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Foreword by the Editors of the 
Human Centered Management 
Book Series 

The book Human Centered Management: 5 Pillars of Organizational 
Quality and Global Sustainability (Lepeley, 2017) that launched 
Routledge’s HCM Book Series in 2017 is a compendium of decades of 
experience validating conditions that determine the long-term 
sustainability of organizations in all industries and sectors present in the 
global VUCA (volatile, uncertain, complex, ambiguous) environment. 
Worldwide organizations that achieve standards of quality and 
excellence and become most competitive in terms of high performance, 
productivity and economic success, achieve these standards with systemic 
and systematic improvement, only possible because the people who work 
in and for these organizations demonstrate high levels of work engagement 
on a daily basis invariably driven by these organizations’ efforts to secure 
the wellbeing of their people in the workplace. 

Maria-Teresa Lepeley, a quality management researcher and practitioner, 
has had the unique opportunity to observe these results first-hand as an 
examiner of the Baldrige National Quality Award of the United States, and 
adviser to NQAs Programs in Chile, Brazil, Peru, Colombia and Ecuador, 
and related NQAs Programs in Europe. Lepeley’s background in 
economics, management, education and entrepreneurship endorses the 
value of multidisciplinary approaches to find organizational solutions in 
complex environments in the 21st century. Her studies align with those of 
Human Centered Management scholars and authors of 15 of the 25 most 
influential management books of the 20th century recorded by the Academy 
of Management (Bedeian and Wren, 2001). Among them, Edwards 
Deming, Douglas McGregor, Abraham Maslow, Chris Argyris and 
Elton Mayo. 

Lepeley’s development of her Human Centered Management model 
consolidated when early in the 2010s she addressed the subject with 
Peter Essens. With a PhD in social sciences with extensive research on 
how people work, organize and collaborate to solve complex problems 
in organizations in diverse industries and sectors, including the military, 
Essens led key investigations in effectiveness within and between teams 
and organizations. Coming from different academic and international 



backgrounds, Lepeley and Essens found a strong common ground that 
high-performing organizations in the global VUCA environment always 
position humans at the center: people are the engine. 

Lepeley founded the Human Centered Management Book Series 
supported by the enthusiasm that a visionary Routledge editor, 
Rebecca Marsh, had on this emerging management field. In 2018, the 
Series added the book Rethinking Leadership: A Human Centered 
Approach to Management Ethics, by Roland Bardy. In 2019, 
Wellbeing for Sustainability in the Global Workplace was edited by 
Paola Ochoa, Maria-Teresa Lepeley and Peter Essens. In 2020, The 
Wellbeing of Women in Entrepreneurship: A Global Perspective was 
edited by Maria-Teresa Lepeley, Katherina Kuschel, Nicholas J. Beutell, 
Nicky Pouw and Emiel Eijdenberg. 

As Book Series editor Nicholas J. Beutell has made a major 
contribution to position the wellbeing of working people at the apex 
of Human Centered Management. A professor of management, business 
administration and healthcare management, former Dean of the Hagan/ 
LaPenta School of Business at Iona College, Nicholas also has a 
background in quality management, and he developed the quality 
teams at Iona College leading to the AACSB accreditation. His areas 
of research include work–family issues affecting small business and 
entrepreneurship, entrepreneurial intentions and wellbeing with an 
extensive record of national and international publications. 

Under the human centered editorial guidance of Maria-Teresa Lepeley, 
Peter Essens and Nicholas J. Beutell, the Routledge Human Centered 
Management Book Series has experienced substantial growth, which in a 
short period of time exceeds a hundred contributors, steering attention 
to human centered scholars around the world. 

In this instance, the Human Centered Trilogy of books is enriching the 
Series with simultaneous publication of three complementary 
management subjects in leadership, organizational culture and Soft 
Skills. The books are titled Sensible Leadership: Human Centered, 
Insightful and Prudent, authored by Nicolas Majluf and Nureya 
Abarca; Human Centered Organizational Culture: Global Dimensions, 
edited by Maria-Teresa Lepeley, Oswaldo Morales, Peter Essens, 
Nicholas J. Beutell and Nicolas Majluf; and Soft Skills for Human 
Centered Management and Global Sustainability, edited by Maria- 
Teresa Lepeley, Nicholas J. Beutell and Nureya Abarca. 

In this Trilogy, the talent and experiences of Majluf, Abarca and 
Morales add significant value to advance the HCM Book Series aimed to 
continuously enrich the wellbeing of Human Centered Management 
followers and readers worldwide.  

MTL   PE   NJB  
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Preface by the Book Editors 

Since the publication of Human Centered Management: 5 Pillars of 
Organizational Quality and Global Sustainability in 2017, the inaugural 
book in the Routledge Human Centered Management Series, the number 
of volumes has grown exponentially, propelled by the interest and 
contributions of over one hundred scholars from around the world. 

This Human Centered Organizational Culture: Global Dimensions 
book is part of a Trilogy of Human Centered Management books. This 
innovative Trilogy was coordinated to address the mounting and 
unavoidable challenges confronting organizations in the global volatile, 
uncertain, complex, ambiguous (VUCA) environment from a 
comprehensive variety of angles. This book is complementary with 
other two volumes entitled The Human Centered Leader: Sensible, 
Insightful and Prudent and Soft Skills for Human Centered Management 
and Global Sustainability. The three books are published simultaneously 
to bridge persistent gaps in traditional resource-focused management 
formulas that are no longer effective to solve complex problems 
requiring human centered solutions in management and organizations. 

Human Centered Management (HCM) is embedded in the wellbeing 
of people as a precondition for consolidating human centered culture in 
the workplace. Clarifying that wellbeing is a personal characteristic 
affected by the satisfaction of human needs and work in an environment 
that fosters collective wellbeing leading to increasing organizational 
performance and productivity. Wellbeing does not exist in a vacuum. It 
emerges from human centered leadership and organizational cultural 
models that value wellbeing as a condition for organizational thriving. 

The scholars contributing chapters in this book are highly aware of the 
pressing need for cultural transformation in organizations. To advance 
this transformation, HCM acknowledges the challenges leaders and 
organizations face. HCM realizes that no culture can please everyone or 
that every person can fully identify with the organization’s culture. 

Although most organizations work to attain an optimal culture that 
unifies the beliefs and behaviors of its members, all confront unstoppable 
disruptions and unprecedented diversity that hallmark 21st-century 



organizations with high potential to obstruct the best efforts. Therefore, 
the conventional idea of culture as a unifying force that brings people 
together to work productively toward the attainment of organizational 
goals can be misleading in the VUCA environment. Organizational 
culture is no longer about cohesiveness and unity but also about 
disagreement, discrepancy and disparities. Culture is continually 
testing people’s capacity to work together using their emotional 
intelligence to optimize benefits by undertaking efforts to reach shared 
and ethical organizational goals, despite individual differences. 

Consequently, agile organizations are promoting cultures of 
experimentation. Numerous chapters in this book support 
experimentation. These models provide alternatives for culture 
transformation with higher potential to optimize wellbeing. Such 
workplaces focus on human capital, the talent of people, stimulating 
curiosity, using sensible and prudent leadership, promoting autonomy, 
experimentation and valuing work engagement and encouraging active 
participation in innovations at all levels of the organization. 

Human Centered Management aims to move organizational cultures 
forward and advancing a better future recognizing the importance of 
investing in effective training for employees’ development. In times of 
high uncertainty, it is challenging to formulate organizational strategies 
that are absent of risks. Under these conditions, leaders need to support 
co-workers to take educated risks to succeed, dissuading risk aversion 
that obstructs change and perpetuates the status quo, eliciting dynamic 
connections between future prospects and present actions to help people 
and the organization. 

Moreover, the post-coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic environment 
has exposed human beings worldwide to extraordinarily challenging and 
unprecedented circumstances in 2020. Human centered leaders and 
managers need to recognize that people may be experiencing different 
kinds of grief and anxieties to deal with surmounting disruptions and 
maintain focus on the continuous assessment and improvement 
necessary to consolidate the Human Centered Organizational Culture 
in times of peril. This book offers a diversity of human centered 
approaches to deal with the need for experimentation and continuous 
improvement of organizational culture. The cases are empowered by the 
experiences of 28 scholars from 5 continents gathering an outstanding 
multi-dimensional international mosaic that covers a broad spectrum of 
themes. Their contributions range from practical models aimed at 
enhancing people’s wellbeing and stimulating work engagement 
leading to high productivity to conclude with a theoretical review of 
the evolution of organizational culture in the last seven decades and the 
pending missing human centered focus. The variety of Human Centered 
Organizational Culture solutions presented in the book includes 
sustainable quality management, a life–work continuum, a social 

x Preface 



complexity model, a culture model framed for knowledge-intensive 
organizations, a virtuous-culture supporting people with disabilities, 
challenging cultures in business organizations, assessment of cultural 
inter-organizational collaboration and effects of disruptions in cultures 
in healthcare organizations confronting COVID-19 pandemic. 

The editors commend the efforts and innovation of chapter authors 
whose pioneering work is elucidating Human Centered Management 
and Human Centered Organizational Culture. All recognize that the 
need for transformation is long overdue, and all these chapters offer 
valid and stimulating options for change. 

We value the interest and growing demand of a global audience 
seeking solutions for fostering cultural change contingent on people’s 
wellbeing, which kindled the idea of producing this book. 

We thank the support of our families, colleagues and friends around 
the world that inspired and challenged us to undertake the great work 
that has implied the production of this book. We firmly believe that our 
Trilogy will add significant value to the Routledge Human Centered 
Management Book Series. 

We hope that you, our readers, enjoy and benefit from this new human 
centered journey fostering continuous improvement of organizational 
culture as much as we have enjoyed and benefited from this unique 
global and collegial, collaborative experience.  

MTL   OM   PE   NJB   NM  
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1 The Human Centered 
Sustainable Quality Culture in 
Organizations 

Maria-Teresa Lepeley   

Why Organizations Need a Human Centered Culture and 
Quality? 

In the article Creating a Culture of Quality, Srinivasan and Kurey argue 
that quality has never mattered more than today (2014). Indeed, although 
quality management (QM) and standards emerged over half a century 
ago, they were first used in manufacturing as a systematic method to attain 
continuous improvement to produce products without errors, waste and 
miscalculations to satisfy the needs of clients and avoid returns. But today 
quality is the most meaningful advantage organizations pursue across 
industries, sectors and in countries worldwide. It is for all to see that 
technology has strengthened organizations but overall has empowered 
customers to seek information and compare ratings of products and ser
vices about quality problems, and unhappy customers use social media 
extensively to broadcast complaints having a direct impact on organiza
tions’ performance, competitiveness and sustainability. 

These are some of the visible features of quality-seeking organizations. 
But quality is a complex construct with roots engrained in a paradigm 
shift required to ensure the success of the organizational transformation 
to meet the demands of the Information Age and the Knowledge 
Economy. In this environment, approaches of the industries that con
sider human being as just another organizational resource – which are 
perpetuated in the labels HR, HRM and SHRM – are no longer effective 
and are harming people in the workplace and obstructing quality at
tainment. HR is doomed and due for a major overhaul. This chapter 
discusses causes and effects leading the quality transformation and the 
consolidating Human Centered Management (HCM) and the Human 
Centered Organizational Culture (HC OC). 

In my book Human Centered Management. The 5 Pillars of 
Organizational Quality and Global Sustainability (Lepeley, 2017), I 
provide a systemic model to support the organizational transformation 
from the humans-as-resources approach to the humans-at-the-center 
paradigm. HCM is built on QM principles anchored in human capital, 



and the talent of people in the organization deploys resilience and agility 
(Lepeley, 2021b) to secure wellbeing in the workplace as a precondition 
to satisfy the demands of customers to optimize benefits and minimize 
costs of unavoidable disruptions in the global volatile, uncertain, com
plex and ambiguous (VUCA) environment and attain long-term sus
tainability. The purpose of this chapter is aligned with the main principle 
of this book: HC OC bloom when people thrive. This is the main quality 
principle. 

The chapter is divided in 3 parts. The Introduction discusses the causes 
pressing the organizational culture transformation and the need to ad
vance from the humans-as-resources HR locus of behavior to the humans 
at the center HC imperative. The second part discusses the importance of 
people’s wellbeing in HC OC and introduces a multidimensional ap
proach integrating the traditional inward-looking approach with the 
outward vision as condition for quality and sustainability in the VUCA 
environment. The third part discusses the integration of HCM quality 
component that is shaping the human centered quality culture in organi
zations. The chapter closes identifying elements pressing for change and 
the costs associated with postponing the culture transformation. 

What is Organizational Culture? 

Organizational culture may be compared to the personality of an orga
nization. It represents the tacit foundations encompassing values, ethical 
principles, assumptions and behaviors, which originally were established 
by the organization's founders. Organizational culture commonly shows 
familiar clues followed by the people who work IN and FOR the orga
nization. 

A word of advice is to understand an important difference between 
working IN and FOR an organization. Although IN and FOR are 
commonly used interchangeably, HCM calls attention to special differ
ences that mark level of commitment and work engagement that drive 
performance, productivity and, actually, organizational success and 
long-term organizational sustainability. Stating that people work IN an 
organization implies they work and receive a salary for the work they 
deliver, but it does not necessarily mean they work also FOR the orga
nization. In HCM, FOR requires high commitment with job responsi
bilities and work engagement. Clarifying that work engagement can only 
be achieved when workers, regardless of their position in the organiza
tional chart or level or responsibility, feel genuinely happy with the job 
they do on a daily basis and stimulated to put their best efforts to achieve 
continuous improvement as individuals and as members of the organi
zation. 

HCM highlights the importance and implications of work engagement 
as an essential element of organizational success and sustainability and it 
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is a critical factor pressing for the transformation of organizational 
culture. HCM is also aware of the challenges organizations face in order 
to shape a culture that pleases all and where every person feels included 
and can be identified with the organization. Whereas organizational 
cultures tend to unify beliefs and behaviors of its members, the un
precedented diversity in organizations of the 21st century hinders 
achievements. 

Among other unprecedented disruptions, increasing life expectancy of 
people brings together up to five different generations to the workplace. 
This unparalleled phenomenon generates new challenges for organiza
tions that complicate the search for solutions and expose need to find 
new formulas. 

Traphagan tackles the challenges. In his 2017 HBR article We’re 
Thinking about Organizational Culture All Wrong, he posted that the 
study of organizational culture commonly conveys the idea of culture as 
a unifying force that brings people together to work productively toward 
the attainment of organizational goals. The approach implies that or
ganizational culture is understood as a collective project able to create 
unity and cohesion in some simple steps. But reality presents a quite 
different picture because today culture is not only about cohesiveness 
and unity. It is also about disagreement, discrepancy and disparities 
constantly testing the capacity of people to work together and benefit 
advancing common and ethical organizational goals in spite of in
dividual differences. 

In HCM, the foundations of an effective organizational culture are 
built on the continuous search and identification of common grounds 
aligned with the wellbeing of people in work environments that mirror 
inclusive societies working for the common good. Culture is shaped by 
behavioral forces that people use to expedite the achievement of goals. 
The closer these forces align with organizational pursuits, the better it is 
for the organization and its members. 

Scope of the HC OC Transformation Challenge 

The global surveyor Gallup, in its 2017 State of the Global Workplace, 
reported gloomy results of work engagement. Approximately 15 percent 
of employees surveyed worldwide expressed they feel engaged with 
work, compared with 85 percent not engaged or actively disengaged. It is 
important to highlight that global surveys have limitation and over
looking some important dimensions of work engagement including 
cultural differences (Kathirasan, 2015) but can help to understand 
overall situation. Among them the inferences reported by one of the 
authors of the study, Jim Harter, Chief Scientist of Workplace 
Management and Wellbeing at Gallup, concluded that these results show 
a sign of global mismanagement (2018). This confirms the perception 
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and critical calling for deeper assessment and organizational improve
ment embedded in quality standards. 

Gallup calculated the economic consequences in lost productivity in 
approximately US$7 trillion, not to mention the huge costs in human 
disappointment and frustration. In view of this, Harper stated that the 
majority of the workforce not engaged or disengaged with work are not 
the worst performers but are workers indifferent to the organization and 
unwilling to support its mission (2018). Although these people give their 
time to an organization (in exchange for a salary), they are not stimu
lated to make their best efforts or share their best ideas to advance the 
organization. In short, it can be inferred that a significant portion of 
workers worldwide work IN but not FOR the organization. 

As far as the human dimension is concerned, whereas most likely these 
workers at one point in time were willing to make a difference in the 
organization, most likely nobody noticed their talents or expressed 
interest in human capital and relevant talents they could provide to 
improve the organization and got discouraged and detached. 

Concerns are growing about the work engagement issues coming from 
multiple disciplines. Some experts emphasize that organizations are 
overlooking essential elements of employee wellbeing (Pfeffer, 2018). 
Recent studies conducted at Harvard University are examining why 
employee initiatives fall short of human centered expectations (Harvard 
Business Review, 2020). 

The interest on work engagement research has grown steadily since 
last decade (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2010, Schaufeli, 2012, Schaufeli, 2018) 
along with expanding exploding studies on happiness that have grown 
from organizations to the national level (Lepeley, 2017) and interna
tional comparisons (Helliwell et al., 2020). Drastic disruptions in the 
global VUCA environment in 2020 are igniting rapid need to explore 
organizational culture transformation and new non-traditional 
approaches. 

