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Organizational Culture

What does this mean: organizations have a culture?

Start with the word culture. What does this mean to you and me?
What comes to your mind right away? I bet it is words like food,
clothes, race, music, values and beliefs, religion and different
countries. These are only part of what culture is all about. Probably the
one that most affects our comfort level in any situation is values and
beliefs.

In your group, brainstorm all the words or categories that you think
are connected to culture.

Think about the similarities and differences within your group. Look at
your similarities and answer some questions:

1. Were some of the similarities because you were the same gender?
2. Do you have the same education or training background?
3. Are you the same age?
4. Do you have similar life roles: married, single, children etc?
5. Do you share a language, customs, or appearance?

Are their other questions you could ask that would highlight
similarities?

Why is it important to consider these questions? Has your idea of
culture expanded? Does it include more than you thought it did?
Workplaces have their own culture. Each workplace is unique and unlike
any other workplace. This is important information because the culture
of an organization may not be a comfortable fit for an individual.
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There are all sorts of ways we can connect personal ideas about culture
to organizational culture. Brainstorm with your group or a partner how
the following could be related to an individual's success in a workplace.
Add any other categories that you identified during the brainstorming
about culture.

Values
Beliefs
Expectations
Attitudes
Communication and Language
Customs
Manners
Solving Problems
Relationships
Gestures
Concept of Time
Status
Health
Laws
Public or Private Ideas
Facial Expression
Eye Contact
Personal Space
Learning Style
Appearance
Eating Habits

How did you do? Are there areas you are not sure of?

Are there things that are important to you that may conflict with a
workplace culture?
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Think about a place where you have worked. Try to
describe the culture of that organization. What
kind of rules did it have? What did the
organizational chart look like? How did the
company communicate with employees? What other
questions would help identify aspects of the
organizational culture?

For example: The culture of a workplace may be expressed in the
company mission statement or slogans. If you know that a company
slogan directed at employees says "Learning a Living" what does that
tell you about the company? Or what about the expression "do it right
the first time"? What could you guess about a company that calls itself
a family?

Unwritten Rules
Values, ways of doing business, human resource management and ways
of communicating are key areas to understanding the culture of a
workplace. Three issues that are common to all Canadian workplaces:
q Time
q Space
q Non-verbal Communication

Time
The Canadian Workplace is greatly influenced by time.
Attendance and punctuality are both used to measure an
employee's success. This is because of the value
that Canadian society in general places on time.
Time is valued in many ways. Stating an exact time in some cultures is
seen as disrespectful or impolite. It makes people feel unwelcome or
unimportant. In a workplace, punctuality has great value, and meetings
are scheduled, with start and finish times clearly established.
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There are many expressions that reflect the importance of time.
Which of the following expressions are parts of your belief system?

q take your time q it's time-consuming
q kill time q don't waste your time
q time is money q save time
q good timing q just-in-time
q be on time q spending time
q time flies q if it doesn't get done today, it

will get done tomorrow
q keep up with the times q pressed for time
q time after time q behind the times
q for old time's sake q make time

Can you think of any similar expressions about time? Do you think it is a
good thing to be concerned about time? If employees do not pay
attention to time, what could happen to the company or the employee?

Case Study

Raphael was excited about starting his new job at The Black Cat Café.
He really liked his new boss, and he thought working there would be
cool. His boss told him to come in around 5 for the dinner shift.
When Raphael arrived at 5:15, his boss was very angry. He told Raphael
that he expected all his wait staff to be on time. Raphael looked
puzzled because he was on time.

What do you think was the misunderstanding? Is anyone
wrong?
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Personal Space
During the next few days as you talk to people and watch other people
talk to each other, ask yourself the following questions:

1. How close am I standing to this person?
2. What is my relationship to this person?
3. How close are they standing to each other?
4. What is their relationship? (If you are not sure, make a guess

based on the space they keep between them.)

Fill in the chart with your observations:

Me or
Person 1

Person 2 Relationship Distance* Touching

*distance here refers to spatial distance. It includes physical touching,
  such as an arm pat.

How would you describe
the relationships of the
people in these pictures?
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Do you think that you can predict a relationship based on the spatial
distance between people? Are there places where this might not work?

Hint: any place where large numbers of people
gather! (many would be strangers)

In North America the general rule for physical space between two
people is an arm's length. There are exceptions of course; family and
close personal friends. Does that surprise you?

Look at your chart. Compare the distances you stand from people.
What could people guess about your relationship?

Hmmmm…..

q keep your distance
q at an arms length

These are two familiar North American expressions. When would you
use these? Where do you think they originated? Do you know of
anything similar in another language or in another culture?

Go back to the chart you filled in. When you greeted these people,
what did it look like?

q words only
q a kiss (or two)
q a hug
q a handshake
q a slap on the back
q an air kiss
q a smile

At work how do people
greet each other?
q meeting for the

first time
q someone they see

every day
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Non-Verbal Communication

A lot can be communicated without using words. In fact, words are
often the smallest part of the communication process. What else do we
use to communicate?

