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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 hope for invisible control with less resistance and 
greater commitment. 

• Three Mile Island happened in this context. 



The Concept of Culture 

 When do we use the term ‘culture?’  What do we use it to 
do?  

 Culture is a perspective, a systemic way to look at values, 
practices, ways of talking, structures, etc… 

 Culture is largely invisible unless violated. 

 Culture is a tacit part of all choices. What is true is a 
different question from what should we be asking. 

 Culture is not uniform or simple in organizations. 

 National culture can be more or less useful as a concept. 

 

 



 

• Culture change cannot be 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 
central to change process. 

Organizational Culture and Safety 
Culture 



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. 



Describing Culture 

 Assessment of culture depends on a conception of 
culture. 

 Can we have high scores and invisible difficulties? 

 How deep are we measuring? 

 Not a check list but a systemic interpretation. 

 



What Did We Learn From Fukushima? 

 “Blinding effect” and conformity  

 Over-confidence 

 Lack of shared spaces and faith in structure 

 Belief in perfect system 

 The lack of a systemic approach and failure to 
understand larger system 

 



 


