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ABSTRACT

Organisations frequently invest in values statements, culture initiatives, and strategic frameworks
intended to shape how work is done. Yet in practice, organisational culture is rarely defined by formal
declarations alone. Despite extensive effort and resources, many organisations struggle to translate
cultural aspirations into consistent patterns of behaviour and sustained performance. This article argues
that organisational culture is best understood as a behavioural system, created and reinforced through
everyday actions, informal norms, and repeated patterns of interaction. Drawing on principles from
organisational psychology and organisational development, the article examines how behaviour at
individual and collective levels shapes how work is prioritised, decisions are made, and performance
expectations are enacted over time. Rather than treating culture as a symbolic or communicative
construct, the article foregrounds behaviour as the primary mechanism through which culture is
formed and maintained. The paper explores common misconceptions about culture change, outlines
key behavioural mechanisms through which norms become embedded in organisational life, and
identifies recurring cultural blind spots that undermine effectiveness. It concludes by highlighting
practical implications for organisations seeking to build environments that support consistency,
credibility, and sustained performance through attention to behavioural alignment rather than rhetorical
intent.
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INTRODUCTION

Organisational culture has become one of the most frequently discussed concepts in contemporary
organisations. Leaders invest significant time and resources in defining values, articulating mission
statements, and launching culture initiatives designed to improve performance, engagement, and
accountability. Culture is often positioned as a strategic lever, capable of shaping behaviour, aligning
employees with organisational goals, and sustaining performance over time. Yet despite this attention,
many organisations struggle to translate cultural aspirations into consistent patterns of behaviour.

This persistent gap between stated values and lived experience suggests that culture is often
misunderstood, not in intention but in operation. Organisations commonly assume that once values are
articulated and communicated, behaviour will naturally align. In practice, however, employees tend to
adapt their actions based less on formal messages and more on what they observe in everyday
interactions. Over time, repeated behavioural patterns, informal norms, and unspoken expectations
come to define “how things are really done,” often in ways that diverge from official narratives.

From an organisational psychology perspective, this disconnect is not surprising. Behaviour is shaped
by context, reinforcement, and social cues rather than abstract principles alone. Culture therefore
cannot be reduced to a set of statements or initiatives; it is enacted continuously through routine
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decisions, interactions, and responses to pressure. How meetings are conducted, how mistakes are
treated, how priorities are negotiated, and how leaders behave when trade-offs arise all contribute to
the formation of cultural norms that influence performance.

Despite widespread acknowledgement that “culture matters,” organisations frequently rely on
symbolic or communicative interventions to address cultural challenges. Workshops, internal
campaigns, and revised value statements are often introduced with the expectation that behaviour will
follow. While such efforts may raise awareness, they rarely address the behavioural mechanisms
through which culture is created and sustained. As a result, organisations may appear culturally aligned
on paper while experiencing inconsistency, disengagement, or performance volatility in practice.

This article approaches organisational culture as a behavioural system rather than a symbolic
construct. It draws on principles from organisational psychology and organisational development to
examine how everyday behaviour functions as the primary vehicle through which culture is formed,
reinforced, and maintained. Rather than presenting new empirical findings, the article offers a
conceptual and practice-informed analysis of how behavioural norms emerge, why they persist, and
how they shape organisational performance over time.

The focus of the article is deliberately applied. It is intended to support organisational leaders,
practitioners, and scholars in understanding why culture initiatives often fail to deliver sustained
impact and how attention to behavioural systems can offer a more reliable foundation for performance.
By foregrounding behaviour rather than rhetoric, the article contributes to ongoing conversations about
culture by shifting the emphasis from what organisations say to what they consistently do.

The remainder of the article is structured as follows. First, it clarifies why organisational culture is
frequently misunderstood and explores common assumptions that limit effective cultural influence. It
then examines the behavioural mechanisms through which norms are established and reinforced,
highlighting the role of reinforcement, social modelling, and psychological safety. The article
subsequently identifies recurring cultural blind spots that undermine effectiveness, before outlining
implications for organisations seeking to align everyday behaviour with desired performance
outcomes. The article concludes by reaffirming the importance of treating culture as an ongoing
behavioural practice rather than a one-off initiative.

