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[bookmark: _Toc118458772]The Role of Culture in context of an Organisations and Businesses

A lot of research has gone into performance measurement in the past fifty years. Originally this focused more on enhancing performance through financial, internal and performance measures however, this soon proved to have limitations and only partial impact on improving organisations (Skinner 1974, Hayes and Abernathy 1980, Goldratt and Cox 1986, Johnson and Kaplan 1987, Keegan et al 1989, Dixon et al 1990, Eccles 1991, Kaplan and Norton 1992, Neely et al, 1995).

At the same time, research on organisational culture demonstrated that culture has a large role to play in the success of organisations as it shaped the managerial and employee attitudes to their roles (Hosftede, 1980; Handy, 1985; Schein, 1985; O'Reilly and Chatman, 1996; Burnes et al, 2003). 

These studies showed that there is a combination of factors that are at play when it comes to enhancing organisational performance which include both performance management and organisational culture.


[bookmark: _Toc118458773]What is Culture?

Culture is not easy to define. In the 1950’s American anthropologists compiled a list of 164 definitions which shows its ambiguous nature. Apte (2001) concluded that there was no agreement on what culture was in the 1990’s despite a century of effort to describe it.

Much of the difficulty in defining culture stems from the fact that the word has been used in different ways down the centuries therefore meaning different things to different people (Avruch, 1998).

Some definitions of culture are:

".. the set of attitudes, values, beliefs, and behaviours shared by a group of people, but different for each individual, communicated from one generation to the next” (Matsumoto, 1996).

"Culture is the collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from another" (Hofstede, 1994).

"Culture is a fuzzy set of basic assumptions and values, orientations of life, beliefs, policies, procedures and behavioural conventions that are shared by a group of people, and that influence (but do not determine) each member's behaviour and his/her interpretations of the 'meaning' of other people’s behaviour" (Spencer-Oatey, 2008).





From these definitions we can infer that culture is: 

· A shared set of ideas that separate one group from another 
· Something that encompasses beliefs, values, attitudes, and behaviours
· Something that influences both groups and individuals
· Passed down from one generation to the next
· Something that influences but does not determine individual behaviours
 
This gives an outline of what culture does even if it is difficult to categorically define. Culture gives a group a basis or framework from which they have a common set of beliefs, and values to build from. Although this framework guides decisions and actions it does not dictate them. Individual variations on this foundation are common as everyone has a different starting point and varied core beliefs.
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Culture must be shared between two or more individuals, often many people. A person on their own cannot form a culture and any behaviours that are displayed by an individual are just idiosyncratic not cultural. For an idea or behaviour to be considered cultural it has to be shared by a group of individuals or society (Ferraro, 1998).


Any organization or group will display three characteristics of culture at different levels. Schein (1990) describes these levels as (a) observable artifacts, (b) values, and espoused values (c) basic underlying assumptions.

When anyone starts with a new company they will view and feel the visible artifacts. This is a wide-ranging category which can include, dress code, the way people interact, the intensity of the work, and also more tangible content like, policies and procedures and other written guides and documentation.

The analysis of this visible culture is not straight forward though as the data, though easy to obtain is difficult to interpret. Why do people act the way they do, why is it so intense or relaxed, why are those policies and rules in place? This underlying logic is often hidden and not easily obtainable even on request.

To ascertain why a culture is in place, it is often necessary to look at the values that drive and govern the behaviour which deals with the second layer of culture which is the values. Even when these values are examined it is only the espoused values of the culture that are given, and the true values remain hidden. The espoused value is often the value that the organization would ideally like it to be and the values that rationalise the behaviour, although some underlying reasons or values remain concealed or are unconscious.

For example, a call centre taking lots of calls could target agents to keep calls below three minutes. The rationale given would be to answer as many calls as possible because customers are waiting in a que however, the underlying reason as it is an outsource call centre could be that they get paid per call they take, therefore more calls mean more money.

The espoused value seems to put the customer satisfaction as the top priority, which is admirable rationale however, the underlying reason is less admirable and actually can harm customer satisfaction as customers may be cut off before all their issues are dealt with, meaning they will need to call back which is good for business but bad for the customer.

Therefore, to really understand an organisations culture it is necessary to uncover the third layer of culture which is the underlying assumptions. These can often be unconscious but are as much a driver of the culture as the espoused values held. The value can often become the underlying assumption as well. When a value drives a behaviour and the behaviour solves an issue, the value is gradually changed into an underlying assumption. Eventually this underlying assumption may become unconscious over time to.

These “taken for granted” underlying assumptions become powerful as they are not on the table of discussion like espoused values are and are often only brought back on the table through focused enquiry. This often requires an outsider who has not fallen into cultures underlying assumptions to bring them back to the table.
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Where Schein’s model looks at the different layers of culture within an organisation, Handy’s model looks at different types of culture within the context of business (Handy, 1985). Instead of focusing on the way culture is partly visible and partly invisible like Shein, Handy focuses on how different cultures focus their power in different areas.