Spend some time brainstorming with your group. What else do you use
to understand what is being communicated. Remember we have five
senses: sight, sound, touch, taste, and smell.

In a workplace we use our sight and hearing to help us decode and
understand the message that someone is sending us. Sometimes the
message is very clear; other times we use what we see as well as hear
to help us.

Sight
What kind of clues can we pick up from looking at the person who is
communicating? Can you read a person by looking at the expressions on
his or her face? What about looking at the way they are sitting or
standing? What kind of gestures do people make? Do you know what
these signs mean? Do they have the same meaning everywhere in the
world?

What other gestures do you think might be used in a workplace?
Remember that some gestures are considered rude and should never be
used in a workplace.
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Sound

Think about a conversation that you have had with someone. In addition
to the words used, were there clues about what the person was saying
in how they were saying it?  Could you make guesses about a person's
mood, or how strongly they felt about the topic?

LL If you close your eyes and just listen to a person, how do you
         know that they are angry?

☺☺ If you close your eyes and just listen to a person, how do you
         know that they are happy?

Work together to complete the following chart. Think about the clues
that could help you understand what someone is saying.

Tone of
Voice

Volume
(loud or soft)

Slang or
Idioms

Speed

expressing
anger
expressing
sadness
sharing a
secret
giving
instructions
disciplining
sharing a joke
expressing
tiredness
expressing
confusion
expressing
excitement
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Look at this picture. Do you think his workplace is a happy one? The
term office politics  is used to describe all workplaces not just an
office environment.

In your group, brainstorm the kind of things that might be listed under
"office politics". What do people argue about? Are there issues of
status? (This can be related to job titles and uniforms. It can also be
related to inter-department differences) Who has the decision making
power? Who gets the "perks"? (Perks are the extra good things like a
parking spot at the front of the building)

Organize the things you come up with and decide if something makes a
negative or positive influence on a work environment.

Area Example Positive + or Negative −
status Some people have to wear a

uniform
In a factory, it can be negative. The hourly staff
wear a uniform, the salaried people don't. It can
also indicate a positive identity: the police, fire
department or post office.

A Final Word
Organizational culture includes our
working environment. Have you ever
heard the expression "office politics"?
What do you think it means? Is it a
positive expression or a negative one?
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Catchy Phrases
You can't teach an old dog
 new tricks.

Never put off till tomorrow what you can do
today.
In 1871 the concept of culture was explicitly
defined by anthropologist Edward B. Taylor as
" that complex whole which includes knowledge,
belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other
capabilities and habits acquired by man as a
member of society."
Do you think this description still fits today?

Culture is a learned behaviour. Gestures that we
make are part of that learned behaviour. Using
the following list, see if you can come up with a
gesture to express the thought. Is it common to
all languages and cultural groups? Are there
differences?
q Yes
q No
q Don't know!
q SSSH! Be quiet!
q Perfect!
q This tastes good!
q This tastes bad!
q Give me two please.
q You're nuts!
q She's now this tall.
q Shoo!
q You are bad!
q Good bye
q Hello
q Come here.

Future Culture Links
http://www.wcpworld.com

Postcards from the
Edge: Working styles
from the four corners
of the world
http://motiv8.com/work/post
cards.html

Gateway to Diversity
http://www.equalopportunity.
on.ca

Canadian Council on
Rehabilitation and
Work: On-line
Newsletter
http://www.workink.com/

Are there any
that would not be
appropriate to
use in a
workplace, a
place of
business?
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Organizational Culture:
Instructor Notes

Mapping Culture & Learning the Ropes

§ introduce learners to organizational culture by
starting with personal culture

§ ask learners to look at the “Iceberg”
§ explain what an iceberg is
§ explain that learners will write the personal culture

words from the bottom of the page in one of two
places: above the line (to show that it’s something
tangible or physical) or below the line (to show that
it’s something intangible)

§ allow learners to write the same word above and below
the line if applicable

§ compare “Icebergs” and discuss any differences in
choices

§ discuss with learners the importance of the items
that fall below the line

§ introduce organizational culture by reading the
passage provided

§ explain any key vocabulary
§ ask learners to brainstorm the company’s culture by

making a list of what is important to that organization
§ discuss which aspects of the organization’s culture

would be difficult to work within

Skills to Practice
q mapping
q make choices
q copy text
q determine
   importance
q read text
q draw conclusions
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Tips for Level 5

§ ask learners to brainstorm strategies that a person
could use to learn about those culture items that fall
below the line (watch others, ask questions, and so
on)

§ discuss and list the possible positive outcomes from
learning about and becoming aware of those culture
issues

§ discuss and list the possible negative outcomes from
not learning about and becoming aware of those
culture issues

Skills to Practice
q mapping
q make choices
q copy text
q determine importance
q brainstorm
q problem-solve
q make projections:
   positive and negative
   outcomes

Related Bench+marks

Speaking
LINC 4: request, accept services

agree/disagree
LINC 5: demonstrate discourse that is connected
               indicate non-comprehension

Reading
LINC 4: get information from prose documents
LINC 5: access and locate information

Writing
LINC 4: copy short texts to record information
LINC 5: fill out forms with information as required
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gender?

