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Schein's Structural Model of Organizational
Culture: A Deep Dive

Organizational culture significantly impacts an organization's success. Understanding its intricacies is crucial
for leaders aiming to foster a thriving and productive work environment. Edgar Schein's model of
organizational culture provides a powerful framework for analyzing and understanding these dynamics. This
article delves into Schein's structural model, exploring its three levels, practical applications, and implications
for organizational development. We'll explore key concepts like artifacts, espoused values, and basic
underlying assumptions, crucial elements of understanding and managing organizational culture.

Understanding Schein's Three Levels of Culture

Schein's model posits that organizational culture operates on three distinct levels, each influencing and
shaping the others. Understanding these levels is crucial to effectively managing and changing organizational
culture.

### Level 1: Artifacts

This is the most visible level of culture, encompassing the tangible and observable aspects of an organization.
These artifacts include the physical environment (office layout, décor), technology used, processes, and even
the language used by employees. Think of the visible symbols - a company's logo, dress code, employee
interactions, stories and myths circulating within the company. For example, a company with open-plan offices
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and casual dress code might be signaling a culture of collaboration and informality. Conversely, a company
with private offices and a strict dress code might project a more formal and hierarchical culture. Analyzing
artifacts provides a starting point for understanding the deeper layers of culture, although they don't fully
reveal the underlying beliefs and assumptions.

### Level 2: Espoused Values

These are the stated beliefs and values of an organization. They are often explicitly articulated in mission
statements, codes of conduct, and company publications. They represent what the organization *says* it
believes in. However, it's crucial to note that espoused values don't always align with the actual behaviors and
practices within the organization. A company might espouse a value of innovation, but if its processes are rigid
and risk-averse, the gap between espoused values and actual behavior will be apparent. This discrepancy is
often a source of internal conflict and organizational dysfunction. Effective cultural change often requires
aligning espoused values with actual behaviors. This is where leadership plays a crucial role in demonstrating
and reinforcing desired values through their actions.

##+# Level 3: Basic Underlying Assumptions

This is the deepest and most difficult level to uncover. Basic underlying assumptions are the unconscious,
taken-for-granted beliefs and perceptions that shape how people think and behave within the organization.
These are the core values that guide behavior and decision-making, often operating below conscious
awareness. These assumptions are so ingrained that they are rarely questioned. For example, an assumption
about the nature of work might be that "hard work equals success," or an assumption about customer
relations could be "the customer is always right". These assumptions are incredibly powerful because they
influence how individuals interact with each other, with customers, and with the organization as a whole.
Uncovering these basic underlying assumptions requires deep introspection and observation of organizational
behavior patterns.

Benefits of Understanding Schein's Model

Schein's model offers several practical benefits for organizations:

Schein S Structural Model Of Organizational Culture



Schein S Structural Model Of Organizational Culture

e Improved Communication and Collaboration: Understanding the different cultural levels allows for
better communication and collaboration by addressing potential misalignments between espoused
values and behaviors.

 Enhanced Leadership Effectiveness: Leaders can leverage the model to diagnose cultural issues and
create strategies to improve cultural alignment with organizational goals.

e Successful Change Management: The model provides a framework for understanding resistance to
change, identifying root causes in the underlying assumptions, and implementing effective change
strategies.

e Increased Organizational Effectiveness: Aligning artifacts, espoused values, and underlying
assumptions creates a cohesive culture that fosters productivity, innovation, and employee engagement.

e Stronger Organizational Identity: Understanding and reinforcing the core values leads to a stronger
sense of shared identity and purpose within the organization.

Practical Application of Schein's Model

Applying Schein's model involves a multi-step process. It starts with careful observation of artifacts, followed
by interviews and surveys to understand espoused values, and finally, in-depth analysis to uncover the
underlying assumptions. This process requires skilled facilitation and often involves techniques such as
ethnographic studies, focus groups, and deep interviews. The analysis reveals the strengths and weaknesses
of the existing culture, providing insights into potential areas for improvement. Based on this analysis,
interventions can be designed to align the culture with strategic goals, enhance employee engagement, and
drive better organizational performance.

