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What are the factors effecting organisational culture and can it be used as a management tool used to shape employee behaviour?
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Understanding and assessing your organisation's culture can mean the difference between success and failure in today's fast changing business environment.  On the other hand, senior management, particularly the CEO, often has a view of the organisation's culture that is based more on hope than a view grounded in objective fact.  In this piece of work, I will look at the different types of organisational culture and what influences them.  I will also look at the ASK chain of restaurants and the differing cultures of two particular braches.

In reality, it can be said that what management pays attention to and rewards is often the strongest indicator of the organisation's culture.  This can beg a number of questions that can give an indication to employer’s attitudes.  Does the management encourage or discourage innovation and risk taking?   Does it reward employees for coming up with new ideas and challenging old ways of doing things or punish those who challenge established norms and practices?  Do mavericks fit in or do they get pushed out?  Is rapid change the norm in the organization or does management vigorously protect the status quo?  Does the organization truly value excellence or is the mentality simply "just ship it"?  Does management pay attention to the well being of its employees or is it completely focused on task performance and profits?  Does a high level of employee participation characterize the culture or does senior management make most decisions?  It is the shared beliefs, values and attitudes that shape behaviour in the organisation.

There are many different types of organisational cultures, which all have their own individual backgrounds and can be said to suit particular industries better then others.  One of the most common and traditional cultures is the power culture.  This is often is found in small enterprises and originates from the strict attitude a family member would usually take towards running a business that would come from a sense of ownership and superiority.  Decisions come from a central figurehead and little bureaucracy or rules exist.  The emphasis here is on quick reactions to threats through the actions of the leader.  The outcome will usually depend upon the sense of the decision maker and the longevity of such a system is highly questionable.

The second type of organisation is the role culture.  This is often also known as the bureaucracy because it essentially the same thing.  The emphasis here is on the system itself rather than the individuals and here, the business is bigger than any individual.  It is the rules and procedures here that give the word bureaucracy a bad name as it is often slow in reacting as there can be long processing periods and ‘red tape’ involved.  In this type of environment, economies of scale and high levels of specialisation are more important than flexibility and high levels of product innovation.

Also, there is the existence of a task culture.  The main accent here is on the task or the job at hand.  The end result is the only thing that is in question and achieving this often requires bringing in expertise from all areas of the company and the success of this organisation hinges on the effectiveness of the team.  It has a quick responsive nature and can turn its hand to a number of different areas related to the individuals within the team and has the ability to take the lead to some degree.  High product turnover and responsiveness is the key here and specialisation and economies of scale are, to a degree, forfeited.  Control can be a difficult issue and is mainly restricted to the allocation of projects.

The final culture looked at here is the person culture where.  This is where the culture of the organisation revolves around an individual or a group of individuals.  An example of this are things like universities, archaeologists etc. There is usually a large reputation that precedes these individuals and control over them is almost non-existent and often can hold the organisation to ransom.  It is fairly rare to find an example of this in existence but there are examples in academic institutes where there could be an employee that has an individualist attitude but does the minimum of lecturing etc. to maintain their position within the organisation.

Although these definitions cover the majority organisations, they are often too broad to be able to assign a particular one of these to an organisation.  There are influencing factors that go hand in hand with the core culture on an organisation.

The first factor in shaping the culture is the history of the organisation.  If the organisation has a traditional family background with a centralised management, they are likely to be a power culture whereas a new organisation wishing to be adaptable and sensitive may well adopt a task culture.  Another influencing factor is the size.  This is that a large organisation is difficult to run in any other way apart from the role culture.  This is because with so many employees, it is almost impossible to leave final judgement to an individual and a large power empire can quickly crumble. There need to be formalised rules to deal with everything.  

Technology is also a factor as Woodward noticed that the type of production, whether it be unit mass and process.  The closer the line goes towards process, the more managers to employee ratio increases along with indirect to direct labour.  Also goals and objectives have an influence on the culture.  If the goal is quality, such as School or Hospital, it will be easier to monitor with the regulations commonly found in a role culture.  If growth is the goal, then the drive and flexibility of a power culture will often prevail.

The environment has a big influence on the culture as well.  The Environment within which a company resides will often shape them with things like national trends and how diverse a particular country is.  If a number of different types of customers need to be accommodated for, then a task culture will be popular.  In some countries where a high amount of discipline is present, a power culture is the only one that is respected.  Also the business environment is an important factor as an environment that is in a steady state where there is little innovation is ideal for role culture.  However, if the industry is constantly changing and a high level of adaptation is required on a regular basis, a power culture will be more suitable.  The final area looked at that influences an organisational culture is the people within the organisation.  Role cultures will be more suited to people who have little tolerance and fit well into a tight role.  People who crave security and the established methods also suit this.  However, if the workforce has a tendency to crave self-importance and realisation of their own skills then a task culture is often more prominent.

An area that has a big effect on culture, which can change greatly over time, is the dimensions of national cultures.  The first thing to consider is power distance.  This can often be displayed by artefacts etc. and comes back to how power is displayed on a national level.  In the far eastern countries, power is displayed readily and respect is warranted most from a powerful leader who has no sign of weakness whereas in the Scandinavian countries, someone who is good at a particular job that displays few elements or artefacts of power can be equally respected.  Another area that has an effect on this is uncertainty avoidance.  This is an indication of how much a nation or culture needs to have a control the future events.  If there is a tradition of long term planning and structuring, then a role culture, where things are mapped out and procedures are set is often suited.