Mapping Culture
When we see people for the first time, what do we really know about
them?  Write the words from the bottom of the page either above or
below the line.  Put the word above the line if you think it’s something
we would know about just by looking at the person.  Put the word below
the line if you think it’s something that we wouldn’t know
just by looking at them.
Add others you think of.

ggeennddeerr work status health
learning style age marital status

occupation learning style
musical taste language

financial/economic status education
religious beliefs customs uniforms

communication style
attitude towards family attitude towards money

attitude towards time attitude towards laws

health?

gender
?
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Learning the Ropes

Marta’s first day on the job was a busy one!  She spent the entire day
in an orientation session.  Jonas, her orientation leader, started at the
front entrance.  He pointed out a large banner that read, “Customers
and Quality Come First!”

Then, he saw Mrs. Van Pelt, the company’s C.E.O.  Jonas took Marta
to introduce her and said, “Chris, I’d like you to meet Marta.  She just
joined our team!”  Chris smiled broadly, shook her hand, and said,
“Marta, we’re so glad to have you with us.  I’ve heard lots of good
things about you.  I’m looking forward to hearing your ideas about how
to improve our processes.  Please stop by my work space anytime this
week.”  Then, Jonas added, “This is a great day for Marta to begin
working with us.  I read on the bulletin board last week that our newest
customer is visiting today.”  Chris replied, “You’re right!  Glad to see
you’re on top of things Jonas.”

Marta and Jonas continued to tour the facility.  He stopped at each
work area to introduce Marta, explain the work processes, and answer
any questions.  Jonas took her to her new workspace and introduced
her to their fellow team members.  They all went to the Break Room to
have a coffee and a bite to eat.  One of the team members explained
that once a month, one team member brings in a nutritious snack for
the group.  Another team member invited Marta to try out the Lunch
Time Walk Fit Program.  She laughed, “It’s a great way to get exercise
and socialize.  We even do a lot of great brainstorming!”  Jonas
reminded the group that their Customer Appreciation Day was next
Friday.  Everyone on the team said that they had some creative ideas
to make the day interesting and memorable for the customers.

When Marta got home after her first day on the job, she thought
about everything she had seen and all that she had heard.  This was a
very different place to work than where she had been before.
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Instructor Guide: Learning the Ropes…Possible
Answers

The story, Learning the Ropes, shows us one organization’s culture.  As
you work with your learners, try to alert them to the following:

Workplace Culture Example from “Learning the Ropes”
Communication § an orientation session is provided for new

employees
Company Values § the banner reads, “Customers and Quality

Come First!"
§ Jonas addresses the C.E.O. by her first nameRelationships
§ employees are grouped into teams

Work Style § C.E.O. refers to her work space rather than
private office

Expectations § Chris values the fact that Jonas keeps himself
informed by reading the company bulletin
board

Eating Habits &
Relationships

§ monthly, one member brings in a nutritious
snack for the group

Health § the snack is a nutritious one

Customs & Health § employees participate in a Lunch Time Walk Fit
Program

Communication § Jonas informally reminds them about the
Customer Appreciation Day

Expectations § team members have worked on creative ideas
to make the Customer Appreciation Day
successful
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Learning the Ropes

Read the story, Learning the Ropes.  Find an example for each
workplace culture item.

Workplace Culture Example from “Learning the Ropes”
Communication § 

Company Values § 

§ Relationships

§ 

Work Style § 

Expectations § 

Eating Habits &
Relationships

§ 

Health § 

Customs & Health § 

Communication § 

Expectations § 



CanadaWorks          WTS Workplace Training and Services

56

Learning the Ropes

Read the story, Learning the Ropes.  Categorize the examples. One is
done for you.

Workplace Culture Example from “Learning the Ropes”
§ an orientation session is provided for new

employees
Company Values § the banner reads, “Customers and Quality

Come First!"
§ Jonas addresses the C.E.O. by her first name
§ employees are grouped into teams

§ C.E.O. refers to her work space rather than
private office

§ Chris values the fact that Jonas keeps himself
informed by reading the company bulletin
board

§ monthly, one member brings in a nutritious
snack for the group

§ the snack is a nutritious one

§ employees participate in a Lunch Time Walk Fit
Program

§ Jonas informally reminds them about the
Customer Appreciation Day

§ team members have worked on creative ideas
to make the Customer Appreciation Day
successful


