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Organizations today are changing rapidly due to technology, globalization, and cutting-edge 


production, subsequently morphing into new structures and workflow processes. 


Organizations are becoming more diverse in terms of gender, age, race, ethnicity, veteran 


status, sexual orientation, and others. The business workplace is not the melting pot that 


many were taught about, but that of the ethnic salad, blended yet distinct. The core of 


organizational composition worldwide still remains within the human resource realm for a 


shared and cohesive culture is behind the success of every company. The study of workplace 


culture is important for business research to ascertain the construct of the successful 


organization. The article begins with a discussion about culture, relates culture to the 


workplace, and ends relating important business research to workplace culture. The 


intended audience is business management majors and instructors.  


Keywords: culture, ethnography, organizational success, productivity and performance, business 


research 


Introduction 


Why does culture matter, or, more importantly, what is culture? In the Middle East, archaeologists 


search for ancient cultures in giant hills of dirt called tells, derived from the Arabic word for hill (Al-


Nahar, 2010).  This is one way to think of culture. Think of lives as hills of culture: holistic, 


integrated, learned, linguistic, and shared (C. J. Fusch, 2014). Culture is holistic, all 


inclusive.  Everything in one’s life, whether it be the economy, the workplace, family, religion, 


hobbies, table manners, or education, makes up one’s culture (Botz-Bornstein, 2012). Culture is the 


way in which each interacts with another, a set of rules for beliefs and behavior that all follow to be 


members of society (Botz-Bornstein, 2012). Business related to cultural theory is “unlike studying 


culture in well-defined communities, organizational scholars study its assumptions and beliefs 


alongside strategies, structures, control systems, technologies, and business models” (Murphy, 


Cooke, & Lopez, 2013, p. 662). 
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Culture is integrated, with each element connected and influencing another (Abdollahi-Guilani, 


Yasin, Hua, & Agahaei, 2012). One cannot isolate certain aspects of a culture without producing a 


distorted viewpoint (Abdollahi-Guilani et al., 2012). These aspects are interlinked, directly impacting 


one another to create the current situation (Abdollahi-Guilani et al, 2012). Culture is learned; in fact, 


it must be learned.  It is not biological. For example, eating is necessary to live, but how and what 


one eats may be determined by one’s culture (C. J. Fusch, 2014). Religious sanctions on certain types 


of food in the Middle East best represent the learned nature of a culture (Ambail & Bakar, 


2013). These food restrictions are not self-evident, rather they must be taught in order to be followed 


(Ambail & Bakar, 2013).                 


Culture is shared; for a belief or behavior to be considered cultural, it must be shared (Harris, Mayo, 


Prince, & Tooey, 2013). It must be considered appropriate by the society to be a custom (Nnadi, 


2013). Language is one of the most obviously shared elements of a culture (Abdollahi-Guilani et al., 


2012). Along with shared history, language is often used to define what scholars consider a culture 


(Abdollahi-Guilani et al., 2012; C. J. Fusch, 2014). In this sense, culture is also linguistic (C. J. 


Fusch, 2014).   


So then, to take one back to the original question, why does culture matter in business research? An 


anthropological answer would be because culture defines everything that one is from childhood to 


elderly age and it encompasses all one does and tries to do (C. J. Fusch, 2014). All breathe in a 


biological system, but one must live in a cultural context so one knows what to do beyond the 


biological necessities of eating and sleeping (C. J. Fusch, 2014). Indeed, whether from the Tells of 


ancient civilizations to the modern business world of today, culture is human interaction (C. J. 


Fusch, 2014) and the core of every business is within the human resource realm. 


History of Culture in the Workplace 


Globalization has a profound impact on today’s leader and the workplace (Weadick, 2005). The 


leader must adapt management style, roles, duties, and strategies (Kumar, Anjum, & Sinha, 2011; 


Matviuk, 2010; Müller, Spang, & Ozcan, 2008; Seah, Hsieh, & Huang, 2014) in order to work with 


diverse peoples of cultures other than his or her own (Jyh-Shen, & Tung-Zong, 2009; Prewitt, Weil, & 


McClure, 2011; Rockstuhl, Dulebohn, Ang, & Shore, 2012; Sultana, 2013). The workplace may be in 


the leader’s own country, or the leader may be transferred elsewhere in the world to work (Littrell, 


2013). The leader must also deal with post-9/11 concerns with safety and security, as well as 


anticapitalism backlash in addition to the outsourcing of essential jobs (Deitchman, 2013).  


