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This third edition is dedicated to Mary Schein, Ed’s wife of 52 years 
and Peter’s mother, who passed away in 2008. Her spirit of creativity 
combined with her talent for clarity and precision with the written word 
have been with us throughout this process and she has deeply influenced 

the art and scholarship of all of her children and grandchildren.
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Preface

Culture is an intrinsically messy divergent concept that does not lend 
itself easily to clear definition and precise measurement. Culture 
highlights human diversity and generational changes and evolves 
as a concept with the changing historical zeitgeist, and thereby 
focuses us on all the contemporary problems of inclusion and exclu-
sion. Culture forces us to think about open socio-technical systems, 
the reality of organizations as interconnected and interdependent 
sets of groups, constantly shifting projects, and the need to under-
stand leadership itself as a culturally determined concept. The study 
of culture inevitably leads us to the dynamics of relationships and 
groups above and beyond the roles of individuals in organizational 
life.

There will likely always be significant efforts to try to simplify 
and shape culture, as convergent thinkers want to do: Can’t we 
make culture malleable if we measure it, benchmark it, normalize 
it, and “improve” it? This book is about why such simplifications 
are neither desirable nor practical. Culture, change, and leadership 
are all interrelated and divergent, open systems and chaotic opaque 
systems, palpable and powerful yet difficult to hold and harness. 
Why else would this wonderfully complicated set of forces have 
needed a “survival guide” in the first place!

We two authors have teamed up on this new edition after work-
ing together for the past few years on Organizational Culture and 
Leadership, fifth edition (2017), and Humble Leadership: The Power 
of Relationships, Openness, and Trust (2018). In many respects, this 
new edition of the “survival guide” is a culmination of our work on 
the interwoven relationship of culture, leadership, and the increas-
ing pace of organizational change.
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After 35 years of writing books about organizational culture, 
we arrive at this point of departure for this book. It is a field of 
inquiry that is more divergent than ever, even though we might 
have hoped for a steady convergence of ideas and practices. 
Rather than lay out what to do and how to do it, our focus is on 
how we have made sense of what we have seen over these years 
of organizations’ attempts to lead culture change. We provide 
some perspectives, but few prescriptions, analyze a variety of case 
examples to illustrate our points and to stimulate your thinking, 
and share a few analytical tools that have proven to be help-
ful in getting a handle on culture change. So, find sure footing, 
because culture is still a turbulent concept and culture change 
may best be thought of as an infinitely variable set of waves with 
unpredictable peaks and troughs.

Who This Book Is For

We see culture change going on everywhere in organizations, 
from the executive suite calling for a new culture of teamwork 
to employee groups employing a variant of the Toyota produc-
tion (Lean) system to find ways to improve their operations. You 
can find “culture champions” everywhere, you might find a job 
listing for a “culture manager,” and human resource departments 
through their organization development units are responding to 
the changing zeitgeist as they reposition themselves as “people 
operations” and “people analytics.” Whether through HR or 
OD, people-oriented teams often assume the responsibility of 
managing culture change. You HR and OD leaders, our primary 
audience for this work, may also be the first to caution your orga-
nizations that culture change is the responsibility of everyone, 
from the board to the CEO to the new hire.

We have suggested over the years that culture is fertilized 
in any work group by how that group is managed, by the daily 
behavior of leaders, by the incentive systems they create, by 
what they pay attention to and measure. So this book is also 
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for all managers and leaders. It is gratifying that after all these 
years of thinking and writing about culture there are this many 
people of all ages in organizations who will even self-describe as 
culture champions. There is a growing recognition that culture 
change leadership can happen anywhere in an organization, 
irrespective of title or role; all culture change really needs is 
commitment and energy. This is fairly new, more this century 
than last, and it’s exciting and healthy. For this burgeoning 
force of culture champions, this book provides you some con-
cepts, language, and tools.

Still, champions need to be careful not to trivialize how 
powerful, pervasive, coercive, and subversive the culture is that 
they experience, reinforce, and may seek to change. Culture 
does not tend to change on command from culture champi-
ons’ quarterly initiatives to, for instance, increase engagement 
with “ropes courses” and beer bashes. Culture change leadership 
demands rigor and gravitas, far more than fun and games. How 
hard it is may vary by age and history of the organization, and 
less so by whether the “champion” is a C-level with culture in 
his or her title, or whether an HR or OD group has hired the 
best culture change consulting firm.

We hope, therefore, that this book helps culture champions, 
HR managers, OD leaders, executive leadership, and oversight 
boards who find themselves grounded and emboldened to take 
on the culture change leadership challenge. You are not alone, 
and we are all in it together.

