 

• Management’s role was considered extremely 

important 



• The initial concept of safety culture grew out of such 
conceptions. 

• Culture is seen today as less of a ‘quick fix.’ 

• Culture can be changed, but this often takes time, 
effort, and does not always end up as planned. 

• Culture is seen as something to be influenced rather 
than controlled. 

• Collaboration and member involvement is seen as 
much more central. 

Organizational culture and safety 

culture 



Definitions of culture 

• There are many definitions of ‘culture’ 

• Definitions generally emphasise either of 

these two: 

...culture as patterns of 
behaviour and interaction 

...culture as systems 
of thought 



Culture as an iceberg 

9/10 of the iceberg is under water... 

(Image from http://sv.wikipedia.org) 

Above the surface we find 
visible aspects of culture: 

objects, actions, talk, text...... 

Under the surface we find: 

Norms 

Values 

Espoused 

Tacit 

Basic assumptions about reality 



Culture as an iceberg 

(Image from http://sv.wikipedia.org) 

The iceberg metaphor does not 
provide a simple definition of 

culture. Rather it creates an 

awareness about the complexity 

of the concept of culture. 

It also highlights the importance of 
interpretation when it comes to 

culture, since what we can 

observe is only a small part and 
must infer the rest. 



 

 

The relation of the national 

context and organizational 

culture 
• Organizations are developed in particular countries with 

geographies, histories, traditions and values. 

• The people who manage and work in organizations 

come from existing social groups. 

• Regulation, expectations, and markets are external 
social environment elements shaping organizations. 

• But the core question: How much of the lower parts of 

the iceberg is grounded in the larger culture? 

• And, when, where, how, and with what effect. 



“National culture” 

 

• Hofstede described national culture as “the collective 
programming of the mind acquired by growing up in a 

particular country.”  

• The term denotes a particular shared propensity 

institutionalized in various ways to favor certain values 
or state of affairs over others.   

• But such a simple conception hides many difficulties.  

 



The complexity of nations 
 

• Many nations are filled with fairly distinct regional 

cultures.  

• Immigration and migration has lead to hybridization 

and pluralistic values systems.  

• Even the more homogeneous nations may have 

competitive values, tribalization, fragmentation, and 

class specific cultural characteristics.  

• Globalized cultural products and messages and 
international management systems lead to new global 

systems supplanting nationally based ones.  



The “expression” of general 

social values and practices 

• If national culture is a kind of social genetic code, a 
useful analogy may be the presence versus the 

expression of genes. 

• Even if national cultural characteristics can be 
consistently identified, little is known about how 

general, versus domain-specific, their expression.   

• For example, do they more heavily impact on family 

and community life than in the workplace? 

• When might they influence organizations? 
 



Proposed national 

characteristics 

• Hofstede’s IBM research and beyond 

• Individualism-collectivism  

• Uncertainty avoidance  

• Strength of social hierarchy 

• Task orientation versus person-orientation 

• Long-term orientation 

• Indulgence versus self-restraint.  



Possible relations impacting 

safety culture 
• Countries with high individualism scores will 

tend to hire based on skills while more 

collectivist countries will focus more on on-the-

job training.  

• Collectivist cultures tend to also score high on 

uncertainty avoidance and long-term 

orientation.  

• Cultures with high strength of social hierarchy 

may be unwilling to express disagreement with 

superiors and prefer autocratic or paternalist 

management rather than that based in 

participation and collaboration.  



Possible relations impacting 

safety culture 

• Means and Yule’s (2009) extensive review of studies in 
aviation, construction, and the oil and gas industry, 

suggests that the relation of safety and national 

characteristics may be better seen in terms of balance 
rather than preference for particular cultural qualities. 

• They conclude: “The results suggest that … perceived 

management commitment to safety and the efficacy of 
safety measures exert more impact on workforce 

behaviour and subsequent accident rates than 
fundamental national values.”  

   



Possible relations impacting 

safety culture 

• But this conclusion has to be qualified some.  

• National culture may have greater impact in 

“culturally tight” societies.  

• Hence, the relationship between cultural values 

and workplace outcomes may be stronger in 

culturally tight societies, such as Japan, South 

Korea or Pakistan, and is weaker in such 

culturally loose societies as the U.S. or Brazil.  

 

 



 

The intersection of forces 

influencing organizational and 

safety culture 
• Intersecting factors that influence the specific ways 

organizations perform, adapt, change and innovate.   

• These include both institutional forces, national 

cultural values being one, and managerial 
practices.  

• Cultural values can both impact and be impacted 

by the geography, history and development of the 

nation state and consequently impact other 
institutional forces and managerial practices. 



The take away… 

• Many forces contribute to any organization’s 

success as well as safety record.  National culture 

is one of them but not consistently important. 

Managerial practices, however, are always critical.  

• But, national culture can impact relationships that 

are persistent and significant like leadership styles, 

group dynamics, communication and conflict 

styles, and work design. 

• The balance and intersection of forces is important 

in all cases to maintain a strong safety cutlure.  



Keep an open mind 