At the turn of the 20th century, managerial skills were based upon the functional approach, wherein 


performance was based upon the achievement of set goals (G. E. Fusch & Gillespie, 2012; Godfrey & 


Mahoney, 2014). Therefore, it was the manager’s responsibility to monitor the attainment of the set 


goals, as well as correct methods and procedures as needed to reach those goals (Godfrey & 


Mahoney, 2014). Researchers such as Frederick Taylor, Henry Mintzberg, and Henri Fayol appeared 


to be more focused on the task at hand, rather than the persons performing the tasks (G. Fusch, 


2001); therefore, workplace culture did not necessarily matter. The research of Robert Katz as well 


as Fred Luthans emphasized the human resource dimension of management, recognizing that some 


of the best managers of the functional approach may be competent on the technical end, yet unable 


to achieve organizational goals through inability to motivate people (Peterson & Van Fleet, 2004).  


Indeed, organizational behavior is an applied behavioral science that utilizes and combines other 


disciplines into a model effective for the understanding of organizations (Babcock-Roberson & 


Strickland, 2010; Down, 2012). The field of anthropology has been referred to as the forgotten science 
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of behavioral studies due to factors specific to this discipline (Morey & Luthans, 2013). Anthropology 


may be perceived as an inexact science with no formal rules, a combination of art and science, due to 


its emphasis on ethnography (Bernard, 2011). The anthropologist becomes the participant/observer 


in the native culture, looking out from the native eyes, to study and better understand humans and 


human activity (Lavenda & Schultz, 2010).  Particular attention is paid to observing and interacting 


using qualitative methods as opposed to using quantitative statistical models in other disciplines 


(Jackson, 1990). 


Perhaps anthropology’s greatest contribution to organizational behavior is its emphasis on the 


ability to facilitate understanding between peoples in other countries or organizations (Down, 2012; 


Lavenda & Schultz, 2010). This learning about cultures is accomplished by noting differences in 


values, attitudes, and behavior (Lavenda & Schultz, 2010). Rather than focusing on the individual, 


as in other disciplines, the focus here is on the macro level, as in group processes and organization 


(Anand, 2013). This cultural understanding is particularly important in today’s workplace as people 


and organizations learn to manage diversity and globalization, whether one is assigned to another 


country or becomes a member of a virtual team (Daim et al., 2012).   


The Cultural Context of Leadership and Management: Managing Across 
Timelines, Continents, and Culture 


In the contemporary business environment, company leaders face continual change that can hamper 


attempts to remain profitable (Dekkers, 2011). Organizational leader attempts at mergers and 


reengineering attempts often fail, consultants are of little help, and strategic planning is ineffective 


(Boniface & Rashmi, 2012). Management and leadership lack adequate understanding of problems 


and their solutions because they cannot see the issues, are unaware of choices and alternatives, and 


lack the skill to implement a correction (Bolman & Deal, 2013). When companies become more 


flexible and fluid, the company leaders are able to respond to an ever-fluctuating business 


environment (Dominici & Palumbo, 2013). These challenges encompass rapid technological change, 


the pressure of the competitive marketplace, rising production costs, cutting-edge alterations, 


scarcity of resource input, changing worker needs and demands, increasing operational costs and 


potential taxes, and intensifying governmental regulations regarding health care (Laroche & 


Wechtler, 2011; Meadors, 2010; Söderholm & Norrbin, 2013).   


Organizational behavior now has a global face. Organizational leaders need to personify the different 


values of cultures in different countries, in order to be effective (Sultana, Rashid, Mohiuddin, & 


Hudam, 2013). Globalization was perhaps the most frequently used buzz word of the 1990s 


(Weadick, 2005). The word is still popular today and often misused by most, its definition used to 


describe whatever the user wishes it to mean, whether positive or negative (Weadick, 2005). The 


descriptive term globalization has also been used in place of international and multicultural, as well 


as transnational (Cristian & Raluca, 2010). Its definition over time has become so muddled as to 


facilitate the pejorative term globaloney (Lutz, 1989), a word coined by Representative Clare Boothe 


Luce in her inaugural speech to Congress in 1943.   