How This Book Is Organized

In Part I we tackle the divergence issue directly by sharing our 
point of view of how to think about culture in the modern VUCA 
(volatile, uncertain, complex, ambiguous) world. We introduce 
some definitions of what we mean by leadership, management, 
culture, and change, and show how they are always inextricably 
intertwined. We also introduce a new set of structural elements 
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for the analysis of a given culture that reflects more precisely the 
multiple technical and social tasks that all organizations need 
to manage. We highlight the growing importance of looking 
at subgroups and their subcultures as the key to understanding 
culture change. And we highlight the reality that all groups and 
organizations are embedded in larger groups and in national or 
occupational macrocultures.

Part II offers what the common content elements are of 
organizational cultures, wherever you find them. This provides 
a static snapshot and offers some analytic tools and lexicon to 
describe observed culture at a given point in time. We present 
culture first from a structural outside point of view and provide 
the relevant analytical categories that have worked well in cul-
ture analysis so far (Schein & Schein, 2017). We then discuss 
how culture is enacted, the practice of culture from the insider’s 
point of view. And, finally, we tackle the difficult question of 
how the insider or outsider analyst can use surveys and typologies 
to aid or hinder the change process.

Part III moves to “culture and change dynamics.” We review 
conceptual models of the change process and then illustrate with 
some cases where we have enough in-depth knowledge to pre-
sume to explain what we think happened in each case and to 
derive some lessons about change dynamics from them.

The appendix describes in detail how you might use ana-
lytical tools that may be helpful in capturing the diversity that 
organizational cultures confront us with.

At this point we suggest this first step in the journey: Put 
this book down and go into a busy common area at work, and 
take it all in. Leave your to-do list and “judging hat” behind and 
go watch, listen, feel. If what you encounter all makes sense, all 
lines up in an orderly flow, look again and if the answer remains 
“yup, makes sense, humming along like a well-oiled machine,” 
go look somewhere else because the chances are the next place 
you look will not show such tidy linear integration, and when 
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you go back to that first place, it, too, may no longer look so 
finely tuned.

It’s all about seeing, hearing, and feeling at a deep enough 
level that you can start to identify the incongruities and discon-
firmations that this book is about. If you find a place inside that 
looks hopelessly chaotic and corrosive, you are not alone, and we 
hope you find solace and succor in this book. If you find some-
thing in between, lots of rattles but the wheels aren’t falling off, 
the most common challenge for you is to start to see, hear, and 
feel what it is that might need to change.

What really needs to change is usually in the shadows. If 
it was obvious and tidy, you probably would not be reading  
this book.
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Part One

Defining Culture Change 
Leadership

This book is intended to be both theoretically valid and practi-
cally useful. To accomplish both, we have divided the chapters into 
three parts and an appendix.

Part I suggests some basic definitions and spells out the core 
concepts of what we mean by culture, change, and leadership. 
We provide a dynamic generative metaphor for culture and show 
how leadership, culture, and change are part of one dynamic, liv-
ing, evolving system. This is a new dynamic model not previously 
described and therefore we recommend some reflection time and 
encourage readers to discuss and improve upon the metaphor; it’s 
generative.

For those of you who want to dive right in to the examples and 
stories, you may want to skip ahead to the examples at the end of 
Chapter 2, and see how Chapters 7, 8, and 9 in Part III illustrate the 
new model with longer descriptions of change processes.

And, if you have a burning need to take action for yourself or 
your company, we offer the appendix to review four tools that may, 
at the pace you choose, nudge you into your own culture change 
leadership.
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Chapter One

A New Metaphor for Culture 
Change Leadership

The world of work and organizations has changed dramatically in 
the last several decades since the first Corporate Culture Survival 
Guide was published. What we mean by “leading,” by “chang-
ing” something, and by “culture” have evolved into complex, 
dynamic, systemic concepts that are completely intertwined 
with each other.

If we don’t take these more complex concepts and their inter-
connection seriously, we will continue to have change programs  
that either fail completely or fail to deliver what they promised. 
Starting with “leadership,” we’ve seen significant movement 
from “command and control” variants to “transformational lead-
ership,” “distributed leadership,” “servant leadership,” and,  in 
our  own thinking, to a broader concept of humble leadership 
(Schein & Schein, 2018).

The concept of “change” has evolved from a predominant 
assumption that successful change is a series of steps launched 
at the top of the organization and cascaded down through the 
echelons in a linear and programmatic manner. That model is 
still very much with us, but it has begun to compete with a grow-
ing number of “bottom-up” or “innovation happens everywhere” 
change models.

