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Make sure you follow! 
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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. 
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Culture in anthropology 

• Culture, in the sense ’foreign cultures’, is 

studied within anthropology 

• There, it is emphasised that studying 

cultures is a question of creating 

understanding rather than promoting 

change in a certain direction 

• The task of anthropology is also to facilitate 

communication – also with ’the natives’ – 

around this understanding 



IAEA 

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, In Search of Excellence, Theory Z 
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Organizational culture: background 

• Culture was used to explain why some companies were 

more successful than others 

• The hope for invisible control with less resistance and 

greater commitment 

• Chernobyl happened in this context 

• The importance of a strong and homogenuous culture was 

emphasised 

• Management’s role was considered extremely important 

• Organizational culture was understood more like an item 

that could be implemented and controlled  
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• Companies did of course have cultures before 

this... 

• ...but now culture was considered a source of 

success 

• Culture was something to manage and control... 

• ...in order to reach ‘excellence’... 

• ...but the question is how one can separate the 

importance of culture before other factors? 

Organizational culture: background 
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• Culture is nowadays seen as less of a ‘quick fix’ 

Organizational culture: background 
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• Culture is nowadays seen as less of a ‘quick fix’ 

• It is recognized that culture can be changed, 

• but it is also recognized that this often takes  

• time, 

• effort, and 

• does not always end up the way planned. 

• Culture can be seen as something we can 

influence, rather than something we can control 

Organizational culture: background 



IAEA 

How would you want to define 

‘organizational culture’? 

 

(Time: 5 minutes) 

Dialogue: 
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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 
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Definitions 

‘The way we do things around here’ 
(Deal & Kennedy, Corporate Culture, 1982) 

• One of the most common definitions, but: 

• What ‘things’ are we talking about? The way we check our 

email? Are there different symbolic value to different 

behaviours? 

• Who are ‘we’? Different ‘we’s’ may do things differently. 

• Is it only a question of doing? Or is it related to norms and 

values? 

• The definition seems easy enough, but is difficult to 

actually use 
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Definitions 

‘Organizational culture is the set of common norms, values 

and world views that develop in an organization when its 

members interact with each other and its context’ 

(Norwegian psychologist Henning Bang) 

• Emphasises the dynamic and cognitive dimension of culture, 

but: 

• Common – for whom? Different groups may have different norms and 

values. 

• What is a ‘value’? To put customers first by smiling, or a philosophy of 

life? The definition does not consider ‘depth’ of values. 

• The definition is a good starting point but lacks some 

precision. 
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The benefit of the culture concept 

“Culture” as a set of shared understanding, directs  a 

group toward a particular way of attending to and 

talking about people and events. 

 

 In this sense, “culture” can be considered as shared 

“lens.” As a lens it helps groups see and pay attention 

to some things rather than others. 

 

The shared nature of these allow common 

understanding, ease and efficiency. 
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Edgar Schein’s Levels of Culture 

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

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 
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Culture as an iceberg 

Generally we can say that... 

...at the surface (or above) it is 

easy to make statements about 

things 

...the deeper 

we get the 

more slowly 

the culture 

changes 

...the deeper 

we get the 

less unique 

the culture is 
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Culture as an iceberg 

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. 
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What to look for: Cultural expressions 

Behaviour 

Verbal 

expressions 

Physical 

expressions 
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Summary 

• The concept of organizational culture has changed 

significantly since it was first conceived in the 

1980’s 

• Culture is generally understood as patterns of 

behaviour and systems of thought 

• Culture can be thought of as an iceberg, with 

values, attitudes and basic assumptions submerged 

below the surface 

• Culture is not uniform and cannot be controlled 
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Keep an open mind 