The four cultures Handy identified are:

· Power culture – centralised control
· Role culture – Bureaucratic control
· Task Culture – Project and team orientation
· Person culture – individual focus

Power Culture
This refers to a culture that has centralised power and the power reduces the further away from the centre a position is. The closer an individual is to the centre, the more influence they wield. This culture can respond quickly to changes as they have few decision makers.
This culture attracts power minded people and risk takers.

Role Culture
This refers to a culture that is held up by individual pillars and therefore have a dispersion of power. The individuals occupy roles, but these roles are pre-determined and can be filled or replaced easily. These standardised roles are held up by processes and procedures and the role itself holds the power rather than the individual occupying them.
This culture is dependant on the efficiency of the role rather than the individual and requires a stable market to thrive as changes are often slow.

Task Culture
This culture focuses around getting the job done. It requires the right people with the right skills in the right place to all come together to complete the task at hand. Teamwork holds the key in this culture as the end goal takes precedence over individual objectives and status. Any power would manifest in expertise rather than position and the influence is more dispersed in this culture rather than centralised.

Person Culture
This is a more unique culture where the focal point is one person. The organisation exists to further the career of the individual. There is no overriding objective, and the organisation is unable to evict the individual making this a rare culture. An example of this is an actor and his entourage.

These cultures change the mindset of the people working within them and the roles they occupy. The case study organisation is a large government run organisation that looks after company records. In this organisation the culture falls between two of Handy’s identified cultures. Being a government run organisation it falls under the power culture as decisions and changes are made by the government itself and are subject to legal processes. 

These changes are not done quickly however as in a normal power culture as the organisation also falls into a task culture. The tasks drive any changes as individuals are invited to complete projects that drive change. These projects and ideas are fed back to the leadership who then take the decision to proceed on changes based on their efficiency and legal acceptability.

The task culture rewards expertise with more influence as the knowledge of current process coupled with the ability to identify solutions gives the individual the opportunity to influence how the organisation run. This culture then meets the power culture were the leadership then takes the ideas and challenges them to see what benefit and detriment would occur from implementation.

The final direction taken depends on the decision of the leadership meaning the power culture is the dominant culture and the task culture is the subservient culture.

In context of the organisation culture as a whole these cultures lead to a very slow changing culture but a very thorough one as you would expect from a government organisation. It gives the culture a wide range of alternative ideas by allowing individuals under the task culture to develop a wide range of solutions, but the centralised control of any changes means the power culture resides over any active changes taken.
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To assess an organisation within its broader environment it is important to look at what the fundamental values on which the company was founded. These principles may contradict the broader environment but may do so for good reason.
[bookmark: _Toc118458777]McKinsey 7S Model
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Structure

The structure of companies’ house is founded on the power culture. This is important as it is a government organisation and as such needs to be managed from the top down. It needs to have control of how the organisation develops as its functions and actions are heavily scrutinised and such needs to adhere to strict guidelines.

Strategy

Companies’ House offers a public record service that requires a high level of accuracy and a robust process for accepting and maintaining records. The strategy for the company is to adhere to strict guidelines of document acceptance and provide accessible records for public access through efficient document management. Fines for late filing are used to ensure public records are kept up to date.

Systems

The administration is divided into sections that deal with the various types of forms needed to manage the records. By focusing on individual forms, the company is able to provide expertise in different areas. A general call centre is outsourced with call takers having access to the specialised departments for complicated queries. Physical records are photographed enabling them to be stored digitally.

Skills
Necessary training and development are provided for each department in a systematic manner to ensure that all members are equipped with the skills necessary to achieve a high level of performance. This is combined with a flexible self help training schemes that individuals can undertake to progress their career once they are established in a particular administrative area.

Style

Management style is supportive and as nonintrusive as possible. Staff are required to manage their own workloads and have flexibility in their shifts to organise completion of work as they see fit. The call centre management style is a lot different as staff need to be available to take calls, as such all shifts are fixed, and management are very hands on.

Staff

Only capable and promising staff make it through the recruitment process as employees are civil servants and represent the government. Many staff stay as a civil servant for life as there is progression possibilities and staff become highly skilled.

The 7S model provides a template of shared values and how they are demonstrated in the seven areas Mckinsey identified. When looking at how an organisation sits within its broader environment it is important to know how and why it operates as it does.

To assess how it fits in the broader environment a SWAT analysis is needed to identify the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats of current culture.

	Strengths
	Weaknesses
	Opportunities
	Threats

	What do you do well?
	What could you improve?
	What opportunities are open to you?
	What threats could harm you?

	What unique resources can you draw on?
	Where do you have fewer resources than others?
	What trends could you take advantage of?
	What is your competition doing?

	What do others see as your strengths?
	What are others likely to see as weaknesses?
	How can you turn your strengths into opportunities?
	What threats do your weaknesses expose to you?