Accelerating the Transition to HC OC 

In the year 2020, while we are producing this and two other com
plementary books that will be part of a Human Centered Trilogy, people 
and organizations worldwide are affected by unprecedented disruptions 
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. At the beginning of the year, the 
coronavirus has exposed the world to high health risks due to the spread 
of infection changing the life and work routines of people worldwide. 
People quarantined at home for months and increasing numbers of 
deaths worldwide are also challenging the survival of organizations and 
industries forced to closing restrictions. The pandemic effects are leading 
nations into deep contraction of national economies and deterioration of 
the social strata across societies. 
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Although this pandemic may not be inducing a need for organizational 
culture transformation, it is certainly accelerating concerns for a change. 
Today, there is widespread awareness of management challenges 
pressing organizations to switch traditional work standards from office 
work to distance home-based work for millions of workers. In this 
precarious volatile global environment, organizational cultures with 
resource-based rigid structures are exposed to drastic consequences and 
considerable losses. 

An article by Stefan Thomke in the March–April 2020 issue Harvard 
Business Review is highly consistent with ideas I discuss in this chapter. 
The title is Building a Culture of Experimentations. It takes more than 
good tools. It takes a complete change in attitude (Thomke, 2020). The 
lessons conveyed highlights that a culture of experimentation is timely 
for organizations to prepare for the post-COVID-19 reality. It empha
sizes that the main obstacles obstructing change are lodged in the culture, 
in deep shared behaviors, beliefs and values that shape a culture over 
time and perpetuate in place without periodic or effectiveness assessment 
and in spite of obsolescent outcomes. Thomke posts that a successful 
culture of experimentation is built on 5 critical elements: cultivation of 
people’s curiosity, insisting that data trump educated opinions (avoiding 
guessing), democratize experimentation across organizational divisions, 
promoting ethical sensitivity in all functions and embracing a humane 
and agile leadership model (2020). At this point in time, experimentation 
aimed to transform organizational culture is no longer an option for 
organizations seeking sustainability, it is an imperative. 

HCM: The Paradigm Shift 

Decades of experience in management research, teaching, training and 
consulting in QM led me to develop the model and write the book HCM 
(Lepeley, 2017). The purpose of HCM is to substitute the humans-as- 
resources approaches created during the industrial age that are ex
acerbated by the pandemic and the global VUCA environment. 

The urgency to put people at the center of organizations positions HCM 
as a timely and effective alternative to speed the transformation to solve 
HRM shortcomings. Ulrich and Dulebohn in their article Are we there 
yet? What’s next for HR? (2015) observe that in the last three decades, 
HR advanced from a low-level administrative and maintenance function 
to a core business model. But they query if HR has arrived at its final 
destination, observing that HR is still deeply entangled in the humans-as- 
resource slant of the past industrial revolution. The intrinsic nature of HR 
is blocking organizational culture transformation. 

Ulrich and Dulebohn point to flaws, obsolescence and conformity 
obstructing the need for revision and improvement of a model that was 
useful in the past but is harming organizations today. The inward- 
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looking human-as-resource HR approach was conceived a century ago 
when the industrial revolution was at full speed and new industries 
needed workers to advance the production of machines and manu
facturing. HRM principles were galvanized in the US by Frederick 
Taylor’s theory of Scientific Management (1911) and in Europe by Max 
Weber’s framework for bureaucratic organizations (1922). Up to date, 
the hierarchical resource-based principles and bureaucratic practices 
persist in the Human Resources offices, and its derivative acronyms HR, 
HRM and SHRM are still used in organizations, academics and business 
schools worldwide. But today HRM, more than a realistic meaning, 
exposes comfort with the status quo, risk aversion to innovate and lack 
of capacity to assess shortcomings. 

I do not minimize or dismiss the outstanding contributions of Taylor 
and Weber to advance management in the 20th century. On the contrary, 
I recognize that their models were paramount to step up national pro
duction from the precarious agricultural prototype to the industrial 
setting allowing well-structured organizations that accelerated pros
perity, economic growth and national development in countries around 
the world. But it is crucial to point out the differences a century makes. 
At the beginning of the 20th century, resources were limited and scarce, 
money and capital were scant and the emerging workforce needed plenty 
of workers to fill in production lines and organizations, largely in 
manufacturing. Most importantly, the level of education of the popu
lation was low to nil and skilled workers were extremely rare. Today, 
these characteristics have reversed, but HRM has prevailed in spite of 
serious shortcomings obstructing the transformation to HCM. 

HCM is Not New, But Humans-as-Resources Management is 
Stubborn and Difficult to Change 

Historic records of the American Academy of Management (AoM) in
clude Taylor’s 1911 book Principles of Scientific of Management and 
Weber’s 1922 book Theory of Social and Economic Organizations 
among the 25 most influential management books of the 20th century 
(Bedeian & Wren, 2001). Their work was a major accomplishment that 
expanded the benefits of the industrial revolution to nations worldwide. 
But the shortcomings of the human-as-resources HR focus surfaced al
most a century ago. The first scrutiny evolved from the Hawthorne 
Studies (1927–1932) conducted at Western Electric Company plant in 
Chicago, Illinois by Elton Mayo, an Australian psychologist, organiza
tional theorist and professor of Industrial Research at Harvard School of 
Business Administration. He made important contributions to advance 
social psychology and business management, and pioneered multi
disciplinary strategies to solve increasingly complex human challenges in 
organizations. Mayo’s 1933 book The Human Problems of the 
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Industrial Civilization is also included in the AoM list of most influential 
books of 20th century. Mayo was among the first theorists showing 
concern for the wellbeing of human beings in the workplace as a fun
damental aspect to increase performance and organizational pro
ductivity. 

In addition to Mayo’s book, the AoM's most influential management 
books include 15 management books emphasizing the human wellbeing 
focus (Bedeian & Wren, 2001). Actually, the majority of the most in
fluential management books of the 20th century focused on people and 
showed concern for wellbeing in the workplace. These management 
books provided core support and are embedded in theories I developed 
to build the HCM model. 

Given this evidence, it is puzzling to see why it is taking so long for 
organizations to advance transformation from HRM to HCM as a ne
cessary condition to attain sustainability.  The fact is that the human 
centered approach is not new,  but human-as-resource tactics are deeply 
entrenched and risk-averse managers and organizations fail to focus 
instead on the wellbeing of people to optimize investments in resources 
in a sustainable fashion.  

Identifying Differences between HRM and HCM and McGregor 
Theory X and Theory Y 

In 1960, Douglas McGregor published one of AoM's masterpieces: The 
Human Side of the Enterprise. Six decades later, his model is as sound as 
then to illustrate differences between HRM and HCM, so I use it to 
clarify the most critical aspects involved in the transformation that are 
also at the core of QM. Table 1.1 contrasts characteristics of the HR 
model ascribed to Theory X (left) with HCM features associated with 
Theory Y. 

Hierarchy of Power Differences in HR and HC 
Organizational Culture 

Differences between HRM and HCM affect the sources of power that 
drive organizations and their culture. Whereas the sources of power in 
HRM are embedded in bosses, ad hoc with hierarchical bureaucratic 
organizations that enforce strict controls on subordinate workers, in 
flat structured HCM organizations, human centered leaders work at 
building trust aiming to foster co-workers autonomy and delegation of 
personal responsibility in the execution of their tasks as a necessary 
condition to stimulate creativity and innovation essential to advance in 
the VUCA environment. Differences between sources of power in 
HRM and HCM culture and leadership are presented in Tables 1.2 
and 1.3. 
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Table 1.2 Sources of Power in HR and HC Organizational Cultures    

Sources of Power common in HR Features  

Coercive powerSource: coercion Command over others controlling 
information or imposing 
difficulties 

Enticement powerSource: monetary 
or material compensation 

Command over others based on 
compensation for special favor 

Position powerSource: position in 
organization 

Based on responsibility of a position 

Expert powerSource: Knowledge, 
experience. 

Granted by personal capacity and 
knowledge 

Sources of Power common in HCM Features 
Genuine powerSource: Emotional 

Intelligence.Constructive 
Leadership. Quality culture. 

Mentorship, mutual respect built on 
trust, empathy, understanding and 
capacity to create synergy with 
other people   

Source: Lepeley, 2001.  

Table 1.1 Characteristics of HRM Model Ascribed to Theory X and HCM 
Features Associated with Theory Y    

Theory “X” HRM Theory “Y” HCM  

People do not like to work People like to work when they feel motivated 
and engaged with work 

Most people think work is 
an inconvenience 

People like to assume responsibilities 

People only work to earn 
income to live 

People feel proud of their good works 

It is necessary to force 
people to do their jobs 

People feel glad to work in a stimulating 
environment 

People avoid 
responsibilities 

People value to be trusted and feel responsible 

It is necessary to control 
people constantly to 
perform their work 

Clear guidelines and freedom incentive people 
to perform effectively and be engaged with 
their work 

The most effective method 
to induce people to work 
is to increase their sense 
of security and threaten 
them to lose the job 

People are encouraged to advance 
organizational mission in stimulating 
workplaces where individual and collective 
wellbeing of workers, regardless of rank, are 
the main features linked to values, 
responsibility, teamwork and easy access to 
information flow, and when leaders and 
supervisors offer AFFECTIVE and effective 
support to expedite continuous 
improvement leading to quality standards.   

Source: Lepeley, 2017, p. 29.  
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HRM is Controlled by Bosses. HCM is Boosted by Leaders 

Differences in sources of power shape different styles to manage people 
in the organization. Leaders in HCM organizations deploy genuine 
sensible power embedded in emotional intelligence to provide con
structive guidance and support the efforts of people in the organiza
tions to systematically achieve continuous improvement and quality 
standards. Table 1.3 presents contrasting characteristics of bosses as 
superiors and chiefs’ characters in humans-as-resources organizations 
with leaders who serve as guides and mentors in the human centered 
culture. 

These comparisons clarify differences in sources of power in HRM that 
tend to overestimate the impact and effects of physical resources at the 
expense of quality standards and the wellbeing of people in the workplace 
emphasized in HCM driving high-performance and long-term sustain
ability in the Knowledge Economy. This contrasting feature exposes causes 
in losses in productivity leading to mismanagement as highlighted by 
Harper above affecting work engagement around the world. 

Preeminence of Human Wellbeing 

In HCM, the wellbeing of people in the workplace is a critical organi
zational force leading transformation to the human centered culture. The 

Table 1.3 Contrasting Power Structure of HR Bosses and HC Leaders    

HRM bosses HCM leaders  

Focus on processes Focus on people 
Use control Inspire trust 
Follow short-term goals Aim at long-term benefits 
Focus on finding problems Focus on finding solutions 
Perpetuate status quo Incentive innovation 
Favor repetitive activities Promote change for continuous 

improvement 
Follow rules and fair change Foster autonomy with responsibility for 

achievement 
Intolerant of failure and 

experimentation 
Take failure as steps to improvement 

Follow destructive competition1 Promote constructive competition2 

Command actions Pursue Win–Win negotiation 
Emphasis on hard skills Emphasis on Soft Skills3    

1 Destructive competition: One winner takes all. 
2 Constructive competition: win-win competition. 
3 Lepeley, M. T. (2021). Soft Skills for Human Centered Management and Global 

Sustainability.Source: Lepeley, 2001.  
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concept of wellbeing needs clarification because it has numerous inter
pretations that can be misleading. 

In HCM, wellbeing is a multidimensional concept and requires un
derstanding of complementary and differences between personal well
being and organizational wellbeing. 

Wellbeing is commonly used as a synonym for happiness, but this inter
pretation is inconsistent with HCM. In HCM, personal wellbeing refers to a 
sustainable state of individual fulfillment resulting from an adequate balance 
of six interactive life dimensions anchored in satisfaction of human needs 
that are essential to find the purpose of life. The satisfaction of 
human needs is aligned with Maslow’s theories (1954), but instead of a 
hierarchy of need, in HCM, human needs are constantly interacting, de
veloping and strengthening each other in purpose of a life purpose. In HCM, 
personal wellbeing evolves from the Aristotelian eudaimonic principle where 
a person assumes responsibility for continuous self-improvement as a pre
condition to be able to help other and contribute to improve society. Based 
on this principle, quality education becomes a central component of human 
wellbeing (Lepeley, 2019a, b). HCM wellbeing contrasts with happiness 
which is understood as a short-term personal feeling of pleasure and 
avoidance of pain related to Epicurean hedonic arguments. 

PERSONAL WELLBEING 

In HCM, personal wellbeing is embedded in a balance of 7 life dimension 
components compiled to find the purpose of life as shown in Figure 1.1. 
The 7 life dimension components are described below.  

LIFE PURPOSE

FREEDOM
AUTONOMY

PHYSICAL
FITNESS GOOD

HEALTH

INCOME
FINANCIAL
SECURITY

LOVE
AFFECTION

MEANINGFUL
RELATIONSHIPS

CONTRIBUTION
TO SOCIETY

INTELLECTUAL
SPIRITUAL
GROWTH

Figure 1.1 The 7 Complementary Interactive Life Dimensions.  
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Life purpose as equivalent to a life compass and a driver to make 
wellbeing attainable and sustainable   
Freedom, autonomy basic human attribute in the pursue of wellbeing   
Physical fitness responsibility to secure good health and fitness   
Income to secure financial independence to cover life expenses and 
enjoyment   
Love and affection are critical foundations of meaningful relationships, 
emotional support and empathy.   
Contribution to society to secure shared, collective, attainable and 
sustainable wellbeing in the workplace and inclusive societies.   
Intellectual long-life learning sustains brain activity, alertness as source 
of stimulus throughout life. Spiritual growth prepares for life 
enjoyment and to face death as a natural stage of life.   

WORKPLACE WELLBEING 

Wellbeing in the workplace refers to the organization's capacity to reach 
quality standards and a culture based on trust and ethics where leaders 
and employees feel satisfied with the work environment and the social 
relationships. Wellbeing at work is an essential aspect in the HC OC and 
a central area of concern to achieve quality standards that secure orga
nizational sustainability and business success. 

All books in the Routledge Human Centered Management Series are 
driven by people’s wellbeing. I cover the subject in my book Human 
Centered Management: The 5 Pillars of Organizational Quality and 
Global Sustainability (2017). We added two books addressing wellbeing 
of working people titled Wellbeing for Sustainability in the Global 
Workplace (Ochoa, Lepeley, & Essens, 2018) and The Wellbeing of 
Women in Entrepreneurship (Lepeley et al., 2020). The HCM books 
cover a broad spectrum of the disruptions and challenges affecting 
wellbeing and provide insightful solutions to help people who work IN 
and FOR organizations as employees and as entrepreneurs, in the case of 
our book on women entrepreneurs. 

Understanding the Dimension of the Wellbeing Challenges in 
the Global Workplace 

To put in perspective the wellbeing challenge for organizations and 
working people, it helps to have an idea of the magnitude in numbers. 

The International Labor Organization (ILO) reports that the global 
workforce reached 3.3 billion in 2019. Latest report by Wikipedia in 2012 
shows that the global workforce was approximately 3 billion workers 
employed in the businesses and the productive private sectors and about 
200 million people were unemployed and actively seeking employment. 
The 2017 Global Entrepreneur Monitor reported that in the 65 countries 
surveyed, the number of entrepreneurs working on their own reached 582 
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million. The number of employees in the public sector is far more difficult 
to calculate. In fact, ILO reports public employment in percentages of the 
workforce by country instead of numbers. Across countries, the average 
percentage of people employed in the public sector is approximately ¼, 
but there is a wide variance. Cuba, Russia and China have the highest 
percentage ranking from 70 percent to 50 percent, respectively, in 2013. 
In the same year, Hong Kong with 8 percent and Japan with 11 percent 
showed the lowest proportion of people employed in the public/govern
ment sector. A rough estimate of 5 billion people worldwide are working 
(approximate 60 percent of the total world population).1 The implications 
for management and organizational culture are staggering. 

Addressing Organizational Culture and Wellbeing Challenges 

The traditional analysis of employees’ wellbeing has been addressed in 
psychology on issues mainly related to stress, employees’ relations, safety 
and mental health. In the last decade, wellbeing in the workplace is at
tracting a lot of scholars in organizational culture, management and lea
dership observing the effects of workloads, leaders and managers’ styles, 
impact of financial dimensions, trust in working relationships, work au
tonomy and work–life balance, among others. Routledge Human 
Centered Management Book Series includes two books dedicated to the 
analysis of wellbeing in the workplace: Wellbeing for Sustainability in the 
Global Workplace (Ochoa, Lepeley, & Essens, 2018 ) and The Wellbeing 
of Women in Entrepreneurship (Lepeley et al., 2020). 

LIFE–WORK CONTINUUM: THE NEW HUMAN CENTER ORGANIZATIONAL 

CULTURE 

HR approaches to organizational culture consistently segment human life in 
work activities and personal life endeavors, concentrating on life at work 
and underscoring fundamental aspects of personal wellbeing. Concerned 
about the effects of pending work–life imbalance, Beutell, Kuschel, and 
Lepeley (2021) wrote a chapter for this book introducing a theoretical 
life–work continuum model as an alternative organizational culture. The 
purpose is to substitute the traditional HR segmenting work–life analysis as 
opposite dimensions of a person’s life for an integrated method to assess 
wellbeing. We argue that the present work–life formulas need deeper 
scrutiny to include workers’ wellbeing (Beutell et al., 2021). 