Conceptualising Organisational Culture as a Behavioural System

Organisational culture has been defined in numerous ways across disciplines, yet a recurring theme
within organisational psychology is the emphasis on shared assumptions, norms, and patterns of
behaviour that guide how work is carried out. Rather than existing as a static attribute, culture is
continually produced and reproduced through interaction. This perspective positions culture not as an
abstract concept, but as a dynamic behavioural system embedded in everyday organisational life.
Schein’s (2010) influential work frames organisational culture as a pattern of shared basic assumptions
learned by a group as it solves problems of external adaptation and internal integration. These
assumptions are taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to
organisational challenges. While culture is often expressed through artefacts and espoused values,
Schein argues that its most powerful influence lies in underlying assumptions that are rarely articulated
but consistently enacted through behaviour.

From a behavioural standpoint, culture becomes visible in repeated actions rather than stated
intentions. Individuals learn what is expected by observing which behaviours are rewarded, tolerated,
or discouraged over time. Organisational norms therefore emerge not through formal instruction alone,
but through reinforcement mechanisms embedded in daily work practices. This aligns with broader
organisational behaviour research suggesting that behaviour is shaped more strongly by situational
cues and consequences than by abstract rules or values (Wageman, Gardner, & Mortensen, 2012).
Understanding culture as a behavioural system also highlights the role of informal structures. While
formal systems such as policies, performance metrics, and reporting lines shape organisational life,
informal systems often exert greater influence over behaviour. Informal norms dictate how strictly
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rules are followed, how openly concerns are raised, and how individuals navigate competing priorities.
These informal patterns can either reinforce or undermine formal organisational goals, depending on
how they align with desired outcomes.

A behavioural systems perspective further emphasises the cumulative nature of culture. Culture does
not shift through isolated events, but through repeated interactions that gradually stabilise
expectations. Over time, these patterns become taken for granted, making them resistant to change
even when formal strategies evolve. This helps explain why organisations may update values
statements or restructure processes without observing corresponding behavioural change. The
underlying behavioural system remains intact.

Psychological safety provides an additional lens through which behavioural systems can be
understood. Edmondson (2018) describes psychological safety as a shared belief that the environment
is safe for interpersonal risk-taking. In contexts where individuals feel able to speak up, admit errors,
and challenge assumptions, behavioural norms support learning and adaptability. Conversely,
environments characterised by fear or blame tend to reinforce silence and risk avoidance, shaping a
culture that prioritises self-protection over performance improvement.

Importantly, conceptualising culture as a behavioural system does not imply that culture is fully
controllable. Behavioural norms emerge from interaction between individuals, leadership signals, task
demands, and organisational history. However, this perspective shifts attention away from symbolic
interventions toward the conditions that shape behaviour over time. Leaders influence culture not only
through formal authority, but through what they consistently prioritise, model, and reinforce in
everyday situations.

This conceptual framing provides a foundation for examining why culture is frequently misunderstood
and why attempts to influence it often fall short. By treating culture as an emergent behavioural system
rather than a set of espoused values, organisations can better understand the mechanisms through
which norms are formed and sustained. This perspective also creates a bridge between psychological
theory and organisational practice, allowing culture to be analysed in terms of observable behaviour
rather than abstract ideals.

In the sections that follow, this behavioural systems lens is used to explore common misconceptions
about culture and to examine how everyday behaviour functions as the primary driver of cultural
stability and performance outcomes within organisations.

Why Culture Is Often Misunderstood

Despite widespread agreement that organisational culture matters, it remains one of the most
misunderstood aspects of organisational life. A central reason for this misunderstanding is the tendency
to treat culture as something that can be deliberately designed, communicated, and implemented in a
linear way. Culture is often approached as a set of values to be articulated or a vision to be cascaded,
rather than as a pattern of behaviour that emerges through everyday practice.

One common assumption is that culture change can be achieved primarily through communication.
Organisations invest in culture statements, internal campaigns, workshops, and leadership messages
with the expectation that increased awareness will translate into behavioural change. While
communication plays an important role in signalling intent, it rarely alters deeply embedded
behavioural norms on its own. Employees may understand what is expected in principle while
continuing to behave in ways that reflect what is actually reinforced in practice.

