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[bookmark: _Toc212051194]1. What is Organisational Culture?
Organisational (or workplace) culture refers to the collective values, norms, attitudes, and practices that guide how employees behave, collaborate, and make decisions. It’s the “personality” of a company—how things are done, what’s celebrated, and what’s discouraged.
Key elements include:
· Core values (e.g. integrity, innovation, teamwork)
· Communication style (open vs. hierarchical)
· Decision-making processes
· Work environment (supportive vs. competitive)
· Physical environment
· Employee engagement and morale
A strong culture aligns with the organisation’s mission and boosts productivity, retention, and satisfaction [r].
Organizational culture doesn’t appear overnight—it’s cultivated over time through:
· Founders’ values and vision: The beliefs and behaviours of a company’s founders often set the tone.
· Leadership behaviour: Leaders model what’s acceptable. Their actions speak louder than mission statements.
· Hiring and onboarding: Recruiting people who align with the culture reinforces it.
· Policies and procedures: Formal rules (e.g., dress code, communication style) shape daily behaviour.
· Rituals and symbols: Celebrations, office layout, and even language used internally reinforce shared meaning.
· Stories and legends: Narratives about past successes or challenges become part of the company’s identity.
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Leadership is the primary driver of organisational culture. Leaders set the tone through their behaviour, decisions, and communication. Here’s how different styles impact culture:
	Leadership Style
	Cultural Impact

	Autocratic
	Creates a rigid, top-down culture with limited innovation and low morale

	Democratic
	Encourages collaboration, trust, and shared ownership of goals 

	Transformational
	Inspires innovation, continuous improvement, and a growth mindset 

	Transactional
	Focuses on rules and performance; may lead to a compliance-driven culture

	Servant Leadership
	Builds a culture of empathy, support, and empowerment

	Laissez-faire
	Can result in confusion or lack of direction if not balanced with accountability


[r]
Leaders influence culture through:
· Role modelling values and behaviours
· Hiring and promotion decisions
· Feedback and recognition
· Conflict resolution and communication style
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To cultivate a thriving, inclusive, and resilient culture, the most effective leadership styles are:
· Transformational Leadership: Motivates teams to exceed expectations, fosters innovation, and aligns personal growth with organisational goals.
· Democratic Leadership: Promotes transparency, shared decision-making, and trust.
· Servant/Compassionate/Holistic Leadership: Prioritises employee well-being and development, creating a supportive and loyal workforce.
These styles build cultures that are:
· Adaptive to change
· Inclusive and psychologically safe
· Purpose-driven and aligned with values
· Collaborative and high-performing
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The Cultural Iceberg is a model that illustrates how most aspects of culture—especially in workplaces—are hidden beneath the surface. Leadership and management styles shape both the visible and invisible layers, influencing how deeply values, beliefs, and behaviours are aligned across an organisation.
The Cultural Iceberg Model, developed by anthropologist Edward T. Hall, uses the metaphor of an iceberg to explain how culture operates:
· Visible (Above the Surface): These are the explicit, observable elements of culture—dress code, office layout, mission statements, policies, and rituals.
· Invisible (Below the Surface): These are the implicit, deeply ingrained aspects—beliefs, assumptions, values, power dynamics, emotional norms, and unwritten rules.
Just like the bulk of an iceberg lies underwater, the most influential parts of culture are often hidden and harder to change.
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Leadership styles affect both layers of the iceberg:
🔹 Surface-Level Influence
· Autocratic leaders may enforce rigid rules and visible hierarchy.
· Democratic leaders promote open communication and inclusive rituals.
· Transformational leaders inspire visible change through innovation and recognition.
🔹 Deep-Level Influence
· Servant leaders foster trust, empathy, and psychological safety—shaping invisible norms.
· Transactional leaders reinforce performance-based values and conditional trust.
· Laissez-faire leaders may unintentionally allow toxic behaviours to flourish beneath the surface.
Leaders who only focus on surface-level culture (e.g., slogans or perks) risk ignoring the deeper forces that drive behaviour and engagement.
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To build a healthy and sustainable culture, leaders must:
· Recognise and address hidden dynamics like fear, resentment, or exclusion.
· Model values consistently, not just in words but in decisions and relationships.
· Create feedback loops that surface hidden beliefs and allow cultural recalibration.
For example, if a team resists collaboration despite “teamwork” being a stated value, the issue likely lies below the surface—perhaps in past betrayals, unclear roles, or unspoken competition.
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To align both layers of the iceberg, the most effective styles are:
· Transformational Leadership: Aligns values with vision and inspires deep change.
· Democratic Leadership: Encourages dialogue that reveals and reshapes underlying beliefs.
· Servant/Comp./Holistic Leadership: Builds trust, emotional safety, surfacing hidden needs, well-being, satisfaction, engagement and fulfilment.
These styles help organisations move from superficial culture to authentic alignment—where values are lived, not just laminated.
Heart-based and holistic leadership styles foster compassionate, inclusive, and purpose-driven cultures. They are highly effective for creating positive workplace environments that support well-being, engagement, and long-term resilience.