CONSOLIDATING HCM THROUGH SUSTAINABLE QUALITY STANDARDS 

In previous sections, I proposed to advance the human centered para
digm to replace HR management approaches of the industrial age that 
fail to meet organizational demands today. In this context, I emphasized 

14 Maria-Teresa Lepeley 



the importance to deploy management formulas targeting the wellbeing 
of people as precondition to optimize work engagement, performance 
and long-term sustainability. A rough estimate of the billions of workers 
affected showed the dimension of the challenge ahead. I stressed 
the positive correlation that exists between human wellbeing and sus
tainable quality standards underlying HCM. In the next section, I ex
amine these links, which, in my view, expose the main differences 
between HCM and HRM and the need for transformation. 

QM is Alignment of the Inward and Outward Dimensions of 
Organizations 

As an economist with a background in education and business man
agement, I had a clear understanding of the interdependence between 
supply and demand, the only law in economic theory. Supply re
presenting people who work in organizations that produce and provide 
(sell, deliver) products and service to customers. Demand representing 
customers, clients, users or people with needs and to satisfy them buy 
products from suppliers/organizations in the productive private sector. 
But the same principles apply to users who receive services produced and 
delivered by organizations in the public/government sector (paid in
directly through taxes). From this description, it is clear that organiza
tions (supply) exist only if they have customers, clients, users (the 
demand) who seek/buy products/services the organization produces. 
Otherwise, organizations have no reason to exist. 

The importance of customers is paramount in economics. But it is also a 
rational aspect of management. So, when I studied management, I was 
puzzled to see that traditional management theories were anchored in HRM 
related exclusively to the supply side of the equation but ignored the criti
cally important demand side. Management was based on an inward- 
looking vision of organizations (supply) that ignored the critical outward 
vision (demand) and its effects on sustainability. In the 21st century, tech
nology and the increasing numbers of disruptions affecting organizations in 
the VUCA environment are pressing organizations to complement inward 
and outward visions as a necessary condition to attain quality standards. 

My concern about the segmented management vision focused on 
HRM principles increased when I specialized in quality management. 
My first encounter with QM took place when I was the Director of the 
Miami Chapter of the National Association of Business Economist 
where I met fellow economists who worked for the Florida Power and 
Light Company. This was the first American company that won the 
Japanese Quality Deming Award2 in 1987. This was my quality initia
tion. Since then, I have worked consistently in quality management. I 
wrote the first QM book applied to education in 2001 published by 
McGraw-Hill. Quality education and quality principles applied to 
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education are critical conditions to facilitate the deployment of quality 
standards in the workplace. Systematic approaches to quality improve
ment induced me to write Human Centered Management: The 5 Pillars 
of Organizational Quality and Global Sustainability (2017) to address 
quality and sustainability challenges in organizations. The following 
section provides a summary of the quality movement history to explains 
the central role of quality embedded in the Sustainable Quality 
Management (SQM) pillar of my HCM model. 

DEMING’S TOTAL QUALITY MANAGEMENT (TQM) PROPELLED BY HUMAN 

WELLBEING 

Edwards Deming is recognized as the Father of Quality. His 1982 book 
Quality, Productivity and Competitive Position is included in AoM list 
of the most influential management books of the 20th century. I value 
Deming’s TQM model, his influence in global quality developments has 
impacted the culture of organizations worldwide for the last three dec
ades. Deming was the main influence in the creation of National Quality 
Awards (NQA) in nations around the world. Quality and the pursuit of 
excellence are anchored in people’s wellbeing in organizations. I was an 
examiner of US Baldrige NQA and adviser to NQA programs in Chile, 
Brazil, Colombia, Peru and Ecuador. 

Deming introduced to management the missing outward-looking or
ganizational dimension. The new quality approach turned around the 
traditional inward-looking vision conventional in HRM. Deming chal
lenges organizations to focus on customers, in the community where 
customers come from and in society at large. Adding the outward- 
looking vision, Deming pioneered the concept of organizational and 
corporate social responsibility. 

A WORD ABOUT NQA 

Deming’s TQM model was used to create NQA programs in countries 
around the world to increase performance and competitiveness. TQM served 
as a model to develop the assessment criteria adopted by NQAs after Japan 
showed outstanding progress in its postwar economy becoming a high pro
ductivity nation in less than a decade by deploying quality standards across 
productive sectors. Japan established the Deming National Award in 1951 
sponsored by the Japanese Union of Scientists and Engineers.3 

US Baldrige NQA Program was established in 1987 to recognize 
quality accomplishment in manufacturing and business organizations of 
all sizes that were deploying the quality model and reaching the highest 
scores certified by trained teams of examiners. In 2001, the Baldrige 
Award was expanded to recognize organizations in the service sector 
including education4 and healthcare.5 In 2007, Baldrige introduced an 
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award for non-profit and government organizations.6 I was a member of 
the Baldrige Board of Examiners between 2002 and 2005 and advocated 
the creation of the award for non-profit organizations. The Baldrige 
Awards is administered by the Performance Excellence Program.7 The 
European Quality Award was established in 1991, and until today, is 
sponsored by the European Foundation of Quality Management. Today, 
more than 80 countries have NQAs to promote high performance, 
productivity and global competitiveness. 

HCM and the Sustainable Quality Pillar 

The foundations of the HCM model and its SQM component are sum
marized in the following arguments. The principles are explicit and shared 
through the HC OC. HC OC is strengthened with human capital, talent, 
resilience and agility built in common efforts to attain continuous im
provement of organizational performance, productivity and competitive
ness driven by constructive and sensible leadership and collaboration 
practices focused on the wellbeing of people in the workplace. The SQM 
pillar of HCM fosters an organizational culture encouraging employees’ 
engagement with clarity of individual personal and organizational mission 
ensuring they work not only IN but FOR the organization. SQM makes 
the difference between HCM and HRM. In contrast with HRM focused 
on resources, SQM secures high productivity fortifying first the wellbeing 
of people. In HC OC, wellbeing is a necessary condition for organization 
to attain long-term sustainability systematically meeting the needs and 
expectations of customers and community. The principles in the HC SQM 
supporting the quality organizational culture are discussed below in
dicating inward- and outward-looking institutional effects:  

• The reason for HC organizations (HCOs) to exist is because there 
are customers who demand their products and services (outward- 
looking)  

• People who work IN and FOR HCOs feel engaged with work and 
eager to solve problems with autonomy and supported by leaders 
who care for the wellbeing of co-workers as necessary condition to 
attain high performance (inward-looking)  

• Constructive sensible leaders in HCOs value and boost human capital 
and talent to effectively manage resilience (inward-looking) and 
agility (outward-looking) needed to optimize benefits and minimize 
costs of disruptions in the VUCA environment (outward-looking)  

• Quality teams focused on Talent Management in the selection and 
development (inward-looking) of personnel in the organization 
using agility to foster innovation (outward-looking)  

• HCM secures integration of the inward–outward dimensions 
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implementing the SQM Model supporting people and their 
wellbeing as a condition for sustainability and success. 

Srinivasan and Kurey in the article Creating a Culture of Quality em
phasized how important it is to become competitive today (2014). 
Quality standards are a significant challenge but meaningful advantages 
for organizations not only in business but in all sectors. Overall, in 
government agencies pressed to become more effective and efficient 
serving the needs of people. And here I need to regress to my experience 
as an examiner. My proposal to include in the Baldrige NQA Program an 
Award to distinguish the efforts of non-profit organizations was based 
on the urgency to include them and integrate the public sector in the 
national quality initiatives to promote the wellbeing of the population. 

Srinivasan and Kurey conducted interviews with leaders of quality 
teams in 60 multinational corporations and surveyed 850 employees in a 
wide range of functions and industries at all levels of seniority. They found 
that traditional resource-based strategies using monetary incentives, 
training and sharing unprecise and questionable best practices had no 
effect to reach quality standards. Comparatively, companies deploying 
human centered and peer-driven approaches showed a stronger quality 
culture, employees made fewer mistakes and organizations spent sig
nificantly less time and money correcting errors. Srinivasan and Kurey 
define the true culture of quality as an environment where employees not 
only follow quality guidelines, but consistently recognize the value of 
teammates working together on actions leading to continuous improve
ment, hearing others talk about the benefits of quality, and embracing 
quality as a culture, not as an organization obligation or a hassle. 

The 5th HCM Pillar: SQM 

In my book Human Centered Management (Lepeley 2017), I designed 
the SQM model based on my experience as an examiner of NQA. I in
cluded SQM in HCM to provide a systemic quality assessment metho
dology accessible to all organizations interested in achieving quality 
standards, regardless of size, industry, sector or nation, based on the 
same standards and assessment criteria of excellence promoted by 
NQAs, which are obtainable only by a small elite of organizations. My 
intention in SQM is to democratize national quality standards making 
them available to leaders across HCOs willing to make the efforts ne
cessary to attain world recognized quality standards. I emphasize HCOs 
because I have not seen any HRM focused organizations attain the 
aforementioned quality standards. 

I simplified SQM application and the evaluation criteria to facilitate 
access and use of the quality model to people working in organizations of 
all sizes, including entrepreneurs, to help them reaching out quality 
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standards with significant saving instead of hiring expensive external 
training and trainers in QM. 

SQM is a systemic quality deployment and assessment model. This 
section identifies the Management Areas (MAs) that impact the culture 
of HCOs (Lepeley, 2017). To facilitate continuous assessment and im
provement, SQM is divided in 7 MAs. Four MAs relate to actions and 
responsibility of people directly and three MAs assess continuous sup
port to the efforts of people to secure quality standards in the organi
zation (inwards looking) aiming to satisfy customers’ needs and 
expectation and their impact in markets and the community.  

Four human MAs 

MA1. Focused on the demand side of the quality equation: satisfaction 
of customers’ needs and expectations, knowledge of markets. 

MA2. Concentration on the supply side of the equation: securing 
high level of work engagement based on employees’ wellbeing 
working IN but also FOR the organization. It identifies merit 
recognition and continuous training targeting personal 
growth and talent. 

MA3. Human centered leadership supporting the supply dimension. 
It secures leadership and responsibility for organizational 
results focused on continuous improvement of people and 
wellbeing in the workplace as necessary condition to attain 
quality standards and long-term sustainability that also 
commits social responsibility with the community. 

MA4. Organizational planning: activity coordinating demand 
(outward looking) and supply (inward looking) compo
nents positively effects on the HC OC aligned with 
systematic quality achievements leading to high perfor
mance and long-term sustainability.  

Three management quality expeditors 

MA5. Use of technology, data collection, synchronized knowledge 
management and analysis to facilitate evidence-based decisions 
and efforts to deploy and attain continuous improvement. 

MA6. Quality of supporting processes (management of economic, 
financial and facilities) 

MA7. Community integration (vertical and horizontal integration 
with other organizations, including benchmarking knowledge 
and activities and environmental care (internal–external).  

Each Mas includes five elements of assessment aimed to facilitate data 
collection, objective measurement and analysis of results, including 
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instruments to assess and to report results and a system to assess progress 
in performance toward attainment of quality standards. 

Prospects and Challenges of the Human Centered 
Organizational Quality Culture 

The shortcomings of HRM are surmounting and the need for transfor
mation to HCM is growing among organizational facing disruptions in 
the global VUCA environment. There is exponential evidence pressing 
for change and transformation from HRM to HCM. 

The discussion has shown that the need for transformation is high and 
strong. Yet complacency with the status quo and risk aversion to change 
and innovate management are strong. Increased awareness of the im
plications of low work engagement and the costs of mismanagement as 
the consequences of overlooking the wellbeing of people in the work
place are appalling. A major challenge at hand is the need to create re
liable instruments to measure work engagement. This analysis has 
identified quality key formulas that have a direct impact on organiza
tional cultures to promote people at the center. 

I conclude by calling attention to two essential aspects important to 
strengthen HCOs culture. The first is to recognize and integrate the 
multidimensional inward-looking scope to conduct an objective analysis 
of HCOs that impact organizational culture. And the second is to un
derstand that HCM is only possible when efforts are closely aligned with 
the fundamental principles of QM. 

The rough estimates of the number of workers worldwide affected by 
mismanagement are staggering. This will start motivating more scholars 
in different fields to join efforts to advance HCM solutions. The diversity 
of human centered scholars whose chapters are included in this book is a 
highly encouraging sample of progress in this direction. 

I end with a positive note recalling the importance of Thoemke’s culture 
of experimentation and his 5 principles to succeed in cultivating HCM 
principles: cultivation of people’s curiosity, insisting that data trump 
educated opinions (avoiding guessing), spread experimentation opportu
nities across organizational divisions, securing ethical sensitivity in all 
functions and embracing a humane and agile leadership model. Adding 
that the wellbeing of the people who work IN and FOR the organization is 
paramount to strengthen the HC OC built on quality standards.  

Notes  
1 World population estimated is over 7.8 billion in August 2020 https://www. 

worldometers.info/world-population/  
2 Japanese Deming Quality Award https://www.juse.or.jp/deming_en/award/  
3 https://www.juse.or.jp/deming_en/award/ 
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4 http://www.nist.gov/baldrige/enter/education.cfm  
5 http://www.nist.gov/baldrige/enter/health_care.cfm  
6 http://www.nist.gov/baldrige/enter/nonprofit.cfm  
7 https://www.nist.gov/baldrige  
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2 Life–Work Continuum 
The New Organizational Culture 

Nicholas Beutell, Katherina Kuschel, 
Maria-Teresa Lepeley  

Introduction to Organizational Culture (OC) in the 
Workplace 

OC is a robust organization dimension that has been extensively researched 
producing an abundant amount of literature for half a century. Edgar 
Schein was one of the pioneers focusing on OC (Schein, 1984; Schein, 1990; 
Schein, 1996; Schein, 2000). In his classic book Organizational Culture and 
Leadership (2017), Schein explains how to transform the abstract concept 
of culture into a practical tool for accelerating dynamic change, describing 
what OC is, how it is created, evolves and adapts to contemporary orga-
nizational challenges. Tackling the complex question of how to change an 
existing culture, Schein presents an analytical framework with three OC 
dimensions: artifacts and behaviors, espoused values and assumptions. 

All dimensions of OC represent cultural phenomena visible to ob-
servers. For instance, the artifacts dimension relates to tangible elements 
of the organization, such as architecture, furniture, dress code, office 
jokes, all visible elements of a specific OC that can be recognized by 
insiders, but also by people who are not part of that culture. Espoused 
values refer to organizational values and rules of behavior that are ex-
pressed by members that represent the organization to themselves and 
others. This is often considered as the official philosophies or the public 
identity statements embedded in the organizational mission and the fu-
ture vision, the goals that the organization intends to reach. Shared basic 
assumptions are deeply embedded and are considered taken-for-granted 
behaviors constituting the essence of the OC. 

Ehrhart, Schneider, and Macey (2014) have emphasized the need for 
OC studies by encouraging approaches that integrate external factors 
influencing OCs with the internal organizational environment. OC re-
search emphasizes that leaders need to effectively manage internal and 
external elements for OC to drive high performance and improved or-
ganizational productivity and long-term sustainability. In contrast with 
previous OC theories anchored in formal, inflexible structures, the study 
of OC is accelerating the growth of qualitative analyses emphasizing the 



human side of organizational life. The rapid growth in demand for ef-
fective integration of external pressures and internal organizational re-
sponses was precisely what led us to write this chapter. Life–Work 
Continuum: The New Organizational Culture proposes to address the 
shortcomings of Work-Life-Balance (WLB) approaches. The COVID-19 
pandemic has affected people and organizations worldwide providing 
clear evidence that WLB is a cumbersome and unattainable pursuit. New 
formulas are needed. Thus, the Life-Work Continuum (LWC) proposes 
the integration of life and work as a holistic continuum aimed at sup-
porting people’s wellbeing in the global workplace. 

Life-Work Continuum: The New OC 

Important changes in societies worldwide have been driving OC trans-
formation. The urgency for change has accelerated as people and orga-
nizations are exposed to and suffering from the infectious effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The OC challenges affecting people and organi-
zations are pending, multidimensional, complex and abundant. To a 
large extent, the need for change is spurred by organizational environ-
ments that facilitate the participation of women in the workforce, help 
two-career couples manage their lives, support fathers that are assuming 
increasing amounts of family responsibilities and managing work over-
load in organizations confronting highly competitive environments. The 
present conditions are challenging for women and men sharing house-
hold and family responsibilities while facing similar career advancement 
issues and opportunities. Instead of focusing on life and work as separate 
and mutually exclusive dimensions, the LWC model is a human centered 
(HC) approach to OC that takes life and work as an integrated whole by 
connecting human interests, abilities, activities and responsibilities. 

Substantial evidence suggests that, to date, few organizations have 
achieved successful LWC transformation to meet the needs of employees. 
To a large extent, old OC approaches overlook the complex connectivity 
of personal life and work life that is only partially recognized or ac-
knowledged in traditional organizations. The entrenched, dichotomous 
views of the work–family narrative (Ely & Padavic, 2020) obstruct the 
career advancement of women and men by decreasing the wellbeing of 
working people and lowering work engagement needed for optimal 
productivity (Lepeley, 2017, Ochoa, Lepeley, & Essens, 2019). 