	Provide public records for all business in the UK. Unique service that no one else can provide.   Government company with job security.                  No ombudsman or fines for practices.
	Large company with slow changes and bureaucratic processes.         Legal restrictions that hamper change.     No competition from competitors.      Public see long processes as unnecessary.
	Increase efficiency of processes.      Improve record security and reduce fraud.                     Change legislation to speed up changes.  Signpost reasons for long processes and legality behind it.
	Process to easy to manipulate and provide fraud opportunities. Restrictive legislation means processes are difficult to change. Too much bureaucracy.

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	





The SWOT analysis clearly shows the unique nature of the Companies’ House organisation within its broader environment which really effects the culture used in this business.

The first point to highlight is that there is no ombudsman or governing body to monitor the practices of the organisation therefore the public opinion does not damage the organisation in a way it would to a non-governmental organisation that relies on its customers for revenue. This is an important cultural strength as the culture is based around what the organisation wants to do rather than what the customer requires from the business. This makes the culture business focussed rather than customer focused.

This is reflected in a few different ways compared to a customer focused company.

Firstly, there is no threat of fines or sanctions meaning the organisation can focus on maintenance of records in a way that they see fit without having to be concerned public backlash and fines. The revenue comes from the government and therefore the public taxpayers itself, therefore fining would not make much sense in this respect.

Although this does not give the organisation the power to do anything, as they are restricted by legislation rather than income streams, it does however free them from public scrutiny that would normally reduce income revenues if left unchecked.

This heavily influences the structure and strategy cultures of the organisation. The structure and strategy are based around the business goals rather than any customer needs. Gaining the custom and revenue of customers is not a consideration in this culture which is directly opposed to most other business structures or strategies. 

Secondly, being business focussed rather than customer focused the skills and staff cultures are also heavily influenced. Instead of training and developing staff to gain the maximum customer value like in most businesses, the development is more considered. The need for development now sits with employee rather than the employer. 

Usually, only management or those seeking to be in management would need self-development in order to progress through the organisation, but in the absence of a customer focused strategy, the development is more relaxed and down to each individual to develop themselves, not only for progression but to improve their own processes or the processes of their department.

This self-managed self-development would not be possible in a customer driven culture as results and performance are much more emphasised rather than personal development.

In summary the organisations culture in the context of its broader environment is unique. Not being under the normal constrains of profit building its culture is more business focus rather than customer focus allowing its employees to develop themselves in the way they want to develop rather than in the way an organisation wants them to develop.

This is true also of the strategy of the organisation in general, it is able to work on processes that help the goal of acquiring and maintaining records efficiently and accurately rather than any profit led goal. Also not having the restriction of governing bodies or fines it is able to adhere to legislation although this upsets customers. There is no penalty for “bad” customer service.

The culture of this organisation is different to most other cultures for these reasons and changing the culture would be very problematic based on the goals of this organisation.
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Business ethics is part of the organisational culture and employees learn how to behave through formal and informal socialisation.
Many factors influence ethical decisions in the workplace including self-interest, company profit, operating efficiency, friendships, team interests, responsibility, personal morality, and rules (Sim, 1992).

Another major influence is what top managers do as this establishes or reinforces ethical culture and makes a big difference to how lower levels act when ethical dilemmas are faced.
Ethics can also be different based on a particular area of the business. An example of this would be a telesales department where each person’s commission is independent of others making the organisational commitment lower.

The Companies’ House organisation has an example of different ethics being displayed in different areas. 

The call centre has a different ethical system to the administration area. This is based on two main reasons. The first is that the call centre is outsourced and therefore has a different leadership to the administration, and secondly it has different goals to the administration.

The first difference of leadership means the outsource agency is has a temporary contract to provide the call taking service. This not only keeps the leadership on their toes as they have to earn the contract renewal, but also means the staff are technically temporary as well.

This means they have fewer rights than a permanent member of staff and as such are a lot more expendable if they are not pulling their weight. This promotes a culture of fear and uncertainty which makes it a fairly stressful culture. In contrast to this the administration role is secure and a job for life which promotes a more relaxed culture.

The second difference is in the goals of each role. The call centre agents have to man the phone lines and therefore have a much stricter seat occupancy culture. This is not only because customers need their calls answered as soon as possible but also because the outsource agency is paid per call answered.

These two reasons result in a strict culture of adherence of lunches and breaks with no real opportunity to leave the desk like in the administration role. Administrators are often able to leave their seats and have discussions with colleagues. This culture is encouraged for wellbeing and getting the job done correctly. Outside of making sure the administration tasks are completed for the day, there is not really any frowning on this culture.

Completely apposed to that culture is the call centre ethics. Leaving the desk without it being a break or shift end would be frowned upon and disciplined if necessary. These two departments work together to resolve customer queries and discuss complex enquiries many times a day but the ethics in each role are totally different for the reasons mentioned above.

There is a high turnover of staff in the call centre compared to the administrative role due to the culture deployed in each of them. The fear culture including the lack of security means the call centre role gets through a lot of staff compared to the administrative role where people feel secure, more relaxed, and hardly ever leave. This is an example of how culture and ethics affect an organisation. Despite having the same general goal of servicing customers, the individual ways these department service their customer drastically changes the culture of each role.
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