This gap between espoused values and enacted behaviour has been widely discussed in organisational
psychology. Schein (2010) distinguishes between what organisations say they value and the underlying
assumptions that guide behaviour. These assumptions are rarely visible or explicitly discussed, yet they
exert a powerful influence over decision-making and interaction. When espoused values are not
supported by consistent behavioural reinforcement, they lose credibility and fail to shape culture in
meaningful ways.
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Another source of misunderstanding lies in the tendency to individualise culture. Cultural issues are
often framed as problems of attitude, mindset, or motivation, placing responsibility on individuals
rather than on the systems in which behaviour occurs. From a behavioural perspective, however,
culture is less about individual disposition and more about the patterns that are created through
interaction between people, tasks, and organisational context. When organisations focus solely on
individual behaviour without examining the conditions that shape it, cultural interventions tend to be
short-lived.

Organisations also frequently underestimate the strength of informal norms. Formal policies and
procedures may outline how work is supposed to be carried out, but informal practices often determine
how it actually unfolds. These practices develop over time as individuals adapt to workload pressures,
leadership expectations, and organisational history. Once established, informal norms can be
remarkably resilient, particularly when they help individuals navigate ambiguity or protect themselves
from perceived risk.

Misunderstandings about culture are further reinforced by the desire for quick solutions. Culture is
often addressed through time-bound initiatives or programmes, implying that it can be “fixed” within a
defined period. This approach overlooks the cumulative nature of culture formation. Behavioural
norms are shaped through repeated interaction and sustained reinforcement, not isolated events. As a
result, organisations may declare cultural success prematurely while underlying behavioural patterns
remain unchanged.

Finally, the abstract nature of culture contributes to its misinterpretation. Culture is often discussed in
broad, aspirational terms that are difficult to translate into concrete behaviour. Concepts such as trust,
accountability, or collaboration are widely endorsed, yet rarely operationalised in ways that guide
everyday action. Without clarity about how these concepts are enacted in practice, individuals rely on
existing norms to navigate their roles, perpetuating established patterns regardless of stated intent.
Understanding why culture is often misunderstood is a critical step toward engaging with it more
effectively. By recognising culture as an emergent behavioural system rather than a symbolic
construct, organisations can begin to shift their focus from articulation to observation. This shift
creates the foundation for examining how everyday behaviour functions as the primary mechanism
through which culture is stabilised and how these behavioural patterns influence organisational
effectiveness over time.

Everyday Behaviour as the Engine of Performance

Organisational performance is often discussed in terms of strategy, systems, and targets. While these
elements provide important structure, they do not operate independently of human behaviour. In
practice, performance emerges from the interaction between formal expectations and the everyday
actions through which work is carried out. Behavioural norms shape how consistently tasks are
completed, how decisions are interpreted, and how individuals respond when priorities conflict.

From an organisational psychology perspective, behaviour becomes patterned through repeated
exposure to cues, consequences, and social signals within the work environment. Over time, these
patterns stabilise into norms that guide behaviour even in the absence of explicit instruction.
Performance, therefore, is not only the result of what organisations design, but of what individuals
repeatedly do within those designs.

Reinforcement and behavioural consistency

One of the primary mechanisms through which behaviour becomes embedded is reinforcement.
Behaviour that is rewarded, recognised, or simply allowed to continue is more likely to be repeated.
Reinforcement does not need to be formal or intentional. Subtle signals, such as which behaviours
receive attention, which are ignored, and which are corrected, communicate powerful messages about
what is valued. For example, organisations that publicly endorse efficiency but consistently reward
visible busyness may unintentionally reinforce extended working hours rather than effective work
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practices. Similarly, environments that tolerate missed deadlines without consequence may signal that
commitments are flexible, shaping patterns of reliability over time. These behavioural cues
accumulate, influencing how individuals prioritise tasks and allocate effort. Importantly, reinforcement
operates at both individual and collective levels. When certain behaviours become common within a
group, they are further reinforced through social acceptance. Individuals who deviate from established
norms may experience subtle forms of resistance or exclusion, encouraging conformity even when
norms are misaligned with formal objectives.

Social modelling and leadership signals

Leadership behaviour plays a critical role in shaping behavioural norms. Individuals often look to
those in positions of authority to interpret ambiguous situations and assess acceptable conduct. What
leaders attend to, respond to, or overlook sends clear signals about behavioural expectations, often
more powerfully than formal communications.