Transglobal companies now reflect the increasing diversity of the workforce rather than representing 


a host country (Brimhall, Lizano, & Mor Barak, 2014). Furthermore, organizational culture now has 


a greater impact on productivity than national culture, as workers adapt to a workplace that 


transcends their nationality (Uddin, Luva, & Hossian, 2013). This is posited to have an impact on 


managerial practices for the future as management actively seeks to “create, maintain, and change 


the organizational culture” (Naor, Linderman, & Schroeder, 2010, p. 195).    
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To be sure, leaders in contemporary multicultural organizations must master context to understand 


culture (Bennis, 2009) while managing and leading in an environment where there are no common 


definitions of efficient outcome or effectiveness. It is imperative that organizations address cultural 


differences when managing diverse work forces (Brimhall et al., 2014). Symbolic assumptions are not 


what happens but what it means, events have multiple meanings, and people create meanings 


(Barrett, 2012). Moreover, “[c]ulture is the glue that holds an organization together and unites 


people around shared values and beliefs…the interwoven patterns of beliefs, values, practices, and 


artifacts that defines for members who they are and how they are to do things” (Bolman & Deal, 


2003, p. 243). Culture has a specialized language, a history, values, shared identity, ritual, and 


ceremony (C. J. Fusch, 2014). It is important to find the meaning, for “. . . human actions cannot be 


understood unless the meaning that humans assign to them is understood” (Marshall & Rossman, 


2016, p. 101). Furthermore, the world is made of multiple realities rather than a static state; 


therefore, all realities are relevant and valid (Elanain, 2013; Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2013). 


Research Regarding Culture in the Workplace  


Booker (2011) noted that ethnographic researchers explore a culture from the views of those on the 


inside of the culture.  Corporate ethnographers use “. . . technical reports, powerpoint presentations, 


workshops, diagnostic exercises, video presentations, etc.” (Fayard & Van Maanen, 2015, p. 6) to 


present findings. In the same respect, leaders could internally analyze what is working in their 


culture and what is not in an effort to build a work culture that supports the objectives of the 


organization (G. E. Fusch, 2001; P. I. Fusch & Fusch, 2015; Hodson, 2008). One distinctive strategy 


for business leaders to follow might be to focus on what type of culture makes an organization 


“succeed instead of fail” (Booker, 2011, p. 105). The motivators that subcultures create can lead to an 


increase in organizational performance (Booker, 2011). The significance to business leadership may 


be to examine the subcultures they “could apply to the population of workers they are attempting to 


motivate, which could include the importance of continued job training” (p. 106), and winning the 


approval of others such as a boss, coworkers, or family members (Booker, 2011). Leaders need to 


know what to build into their culture to help implement change tactics into existing programs to 


produce the desired results for the organization (G. E. Fusch, 2001). Workers want to feel they have 


worth and understanding and it is their work culture that can breed a sense of satisfaction into their 


daily tasks (P. I. Fusch & Fusch, 2015; Yafang, 2011). To be sure, in terms of business research, the 


use of an ethnographic design and of cultural perspective demonstrates the importance of the study 


(Freeman & Spanjaard, 2012; Gordon, 2011). 


G. E. Fusch (2001) found that in a culture where leadership promoted and demonstrated validation 


and valuing behaviors, workers wanted to go to work in the morning and endeavored to help the 


company succeed. In contrast, a rapidly changing workplace environment where workers feel out of 


control, unaware of the changes, and sometimes afraid can lead to reluctance to the interest of the 


organization (Palombo, 2013). In Palombo’s (2013) mini-ethnographic study, he found strategies the 


leader in one small machine shop used to improve the workplace culture while overcoming resistance 


to change. From a research perspective, the importance of studying the culture enables one to look at 


the interactions in the workplace for “although we cannot see attitudes, we can see working 


behavior” (G. E. Fusch & Gillespie, 2012, p. 94). Every workplace has a specific culture and 


ethnographic research enables the researcher to understand that culture.    


 








 
Fusch et al., 2016 


 


Journal of Social Change            43  


 


Conclusion 


The diversity of the workforce impacts the leader of today. Organizations are becoming more diverse 


in terms of gender, age, race, ethnicity, and sexual orientation (Robbins & Judge, 2014). These 


differences are those among people within a given country and include such categories as gender, 


age, race, ethnicity, veteran status, sexual orientation and others. Indeed, the organization today is 


not the melting pot that many were taught in public school, but that of the ethnic salad, blended yet 


distinct. Moreover, culture must be socially acceptable and consistent with needs and values. 


Organizations are composed of people who get the job done, united by a common workplace culture 


(Bolman & Deal, 2013), for a shared and cohesive culture is behind the success of every company.   


The core of organizational composition remains in the human resource realm, where needs and 


wants remain basically the same as they have always been, for meaningful, creative work, and 


recognition and reward in the workplace (Bolman & Deal, 2013). Indeed, organizations today are 


changing rapidly due to technology, globalization, and cutting-edge production, subsequently 


morphing into new structures and workflow processes (Narasimhan, Krull, & Nahm, 2012; Voegtlin, 


Patzer, & Scherer, 2012). A common culture in the workplace is essential for business success 


(Booker, 2011; G. Fusch, 2001; P. I. Fusch & Fusch, 2015); therefore, the study of workplace culture 


is important for business research. 
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