Individualism also plays a big part of a national culture.  The divide here is largely over political persuasions.  In capitalist countries, the attitude of individualism is usually encouraged whereas in communist countries an attitude of collectivism is prevalent in society and the cultures will lead towards more identification and loyalty towards the firm.  Also, there can be different degrees of masculinity that exist within a national culture that can, again affect the way workers respond within a firm.  In Japan there is seen to be a high degree of masculinity and this leads to greater drive for profits and self-wealth which fits well with the power culture in being mobile but can lack stability.  However, in Scandinavia, again there is a difference where masculinity is seen to be lower and the drive is more unadventurous and team focused.  This fits in more with the role type culture again where there is greater stability and formalisation.

The ASK chain of restaurants was started in June 1993 by Adam and Samuel Kay (Hence the name).  It was primarily a pizza and pasta restaurant to fit into a gap in the quality end of the market.  It has quickly grown and there are now 108 restaurants nationwide with a turnover of £61,138,000 in the year 2000 with a gross profit of £12,109,000 and for the first half of 2001, gross profit was up by 28% to £6,860,000.  So they are clearly doing well for their size with diluted earnings per share at 8.8 pence, up 43% on the previous year.

I was first introduced to the Worcester branch by friends who recommended the restaurant highly but also added that booking was essential for a weekend as it was a very popular venue.  We duly did this and were pleased with the food and the service and promised ourselves to go back again another time.  As there was another branch in Cheltenham and we were have connections in that area, we decided to try that branch.  On attempting to book, we were informed that it was not possible at the weekends but that there would be a good chance to find a vacant table if we arrived and just asked for a table on the day.  We did this but were unable to get a table as the restaurant was completely full and there were many people stood waiting in a queue to be seated.  However, it was instantly recognisable that the atmosphere was completely different although the menu, pricing, décor etc. were exactly the same as the other branch.

I thought this was rather peculiar, as I would have presumed that, being under the same ownership etc. they would want to achieve the same atmosphere at each branch.  On another occasion in the week, when booking is possible, we were able to eat at the restaurant and I spoke to one of the employees regarding the non-booking policy.  The reasons given was that, as demand is high on a weekend so they will not bookings as they like to achieve a high turnover.  Also, I was given the impression that they were encouraged to work quickly to get people in and out again as quickly as possible.  I made the point that this in itself creates a different atmosphere and feel to the restaurant and was told that I was not the only person to make this comment.  I was told that the area manager enforced the policy of taking no bookings on a weekend and that it could not be challenged.

This also comes back to the question of what are the employees at each particular branch rewarded for.  At the Worcester branch, where the atmosphere is laid back and the emphasis is on quality and service, the workers would be rewarded for good service and rapport with the customers.  Whereas at the Cheltenham branch where the emphasis is on high turnover of customers, clearly the rewards will be for speed of work and the ability to get as many customers as possible on a particular table in an evening.  

This also ties in with the debate about whether corporate culture is a variable or a metaphor.  Academics such as Ouchi (1981), Deal and Kennedy (1982) have argued this and said that it is an independent variable that can be used by top management.  In this case, of ASK restaurant, this is the case as the policies employed by the management serve as a control device to shape employee behaviour.  However, the opposing school argue that culture is a metaphor and that companies are cultures.  Academics such as Gregory (1983) and Anthony (1994) argue for this and put across the view that it is not a management tool and that the basic assumptions of employees will always remain the same.

It is argued that you can easily change behaviour and sometimes Beliefs can be changed too.  However, it takes a long time to get to the top rung of this ladder and change assumptions, if it possible at all that is.  If a manager does try to change or enforce a different culture on to the workforce, they may comply with the policies and act accordingly with their behaviour but their beliefs and assumptions will not change which will lead to bickering and often infighting.

In the case of a reasonably small firm here, it is possible to treat this as an independent variable to use as a management tool as they are localised to a certain area and each restaurant is recognised for its local positioning.  However, if the firm were to grow bigger and realise large-scale national recognition, this policy would have to be changed as culture differences could lead to a lack of confidence.  If McDonalds, for example were to have different policies for each store, where in some outlets, customers would have to wait a while for the meal to be individually prepared, they would lose popularity as customers would no longer have the ability to know what to expect.  Part of the huge success comes down to the standardisation and certainty of the restaurant.

As the menu’s and prices are the same in the two ASK branches, customers do not only want to pay for the same food, they wish to pay for the same experience as well which can only be achieved from a long term standardisation policy, whichever way they choose to go.  Although from my personal experiences, more seems to be gained and better value added obtained from a more relaxed and caring atmosphere, far away from the hustle and bustle of a McDonalds type environment.

Organisational culture is of great importance to the survival of an organisation.  It can be the difference between a happy workforce and bickering infighting set of employees.  It is also important to assess the environment to consider what set-up will suit the type of product, structure and customer with consideration needed for the national environment also.  The ASK restaurant was in question because of policy differences at two different branches which led to different cultures prevailing.  There should be a shaping of policy decisions to enforce the same culture with the same policies at every branch to embed the culture in the attitude of the staff and for stability and predictability where the customers are concerned also.
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