In the case of women, our book, The Wellbeing of Women in 
Entrepreneurship (Lepeley et al., 2020), presents an extensive analysis by 
global scholars revealing that women entrepreneurs view life–work–family 
as a continuum, a condition for success and entrepreneurial survival, not 
as separate dimensions of their wellbeing. Other studies report the similar 
results (Sehgal, 2020). Most women entrepreneurs perceive their lives in 
an integrated fashion (Poggesi, Mari, & De Vita, 2017). In short, life is 
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life: a holistic, cohesive, self image, not a war of different domains. Life is 
a continuous series of events and choices anchored in personal values, 
beliefs, attitudes and behaviors leading to achievements or failures. 

The LWC vision is intended to supplant traditional OCs and academic 
research approaches where work, family and life are treated as separate 
and contending “domains” perpetuating the obsolete work–life conflict 
and balance myths by overlooking growing evidence that a human life is 
one and needs to be viewed as a seamless, integrated experience for 
women and for men. 

Some issues driving the need to move beyond the traditional WLB 
approach and recognize the new LWC model for fostering an HC OC in 
the global workplace include:  

• persistent shortcomings in the work–family, work–life dichotomies  
• findings supporting synergies between work and family (Beutell & 

Gopalan, 2019)  
• WLB obsolescence perceived by men and women in younger 

generations (Gen X, Millennials and Gen Z) who do not view life 
as discrete roles  

• evidence that the personal dimension WLB constraints work–life 
harmony, but it also interferes with productivity and long-term 
organizational sustainability  

• women entrepreneurs, a fast-growing group in the global workforce, 
are pioneering the need for change. 

The chapter addresses these challenges anchored in fundamental Human 
Centered Management (HCM) principles of human wellbeing aligned 
with an OC leading to high-performance standards to deal with 
disruptions in the global VUCA environment. 

Evolution of the Work–Life Concept 

The present limitations of the segmented life–work analytical framework 
can be traced to the hierarchical resource-centered organizational 
structure of the first Industrial Revolution (IR). The IR models were 
designed to meet the demands for labor in industrial societies when 
workers toiled for long days and received low wages; although condi-
tions have changed, OC schemes have been perpetuated. Change is 
manifested in new technology and instantaneous communications of-
fering new possibilities for people and organizations worldwide. Yet the 
legacy of the resource-based OCs, bureaucratic and hierarchical struc-
tures with fixed and strict standards continue to drive the separation of 
work and life (Barnett, 1998). 

Paradoxically, in previous agrarian societies, personal life, work and 
family responsibilities were complementary parts of a life continuum. 
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But today those factors conflict with forces driving contemporary OCs 
aligned with the HCM paradigm. Decoupling life into separate spheres 
in increasingly challenging today. The idea of life segmentation is a myth 
(Kanter, 2006). Nonetheless, efforts to solve this duality are scarce and 
overdue yet progress is taking longer than anticipated. 

Studies are using different approaches to address the impact of the work- 
family narrative, including a common challenge when women opt to ac-
commodate their work schedules to meet life and family demands instead of 
striving for top-level organizational positions (Ely & Padavic, 2020). This is 
happening while men are assuming increasing responsibilities for children, 
home, caretaking and nurturing, but where their activities are still over-
ridden by career aspirations. This quandary is solvable. Organizations ad-
dressing the life perspective are using the LWC, focusing on continuous 
improvement of the wellbeing of people as a necessary condition to sti-
mulate workers’ engagement leading to high performance that is essential 
for long-term sustainability (Lepeley, 2017). 

It is important to mention that, although an increasing number of 
organizations are offering programs on work–life, work–family and 
flexible work arrangements intended to support workers, many of these 
programs offered by organizations that purport to address work–life 
balance (WLB) issues, but, in fact, the organization signals family- 
friendly policies to recruit and retain workers. Employees using such 
programs may suffer career consequences for actually using these pro-
grams. New hires who believe in the value of work to live, rather than 
live to work, will soon spot the trick behind an empty signal. Using 
gimmicks invariably results in negative consequences for organizations. 

On the positive side of a negative event, the 2020 COVID-19 pan-
demic is compelling increasing numbers of organizations to advance 
LWC as the new OC. Nevertheless, one of the main challenges LCW 
scholars face is the need to integrate demands at the organizational level 
with the needs of employees. For organizations, work equals life shows 
little consideration for fulfilling the life component of the wellbeing 
equation. Certain industries and sectors show evidence of a backlash 
against organizational programs supporting employees with family re-
sponsibilities (Perrigino, Dunford, & Wilson, 2018), whether flexible 
work arrangements or taking of leaves creates conflict among employees, 
thereby stigmatizing the use of these programs. 

COVID-19 is revealing a fresh look at the routines of life. Suddenly, all 
work in organizations, except for essential services, are mandated to 
cease, boosting the role of the life component as never before in recent 
human history. Life, work and schooling have been suddenly relocated 
to home for large segments of society in nations around the world. 
Beyond the health implications of the pandemic, the economic implica-
tions post-COVID-19 are launching an exponential number of un-
certainties as the crisis unfolds. One of the most imminent outcomes of 
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the present phenomenon is that life aspect of the work–life formula is 
becoming transformed with few expectations of that overshadow pre- 
COVID-19 environment. The multidimensional disruptions caused by 
COVID-19 are forcing people and organizations alike to recalibrate live 
expectations, rethink organizational structures and space needs and craft 
new strategies for the future. And solutions will not come from tradi-
tional resource-based approaches of the industrial past but rather from 
HC organizational strategies that will shape future OCs. 

The Emerging Life–Work Continuum Culture 

OC is the focus of this book. In this context, the LWC OC refers to the 
shared principles, values, ethics, beliefs, tacit assumptions, behaviors and 
social interactions that bind organizations to accomplish its mission and 
vision (Cummings & Worley, 2005; Smircich, 1983). The effects of OC 
on life–work interactions has been extensively analyzed (e.g., Bailyn, 
1993; Lewis, 2001), but not from the HCM perspective addressed in this 
chapter amid the pandemic environment. 

Thompson’s work on the impact of OC on work–life interaction 
(Andreassi & Thompson, 2008; Thompson, Beauvais, & Lynnes, 1999) 
offers initial guidelines that converge with the HCM model and the Book 
Series. Thompson and colleagues defined work–life culture as the shared 
assumptions, beliefs, and values regarding the extent of organizational 
support offered to facilitate integration of employees´ work and family 
lives (Thompson, Beauvais, & Lynnes, 1999, p. 394). 

Three elements were identified in the Thompson studies:  

a. Organizational demands for long work hours mean less time for 
activities and expectations beyond work. Demands for long hours 
have been increasing including dealing with demanding managers 
via email, phone, Zoom or other virtual means. In fact, technology is 
blurring of the line between work and life which follows the law 
of diminishing returns. The value derived from the always-on 
employee can be undermined by such negative factors as increased 
cognitive load and diminished employee performance and well-being 
(Joyce et al., 2018).  

b. Some negative consequences associated with use of life–work 
benefits are analyzed in recent study by Ely and Padavic (2020). 
This refers to participation in life–work programs that might signal 
that the employee is wavering on their work/career commitment 
possibly resulting in negative career consequences. Flexible work 
arrangements and virtual communications cannot replace the 
perceived need for face time at the office.  

c. Supervisor/managerial recognition of and support for LWC culture. 
Such managers are in a position to offer life–work support in spite of 
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specific programs offered by the organization in response to the 
employee’s particular life situation. 

One of the reasons organizational life–work programs are not used by 
employees is because they do not meet LWC needs but follow obsolete 
traditions of OC. Caproni (1997) argues that work–life initiatives 
(particularly WLB), and the discourse around them, are manifestations 
of the logic and language of bureaucratic organizational models that 
unwittingly reinforce the very models that life–work programs are trying 
to solve. The antidote to the status quo is life–work organization culture 
based on HCM that recognizes the whole person: that people are adults 
who want to contribute, engage and grow, who enjoy learning, want 
autonomy and freedom, make contributions beyond their job descrip-
tions, have lives where work is but one aspect and who reciprocate with 
the trust and respect extended to them by the organization. Thus, the 
LWC, placing the wellbeing of employees at the center by fostering en-
gagement and personal growth leading to continuous performance im-
provement becomes an essential HC culture for organizations to attain 
sustainability in the VUCA environment. 

Generational Expectations and the Life-Work Continuum 

For the first time in human history, people from five generations are 
collaborating in the workplace. To a large extent, the preferences of 
generational cohorts drive trends in LWC. Currently, Millennials are the 
largest employee group in the US workforce. Millennials along with Gen 
Z are visibly pushing OCs increasing the leverage of the LWC more than 
Baby Boomers did. Younger generations in the labor force value more 
organizational flexibility that helps them advance their goals, where life 
interests matter most, and work is but a dimension of their life space. 

Millennials show preferences for more work autonomy, fewer job 
restrictions, recognition, increased focus on performance standards and 
agile organizations that match their needs that help them to find meaning 
in their lives. Having a life, rather than climbing a corporate ladder and 
accumulating assets, is central to the life space of this group. Millennials 
grew up in the always on world so managing life is more seamless for 
them. The LWC is well-suited to the single largest generation in the US 
economy. 

Zappos Culture: An Example of LWC 

Zappos, an Amazon.com company, promotes to have a culture highly 
appealing to Millennials, and the company has positioned its culture as 
the corporate centerpiece. Tony Hsieh, its CEO, learned about the cri-
tical importance of OC from a previous company he owned where 
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culture turned toxic. He feared going to work each day and the damage 
was beyond repair. He vowed to avoid making the same mistakes when 
he created Zappos. In Zappos, he made culture the central focus of or-
ganizational mission. Each year, Zappos compiles a culture book 
showing how OC is enhancing employees’ wellbeing and includes opi-
nions of workers about their experience with Zappos’s culture. The 
following quote from Zappos’ CEO Tony Hsieh that converges with the 
HCM approach promoted in this chapter: 

There’s a lot of talk about work life separation or balance, Zappos 
believes in work life integration. It’s just life. And we consider the 
ideal when an employee can be the same person at home as in the 
office. And when people feel comfortable being themselves so 
creativity can flow and flourish.  

Zappos provides employees full-time life coaching to support them in 
achieving personal and professional goals. Zappos organization is driven 
by the values embedded in its culture that include: Deliver WOW! (im-
press or excite someone greatly) through service; embrace and drive 
change; create fun and use imagination, be and act adventurous, creative, 
open-minded; pursue growth in learning; build open and honest re-
lationships with colleagues using effective communications; build posi-
tive work teams and develop family spirit; promote efficiency doing more 
with less; be passionate and determined and be humble. These values are 
actionable and unique to the Zappos culture used to hire and, if neces-
sary, fire employees. Zappos reports that the values that underline this 
OC support employees to be personal and increase performance to sa-
tisfy the needs of customers who buy their products and value Zappos 
service. This is the quote Zappos uses relating to the LWC: it’s just life. 

COVID-19 Pandemic and OC 

Deep disruptions caused by the global COVID-19 pandemic are im-
posing major transformations in human lives and organizations that will 
have lasting effects in economies and societies. The changing environ-
ment has allowed innovative minds to create new concepts for describing 
dimensions of the current global VUCA environment. One of these 
concepts is the low touch economy.1 The low-touch economy analyzes 
the effects of the pandemic integrating disruptions of human lives aligned 
with emerging social and organizational habits. Like never before, the 
low-touch economy is showing unequivocal clues that confirm the LWC 
model advanced in this chapter. The low-touch economy concept was 
developed to describe the new and forthcoming organizational, social 
and economic scenarios created by social distancing imposed during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Going forward, people will have to pay critical 
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attention to changes in personal health habits, restrictive traveling, 
connecting remotely using virtual and teleworking modes, limited social 
gatherings and dealing with organizational transformation and decen-
tralization caused by the new social norms for avoiding further COVID- 
19 infection. 

Evidence indicates that organizational and economic solutions will 
come from HCM approaches able to tackle the LWC instead of deepening 
the existing segmentation. HC leadership will be a critical component for 
successful transition to the new normal. Furthermore, effective combina-
tions of resilience and agility will be Soft Skills in high demand in HC 
organizations, among managers and workers seeking to successfully 
transcend the post-COVID-19 disruptions, by safely navigating the 
emergent, global VUCA environment (Lepeley, 2021). 

Inspiration for the LWC 

Our research and studies in human development support assumptions 
that the LWC will become a stronger organizational imperative as 
consequence of the stay-at-home restrictions during the COVID-19 
pandemic. New conditions will press need for transformation of orga-
nizations across industries, sectors and nations to conduct a systematic 
assessment of OC. Organizations failing to recognize that, for most 
people, work is a part of life rather than as a separate or primary 
component, will face mounting challenges because this obsolete ap-
proach no longer meets the life needs of workers. Moreover, the as-
sumption that working more hours results in immediate increases in 
performance and productivity is illusory. Long hours and work-overload 
thwart essentials of wellbeing causing negative effects on physical and 
mental health, life purpose, family and social life and interference with 
leisure time increasingly important for unleashing creativity and al-
lowing time for recovery from work. Successful transformation of OC 
needs to ensure departure from vestiges of the industrial past to guar-
antee the secure implementation of HCM principles and practices that 
unequivocally place people at the center of OC (Lepeley, 2017). 

Inward-looking OCs endorsing segmentation between life at work and a 
parallel life outside the workplace will confront increasing challenges in 
finding talent. Cultural alignment for a unified life is essential. To structure 
the proposed LWC, a vision that strengthens organizational values modeled 
by HC leaders fosters the engagement of all members of the organization in 
the collective project. In the HC organization, contrasting with hierarchical 
and pyramidal structures, leaders are responsible for OC transformation 
that engages all members of the organization. Majluf and Abarca (2021) in 
their HCM book, Sensible Leadership: Human Centered, Insightful, and 
Prudent, which is part of this Trilogy, explain that HC leaders foster 
seamless integration of work life with personal life, emphasizing that 
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segmentation is harmful and affects both work and personal lives. One of 
the essential characteristics of HC leaders is demonstrating that their lives 
are consistent with the LWC serving as effective examples of a corporate 
culture built on an appealing collective mission, vision and values that 
employees can feel proud to emulate, empowering their decisions and 
making choices that meet both personal and organizational goals. 

Leadership initiatives in HCM project across the organization with 
continuous assessment of employees’ needs and wellbeing, level of en-
gagement and participation as a necessary condition for attaining quality 
standards aligned with individual merit, as well as personal and collec-
tive recognition for special efforts. In the future, needs assessment of 
people who work for organizations will be embedded in the culture. This 
includes heightened awareness of generational expectations, from the 
needs of Baby Boomers (the cohort hardest hit by the coronavirus 
(COVID-19) pandemic, who are still participating in the labor force, and 
seeking strategies to optimize synchronization with the needs and de-
mands of coworkers) to Gen X, Millennials and Gen Z). Considering 
that Millennials and Gen Z comprise nearly half of the world’s popu-
lation, embracing the LWC will be a necessity for OCs. 

Looking to a Better Future 

We close this chapter by forecasting that the disruptions caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic will affect organizations and people so deeply and 
profoundly that the new normal will be radically different. In the VUCA 
environment, long-term organizational sustainability, and in reality, sur-
vival, will depend on resilience and agility of people and organizations in 
successfully meeting the needs of a shaken labor force rebounding from this 
major crisis. In this new environment, it will be impossible to ignore the 
LWC imperatives addressed in this chapter. Acknowledging the LWC as a 
necessary improvement in OC for managing omnipresent disruptions in life 
is essential. Yet, we remain confident that human resilience and agility will 
create a better future, indeed, better lives. Embracing the LWC will support 
organizations by enhancing the wellbeing of people in the global workplace 
required for meeting the complex challenges of the 21st century. 

Note  
1 Low-Touch Economy. Board of Innovation. https://www.boardofinnovation. 

com/blog/what-is-the-low-touch-economy/  
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3 Cultural Interoperability  
in Interorganizational 
Collaborations 

Peter Essens, Frederik Wermser,   
Susanne Täuber  

Introduction 

What happens when organizations join in a collaboration and form a 
new collective partnership or alliance? Collaboration is a powerful 
means for organizations to increase their impact and ensure continued 
existence. It allows the pursuit of objectives that could not be achieved 
independently, thereby creating new opportunities. Collaboration typi-
cally alters group boundaries and hence affects organizational cultures 
and identities. 

Culture and identity are closely related. Culture refers to shared beliefs, 
values and collective attitudes of people working together. Culture is 
communicated through the use of artifacts, such as shared stories, rules, 
routines, policies and symbols, that guide behaviors of members of a team, 
organization or nation (Schein, 2009). Multiple cultures may co-exist re-
presenting all these different levels and may merge as a complex amal-
gamation of elements. 

Identity refers to a unique set of features of a collective shared by 
members that distinguishes a collective from others. The stronger in-
dividuals relate to the culture of the collective, the stronger the members of 
the collective define themselves in terms of membership in a particular 
collective such as an organization (Mael & Ashforth, 1995; Schrodt, 2002). 

Because identities and cultures in the workplace form an essential 
part of people’s self-concept, changes due to collaborations can be 
challenging. 