Historically prevalent change models, largely based on Kurt 
Lewin’s “unfreezing, changing, refreezing” are being displaced by 
the growing recognition that we are living in a VUCA world 
of volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity in which 
change is continuous, whether we like it or not (Johansen, 2017).
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And what about “culture”? This concept’s very ambiguity 
allows us to project onto it whatever is the most salient orga-
nizational theme of the day. The most common projection has 
been to see culture, alternatively called “climate,” as the feel of 
the workplace, which engenders a focus on “employee engage-
ment” and various spirited tactics to get the company on the 
“Best Places to Work” lists.

We have to take such popular notions of culture seriously 
because they drive many of the current change programs, but we 
also have to make a strong argument that if we don’t make an 
effort to show what culture is really all about, we will not be help-
ing organizations achieve some of their most important goals.

A more refined and complex concept of culture results from 
the changes in the nature of the work that defines many modern 
organizations. New forms of work have created new kinds of 
organizations, which, in turn, have revealed cultural issues that 
are new and different. Ultimately, leading culture change must 
be seen as an intertwined complex dance of iterative, inclusive, 
adaptive, nonlinear steps in 360 degrees, top-down, bottom-up, 
and edge to edge. Culture is not a function, a result, a lever, an 
outcome, a tool. Culture is the multifaceted learned structure 
and practice of the people who lead and people who follow, 
people who work together and build a history that shapes the 
future. A myth we should abandon is that culture is “something” 
that can be easily built, managed, and manipulated by leaders 
and “champions” to create “positive change” over the course of 
a sprint, hackathon, quarterly initiative, or even annual plan-
ning cycle.

The behavior of leaders and group members based on vari-
ous values they bring to a new group gradually becomes a shared 
property of that group and will shape its identity, the way it 
structures itself, the processes it adopts to get its work done, and 
the norms it evolves to make life comfortable for its members. 
Organizational cultures comprise all of these elements of sub-
strate in which work happens.
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Culture contains observed behavior, the rituals and rites 
that the group chooses to adopt, the espoused values the group 
chooses to promulgate, the learning and adaptive structures 
and processes the group evolves, the deep and taken-for-
granted assumptions that give meaning to the daily behavior, 
and, in the end, culture even contains what the group defines 
as leadership.

The Beach as a Generative Metaphor

Picture yourself standing on a beach, watching from the side as 
waves crest and break on a gently sloping beach. Now, take a 
symbolic leap with us. The water, the ocean, can symbolize the 
ebb and flow of human initiatives interacting with the sediment 
of past interactions, which is culture symbolized by the sandy 
beach. If we think of culture change as human intentions to make 
things better, we can think of tailwinds blowing from the ocean 

Figure 1.1 The Beach as Culture Change Leadership  
Generative Metaphor
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Tailwind Headwind
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© Ernesto Renda 2018
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Source: Artwork by Ernesto Renda, 2018
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to the shore as the forces toward change, and we can think of 
headwinds as blowing away from the shore toward the ocean, per-
haps “resisting” the pressure to change, and their various effects 
are the natural and technological forces that compel and con-
strain human action.

When one is dealing with abstract ambiguous changing 
concepts, such as leading, change, and culture, no analogy 
or metaphor will really clarify all the complexity. As such, 
we need a metaphor that captures at least the dynamic posi-
tive energy of the concept. The dynamics of the beach with 
the forces of the water and the wind can serve that function 
for us.

Leadership can be visualized of as a wave or a set of waves. 
Wave energy traverses the deeper water as a swell, a gentle 
movement propelled by some existing or historical force (wind, 
tide, etc.). As the swell approaches a beach, the normal flow is 
disrupted, and the wave begins to crest. The wave starting  to 
crest is how we will visualize leadership acting with an intent  
to create change. The wave cresting is the wave being led by 
a new combination of forces. The white froth or spray can be 
thought of as the leader or the leading edge of change.

Change is the outcome of the swash of the crested wave on 
the beach, the impact of the leader’s drive for change impacting 
the organization, and the backwash that then feeds the energy 
of subsequent cresting waves. The patterns of movement adapt 
to the forces of the water, the sand/shore and the wind or other 
atmospheric conditions. The water filling back into the wave, 
restoring its energy (continuing change) is in a constant feedback 
loop with the repeatedly cresting wave (sustained leadership). 
As you study the waves, the feedback and iteration between 
the leadership crest and resulting change is a flow, not a linear 
cause and effect. The continuous flow, with each crest swash and  
backwash perhaps looking much the same as the last, will 
nevertheless have new impacts on the sand or shore, even if it 
takes many iterations.


