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Where Does Culture Reside? 
 
Culture is a property of a group. Wherever a group has enough common experience, a 
culture begins to form. One finds cultures at the level of small teams, families and 
workgroups. Cultures also arise at the level of departments, functional groups and 
other organisational units that have a common occupational core and common 
experience. Cultures are found at every hierarchical level. Culture exists at the level 
of the whole organisation if there is sufficient shared history. It is even found at the 
level of a whole industry because of the shared occupational backgrounds of the 
people industry wide. Finally, culture exists at the level of regions and nations 
because of common language, ethnic background, religion and shared experience. 
 
You as an individual, therefore, are a multicultural entity and display different cultural 
behaviours depending on what the situation elicits. But if you spend the bulk of your 
like in a given occupation and organisation, you take on many of the cultural themes 
that others in the occupation or organisation share. Thus the key to understanding 
whether a culture exists or not is to look for common experiences and backgrounds. 
Culture matters at this level because the beliefs, values and behaviour of individuals 
are often understood only in the context of people’s cultural identities. To explain 
individual behaviour, we must go beyond personality and look for group memberships 
and the cultures of those groups.  
 
The Bottom Line 
 
Culture matters because it is a powerful, latent and often unconscious set of forces 
that determine both our individual and collective behaviour, ways of perceiving, 
thought patterns, and values. Organisational culture in particular matters because 
cultural elements determine strategies, goals and models of operating. The values and 
thought patterns of leaders and senior managers are partially determined by their own 
cultural backgrounds and their shared experience.  
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Deciphering Your Company’s Culture: A Four-Hour Exercise 
 
Remember that cultural assumptions are tacit and out of awareness. Even so, this does 
not mean they are repressed or unavailable. If you want to access your organisation’s 
culture, get together with several colleagues (and maybe some newcomers to the 
organisation), bring in a facilitator who knows a little about the concept of culture 
along the lines described here, and interview yourselves about those areas that seem to 
matter to the continuing success of your organisation. The steps are as follows. 
 
Define the “Business Problem” 
 
Meet in a room with a lot of wall space and a bunch of flipcharts. Start with a 
“business problem”: something you would like to fix, something that could work 
better, or some new strategic intent. Focus on concrete areas of improvement, or else 
the culture analysis may seem pointless and stale. 
 
 
Review the Concept of Culture 
 
Once you agree on the strategic or tactical goals – the thing you want to change or 
improve – review the concept of culture as existing at the three levels of visible 
artifacts, espoused values, and shared tacit assumptions. Make sure that all the 
members of the working group understand this model. 
 
Identify Artifacts 
 
Start with identifying lots of the artifacts that characterize your organisation. Ask the 
new members of the organisation what it is like to come to work here. What artifacts 
do they notice? Write down all the items that come up. Use Exhibit 4.1 as a thought 
starter to make sure you cover all of the areas in which cultural artifacts are visible. 
You will find that as the group gets started, all the participants chime in with things 
they notice. You might fill five to ten pages of chart paper. Tape them up so that the 
culture’s manifestations are symbolically surrounding you.  
 
 
Exhibit 4.1 Some Categories for Identifying Artifacts 

- Dress codes 
- Level of formality in authority relationships 
- Working hours 
- Meetings (how often, how run, timing) 
- How are decisions made? 
- Communications: How do you learn stuff? 
- Social events 
- Jargon, uniforms, identity symbols 
- Rites and rituals 
- Disagreements and conflicts: How handled? 
- Balance between work and family. 
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Identify Your Organisation’s Values 
 
After an hour or so, shift gears and ask the group to list some of the espoused values 
that the organisation holds. Some of these may have already been mentioned, but list 
them on pages separate from the artifacts. Often these have been written down and 
published. Sometimes they have been reiterated as part of the “vision” of how the 
organisation should be operating in the future to remain viable and competitive.  
 
Compare Values with Artifacts 
 
Next, compare the espoused values with the artifacts in those same areas. For 
example, if customer focus is espoused as a value, see what systems of reward or 
accountability you have identified as artifacts and whether they support customer 
focus. If they do not, you have identified an area where a deeper tacit assumption is 
operating and driving the systems. You now have to search for that deeper 
assumption. 
 
To use another examples, you may espouse the value of open communication and 
open-door policies with respect to bosses, yet you may find that whistle-blowers and 
employees who bring bad news are punished. You may have detected, among your 
artifacts, that employees are not supposed to mention problems unless they have a 
solution in mind. These inconsistencies tell you that at the level of shared tacit 
assumption your culture is really closed, that only positive communications are 
valued, and that if you cannot come up with a solution you should keep your mouth 
shut.  
 
As a general principle, the way to deeper cultural level is through identifying the 
inconsistencies and conflicts you observe between overt behaviours, policies, rules, 
and practices (the artifacts) and the espoused values as formulated in vision 
statements, policies, and other managerial communications. You must then identify 
what is driving the overt behaviour and other artifacts. This is where the important 
elements of the culture are embedded. As you uncover deep shared assumptions, write 
them down on a separate page, You will begin to see what the patterns are among 
those assumptions, and which ones seem to really drive the system in the sense that 
they explain the presence of most of the artifacts that you have listed.  
 
Repeat the Process with Other Groups 
 
If the picture formed from this meeting is incomplete or muddy, repeat the process 
with one or more other groups. If you think there might be subgroups with their own 
shared assumptions, test your thought by bringing together groups that reflect those 
possible differences. If you need to repeat this process several times (using about 
three hours each time), you are still far ahead of the game in terms of time and energy 
invested relative to doing a major survey by either questionnaire or individual 
interviews. The data you obtain are also more meaningful and valid. 
 
Assess the Shared Assumptions 
 
It is now time to assess the pattern of shared basic assumptions you have identified in 
terms of how they aid or hinder you in accomplishing the goals you set out in the first 
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step of this process (defining the business problem). Since culture is very difficult to 
change, focus most of your energy on identifying the assumptions that can help you. 
Try to see your culture as a positive force to be used rather than a constraint to 
overcome. If you see specific assumptions that are real constraints, then you must 
make a plan to change those elements of the culture. These changes can best be made 
by taking advantage of the positive, supportive elements of your culture.  
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