Social modelling occurs when individuals adjust their behaviour to mirror that of influential others.
Leaders who consistently prioritise speed over deliberation, for instance, may foster norms that
discourage reflection or challenge. Conversely, leaders who demonstrate openness to feedback and
acknowledge uncertainty can legitimise learning-oriented behaviour within teams. These dynamics
highlight why culture cannot be separated from leadership behaviour, even when leadership is not the
explicit focus of cultural initiatives. Behavioural norms are shaped not only by what leaders say, but by
how they behave under pressure, how they handle mistakes, and how they balance competing
demands.

Psychological safety and behavioural discretion

Another critical behavioural mechanism influencing performance is psychological safety. Edmondson
(2018) describes psychological safety as a shared belief that the environment is safe for interpersonal
risk-taking. In psychologically safe environments, individuals feel able to ask questions, raise
concerns, and offer alternative perspectives without fear of negative consequences. The presence or
absence of psychological safety shapes how individuals exercise discretion in their roles. In
environments characterised by fear or blame, individuals may restrict their behaviour to what is strictly
required, avoiding actions that could expose them to risk. Over time, this can limit adaptability, reduce
initiative, and constrain collective problem-solving. In contrast, environments that support respectful
challenge and error acknowledgement enable more flexible behavioural responses. Individuals are
more likely to surface issues early, experiment with improvements, and adjust practices in response to
changing demands. These behaviours contribute to more stable patterns of work, even in complex or
uncertain contexts.

Behavioural alignment and organisational reliability

The relationship between behaviour and performance is not linear or immediate. Behavioural norms
exert their influence cumulatively, shaping the reliability with which work is carried out over time.
When behavioural expectations are clear and consistently reinforced, individuals develop shared
understandings of how to act in routine and non-routine situations alike. Misalignment between formal
expectations and everyday behaviour can create performance variability. For example, organisations
may formally emphasise collaboration while informally rewarding individual achievement, leading to
inconsistent cooperation. Over time, such misalignment can undermine coordination and erode trust,
affecting how work unfolds across organisational boundaries. Understanding everyday behaviour as
the engine of performance shifts attention away from isolated outcomes toward the conditions that
enable consistent execution. Rather than asking why performance fluctuates, organisations can
examine which behavioural patterns are being reinforced and how these patterns shape responses to
pressure, uncertainty, and change.
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Common Cultural Blind Spots

Despite increasing awareness of the importance of organisational culture, many organisations continue
to overlook the subtle mechanisms through which culture is reinforced and sustained. These blind
spots often persist not because leaders lack intention, but because cultural dynamics operate beneath
the surface of formal systems and stated values. From an organisational psychology perspective, these
blind spots are particularly influential because they shape behaviour in ways that are rarely questioned
or made explicit.

Inconsistency Between Stated Values and Lived Behaviour

One of the most common cultural blind spots is the gap between espoused values and enacted
behaviour. Organisations frequently articulate commitments to collaboration, accountability, or
learning, yet everyday decisions and leadership actions may contradict these intentions. Employees are
highly attuned to such inconsistencies and tend to prioritise observed behaviour over formal messaging
(Argyris & Schon, 1978). When leaders tolerate behaviours that undermine stated values—such as
incivility from high performers or avoidance of difficult conversations—these actions send powerful
signals about what is truly acceptable. Over time, this erodes trust and creates cynicism, weakening
both engagement and performance.

Ambiguous Accountability Structures

Another persistent blind spot lies in unclear or diffuse accountability. In many organisations,
responsibilities are formally defined, yet accountability for outcomes remains ambiguous. This is
particularly common in matrix structures or project-based environments where decision authority is
shared or poorly articulated. Research suggests that when accountability is unclear, individuals are
more likely to defer responsibility, avoid ownership, or prioritise self-protection over collective
outcomes (Frink & Klimoski, 2004). Such environments may appear collaborative on the surface but
often lead to reduced performance, slower decision-making, and frustration among employees.