What are the critical conditions for effective collaboration and how 
can the changes best be managed and prepared for? Advice to prepare 
and execute collaboration is abundant, with checklists of various 
lengths. However, these often focus on formal and legal aspects and 
processes, such as conflict management procedures, and less often on the 
human and in particular culture-related aspects of collaboration. In this 
chapter, we provide a framework to assess how cultural differences 
impact interorganizational collaboration, and how to manage and 



benefit from such differences based on systematic feedback from parti-
cipants in the collaboration. 

Collaboration and Interacting Organizational Cultures 

Collaboration is popular, with new ideas and objectives providing extra 
energy. However, the complexity of collaboration is often under-
estimated and therefore failure looms large. Especially due to cultural 
differences that are typically neglected in the preparation and execution 
of strategic collaboration with potential to create obstacles building ef-
fective cooperation. In other words, Peter Drucker, one of the most in-
fluential thinkers on management said Culture eats strategy for 
breakfast. 

Effective collaboration rests on the ability and motivation of people of 
different groups, organizations or nations to work together. People need 
to bridge differences in thinking and doing, which includes the alignment 
of often implicit rules and work routines of different organizational 
cultures which we define as cultural interoperability (Wermser, Essens, 
& Täuber, 2019). It seems logical that people are at the center of col-
laboration. However, in the preparation and realization of the colla-
boration, this perspective is often forgotten. 

The insights on collaboration and multiple cultures in international 
contexts outlined in this chapter are based on an extensive number of 
observations and interactions with military cultures, collaboration, 
teamwork and civil-military interaction in international contexts (Essens, 
Vogelaar, Tanercan, & Winslow 2003; De Vries, Walter, Van der Vegt, & 
Essens, 2014; Essens & Bekkers, 2014; Essens & Thönissen, 2015; Essens 
& De Vries, 2016; Essens, Thompson, Karrasch, & Jermalavičius, 2016). 

The framework and illustrations are based on a study of a strategic 
collaboration involving Dutch and German military cultures (Wermser 
et al., 2019; Wermser, Täuber, Essens, & Molleman, 2016; Wermser, 
Täuber, Essens, & Molleman, 2020). Military organizations are at the 
forefront of international collaboration of public organizations and have 
proven to be an invaluable source of inspiration for private organizations 
(e.g., Kellogg Insight, 2019). 

The Distinct Features of Collaborations 

Before presenting the critical conditions needed to make collaborations 
successful, below we differentiate collaborations from other forms of 
working together. Collaboration is a process where autonomous parties 
enter into coordinated action to achieve a common goal using an agreed 
set of shared rules, norms and structures (Wood & Gray, 1991). These 
new rules, norms and structures form the basis for a collaboration spe-
cific culture. In the first place, effective collaboration requires the 
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development of an intentional, strategic and long-term relationship, in-
volving the exchange of information and the sharing of resources, 
competencies and capabilities. This process creates interdependence be-
tween the parties that realize the intended outcomes of the collaboration. 
Whether the intended outcomes of a collaboration are achieved depends 
on responsibility fulfillment, accuracy, precision and timeliness of the 
actions of the partners involved and on the development of a shared 
culture. Thus, in contrast to coordination and cooperation, collabora-
tion is marked by the closeness and intensity of the relationship (Gulati, 
Wohlgezogen, & Zhelyazkov, 2012). 

Collaborative engagements can vary greatly in size composition, 
duration, interrelatedness and legal status (see, e.g., Turiera & Cros, 
2013). In this chapter, we discuss collaborative engagements as coali-
tions, alliances and partnerships – conditions of close collaboration with 
intensive interaction, but where the partners remain legally independent. 
Managing a collaboration is further different from project management. 
Unlike projects, collaborations have multiple lines of authority with di-
rect or indirect influence of the sourcing organizations; moreover, col-
laboration cannot be ordered, and people-oriented techniques are needed 
to motivate participants. 

In collaborative engagements, participants bring their cultures stem-
ming from diverse backgrounds, such as groups, organizations and na-
tions, into the collaboration process. This diversity requires special 
conditions for harmonizing differences to build a collaborative culture. 
The process of change and learning to work in and with different cul-
tures is critical for success. Careful management where participants 
provide deliberate feedback on the development of the collaborations is 
essential for effectively developing the collaboration and achieving cul-
tural interoperability. 

Despite collaborators' best intentions, collaboration is a complex and 
dynamic process with failure rates ranging between 30 percent and 70 
percent (Das & Teng, 2000; Kale & Singh, 2009; Thanos & Papadakis, 
2012; Park & Ungson, 2001). Sources of failure have been extensively 
discussed in scientific and popular literature and here are some of them:  

• lack of a well-developed or well-communicated shared vision  
• lack of clear objectives  
• gaps in top management commitment  
• an intensive top-down approach  
• low engagement of people  
• insufficient investment of time and money  
• poor governance  
• lack of trust  
• conflicts of interest  
• cultural incompatibility among partners. 
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Critical Conditions for Effective Collaboration 

To resolve the above sources of failure, abundant practical advice has 
been developed (e.g., Hughes & Weiss, 2007; OECD, 2006), often with 
a focus on operational formalities. Indeed, formalization of the colla-
boration with governance agreements and protocols provides structure 
to collaboration processes which facilitates preventing and solving con-
flicts. Supporting organizational and technical conditions need to be in 
place, but culture-related aspects of collaboration, such as motivation, 
identification, trust and cultural fit, are critical for continued and effec-
tive collaboration (Sarkar, Echambadi, Cavusgil, & Aulakh, 2001), yet 
are often overlooked. People can make collaboration work with a human 
centered approach (Lepeley, 2017; Ochoa, Lepeley, & Essens, 2019), 
which is essential for building and maintaining effective interaction re-
quired to overcome barriers that emerge in the process of collaboration. 
The ability to bridge differences is a requisite for exploring and ex-
ploiting collaboration opportunities. Bridging differences is essential for 
creating an organizational culture that places humans at the center of the 
collaboration process. 

Collaborative arrangements are dynamic. Enacting operational pro-
cesses facilitate emergence of new directions that diverge from the ori-
ginal plan with potential to generate tension between the parties 
involved. An open orientation to identify and accept cultural differences 
as new developments and opportunities is a critical component of ef-
fective collaboration. Continuous communications and feedback from 
participants in the collaboration contributes to develop the collective 
orientation. 

Three dimensions of effective collaboration have been identified: 
partner complementarity, partner commitment and partner compat-
ibility (Sarkar et al., 2001; Mitsuhashi & Greve, 2009; Dhurkari & 
Nandakumar, 2015). Below, we introduce and use these dimensions as a 
framework to create an assessment instrument to collect information on 
critical conditions of cultural interoperability by asking targeted feed-
back from participants in the collective. 

Partner Complementarity 

Complementarity relates to a strategic perspective aimed at integrating 
diverse qualities of the partners, including skills, knowledge, resources, 
capacities and values. Diversity allows for broadening of the scope of 
operations, fostering creative synergies and developing new capacities 
leading to novel and innovative approaches. Complementarity 
is strengthened with clear and congruent high-level intentions and goals 
reflecting the combined value of these qualities and the value of the 
collaboration. 
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Complementarity is an important criterion for identifying and evalu-
ating the benefits and opportunities of a collaboration. Before initiating a 
collaboration, assessment of complementarity allows to see whether the 
collaboration is worth pursuing and prevents ungrounded expectations. In 
an ongoing collaboration, complementarity questions may assess if the 
collaboration provides sufficient value addition to balance investment in 
efforts, time and money. 

A strategic review of an ongoing collaboration may lead to the idea that 
complementarity is not necessarily a stable property of the partnership. 
Partners may develop and learn from each other, become more similar or 
develop new ideas and new visions. Moreover, external demands can 
change and influence the conditions or processes of the collaboration. 
Such changes may need to update the shared strategic perspective or even 
the roles partners have in the collaboration (Ring & Van de Ven, 1994). 

Partner Compatibility 

Compatibility refers to the level of fit between the partners’ cultures, 
operational structures and work routines. Day-to-day practices and 
routines may be easier to adjust and are less obstructive. Experience tells, 
however, that simple routines may emerge as surprises for the partners 
involved. For example, in an operational, civil–military collaboration, 
the military and the civil parties used significantly different decision- 
making processes (in military jargon battle rhythm) – the military 
worked in a highly structured manner following routines compared to 
the smaller civil side, who worked more adaptive to the situation. In such 
collaboration efforts, finding the optimal alignment is a challenge. 

Cultural differences between partners increase the level of uncertainty 
but may also be perceived as the added value of the collaboration 
(Meirovich, 2010). Cultural distance, the extent to which different cul-
tures are similar or different, is generally assumed to affect the potential 
for collaboration (Meirovich, 2010). In the example stated earlier, the 
military disciplined structure, albeit foreign to the civil partners, helped 
them to sharpen their routines to the benefit of the collective (Essens & 
Thönissen, 2015). Thus, whereas routines were different, they were si-
milar enough that it was relatively easy to be aligned in the collaboration. 

In the processes of working with multiple cultures, four possible 
patterns of cultural interaction are identified: domination, conflict, se-
paration and blending (Schein, 2009). 

Domination is a condition where one culture is leading and imposing 
work structures and procedures in the collaboration. This is often the 
case when one participant group or sourcing organization is sub-
stantially larger or more powerful than the other in the collaboration. 
Such imbalance may lead to conflict if not recognized and compensated 
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for with equal or at least proportional representation and voice in 
management. 

Maintaining the cultures separately seems logical when the parties 
remain autonomous, like in the partnerships and alliances discussed 
here, and rotation of representatives is expected. Still, in order to enable 
effective collaboration and manage interdependence, agreed set of rules, 
procedures and shared artifacts are needed. 

Creating a collective culture related to the intention of the collaboration 
leads to some level of blending or integration of cultures. Whereas com-
plete blending of cultures, thereby creating a new culture, may be relevant 
for new entities, such as a merger, in collaborations where the participants 
remain representing their sourcing organization may lead to loyalty con-
flict. It is more likely that separation and blending operate at the same time 
depending on the need for the collaboration to succeed. In the example 
mentioned before, the civil and military parties insisted on remaining se-
parate cultures in the collaboration and to be recognized as such. Yet, in 
order to effectively influence each other thinking and decision-making to 
address the operational complexity, which is the intent of the collabora-
tion, they needed to develop new, integrated decision-making routines as a 
comprehensive approach (Essens et al., 2016). 

Partner Commitment 

Commitment is associated with longer term intentions as requisites of 
time and effort and collaboration-specific resources, such as direct 
communication lines between sourcing organizations, sharing informa-
tion, developing and maintaining collaboration. Moreover, commitment 
is associated with softer aspects such as attention and efforts to resolve 
obstacles and frictions and celebration of successes, as expressions of 
commitment. Partners need to demonstrate a balanced sense and per-
ception of each other’s commitment, supported by matching actions and 
recurring communications targeted at advancing collaboration. 

While commitments may be assessed and confirmed in agreements and 
actions, there is always uncertainty about future behavior of the partners. 
There is a risk that partners deviate from promised or expected behaviors. 
Accepting the potential risks associated with lack of partner commitment 
and effectively handling relational uncertainty requires trust between the 
partners. 

Leadership of the partners, representing multiple cultures and identities, 
has an important role in demonstrating commitment in many ways, such as 
creating an environment where differences of opinion can be voiced, 
working to develop a common culture of collaboration, eliciting and 
combining perspectives of the partners, providing direction in solutions to 
issues and building trust in the collaboration (Weiss, Anderson, & Lasker, 
2002). In multilayered collaborations, the risk of mismatch of commitment 
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at different levels is real and leadership at all levels have to be aligned and 
active in their role of building and maintaining the collaboration. 

Trust is defined as the willingness to be vulnerable to actions of an-
other party based on expectations that the other party will perform a 
particular action important to the trustor, regardless of the ability to 
monitor or control that other party (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 
1995, p. 712). 

Trust is initially based on expressed intentions including first im-
pressions, concrete partner behaviors and actions providing the basis 
for confirmation of expectations. Trust requires sensitivity about 
what each partner expects, actually perceives and receives. Lack of sen-
sitivity to differences and mistrust commonly result in obstructions, mis-
perceptions and less effective collaboration (Prasanna & Haavisto, 2018). 
Thus, trust is one of the main factors ensuring continued commitment to 
collaboration. 

The three dimensions for effective collaboration aforementioned pro-
vide an indication of the complexity of collaboration. Complementarity 
and compatibility seem to imply opposite dimensions. On the one hand, 
there is the added value of having different qualities in complementarity, 
on the other hand, compatibility suggests that being too different is not a 
good thing. In addition, strategies of cultural interaction for keeping the 
best of our own culture and adopting the best of the other, as optimal 
condition for developing and sustaining a collaboration, require a delicate 
balance of separation and blending. Plus, the temporal dynamics: over 
time, this balance changes (political or organizational changes, leadership 
changes) and need to be continuously monitored and (re-)established. 

A Framework for Cultural Interoperability Assessment 

We started this chapter with the following questions: What happens 
when organizations join a collaboration and form a new collective? 
What are the challenges? How to manage them to avoid the sources 
of failure identified in the previous section? An essential element to 
managing the collaboration process effectively is how the people who 
participate in the collaboration perceive the process and are motivated 
to make it work bridging differences and seeking opportunities in col-
laboration. It is advisable to have clear goals and objectives and to 
communicate them effectively, securing commitment by higher-level 
management involvement (leadership from the top) and required in-
vestment and resources to support the collaboration (set up for success). 

The dimensions discussed above – complementarity, commitment and 
compatibility – provide structured anchor points for developing an as-
sessment tool centered on human aspects of a collaboration. We linked 
the collaboration dimensions with 15 cultural interoperability conditions 
we had used in a study of strategic collaboration between Dutch and 
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German military units in peace time organizations (Wermser et al., 
2019). Given that these military units existed already for longer times, 
each has developed a mix of national, military and organizational cul-
tures. Although the context is a collaboration between two military 
cultures, the Dutch and Germany military cultures are different enough 
to require careful consideration and management efforts to develop a 
symbiotic culture that increases the effectiveness of the collaboration. To 
get deeper insight into cultural interoperability conditions we identified, 
below we provide details and illustrate findings of the study. 

First, a short description of the setting provides a background. The 
context is a strategic military peace time collaboration formed in 2016 
with a Dutch–German tank battalion integrated in the Dutch Mechanized 
Brigade under the command of the German 1st Panzer Division. The 
battalion integrates 100 Dutch and 300 German soldiers. The purpose of 
the collaboration was to increase synergies, including sharing of technical 
and operational know-how, resources, training opportunities but also 
using strategic motives, for both nations to build shared operational ca-
pacities. For example, for the Dutch military, that had already sold their 
tanks, the collaboration was an opportunity to regain access to tanks, to 
maintain and gain operational relevance in the international context. 

The format of the collaboration, requiring deep integration with 
substantial control by the sourcing organizations, is interesting because 
this arrangement offers high potential for close collaborations at mul-
tiple – executive and execution – levels. Whereas military organizations 
have a hierarchical nature and structure with clear command roles, 
collaboration and bridging differences cannot be ordered. Effective col-
laboration is based on motivating people, building shared identity, 
productive interactions, concrete benefits of learning and novel cap-
abilities. In this case, this exercise shows that even in hierarchical 
structures as the military, people are the central focus of operations and 
progress in line with Human Centered Management principles. 

Note that culture can only be assessed indirectly. Asking participants 
questions about the characteristics and challenges of working with different 
cultures is in fact asking about the actual and developing manifestations of 
those cultures, the artifacts and behaviors of the partners. Whereas culture 
is a stable characteristic, learned over time and historically rooted, per-
ceptions of the manifestations of culture may develop quickly, influenced by 
external conditions and shaped by partner’s behaviors and purposeful in-
terventions (Ostroff, Kinicki, & Muhammad, 2013). Assessing these per-
ceptions allows to get a sense of the underlying cultures that provide anchor 
points to act upon, change conditions, develop new artifacts and promote 
new behaviors. 

In Table 3.1, a framework with concrete conditions to assess and 
monitor cultural interoperability is presented. The conditions we present 
here aim to capture the perceptions of people in a collaboration. The 
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conditions can be linked to a concrete questionnaire to address the main 
sources of cultural interoperability: identification with the collaboration, 
motivation and cultural fit. The insights from this feedback by the par-
ticipants will enable leaders of collaboration to take directed action to 
improve collaboration processes and ensure collaboration success. 

In the following sections, we explain each condition of cultural in-
teroperability in more detail, relying on existing theory and findings from 
our study on cultural interoperability in a military context. For each 
condition, we provide an example what to ask the participants, e.g., in a 
survey. 

Partner Complementarity Conditions 

Strategic and Personal Opportunities 

Understanding the strategic opportunities, and possibly necessities, for 
one`s organization to join a collaboration – why the collaboration is 
taking place – contributes to being actively involved in the collaboration. 
We found in our study that a majority of the respondents agreed that the 
collaboration offered opportunities from a strategic point of view. 