Challenges in Applying Schein's Model

While powerful, Schein's model isn't without its challenges. Uncovering the basic underlying assumptions can
be time-consuming and complex, requiring skilled researchers and experienced facilitators. The process can
be disruptive and may encounter resistance from individuals who are uncomfortable with examining deeply
ingrained beliefs. Additionally, interpreting the findings and translating them into actionable strategies
requires significant expertise and careful consideration.
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Conclusion

Schein's structural model of organizational culture provides a valuable framework for understanding the
complex dynamics of organizational life. By understanding the three levels of culture - artifacts, espoused
values, and basic underlying assumptions - organizations can gain valuable insights into their culture's
strengths and weaknesses. This understanding forms the basis for effective leadership, improved
communication, successful change management, and ultimately, increased organizational effectiveness. The
model encourages a deeper look beyond the surface, prompting organizations to critically examine their
underlying beliefs and assumptions to foster a culture aligned with their goals and values.

FAQ

Q1: How does Schein's model differ from other models of organizational culture?

Al: Unlike some models that focus solely on observable behaviors, Schein's model delves deeper, exploring
the underlying assumptions that shape those behaviors. This multi-layered approach provides a more
comprehensive understanding of organizational culture. Other models might emphasize specific dimensions of
culture (e.g., power distance, individualism/collectivism), while Schein provides a holistic framework
encompassing these aspects within its three levels.

Q2: Can Schein's model be applied to different types of organizations?

A2: Yes, Schein's model is applicable across various organizational settings, from small startups to large
multinational corporations, non-profit organizations, and even educational institutions. While the specific
artifacts and values may vary, the underlying principles of the three levels remain consistent.

Q3: How can leaders use this model to foster a positive organizational culture?

A3: Leaders can leverage the model by first analyzing the current culture using the three-level framework.
They can then identify discrepancies between espoused values and actual behaviors, and address the
underlying assumptions that perpetuate these discrepancies. By actively shaping artifacts, communicating and
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reinforcing desired values, and addressing problematic underlying assumptions, leaders can cultivate a
positive and productive work environment.

Q4: What are some common pitfalls to avoid when applying Schein's model?

A4: Oversimplification is a common pitfall. The model requires a thorough and nuanced approach. Another
pitfall is ignoring the emotional and psychological aspects of culture. Change initiatives must account for
employees' emotions and resistance to change. Finally, lack of sustained commitment from leadership can lead
to superficial changes that fail to address underlying issues.

Q5: Is there a specific methodology for applying Schein's model?

A5: There isn't one rigidly defined methodology, but a typical approach involves: 1) Data gathering
(observation, interviews, surveys); 2) Data analysis (identifying patterns, themes, and discrepancies across the
three levels); 3) Interpretation (understanding the underlying assumptions); 4) Intervention design
(developing strategies to address cultural issues); 5) Implementation and evaluation (monitoring the
effectiveness of interventions).

Q6: How can Schein's model be used in change management initiatives?

A6: The model helps in understanding the resistance to change by identifying the underlying assumptions that
conflict with the intended changes. By addressing these assumptions and creating alignment across all three
levels, change management initiatives can be more effective.

Q7: What are the limitations of Schein's model?

A7: While powerful, the model can be criticized for its complexity and time-consuming nature. Accessing and
interpreting the deepest level (basic underlying assumptions) can be challenging. The model also doesn't offer
prescriptive solutions; it provides a framework for diagnosis and analysis, but implementation strategies need
to be tailored to specific organizational contexts.

Q8: How can I learn more about Schein's work?
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A8: The best place to start is with Edgar Schein's seminal work, "Organizational Culture and Leadership."
Numerous academic articles and books further explore and apply his model, offering more detailed insights
and practical applications. You can also find numerous online resources and articles that explain and interpret
his model in different contexts.