Informal Reward Systems That Undermine Desired Culture

While organisations may design formal performance management systems to encourage certain
behaviours, informal reward systems often exert greater influence. What is praised in meetings, who is
promoted, and which behaviours are overlooked all contribute to shaping cultural norms. For example,
organisations that reward speed and output without regard for process may inadvertently discourage
learning and reflection. Similarly, when individuals who achieve results through coercive or
exclusionary behaviour are celebrated, this reinforces norms that undermine psychological safety and
long-term performance (Edmondson, 2018).

Normalisation of Dysfunctional Behaviour

Over time, behaviours that initially feel misaligned with organisational values can become normalised.
Practices such as excessive workload expectations, avoidance of feedback, or tolerance of poor
interpersonal conduct may gradually be accepted as “how things are done here.” From a psychological
standpoint, this normalisation occurs through social learning and adaptation. Employees adjust their
behaviour to fit perceived expectations, even when these expectations conflict with personal or
professional standards (Bandura, 1977). Once embedded, such norms are difficult to challenge without
deliberate intervention.

Overreliance on Culture Initiatives Rather Than Behavioural Diagnosis

A further blind spot involves the assumption that culture can be improved through initiatives alone.
Organisations may launch engagement campaigns, workshops, or values programmes without first
examining the behavioural patterns sustaining existing culture. Without a behavioural diagnosis, an
understanding of what people actually do, what is reinforced, and where inconsistencies lie, culture
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initiatives risk becoming symbolic. Research in organisational development consistently shows that
sustainable cultural change requires attention to everyday practices, not just formal interventions
(Schein, 2010).

Implications of Cultural Blind Spots for Performance

These blind spots have cumulative effects on organisational performance. Misalignment between
values and behaviour undermines trust, unclear accountability reduces effectiveness, and informal
norms shape outcomes more powerfully than strategy alone. Over time, organisations may experience
disengagement, reduced adaptability, and difficulty sustaining performance in complex environments.
Recognising and addressing cultural blind spots therefore represents a critical step in improving
organisational effectiveness. By shifting attention from stated intentions to lived behaviour, leaders can
begin to surface and address the underlying dynamics shaping performance.

Implications for Leaders and Organisations

Viewing organisational culture as a behavioural system has important implications for how leaders and
organisations approach performance, engagement, and long-term effectiveness. Rather than treating
culture as an abstract concept or a standalone initiative, this perspective emphasises the need to attend
deliberately to the conditions that shape everyday behaviour. For leaders, this requires a shift from
symbolic action to sustained behavioural alignment.

Moving from cultural aspiration to behavioural clarity

One of the most significant implications is the need to translate cultural aspirations into observable
behavioural expectations. Values such as accountability, collaboration, or learning only influence
performance when individuals understand how these concepts are enacted in practice. Leaders play a
critical role in clarifying what desired behaviour looks like in routine interactions, decision-making
processes, and responses to challenge. For example, if accountability is valued, organisations must
define how accountability is demonstrated in meetings, project ownership, and follow-through.
Without such clarity, individuals rely on informal norms to guide behaviour, which may not align with
organisational intent. Research in organisational psychology consistently shows that behaviour is
shaped more effectively by clear expectations and consistent reinforcement than by abstract value
statements alone (Schein, 2010).

Aligning leadership behaviour with cultural intent

Leadership behaviour is central to shaping and sustaining cultural norms. Leaders influence culture not
only through formal authority but through the behavioural signals they send in everyday situations.
How leaders respond to mistakes, manage pressure, and prioritise competing demands communicates
powerful messages about what is truly valued. This highlights the importance of behavioural
consistency. When leaders’ actions align with stated expectations, trust and credibility are reinforced.
When inconsistency is present, employees often experience confusion or disengagement, leading to
reduced discretionary effort. Over time, misalignment between leadership behaviour and cultural intent
can undermine performance regardless of strategic clarity. From a practical perspective, this suggests
that leadership development should focus not only on skills and competencies but on behavioural
awareness and self-regulation. Feedback mechanisms, reflective practice, and peer learning can
support leaders in understanding how their behaviour shapes organisational norms (Edmondson,
2018).