Table 3.1 Cultural Interoperability Framework    

Dimensions of Effective 
Collaboration 

Conditions of Cultural Interoperability  

Complementarity    
Organizational strategic opportunities   
Personal opportunities for learning and 
growing   
Pride in the collaboration   
Perceived complementarity of knowledge 
and skills   
Unique contribution to the collective 

Compatibility    
Extra effort   
Effectiveness of the work   
Cultural fit – interaction affinity   
Cultural fit – perceived similarity   
Cultural fit – cultural differences 

Commitment    
Means and facilities   
Motivation to collaborate   
Trust in partners   
Common identification (with partners)   
Identification with the collaboration   

Source: The authors  
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Agreement was strongest for respondents who had frequent interactions 
with the other party. However, such positive attitudes are not a given 
and requires careful preparation of the collaboration. 

Positively valuing organizational opportunities does not imply that the 
collaboration is seen as providing personal opportunities. To develop 
personal benefits, it is important to explicitly highlight and demonstrate 
the opportunities that could be explored, such as increased learning 
experiences (Essens & Bekkers, 2014). 

Typical survey questions directly ask participants to what extent they 
agree that the collaboration offers opportunities for the organization and 
for them personally, including examples of opportunities, such as 
learning experiences and career opportunities. 

Pride in the Collaboration 

Organizational pride is a positive emotion regarding the achievements – 
past, present and future – of one’s organization, which provides a strong 
source of identity with the organization (Gouthier & Rhein, 2011). In 
the case we studied, the collaboration was positioned as a lighthouse 
project for future collaborations and it was broadly communicated this 
way. The respondents, who felt high pride in the lighthouse character of 
the collaboration and were more engaged, were more motivated to 
collaborate, identified more with the collective and evaluated the colla-
boration more positively. 

Survey questions ask about the extent to which participants agree to 
statements such as, Working in this collaboration gives me the feeling to 
play part in something unique or, The creation of this collaboration is an 
exemplary project. 

Perceived Complementarity and Unique Contributions 

Complementarity of knowledge and skills relates to the idea that the 
combined executional qualities of the collaboration partners will achieve 
better outcomes. This does not imply having more of the same, rather 
more diversity of knowledge and skill. Even for seemingly similar or-
ganizations, such as two military organizations, this diversity can be 
high. For instance, one partner may be used to have a flexible informal 
way of operating, while the other follows a more formal, structured 
approach. 

The perception that collaborations partners have complementary skills 
and knowledge is an important positive force for motivation. However, 
for maximum impact, it is required that these complementary skills are 
actually used. More specifically, we find that participants identify more 
strongly and are more motivated, when they feel they are making a 
unique contribution to the success of the collaboration. In other words, 
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when they feel that the complementarity skills and knowledge that they 
possess make a difference for the integration. In fact, participants whose 
unique complementary skills lay dormant feel unappreciated and even-
tually turn their backs on the collaboration. It can be concluded that 
participants who see clear complementarities between them and their 
collaborators and feel they make a unique contribution, identify more 
with the collective and are more motivated to participate. 

Survey questions ask about the extent that participants agree to 
statements such as, “The skills of partner A and partner B complement 
each other” or, “Partner A has know-how in areas in which partner B 
has less know-how”. 

Partner Compatibility Conditions 

Compatibility refers to the level of fit between the partners’ cultures, 
operational structures and work routines. To capture how the people in 
a collaboration perceive this fit, we inquire about cultural fit directly (i.e., 
interaction affinity, perceived similarity and cultural differences) but also 
assessed levels of extra effort and perceived effectivity when collabor-
ating, as an indirect indication of how well the cultures fit and can work 
together. 

Cultural Fit – Interaction Affinity, Perceived Similarity and 
Cultural Differences 

Interaction affinity refers to participants’ evaluation of interactions with 
participants of the other nation. In our study, participants who had in-
teractions most frequently also were most positive about this contact. In 
addition, participants with frequent interactions reported better learning 
experiences, more collaboration effectiveness, but there was no relation 
with extra effort (explained in more detail later). These findings about 
interaction affinity reflect general findings showing that interactions 
between groups are likely to have a positive impact on the relation be-
tween members of these groups when collaboration is required to 
achieve shared goals (Allport, 1954). It is the task of leaders of change to 
ensure that interactions are frequent and take place under the right 
conditions. 

Perceived similarity – as manifested in similar work style, values, be-
liefs – with participants of the other party relates to holding more po-
sitive attitudes toward the other party, which results in easier 
interactions and a higher perceived effectiveness of collaboration. On the 
other hand, strong focus on large similarity might limit the number of 
potential collaboration partners and, during collaboration, create a false 
sense of trust. A mid level of perceived similarity might provide sufficient 
understanding and trust to effectively work together while maintaining a 
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critical eye on the process of collaboration. In the present collaboration 
case, it was found that the similarity perception was quite diverse, with 
one party perceiving themselves more similar to the other party than the 
other way around. This emphasizes the importance of assessing per-
ceptions of similarities rather than relying on purely factual measure-
ments of similarity between organizations and their people. Moreover, 
the finding might indicate a need to sensitize employees for cultural 
differences as perceived by both parties. 

Awareness of cultural differences and discussing events where these 
differences clearly surface is an important aspect of assigning meaning to 
interactions in a collaboration. Differences may be a source of conflict to 
be managed but can also be exploited to benefit the collective. Awareness 
can be developed by self-descriptions and then comparing the results and 
by describing unexpected behaviors and misunderstandings of the other 
party. The latter approach, however, has a negative framing which may 
hinder acceptance of the differences. Self-descriptions, how a party sees 
itself provides a more positive starting point for collective sensemaking. 
In the case at hand, stereotypes were confirmed with clear differences 
between the parties. The Dutch participants considered themselves high 
in flexibility in adapting to new situations, low on strictness in following 
work procedures and rules and high on directness in discussions. In 
contrast, the German party scored the opposite. One can easily imagine 
how these differences can lead to frictions. These differences need to be 
managed, in particular in stressful situations when time to reconsider or 
discuss situations is short. Choosing a particular cultural style in specific 
situations, by having the party with that cultural style to lead can become 
part of the new culture, which contributes to add value to a unique 
combination of qualities of the collaboration. 

Survey questions ask about the extent to which participants agree to 
statements such as, “The beliefs and principles of partner A are very 
similar to those of partner B” or, “The working atmosphere in partner A 
is like the working atmosphere in partner B”. 

Extra Effort and Effectiveness of the Work 

Adapting to new situations means extra effort. Indeed, working with 
participants of the other party can be more difficult given that differences 
of opinions are more prevalent, meaning that extra time has to be in-
vested for mutual understanding. Relatedly, effectiveness can be per-
ceived as lower when working together with the partner on daily tasks 
proceeds less smooth because of extra time spend on aligning cultural 
and structural differences. Different perceptions of time costs and ef-
fectiveness between the parties may be a source of friction. Leaders of 
change can offer support providing extra resources at the beginning to 
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adjust period of a collaboration and identifying and addressing sources 
of extra effort upfront. 

Survey questions ask about the extent participants agree with state-
ments such as, “It costs more effort when I work with partner A than 
when I work with my own people” or, “Due to the cooperation with 
partner A, I do not have enough time for my other tasks”. 

Partner Commitment Conditions 

Partner commitment is associated with long-term intentions of colla-
boration partners to invest time, effort and resources into the colla-
boration – the means for this have to be given by leaders of change. On 
an individual level, commitment reflects people’s motivation to devote 
attention and effort to resolve obstacles and frictions, to give and build 
trust to partners and their identification with partners and the colla-
boration. 

Means and Facilities 

Collaborations are a new element in organizations structure and to 
function need to receive means and facilities. Especially at the beginning 
of a collaboration, means and facilities beyond what is normally required 
to perform tasks might be required to compensate for extra efforts 
mentioned above needed to bridge cultural and organizational differ-
ences. Allocating sufficient means to a collaboration is a way for lea-
dership to signal their commitment to the collaboration. However, it is 
not only important that means and facilities are factually present, but 
also important to assess people’s perceptions because leaders and par-
ticipants may not always agree on what is needed and/or available. This 
condition also came forward in interviews with participants and in 
earlier studies (Essens & Bekkers, 2014). Providing fewer than promised 
or planned resources may be taken as a challenge to deliver that can 
undermine the motivation of participants and introduce friction if one 
party is held responsible. 

Here, an open question is most adequate to allow participants to freely 
mention diverse aspects, triggered by a question such as, What could be 
done to facilitate and/or improve cooperation with the other party? 

Motivation and Trust in Partners 

Motivation refers to the personal effort employees are willing to make 
for the success of the collaboration. Drivers for motivation are perceived 
opportunities of the collaboration and the idea that one provides a un-
ique contribution to the success of the collaboration. These relations are 
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stronger when there are more opportunities for interaction with parti-
cipants of the collaboration partner. 

Trust in partners is a necessary condition to handle relational un-
certainty. Trust refers to three aspects: Trust that the involved partici-
pants and their sourcing organizations deliver good intentions, have 
sound moral values and act according with their intentions and values 
(Weiss et al., 2002). Our findings show that trust was positively related 
to motivation, perceived similarities and perceived effectiveness but ne-
gatively related to the extra effort collaboration costs. Trust was also 
positively related with increased interaction, a positive sign that colla-
boration experiences that can feed positive expectations. 

Assessing motivation and trust with partners is a good way to verify 
that complementarity and compatibility issues are being handled well, as 
high levels on these conditions generate positive complementarity and 
compatibility perceptions. 

Survey questions ask about the extent participants agree to statements 
like, I trust that my partner will do what was promised, even when we 
have to deal with unexpected challenges or, My partner does its best to 
help me when I have trouble doing my work. 

Common Identification and Identification with  
the Collaboration 

People who identify with a group define themselves in terms of the group 
and derive self-esteem from the success and status of a group. Therefore, 
the goals and interest of a group become their own goals and interests 
(Mael & Ashforth, 1995). In a collaboration, people can identify on two 
different levels. Common identification refers to peoples feeling that they 
and people of the collaboration partner around them are part of a shared 
group. Thus, this identification is defined between people. This form of 
identification is related to motivation to collaborate and to perceptions 
that working together is effective. 

Identification with the collaboration refers to organizational effort at 
large, including aspects such as the visions and goals set by leadership. 
Especially in larger organizations, identification with the collaboration 
might be harder to achieve, as the meaning of collaboration is abstract to 
people on the work floor. For both types of identification, we find that 
direct interactions, on a daily or weekly basis, is a decisive factor that 
enhances appreciation of the collaboration. As for motivation and trust, 
high levels of identification can verify that the complementarity and 
compatibility dimensions are handled well. 

Survey questions ask about the extent to which participants agree to 
statements like, The successes of our collaboration feel like my own 
successes or, I am very interested in what others think about the colla-
boration. 
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Conclusion 

The purpose of this chapter was to shed light on the often-neglected 
relevance of cultural interoperability as means to realize collaborations’ 
potential for growth and innovation. The collaboration process is 
complex and often underfunded, leading to a strong focus on strategy at 
the expense of people. We introduce three dimensions for sustainable 
collaboration, namely complementarity, compatibility and commitment, 
and used these as a framework for the assessment of critical conditions of 
cultural interoperability. Building on a real-life example of a 
Dutch–German military collaboration, we illustrate the application and 
implementation of the framework to monitor and guide the development 
of cultural interoperability in interorganizational collaborations. Leaders 
of (future) collaborations may benefit from this framework reflecting on 
how to develop cultural interoperability with the intention to positioning 
people at the center the collaboration process. 
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4 L-E-A-P: A New Organizational 
Culture Framework for 
Knowledge-Intensive 
Organizations 

Vishal Gupta and Neena Gopalan   

Introduction 

Knowledge work refers to knowledge exploration, acquisition and ex
ploitation that are central for developing and maintaining an organiza
tion’s competitive advantage. Today’s organizations are facing unprece 
dented uncertainties and disruptions. To be resilient and successful, or
ganizations need to make significant efforts to inspire and sustain in
novative efforts of their workforce, and especially among knowledge 
workers – employees who have to think to innovate continuously in their 
work. Knowledge workers have jobs across occupations, industries and 
sectors that need people who think proactively, among others, teachers, 
healthcare professionals, academics, scientists, lawyers, architects and 
designers. 

Knowledge is the greatest leveler of our times and knowledge work is 
increasingly important and significant for organizations (Drucker, 1992; 
Wartzman, 2020). In new-age organizations driven by knowledge, the 
change agent is increasingly human talent, over technology, largely be
cause technology is developed and put to use by humans. Thus, orga
nizations need to identify and develop novel approaches to maximize 
the potential and wellbeing of employees. New models and frameworks 
have to develop and train leaders’ insights to inspire, motivate and 
ensure wellbeing in the workplace. 

Knowledge-intensive organizations understand the importance of 
providing a supportive culture, an important aspect often overlooked 
when organizations and bosses emphasize high performance at the ex
pense of human ingenuity, creativity and responsible autonomy neces
sary to motivate knowledge workers. 

Most organizational cultural frameworks are traditional, generic and 
unable to capture and explain the complex dynamics of knowledge 
economy cultures fast gaining global prominence. Knowledge workers, 
in general, have attained higher educational levels than counterparts in 
other professions and industries. Their sense of professionalism is con
tingent with work responsibility in high risk projects and uncertain 



environments that require a different treatment from management 
(Gupta, 2020; Gupta & Singh, 2015). Building upon the principles of 
human capital and talent management of the Human Centered 
Management (HCM; Lepeley, 2017), this chapter presents a new fra
mework to capture the nuances of organizational culture in knowledge- 
intensive organizations. 

Based on an intensive exploratory research that the first author of this 
study conducted at the Indian Research and Development Laboratories, 
we propose a novel framework of organizational culture called the L-E- 
A-P culture, to meet the demands of knowledge-based organizations. 
The acronym conveys the roles and responsibilities organizational lea
ders play in developing and sustaining Learning, Enjoyment, Autonomy 
and Performance (L-E-A-P) as the core components of this culture. 

The study builds on the theoretical underpinnings of the Self- 
Determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Deci, Olafsen, & 
Ryan, 2017) and presents a human centered conceptualization of orga
nizational culture that emphasizes L-E-A-P of knowledge workers, 
aligned with their wellbeing and creative performance. The theoretical 
arguments of SDT are linked to the management of human capital in 
knowledge organizations and used to develop a framework of organi
zational culture embedded in the ideas of HCM (Lepeley, 2017; Ochoa, 
Lepeley, & Essens, 2019) to write this chapter in one of the books of the 
Human Centered Trilogy. 

The chapter is structured as follows. We describe details of the re
search study followed by explanation on how leadership positively in
fluences the L-E-A-P culture by demonstrating 5 leader behaviors 
anchored in: task-orientation, relation-orientation, empowerment, au
thenticity and team building. This chapter focuses on core issues of 
HCM – human capital and talent management in knowledge-intensive 
organizations. It positions the L-E-A-P cultural framework as an enabler 
for building sustainable advantage over peers in a world facing the 
challenges of globalization and technological disruptions. The chapter 
also provides examples of leaders from organizations who developing L- 
E-A-P culture in their organizations creating positive impact on perfor
mance and the overall wellbeing of employees. 

Research Study 

The study was conducted in the research and development laboratories 
of CSIR, India’s largest civilian research knowledge-intensive organiza
tion. With 38 laboratories, over 4,000 active scientists and 8,000 sci
entific and technical personnel, CSIR is one of the world’s largest 
collections of industrially oriented public research laboratories and it 
is India’s main producer of scientific and technical publications and 
patents. 
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In this study, we used in-depth qualitative interviews of 52 CSIR sci
entists across 5 research laboratories in the physical sciences, biological 
sciences, chemical sciences, material sciences and information sciences 
domains. Three researchers analyzed the interview transcripts coding 
categories and identified valuable trends. The analyses resulted in the 
L-E-A-P culture, described below. 

L-E-A-P Culture 

Findings show that knowledge workers demand a very different re
lationship than traditionally with the organizations where they work. To 
them, work is all about enabling L-E-A-P: learning (L), enjoyment (E), 
autonomy (A) and performance (P). When L-E-A-P components are 
present in balanced proportion at work, knowledge workers actually 
make a real leap/L-E-A-P maximizing their efforts and achieving their 
potential. 

In contrast, if organizational focuses are only in performance without 
offering LEAP, then knowledge workers tend to feel constrained and 
stressed (Essens & Lepeley, 2019; Deci et al., 2017). Similarly, a highly 
challenging and low-safety environment also result in stress, while ex
cessive safety and no challenges leads to boredom. To be successful, 
knowledge-based organizations need to find optimal balance between 
autonomy, learning and enjoyment to improve performance in the 
workplace (Lepeley, 2017). To achieve this balance, familiarity with the 
four elements of the L-E-A-P culture detailed below is helpful for orga
nizations seeking long-term sustainability. 