Decoding Schein's Structural Model of Organizational Culture: A
Deep Dive

Understanding corporate culture is essential for any leader aiming to cultivate a thriving organization. Edgar
Schein's model provides a effective framework for analyzing these intricate dynamics. This essay will
investigate into the depths of Schein's three layers of culture, offering useful perspectives and illustrative
examples. We'll analyze how these layers connect, and how managers can harness this understanding to mold
their organizational culture successfully.

Schein's model posits that organizational culture exists on three distinct layers: artifacts, espoused values, and
basic underlying assumptions. Let's examine each tier in isolation before exploring their interrelationships .

Level 1: Artifacts - The Visible Signs of Culture

This layer represents the extremely observable aspects of culture. These are the concrete components that
one can observe directly . Think of the material layout of the workplace , the dress code , the narratives
recounted , the terminology employed , the ceremonies , and the tools used. These artifacts provide hints to
the underlying layers of culture but don't fully reveal them.

For instance, a organization with an open-plan workplace and a casual dress code might indicate a culture of
collaboration and informality . However, this is merely a superficial judgment. The real nature of the culture
lies beneath the surface .

Level 2: Espoused Values - The Stated Beliefs

This level encompasses the clearly expressed values and beliefs of the company . These are the principles that
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the executives announce to be crucial. They are often written in mission declarations , codes of conduct , and
company materials .

However, it's critical to remember that stated beliefs may not always align with the actual behavior within the
organization . A company might espouse innovation but neglect to allocate the necessary resources to
encourage it. This discrepancy highlights the significance of investigating the deeper layers of culture.

Level 3: Basic Underlying Assumptions - The Unconscious Beliefs

This is the most fundamental layer of culture, consisting of the unconscious presumptions that guide actions
and understandings . These assumptions are assumed and are rarely clearly expressed. They are so ingrained
that they shape behavior unconsciously .

For example, a organization might unconsciously believe that hierarchy is crucial for effectiveness . This
assumption might appear in strict reporting structures, limited worker empowerment , and a absence of
teamwork .

Connecting the Levels and Practical Applications

The three levels are linked. Artifacts are expressions of espoused values and underlying principles. Espoused
values represent an attempt to express underlying principles. Understanding this interaction is vital for
efficient culture change.

By carefully observing the artifacts, examining the espoused values, and deducing the basic underlying
assumptions , leaders can gain a complete understanding of their organizational culture. This knowledge can
then be leveraged to resolve corporate challenges and to shape the culture in a beneficial direction .

Conclusion

Schein's model provides a valuable tool for understanding the complexities of organizational culture. By
exploring the three tiers - artifacts, espoused values, and basic underlying principles - executives can gain a
deeper understanding of their culture and employ strategies to cultivate a improved productive and positive
work context.

Schein S Structural Model Of Organizational Culture



Schein S Structural Model Of Organizational Culture

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)
Q1: How can I use Schein's model to improve my organization's culture?

Al: Begin by observing the artifacts - what's visible? Then, analyze the espoused values (mission statements,
etc.). Finally, try to infer the underlying assumptions driving behavior. Identify discrepancies between these
levels. Address the underlying assumptions to create lasting change.

Q2: Is Schein's model applicable to all types of organizations?

A2: Yes, the model’s principles are applicable across diverse organizations, from small startups to large
multinational corporations, and across various sectors. The specific artifacts, values, and assumptions will
differ, but the underlying framework remains consistent.

Q3: How long does it take to truly understand an organization's culture using this model?

A3: It's an ongoing process, not a one-time event. Initial assessment can take weeks or months, depending on
the size and complexity of the organization. Continuous observation and analysis are crucial for staying
attuned to evolving cultural dynamics.

Q4: Can I use Schein’s model alone to solve all organizational culture issues?

A4: No. Schein's model provides a framework for understanding, but effective culture change requires a
multifaceted approach that includes leadership commitment, employee engagement, and targeted
interventions. It's one piece of a larger puzzle.
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