Heart-based leadership emphasizes empathy, authenticity, and emotional intelligence. Leaders who adopt this style:
· Lead with compassion and connection
· Prioritize people over profits
· Foster trust, psychological safety, and genuine relationships
This approach creates cultures where employees feel valued, heard, and supported, which boosts morale, loyalty, and collaboration.
Holistic leadership integrates the whole person—mind, body, and spirit—into the leadership process. It focuses on:
· Well-being and self-awareness
· Purpose-driven decision-making
· Alignment between personal and organisational values
Holistic leaders cultivate environments that support balance, growth, and authenticity, encouraging employees to bring their full selves to work.
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Both heart-based and holistic leadership styles shape the deep layers of the cultural iceberg—the invisible beliefs, values, and emotional norms that define workplace culture.
Positive effects include:
· Increased engagement and retention: Employees feel emotionally connected and aligned with the mission.
· Greater innovation and collaboration: Psychological safety allows for risk-taking and open dialogue.
· Resilience and adaptability: Teams are better equipped to navigate change and stress.
These styles are especially powerful in mission-driven organisations, education, healthcare, and any setting where emotional intelligence and human connection are central.
Research and practice show that these styles:
· Strengthen emotional bonds across teams
· Reduce burnout and improve mental health
· Enhance trust and transparency
· Align values with action, creating authentic and sustainable cultures.
They are particularly effective when combined with transformational or democratic leadership, offering both inspiration and inclusion.
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The physical environment of a workplace plays a powerful role in shaping organisational culture, it influences how people interact, feel, and perform, ultimately reinforcing or undermining the values and behaviours a company wants to promote.
The design and atmosphere of a workplace send subtle but strong signals about what matters in an organization. Here’s how:
1. Encourages or inhibits collaboration
· Open layouts foster spontaneous interaction and teamwork.
· Cubicles or closed offices may signal hierarchy or privacy, reducing informal communication.
2. Reflects company values
· A minimalist, eco-friendly space might reflect sustainability and simplicity.
· A vibrant, art-filled office may signal creativity and openness.
3. Impacts employee wellbeing
· Lighting, temperature, noise levels, and access to nature affect mood, stress, and productivity.
· Comfortable, ergonomic furniture shows care for employee health.
4. Shapes behaviour and norms
· A clean, organized space encourages discipline and professionalism.
· A relaxed lounge area may promote casual conversation and emotional openness.
5. Supports or hinders inclusivity
· Accessibility features (e.g., ramps, quiet zones) reflect inclusivity and respect for diverse needs.
· Lack of such features can unintentionally exclude or marginalize.

The physical environment doesn’t just reflect culture—it reinforces it:
· Symbols and rituals: Wall art, slogans, and shared spaces become cultural touchstones.
· Spatial hierarchy: Who gets the corner office or sits near leadership can signal power dynamics.
· Flexibility vs. rigidity: Adaptable spaces support autonomy and innovation; rigid layouts may reinforce control and predictability. 
[r1] [r2]
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Consider: How would you create a work environment to cultivate: creativity and collaboration?