L – Learning 

It refers to cognitive, tech and the soft skills workers acquire in the 
workplace, either conducting work tasks or participating in development 
programs and training. In congruence with the arguments of SDT (Deci 
& Ryan, 2000; Deci et al., 2017), learning and growth are critical for 
continuous improvement of knowledge workers and to a large extent, it 
applies to personal professional development, not to titles/positions, 
and tend to select employers based on personal development opportu
nities that are available (Gupta, 2020). Degrees and seniority no longer 
carry the weight they did in industrial organizations. In contrast, 
knowledge workers identify with communities of expertise with strategic 
and technical skills than those in traditional repetitive job patterns. The 
career paths of knowledge workers do not seek to move up hierarchical 
ladders and organizational structures but to move in lateral progressions 
within work communities and networks of expertise. They choose 
workplaces that provide continuous opportunities and programs to 
advance learning, coaching, mentoring and feedback (Lepeley, 2017). 
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Knowledge workers mirror themselves as learning workers and expect 
their opinions to be heard in organizational decisions concerning their 
career development, training and learning opportunities, using new 
methods and avoiding obsolete formulas unable to objectively evaluate 
workers’ performance in knowledge organizations. This is consistent 
with the principle to foster quality, continuous performance, pro
ductivity improvement and excellence in organizations operating in the 
knowledge economy (Lepeley, 2017, 2019a, b). 

E – Enjoyment: Refers to Job Satisfaction 

For the most part, knowledge work is done in teams. Collaborative 
teams, where members recognise and assign merit to members’ con
tributions, build trust among members contributing to enjoyable work
places that positively affect the wellbeing of workers. Knowledge 
workers seek to be members of teams conducting enjoyable and stimu
lating tasks, and follow purposes and goals aligned with their work 
values and aspirations. This aspiration is in high synchrony with the 
principles of HCM developed for organizations functioning in 
the knowledge economy aiming to attain standards of quality and ex
cellence (Lepeley, 2017). 

Google, an example of knowledge company and knowledge workers, 
conducted a study to assess why some work team excel while others fail. A 
2 years assessment, involving 180 teams with approximately 37,000 em
ployees, was undertaken to understand what makes a perfect team 
(Duhigg, 2016). Results showed that teams that do well over time have a 
work culture characterized by psychological safety based on congenial 
conversations among members using similar amounts of time and sharing 
above average social sensitivity that allow all members to understand the 
feelings of others. Balanced active participation and sensitivity toward 
colleagues lead to enjoyable teamwork and higher performance. 

A – Autonomy 

Refers to the freedom to work according to personal interests and re
sponsible choices to explore alternative ways to optimize efforts and attain 
the highest performance. The foundation of knowledge work is based on 
the belief that all employees have same opportunities and are equally 
capable to perform their job (Drucker, 1992). Knowledge workers value 
opportunities that allow them to assume responsibilities and be challenged 
to reach their optimal capacity. They prefer to do tasks that enable them 
to maximize the use of their talents. They shy away from work environ
ments that force hierarchies, command and controls and bureaucratic 
structures (Lepeley, 2017). These workers trust in themselves to foster 
personal development and growth to define their own career paths and 
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goals aligned their talents at work, life aspirations and goals. They value 
decision-making, value participatory management practices and expect 
work recognition for their efforts as well as their wellbeing beyond fair 
salaries. Knowledge workers tend to behave like customers expecting 
employers to offer them job satisfaction and a holistic value proposition 
aligned with personal and professional aspirations. 

An example is that of InMobi, an India-based global provider of 
cloud-based intelligent mobile platforms for enterprise marketers. 
Recognized among innovative companies in the world, it is India’s first 
unicorn1 to become profitable in 2016. Work culture at InMobi is dif
ferent compared to other companies, including no attendance log, em
ployees able to take six days of leave without supervisor approval, 
unrestricted travel policy with little expenses reports documentation and 
significant trust on employees to do what is right for company. 
Employees are free to devote 20 percent of their time outside of their core 
roles on areas outside current work, enabling them to broaden prospects 
for lateral work opportunities. In 2014, InMobi launched a three-month 
bridge assessment program where employees were given the option to 
undertake a cross-department(s) project within the company and pick up 
a new skill. Once completed, an assigned mentor provided feedback. 
When a position within a department opened up, employees partici
pating in bridge assignment had first preference to apply and re
commended by their mentors. If any employee wanted to quit or start a 
new venture, the company did everything possible to support them. The 
company also offered free office space allowing these ex-employees to 
intermingle and brainstorm with ex-colleagues. The company’s open- 
door policy offered ex-employees to be re-hired and return to InMobi 
(Advani, 2015; Goyal, 2015; Gupta, 2020). 

P – Performance 

Refers to operational activities of workers and actions conducted to fulfil the 
organization’s mission and vision. The four components of the LEAP culture 
are interdependent. Therefore, performance is enhanced by learning and 
enjoyment is associated with autonomy leading to high performance. Echoing 
the core philosophy of HCM (Lepeley, 2017) argues for placing humans at 
the center of management and organizations in the 21st century, Naveen 
Tewari, Founder and CEO InMobi Group, observed that  

The world today is far more unpredictable with many disruptive 
forces at work…companies today need people with very different 
skills to survive and flourish. They should be comfortable taking 
risks and thinking about disruptive ideas. 

(Goyal, 2015)  
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T-R-E-A-T for L-E-A-P 

Organizational leadership plays an important role influencing the 
L, E, and A components of work culture. Our research found that 
5 core leader behavior dimensions, namely, task-orientation (T), 
relation-orientation (R), empowering (E), authenticity (A) and team- 
building (T), positively affect L-E-A-P organizational culture. We call 
these behavior T-R-E-A-T leadership and their characteristics are 
described in Table 4.1. 

In the ensuing paragraphs, we describe how T-R-E-A-T leader beha
viors can support development of L-E-A-P cultures in the workplace. 

T-R-E-A-T to L-E-A-P 

Knowledge work is often ambiguous and risky. Knowledge workers fre
quently face obstacles and challenges at work and they require and seek 
clarity, support, suggestions and attention from their leaders to address work- 
related problems. Leaders who demonstrate effective task-orientation (T), 
including clear vision, monitoring progress, solving problems and suggesting 
actions for improvement, stimulate on-the-job learning. Knowledge work 
leaders use technical competencies to evaluate and select best ideas, and lead 
by example to enhance employees’ learning with high awareness of their 
wellbeing and working conditions that stimulate innovation and continuous 
improvement. Constantly working at improving harmony in the workplace is 
essential to excel at teamwork. By displaying team building behaviors, leaders 
can enable continuous improvement of team members through knowledge- 
sharing and collective learning, growth and development. Google study de
monstrated that high-performing teams feel higher levels of psychological 
safety and are better balanced allowing all members to participate in con
versations and share information in a trustful work environment without fear 
of disrespect or bullying (Duhigg, 2016). Trust is essential for information 
sharing among team members. Thus, task-orientation, leading-by-example 
(an aspect of Authenticity) and team-building behaviors positively influence 
learning (L) processes and make the L-E-A-P culture sustainable. 

Employees find more intrinsic joy in their work when they feel the or
ganization has concern for their wellbeing, when they are supported for 
taking work-related risks and when they believe that their jobs are valued 
and contributing to the fulfilment of organizational mission and goals. 
Leaders with relation-orientation and social skills demonstrate that they 
care about their employees, encourage them to support the organizational 
mission and vision by helping them find meaning in their work as well as 
develop loyalty and admiration for the organization where they work. 
Inspiring leaders instill a sense of pride and assist young workers under
stand the benefits associated with working with their organizations. Those 
leaders who strive for the collective’s achievement are authentic in their 
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actions, emphasize teamwork and cooperation among team members and 
are likely to create a psychologically safe and enjoyable workplace for 
their coworkers (Gupta, 2020). Thus, relation-orientation, authenticity 
and team-building behaviors of leaders are positively related to employees’ 
enjoyment (E) and workplace wellbeing. 

Knowledge workers usually have specialized training and expertise in 
their area of work. Leaders who demonstrate empowering behavior trust 
their co-workers and value their expertise. Knowledge workers value 
autonomy as a necessary condition to display their talent and creativity in 
innovative ways, thereby enabling higher performance and organizational 
productivity and competitiveness. Autonomy based on trust in the 
workplace gives more time to the leaders to perform other work-related 
activities that demand their attention. They avoid time-consuming micro- 
management and concentrate on organizational solutions. Figure 4.1 
presents the linkages between T-R-E-A-T and L-E-A-P frameworks. 

Microsoft is an example of a knowledge-intensive company where the 
leader has had a significant impact on organizational culture in the last 
years. When Satya Nadella became the CEO of Microsoft in February 
2014, Microsoft had a convoluted culture of infighting, politics and in
ertia. Employees competed against one another to prove they were the 
best. The performance management system ranked employees with labels 
including worst performer in a team. Hierarchy trumpeted creativity and 
spontaneity (Nadella, 2017). Nadella transformed Microsoft culture first 
from know-it-all to a learn-it-all emphasizing that everybody can change, 
learn, grow and improve trying to do new things without fear of critiques 
of failure (Microsoft, 2020). The second change in culture Nadella in
itiated was to emphasize respect for others including improvement of 
listening skills. He distributed the book Nonviolent Communication: A 
Language of Life (Rosenberg, 2015) to all which advocates compassion 
and empathy as cornerstones of effective communication (Lepeley, 2017; 
Ochoa et al., 2019). Nadella helped his executives understand the im
portance of frank and fair communication, trust and understanding 
others rather using judgments, gossiping and nefarious criticizing. He 
promoted a culture of inclusiveness where workers recognize their biases 
but know how to manage them to avoid negative effects on other people, 
and where workers are able to voice their perspectives without fear of 
repercussions. He underlined that innovation does not happen in silos 
and teamwork should be enjoyable and rewarding (Nadella, 2017; 
Ibarra, Rattan, & Johnston, 2018). Finally, Nadella believed that the key 
to achieve successful culture transformation was individual empower
ment and autonomy aligned with personal responsibility that allow 
freedom to choose to do the things workers favor. Nadella ensured that 
Microsoft focused on developing projects that workers enjoy doing. 
Company’s professionals now value freedom and flexibility they cannot 
find in other workplaces. All these efforts led to Microsoft being ranked 
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as the 3rd most admired companies for the year 2019–2020 in the annual 
global ranking of Fortune magazine.2 

L-E-A-P and Wellbeing in the Workplace 

The foundations of HCM emphasize that the wellbeing of all people who 
work in the organization is a critical factor for active employees’ com
mitment and work engagement that drive high performance, productivity 
and ultimately long-term organizational sustainability in the global VUCA 
(volatile, uncertain, complex, ambiguous) environment (Lepeley, 2017; 
Ochoa et al., 2019). In this environment, continuous external disruptions 
compel knowledge-intensive organizations, as much as organizations in all 
sectors and leaders in all industries, to pay special attention to disruptions 
that affect wellbeing. In this complex environment, a purely inward- 
looking organizational scope impairs progress. Therefore, organizations 
need to complement inward with an outward-looking vision effectively 
addressing customers’ needs satisfaction and active involvement in com
munity improvement fulfilling corporate social responsibility. In the end, 
the integral organizational scope determines fair competitive standards 
and productive capacity in inclusive organizations and societies. Stating 
the importance of people and the organization’s philosophy of managing 
talent, Microsoft (2020) mentions on its website,  

The core soul of our company, the core purpose of our company is 
to empower every person and every organization on the planet to 
achieve more. That means we want to democratize the access to 
technology so that you can create more technology…we all seek to 
unlock the unimaginable and solve the impossible.  

L-E-A-P organizational culture is focused on four essential elements: 
Learning (L), Enjoyment (E), Autonomy (A) and Performance (P) that our 
study has demonstrated to foster wellbeing among employees in knowledge- 
intensive companies. Our results show that when autonomy, enjoyment, 
learning and performance reach balanced proportion in the workplace, 

Performance (P)

Task-orientation (T)

Authenticity (A)

Team-building (T)

Learning (L)

Relation-orientation (R)

Authenticity (A)

Team-building (T)

Enjoyment (E)

Empowering (E) Autonomy (A)

Figure 4.1 Linkages between T-R-E-A-T and L-E-A-P Frameworks. 
Source: Authors’ analysis.  
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employees achieve an actual leap in wellbeing, necessary to increase their 
performance and job satisfaction that generates continuous productivity 
improvement. In contrast, when the focus is placed solely on performance, 
ignoring fundamental L-E-A-P elements, autonomy, learning and enjoyment, 
then knowledge workers feel increasingly constrained and, operations turn 
into a vicious spiral of deterioration for individuals’ employees and the or
ganization. Summarizing his views about cultures for knowledge-based or
ganizations, Tewari, CEO of InMobi mentions,…  

We are going to be a massive global internet company. We should 
work to remove the fear of failure. We have to create a people 
culture that is not just about incremental improvement but 10x [10 
times earnings multiple] and truly disruptive (Goyal, 2015).  

Furthermore, Abhay Singhal cofounder of InMobi adds, We are in the 
business of innovation. People – and not products and profits – are our 
biggest asset. (Advani, 2015; Goyal, 2015). 

Closing Statement 

Until now, most motivation/organization culture theories focus on 1 or 2 
variables overlooking other relevant elements necessary to secure wellbeing in 
the workplace critical to determine high performance. This conveys a skewed 
perspective that impairs long-term sustainability. Knowledge-intensive com
panies, where people at the center is a paradigm because all rely on human 
talent, are concentrated in the technology industry and consequently exposed 
to intense competition and continued market disruptions. Business survival is 
subject to high levels of resilience and agility. While all companies confront 
surmounting challenges in the 21st century, those such as knowledge intensive 
organizations are most apt to survive by engaging in deployment of the 
human-centered L-E-A-P culture model that can secure wellbeing to knowl
edge workers in this volatile global environment. 

Notes  
1 A unicorn is a term used in the venture capital industry to describe a privately 

held start-up company with a value of over $1 billion.  
2 Fortune (2019). Worlds most admired companies. https://fortune.com/worlds- 

most-admired-companies/  
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5 A Social Complexity Perspective 
Rehumanizing Organizational 
Culture with Human Centered 
Management for Long-Term 
Sustainability 

Jan Willem Nuis and Pascale Peters   

Narrative 1 
The organizational cultural transformation program did not work 
out as intended. Francesca, a classic Human Resource manager of a 
mid-sized logistical firm had put in all her energy to promote a 
healthy organizational culture focused on encouraging employees to 
prepare and assume increasing responsibility for individual and 
shared decision-making to face surmounting disruptions in the 
work environment. With support from top management, she had 
developed a wide range of activities, including memos, fitness 
activities and mailings, aimed to entice employees across the organi-
zation to become healthier, agile and more productive. Additionally, 
all employees in the office received fresh apples with this message: 
Take a bite into your own health. To her surprise, employees were 
talking behind her back about such a personal health and lifestyle 
intervention. The deterrent effects of a healthy approach to improve 
the workplace induced Francesca to cancel her change program based 
on criticism and grievances from supervisors and the works council. 
What had happened?1   

Introduction 

Deep changes affecting organizations and impacting the wellbeing of 
people in the workplace (Ochoa, Lepeley, & Essens, 2019), including 
work–life balance (Kelliher et al., 2019), the war on talent, misman-
agement of employment relationships, aging and multi-generation 
workforces, among others, are pressing to advance to meet the de-
mands of the 21st century moving away from obsolete strategic human 
resource management (HRM) or humans-as-resources approaches and 
to assume responsibility for human-at-the-center of organizations, what 
Lepeley (2017) calls Human Centered Management (HCM). 



HRM perpetuated from the industrial past guided primarily by short- 
term financial outcomes in many instances at the expense of employees’ 
wellbeing and ignoring important factors that stimulate work engage-
ment (Lepeley, 2017). In the last decades, organizations have dis-
covered the benefits of change and are increasingly seeking human 
centered approaches required for long-term organizational sustain-
ability and regeneration and organizational improvement centered 
on the wellbeing of people to advance inclusive societal capabilities 
(cf. Bücker Peters, & El Aghdas, 2019; Ehnert, Harry, & Zink 2014). 
The transformation from these traditional HRM approaches toward 
HCM implies that scholars and organizations need to pay more 
attention as to how to manage employment relationships effectively to 
substitute retrograde viewing of people as mere organizational re-
sources (Janssens & Steyaert, 2009). 

In her book Human Centered Management. The 5 Pillars of 
Organizational Quality and Global Sustainability, Lepeley (2017) pre-
sents basic arguments driving the paradigm shift from the mainstream 
but unsustainable HRM to perspectives that see human wellbeing in the 
workplace as a necessary condition for 21st-century organizations to 
attain long-term sustainability. She challenges the traditional humans-as- 
resources view on human employment that were instrumental in shaping 
Taylorian and Weberian formulas of scientific management a century 
ago but are no longer valid in the Knowledge and Information Age. 

The human centered approach pays attention to dimensions that affect 
people’s wellbeing and their work such as physical and mental health, 
employability capacity, including continuous skills and competencies up-
grading and personal development and personal vitality, such as motiva-
tion, engagement and resilience. All these dimensions of employee 
wellbeing are necessary for individuals to develop sustainable careers in 
changing global labor markets (De Prins, De Vos, Van Beirendonck, & 
Segers, 2015) and in volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous (VUCA) 
environments (Ochoa et al., 2019). 

