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Cultures and
Organizations:
Software of the Mind,
Third Edition: A Deep
Dive

Edgar Schein's "Cultures and Organizations:
Software of the Mind," third edition, remains a
seminal work in organizational behavior and cultural
anthropology. This insightful book delves into the
complexities of organizational culture, explaining
how deeply ingrained beliefs, assumptions, and
values shape behaviors and ultimately,
organizational success or failure. This article will
explore the key concepts presented in the third
edition, examining its practical applications,
strengths, and limitations. We'll also consider topics
such as organizational culture assessment,
leadership development, and change
management, all crucial elements addressed within
the book.

Understanding Schein's
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Framework: Culture as
"Software"

Schein masterfully uses the metaphor of "software of
the mind" to illustrate how organizational culture
operates invisibly yet powerfully. This "software,"
comprised of basic assumptions, values, and beliefs,
dictates how an organization functions. Unlike
hardware (physical structures and systems), it's
harder to see and change, requiring deeper
introspection and strategic intervention. The third
edition refines and expands on this framework,
providing a more nuanced understanding of how
culture influences everything from decision-making
processes to employee engagement. It highlights the
importance of understanding the underlying
organizational culture change mechanisms.

### Levels of Culture: Artifacts, Values, and Basic
Assumptions

Schein's model articulates three levels of culture:

e Artifacts: These are the visible elements of
culture—architecture, technology, rituals,
stories, and language. They are the easiest to
observe but offer only superficial
understanding.

e Values: These are conscious beliefs and
principles that guide behavior. They represent
the "shoulds" and "oughts" within an
organization, often articulated through mission
statements or codes of conduct.

e Basic Assumptions: These are the
unconscious, taken-for-granted beliefs that
underpin organizational behavior. They
represent the core essence of the culture and
are the most challenging to identify and
change. This is where true organizational
culture assessment becomes essential.
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The Practical Applications of
Schein's Model

The value of "Cultures and Organizations" extends
far beyond academic theory. Its practical
applications are immense, particularly in:

e Leadership Development: The book
provides invaluable insights for leaders
seeking to understand and manage
organizational culture effectively. By
understanding the underlying assumptions
driving behaviors, leaders can foster a more
positive and productive work environment.
This is crucial for leadership development
programs.

e Organizational Change Management:
Implementing successful organizational
change requires a deep understanding of the
existing culture. Schein's framework helps
leaders anticipate resistance, identify cultural
barriers, and develop strategies to navigate
the change process effectively. The book
heavily emphasizes the significance of the
organizational culture change process.

* Mergers and Acquisitions: The integration
of two distinct organizational cultures is a
significant challenge. Understanding the
underlying assumptions of each organization,
as outlined by Schein, is crucial for achieving a
successful merger.

e Team Building: Effective teamwork relies on
shared values and understanding. Schein's
model provides a framework for analyzing
team dynamics and fostering a collaborative
and high-performing culture.

Strengths and Limitations of
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the Third Edition

The third edition of "Cultures and Organizations"
builds upon the previous editions by incorporating
new research and real-world examples. Its strengths
lie in:

e Comprehensive Framework: The book
offers a comprehensive and insightful
framework for understanding organizational
culture, its levels, and its impact on
organizational effectiveness.

e Practical Applications: The concepts
presented are readily applicable in various
organizational settings, from small businesses
to multinational corporations.

e Clear and Accessible Writing Style:
Despite dealing with complex concepts, Schein
writes in a clear and engaging style, making
the book accessible to a broad audience.

However, some limitations exist:

e Western-centric Bias: The examples and
case studies presented predominantly reflect
Western organizational contexts. Further
research is needed to examine the
applicability of the model across diverse
cultural settings.

e Complexity of Cultural Change: While the
book provides valuable guidance, the actual
process of cultural change is incredibly
complex and often unpredictable.

e Lack of Specific Tools: While offering a
robust framework, the book doesn't offer
specific, step-by-step tools for cultural
assessment or change implementation.
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Conclusion: A Continuing
Legacy

"Cultures and Organizations: Software of the Mind,"
third edition, continues to be a vital resource for
anyone seeking to understand the power and
complexities of organizational culture. Its enduring
legacy lies in its ability to illuminate the invisible
forces shaping organizational behavior and provide a
framework for managing culture effectively. By
grasping the core concepts—the layers of culture,
their interplay, and the challenges of managing
change—individuals and organizations can
significantly improve their effectiveness and achieve
sustainable success. The book emphasizes the
crucial importance of diagnosing and addressing
organizational culture assessment issues
strategically.

Frequently Asked Questions
(FAQ)

Q1: How can | use Schein's model to assess my
organization's culture?

Al: Schein's model encourages a multi-faceted
approach. Start by observing artifacts (physical
space, language, rituals). Then, investigate stated
values (mission statements, employee handbooks).
The most challenging part involves uncovering
underlying assumptions through interviews, focus
groups, and observation of decision-making
processes. Look for patterns in behaviors that
contradict stated values - this often points to
underlying assumptions.

Q2: How does Schein's model relate to
organizational change management?

A2: Schein highlights the critical link between
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culture and change. Successful change initiatives
must acknowledge and address the underlying
cultural assumptions that may resist change. Change
efforts need to be aligned with the organization's
core values and beliefs; otherwise, resistance is
inevitable.

Q3: What are some practical steps to facilitate
organizational cultural change using Schein’s
framework?