Embedding culture into organisational systems

Another key implication is the need to embed cultural expectations into everyday organisational
systems. Performance management, decision-making forums, reward structures, and communication
processes all function as reinforcement mechanisms that shape behaviour over time. For instance,
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organisations that seek to promote learning and adaptability must ensure that performance systems
allow for reflection and experimentation rather than solely emphasising short-term outcomes.
Similarly, decision-making processes should reinforce transparency and shared responsibility if
collaboration is a stated priority. When systems contradict cultural aspirations, informal norms tend to
prevail, limiting the effectiveness of culture-related initiatives. Embedding culture into systems also
requires attention to informal practices. Leaders should examine not only formal policies but also how
work is actually carried out, where bottlenecks occur, and how individuals navigate ambiguity. This
diagnostic approach aligns with core principles of organisational development, which emphasise
observation and inquiry as foundations for meaningful intervention.

Treating culture as an ongoing practice

A further implication is the recognition that culture is not static. Behavioural norms evolve in response
to changing contexts, leadership transitions, and organisational pressures. As such, culture requires
ongoing attention rather than periodic review. Organisations that treat culture as an ongoing practice
are better positioned to adapt to complexity. This involves regularly revisiting behavioural
expectations, seeking feedback from multiple organisational levels, and responding to emerging
patterns before they become entrenched. Such practices support organisational learning and resilience,
particularly in environments characterised by uncertainty and change. Importantly, this approach shifts
responsibility for culture away from isolated functions or initiatives and toward collective ownership.
While leadership sets the tone, culture is co-created through interaction across the organisation.

Implications for sustainable performance

Ultimately, the implications of a behavioural systems perspective extend beyond engagement or
morale to performance sustainability. When behavioural norms support clarity, psychological safety,
and accountability, organisations are more likely to maintain consistent performance over time.
Conversely, when norms encourage avoidance, inconsistency, or silence, performance gains may be
fragile and difficult to sustain. By focusing on behaviour rather than symbolism, leaders can create
conditions that enable people to perform effectively even in complex or demanding environments. This
requires patience, consistency, and a willingness to examine uncomfortable patterns. However, the
long-term benefits include improved coordination, stronger trust, and more reliable execution.

CONCLUSION

Organisational culture is often discussed as a set of values, beliefs, or aspirations, yet this article has
argued that culture is most accurately understood as a behavioural system shaped through everyday
practice. What organisations repeatedly reinforce, tolerate, and model ultimately defines how work is
done and how performance is sustained. From an organisational psychology perspective, culture
emerges not through declaration but through interaction. By examining why culture is frequently
misunderstood, this article highlights the limitations of symbolic approaches that prioritise
communication over behaviour. While values statements and culture initiatives may signal intent, they
rarely alter entrenched norms unless accompanied by consistent behavioural reinforcement. Employees
learn what matters not from what is said, but from what is enacted in routine decisions, leadership
responses, and informal practices. The analysis further demonstrates how everyday behaviour
functions as the primary engine of performance. Behavioural norms influence how individuals
interpret expectations, manage uncertainty, and coordinate effort. Through mechanisms such as
reinforcement, social modelling, and psychological safety, patterns of behaviour become stabilised
over time, shaping organisational reliability and effectiveness. Performance, therefore, is not simply an
outcome of strategy or structure, but of the behavioural conditions within which work takes place.
Common cultural blind spots such as inconsistency between stated values and lived behaviour,
ambiguous accountability, and misaligned informal reward systems illustrate how culture can
unintentionally undermine organisational goals. These blind spots often persist because they operate

104



Okhomina.......Int. J. Innovative Devpt & Policy Studies 14 (1):97=105, 2026

below conscious awareness, reinforcing patterns that feel normal even when they constrain
performance. Recognising these dynamics is a critical step toward meaningful cultural improvement.
The implications for leaders and organisations are clear. Improving culture requires sustained attention
to behaviour rather than episodic initiatives. Leaders must clarify behavioural expectations, align their
actions with stated intent, and embed cultural priorities into everyday systems and processes. Treating
culture as an ongoing practice rather than a fixed attribute enables organisations to adapt more
effectively to complexity and change.

In conclusion, shifting the focus from what organisations say to what they consistently do provides a
more practical and psychologically grounded approach to understanding culture and performance. By
viewing culture as a behavioural system, organisations can move beyond symbolic alignment and
create environments that support clarity, accountability, learning, and sustained effectiveness over
time.
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