A3: Start by clearly defining the desired culture.
Then, identify the discrepancies between the current
and desired states. Develop interventions that target
both visible artifacts and underlying assumptions.
This might involve leadership training,
communication strategies, new processes, and even
physical changes to the workspace to support the
new culture.

Q4: Can Schein's model be applied to smaller
organizations or teams?

A4: Absolutely. The principles outlined in the book
are equally applicable to smaller organizations and
teams. The scale of implementation will differ, but
the process of understanding artifacts, values, and
assumptions remains the same. Indeed, the smaller
the organization, the easier it may be to implement
change.

Q5: How does the third edition differ
significantly from previous editions?

A5: The third edition incorporates updated research,
including more contemporary case studies and
examples that reflect the changing organizational
landscape. It further refines the model, offering a
more nuanced understanding of cultural dynamics
and the complexities of cultural change.

Q6: What are some common pitfalls to avoid
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when attempting cultural change?

A6: Common pitfalls include failing to understand
the existing culture thoroughly, not involving key
stakeholders in the change process, insufficient
communication, and a lack of consistent
reinforcement of new behaviors. A top-down
approach without bottom-up engagement is often
doomed to fail.

Q7: How can leaders leverage Schein's model
to improve leadership development programs?

A7: Leaders can use the model to understand how
their own assumptions shape their leadership style
and its impact on organizational culture. Training
programs can then focus on developing self-
awareness, improving communication skills, and
fostering a culture of learning and adaptation.

Q8: Is there a specific methodology described
in the book to guide cultural change?

A8: While Schein doesn't provide a rigid, step-by-
step methodology, the book offers a diagnostic
framework and strategic thinking tools. It guides
readers to identify problems, analyze root causes
linked to culture, and develop tailored strategies.
The methodology is more of a flexible approach than
a rigid process.

Delving Deep into "Cultures
and Organizations: Software of
the Mind, Third Edition"

Edgar Schein's seminal study "Cultures and
Organizations: Software of the Mind, Third Edition"
remains a pillar in the area of organizational
dynamics. This updated edition provides a detailed
exploration of organizational culture, offering
invaluable perspectives for both experts and
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students alike. It's not simply a manual; it's a
framework for comprehending how unseen forces
mold organizational success.

Schein's key thesis revolves around the notion of
organizational culture as a layered structure. He
proposes that culture is not a thing readily seen but
rather a complicated network of collective
presuppositions, principles, and deeds that steer
individual and group actions within an organization.
He illustrates this with his three-level model:

e Level 1: Artifacts: These are the apparent
elements of culture, such as physical spaces,
technology, language style, and tales told
within the organization. These are the
superficial signs of deeper cultural currents.
Think of the clothing, the work space, or the
humor commonly shared. These are easy to
spot, but they offer only partial suggestions to
the underlying culture.

e Level 2: Espoused Values: These are the
stated principles and standards of the
organization. They are the explicit principles
that the organization asserts to adhere to.
These are often communicated through
mission statements, ethical guidelines, and
formal instruction programs. However, a
discrepancy often occurs between espoused
values and actual conduct.

e Level 3: Basic Underlying Assumptions:
This is the core tier of culture, comprising of
unconscious beliefs that determine how
members understand the world and their place
within it. These assumptions are so deeply
entrenched that they are often unquestioned.
They govern behavior without conscious
awareness. For instance, an belief about the
nature of human character (trusting vs.
distrusting) will profoundly impact how the



Cultures And Organizations Software Of The Mind Third Edition

organization is structured and run.

Schein masterfully uses case studies throughout the
book to demonstrate the impact of culture on
organizational performance. He examines how
cultural differences can result to friction or synergy.
He emphasizes the significance of comprehending
cultural processes for effective change management.

The volume's applicable uses are manifold. It offers a
robust method for diagnosing organizational culture,
pinpointing obstacles, and developing strategies for
positive change. By comprehending the implicit
influences of behavior, leaders can cultivate a more
productive and harmonious work setting.

The third edition includes new research and
examples, making it even more relevant to current
organizational contexts. The precision and
understandability of Schein's style makes this
difficult subject understandable to a wide readership.

In closing, "Cultures and Organizations: Software of
the Mind, Third Edition" remains an crucial resource
for anyone interested in grasping and leading
organizational culture. Its framework provides a
invaluable method for evaluating cultural dynamics
and introducing effective improvement. Its
permanent influence on the area of organizational
behavior is irrefutable.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q1: What is the main takeaway from Schein's
book?

Al: The main takeaway is that organizational culture
is @ multi-layered system deeply influencing
behavior. Understanding its unseen assumptions is
crucial for effective leadership and change
management.
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Q2: How can | apply this book's concepts in my
workplace?

A2: Use Schein's three-level model to diagnose your
organization's culture. Identify discrepancies
between espoused values and actions, and explore
underlying assumptions driving behavior. Then,
design interventions to align actions with desired
values.

Q3: Is this book relevant for small businesses
as well as large corporations?

A3: Absolutely. While examples often involve larger
corporations, the principles are applicable to
organizations of any size. Even small teams possess
a culture that influences their performance and
interactions.

Q4: What makes the third edition different
from previous editions?

A4: The third edition incorporates updated research,
case studies, and examples to reflect modern
organizational contexts and challenges, making it
even more relevant to contemporary issues.
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