Growing attention for these human centered approaches runs parallel 
with new organizational imperatives for flexibility, adaptability, agility 
and resilience (Lengnick-Hall, Beck, & Lengnick-Hall, 2011). They cor-
relate highly with emerging trends focused on individuals’ need for au-
tonomy, assuming higher levels of responsibility, deeper involvement 
in decision-making, voice and accountability for increasingly flexible 
and value-based careers in the contemporary VUCA environments 
(Inkson, 2006). In this context, much in line with the philosophy of HCM, 
Ehnert, Harry, and Zink (2014) refers to the emergence of Sustainable 
HRM. Both Ehnert et al. (2014) and Lepeley (2017) signal a shift from a 
static, resource-based perspective on the employment relationship to a 
newly emerging human centered perspective emphasizing people’s needs, 
values, expectations, assumptions and responsibilities that give purpose 
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and meaning to life and work. This shift implies organizations to engage in 
radical cultural change processes that affect stakeholders’ values, attitudes 
and behaviors across organizations and societies. 

Scholars and managers alike show great interest in the subject of or-
ganizational culture and effective management models that enhance a 
new management fashion (Chatman & O’Reilly, 2016). In mainstream 
management thinking, organizational culture is often, although mostly 
implicitly, regarded as a concrete object, or something an organization 
has. This view, however, entails a rather modernistic and instrumental 
understanding of what organizational culture entails (Stacey, 2012). 
More specifically, mainstream management thinking states that culture 
is, or should be, experienced and enacted similarly by everybody who 
works in the organization, regardless of their position, experiences, be-
liefs or background. Moreover, it assumes that cultural experiences can 
be managed and sustained intactly over time. But it is increasingly 
questionable whether this notion of organizational culture is helpful to 
assess and promote values, attitudes and behaviors necessary to foster 
the HCM principles presented above. 

In this chapter, we build on social complexity literature (Stacey & 
Mowles, 2016; Stewart, 2001) to advance the deployment of HCM 
discussing an alternative conceptualization of organizational culture that 
enables the adoption of the Human Centered Management paradigm 
(Lepeley, 2017). More specifically, we argue that the instrumental, static 
and object-like view of organizational culture, central to mainstream 
management literature (Chatman & O’Reilly, 2016), impairs the ad-
vancement of HCM in environments ad hoc with the hypothetical case of 
Francesca and her position as human resources manager. 

This chapter presents an alternative aimed to rehumanize organiza-
tional culture, which here is conceptualized as a fluid process constantly 
emerging, changing and adapting. In this view, organizational culture 
as a process emerges out of daily, local and meaningful human 
interactions. 

In our model, organizational culture is considered to be embedded 
in and often overlooked, power relationships between people. It has 
a dynamic character that can be a source of paradoxical tensions 
that need to be harnessed by organizational stakeholders (Janssens & 
Steyaert, 2009). 

The following sections discuss the social complexity perspective which 
is central to the understanding of the micro-foundations of organiza-
tional culture as an ongoing process in organizations. It outlines key 
concepts of the social complexity perspective which we apply to the 
hypothetical case of Francesca the HR manager. The chapter concludes 
with a discussion of implications of the proposed alternative of a human 
centered organizational culture as a process to foster long-term sus-
tainability for all stakeholders. 
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Developing a Social Complexity Theoretical Lens 

Narrative 2 
Bob, one of the team leaders at the logistic firm where Francesca 
works, was abashed when he found the apples in the pantry. To 
him, the apples were artifacts that resonated with previous 
experiences in a former job in a traditional organization where 
HRM was – in his opinion – patronizing and controlling, 
contrasting with his personal values in autonomy and indepen-
dence. Furthermore, top management demanded rigorous perfor-
mance improvements while he was increasingly accountable for the 
wellbeing of his co-workers. With his close teammate Janet, they 
discussed the interventions. They interacted to construct meaning 
to an intervention based on their past experiences with HRM and 
their histories interacting together sharing narratives with others.   

Complex Adaptive System Thinking and Social 
Complexity Theory 

Complexity sciences originated in the natural sciences studies on weather 
and climate (Chia, 1998) and the behavior of ants (Anderson & McShea, 
2001). The theory of complex adaptive systems states that a complex 
system consists of a population of heterogenous entities, or agents, that 
interact based on a set of locally constructed dynamic rules resulting from 
direct interaction between agents in a particular time-spatial context. Even 
though behavior in that time-spatial context is governed by local rules, 
actors also have degrees of freedom to make decisions. Consequently, in-
teraction processes between agents can be described as non-linear, on the 
one hand, and repetitive over time, on the other (Cilliers, 1998). This gives 
way for self-organizing and, in turn, shapes emergent properties of 
population-wide patterns of behavior as dynamic outcomes of countless 
local interactions in the population (Colbert & Kurucz, 2011). 

It is impossible to unravel every single local interaction to understand 
emerging patterns of behavior in the system. However, complex adaptive 
systems thinking facilitates understanding how certain clear patterns of 
behavior emerge from seemingly chaotic interaction processes, and how 
subsequent actions of local agents give rise to new comprehensive 
properties of a particular system. 

Analogously with complex adaptive systems thinking, the social 
complexity perspective, which is central to the understanding of orga-
nizational culture as a process leading this chapter, seeks to explain how 
social reality patterns of communication emerge when people interact 
with each other in time and space (Homan, 2016; Kira & Lifvergren, 
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2014; Letiche, Lissack, & Schultz, 2011; Stacey & Mowles, 2016; 
Stewart, 2001), and how patterns of communication, power structures, 
norms and values, all emerge from the interplay of individual and group 
choices in local interaction (Stacey, 2012, p. 102). 

These communication patterns evolve into population-wide patterns of 
communication and action in a process that resonates with the concept of 
organizational culture. The social complexity perspective shows that the 
notion of shared patterns of organizational behavior considering culture as 
a process differs from the mainstream view on organizational culture that 
sees culture built on static proportions (Chatman & O’Reilly, 2016). The 
next section discusses how organizational culture is conceptualized from a 
social complexity perspective emphasizing the core concepts. 

Organizational Culture and the Social Complexity 
Perspective 

Patterns of Communication and Power Relationships 

The social complexity perspective focuses on the micro-foundations of or-
ganizational culture and interactions between people. It assumes that people 
are inherently social beings that interact with others and are consciously or 
unconsciously reflexive. When a person interacts with others, expectations 
about others influence the person's attitudes and behaviors consciously and 
unconsciously. In the process, the person conducts self-assessment as an 
object estimating an outcome or responses received from other people, in-
cluding all the people involved in the interaction and also including previous 
human interactions, both within and outside the organization. 

When people communicate, they exchange gestures (written, spoken 
language and non-verbal symbols), which are interpreted and responded 
to by others in a reflexive interaction process. However, the intentions 
behind gestures can be interpreted in multiple expected but also un-
expected ways. This process, in turn, generates a wide range of responses 
from those involved in the interaction. In this process of mutual exchange 
of gestures and responses among people, coined turn-taking, new patterns 
of narratives emerge that may explain new meanings that emerge from 
social interaction and associated outcomes. Such new patterns can give 
future social interactions a sense of normality, reflecting the normal way 
to discuss things within a specific context (Stacey & Mowles, 2016). 

Narrative 3 
Bob considers the apples a patronizing gesture from the HRM 
department, in a context that is clearly outside of his direct time- 
spatial context and where different meanings have emerged. Irritated, 
he discusses the issue with his teammate Janet. To invigorate his 
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arguments and to influence Janet, he refers to his previous experi-
ences. Doing so, he intends to put her in her place by emphasizing her 
perspective based on their earlier interactions. Since Janet had heard 
about these experiences before, she responds by agreeing with Bob. 
She confirms his view with personal anecdotes on experiences she felt 
that were paternalistic in nature. In repeated interactions, Bob and 
Janet interpret the apple gesture assigning a meaning to Francesca’s 
policy as patronizing and anti-autonomy, even though they had 
never met Francesca in person. Hence, in this case, it is not the apples 
as such, but what the apple represents and where it comes from 
(HRM), can be considered the real problem. With this outcome, Bob 
and Janet have confirmed how important autonomy is to them.   

Inevitable social interactions are affected by power differences that en-
able or constrain the behavior of human beings (Griffin & Stacey, 2006). 
More importantly, people tend to ascribe more power to people who have 
more access to valuable resources including decision-making autonomy, 
time, money, knowledge, networks and authority (Elias & Scotson, 1994). 
When confronted with spontaneous situations and emerging realities, 
people try to influence others to support their experiences building on 
experiences they gained in previous interactions. Through interactive so-
cial processes, people assign meaning to social experiences labeling them 
and using individual power to try to convince others about the validity of 
their viewpoints (Stacey & Mowles, 2016). In other words, power dif-
ferences help shape the narratives that emerge out of local interaction. 

Narrative 4 
The discussion between Bob and Janet is not neutral. Janet is 
listening to Bob, who is her team leader, while anticipating his 
reactions. Bob has the highest position in the team and his opinion 
matters. Moreover, her upbringing and education taught her that 
she should always value the superior’s opinion. Another team 
member, Edward, joins the conversation. In contrast to Bob, he is 
enthusiastic about the apples. He thinks this is a nice gesture that 
also addresses important questions on health that impact the 
wellbeing in the workplace. He tries to contribute to the discussion 
but decides to step down because he feels ignored with divergent 
opinions creating a social distance he would rather avoid. Also, 
other team members join the discussion, and, because of the power 
dynamic, they start to share Bob’s viewpoint of the apples and 
what it symbolizes; in spite of the fact that they had not read the 
memo nor seen the apples.   
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Generalization and Idealization 

When people engage in social local interactions, they tend to generalize 
themes that emerge in a particular context and start sharing them as the 
normal. This new theme becomes a social object or a generalized ten-
dency for a large number of people who start acting alike in similar 
situations (Griffin & Stacey, 2006, p. 16). This social object is intangible 
not affected by or has properties beyond daily human experience. 
Interestingly, people tend to idealize social objects and imagine and treat 
them as if they have overriding motives or entrenched values (Stacey & 
Mowles, 2016). When more people idealize these generalizations, they 
become cult values, or an idealized future state. This can be viewed as an 
imagined construct that serves as guide to gain followers. Together with 
power dynamics, cult values shape the organizational ideology as a form 
of social communication that preserves the current order and makes it 
seem natural (Stacey, 2003, p. 125). 

Narrative 5 
The interactions between Bob, Janet and other team members lead 
to a generalized discussion about the proposed intervention about 
the apples concluding they symbolize an intrusion in their 
autonomy. If the organization wants to promote employees’ 
wellbeing, they should think about autonomy, not apples! To 
them, autonomy is a social object. When their discussion con-
tinues, they increasingly idealize autonomy as the most important 
value applicable in all situations, concluding that the organization 
should focus on autonomy rather than giving away apples. 
Autonomy turns into a cult value in the context of this team.   

Evaluation and Particularization 

Social interactions are always subject to evaluation. People choose their 
actions, commonly unconsciously, based on personal intentions, desires and 
values and past history of social interaction and social objects. When people 
discuss how they perceive gestures, they are simultaneously re-interpreting 
previous interactions on the same topic and adapt them to a particular time- 
spatial context. Inferring that cult values provide generalizations about 
what the person should pursue and how these cult values are adapted to the 
prevailing time-spatial context (i.e., particularization) over and over again 
(Stacey, 2012). Hence, human interaction generates unintended con-
sequences that affect behaviors when interpretations of cult values are re-
produced in a context but are also replaced by new interpretations. 

The above-discussed process of evaluation explained why the inten-
tions of management, for instance, in strategic organizational policies 

68 Jan Willem Nuis and Pascale Peters 



and practices, in the same organization can be interpreted in different 
contexts in different ways (Wright & Nishii, 2013). 

Narrative 6 
Bob and Janet have discussed with other team members the apples- 
intervention referring to previous experiences they have had. They 
also interpret the intervention in light of their local praxis and 
history. This implies that the apple and what it symbolizes to them 
is evaluated to fit their locally constructed reality. While Francesca 
tried to impose the cult value of healthy lifestyles according to the 
HRM department on the local team members, in the discourse of 
this team, autonomy is an important value. Consequently, the 
memo and interventions from HRM are evaluated against a 
specific backdrop that deviates from what they consciously 
experience as normal.   

Connectedness 

The cult values shared by people in interactions are often shared with 
others beyond the local context and beyond organizational boundaries. 
Consequently, social objects, and particularly cult values, are copied 
through interpretations of other people that may result in organization- 
wide value-based narratives resembling an organizational culture. This 
explains how local cult values that connect people (connectedness) be 
adopted across boundaries and may be adapted to fit local narratives 
(Kira & Van Eijnatten, 2008). This idea implies that social interactions 
can reproduce elements of the previous organizational culture and in-
troduce new elements to the organizational culture. This explains how 
close social interactions and understanding of local and organizational 
social object, cult values and discourses are key elements for organiza-
tional stakeholders to be able to transform and rehumanize organiza-
tional culture, that is, to replace the obsolete humans-as-resources 
management approaches by HCM (Lepeley, 2017). 

Narrative 7 
Bob is well connected in the organization to team managers and 
other workers. In informal meetings, he shares his ideas about 
autonomy, dispersing this cult value. His tenure and character 
make him convincing for colleagues to sympathize with his 
narrative on autonomy and an apparent lack of autonomy in the 
organization. Other team leaders adopt his ideas and, in turn, 
discuss them with their teams. In this process, they make them fit 
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within respective local contexts. Thus, the discourse on the cult 
value of autonomy spreads, as positively evaluated and particular-
ized. Over time, it then seems normal to reject the apples-initiative. 
The value of autonomy, although it has many different interpreta-
tions, has become part of the organization-wide narrative among 
people, making it normal in the particular time-spatial context.   

Formulating Human Centered Organizational Culture 

As Lepeley makes clear when she spells the foundations of HCM (2017), 
it is necessary to replace obsolete human-as-resource approaches in-
herited from the industrial past with new agile ones that position the 
wellbeing of people at the center of organizational culture and the sus-
tainability purpose. This implies redefining management imperatives 
focused on resources and adopting innovative approaches that create 
value for the organization highly aligned with the wellbeing of em-
ployees, customers and society at large. Culture is embedded in intrinsic 
social relationships where people interact with other people, so the static 
perspective of organizational culture is no longer effective in the new 
social workplace. The social complexity perspective offers a conceptual 
perspective of organizational culture aligned with new insights for HCM 
practice. 

Narrative 8 
Francesca has heard that her program is ridiculed and overshadowed 
by a topic of autonomy mentioned a lot. People complain that a lack 
of autonomy is affecting their wellbeing. Frustrated Francesca seeks 
expert advice from Dolores, an experienced transformational man-
ager with a clear human centered approach to organizational culture. 
Dolores encourages Francesca to get out of her office and start asking 
people what really helps them achieve wellbeing. Dolores, aware that 
people always define their own reality recommends Francesca that 
she should be present to better understand the local discourse on 
wellbeing and health, organizational values and specific needs. She 
also introduces values such as participation, respect, openness, 
employee voice and dialogue that are critical to understand the 
organizational culture. According to Dolores, it is impossible to 
design, engineer or implement a culture based purely on the complex 
result of countless interactions. She stresses that Francesca really has 
to observe thoroughly to understand and co-create dialogues with 
others. Don’t assume you know what is going on but learn what is 
going on. Interact to co-create shared values! Francesca learns that 
efforts to transform a culture start by changing her behavior and the 
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way she talks about the culture and to get involved in an open 
discussion with other people in the organizations to become familiar 
with their needs and expectations, showing and sharing human 
centered values and the explicit model she is promoting to meet their 
values and needs to enhance wellbeing in the workplace.   

Organizational Culture as a Process 

Successful deployment of HCM requires to substitute static industrial 
perspective of organizational culture to advance transformation into 
resilient, agile and innovative perspectives centered on wellbeing as 
the focus of organizational culture. The transformation implies that 
ideas and values about organizational culture needs to be dynamized, 
rehumanized and refocused on social interaction that are essential to 
attain wellbeing. 

It has been discussed across the chapter that organizational culture is 
often described as a thing that is, or ought to be, experienced similarly by 
all people in the organization, regardless of previous experiences and other 
effects. Additionally, organizational culture may be assessed as agile, 
healthy or people-oriented. Conversely, from the social complexity per-
spective, organizational culture is a social phenomenon and an outcome of 
dynamic interactions between people over time that results in a myriad of 
interactions within and across teams and also outside the organization. 
Social interactions lead to new patterns of communication between people 
on a daily basis when they negotiate, acquire and convey new meanings. 
Organizational culture is shaped and communicated in narratives and 
language of social interactions as organizational processes (Wittmayer 
et al., 2019). Social interactions create imaginative dimensions (i.e., social 
objects and cult values) that can only exist where people interact and 
participate in social contexts that are inherently illusive not as material 
possessions, or something an organization has but describes what it is. 
When organizational culture is described, it is generalized, often idealized 
and adapted to new interactions with high potential to lead to recurrent 
and stable behavioral patterns. But cultures are fluid and always in motion 
transferred and altered through emerging narratives (Stacey, 2012). 

Participation and Voice 

The organizational culture associated with HCM is deployed in flat, 
matrix and non-hierarchical organizational structures built on the 
wellbeing of people as a precondition to reach high performance and 
productivity that are essential to attain long-term organizational sus-
tainability. Organizational culture shaped on HCM is built on active 
participation and voice of all the people who work in the organization, 
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valuing and stimulating individual talents, cognitive, hard and Soft Skills 
and workers’ engagement and motivation with high awareness that 
wellbeing depends on physical and mental health, empathetic and social 
interactions, the satisfaction of economic and financial needs and com-
munity participation that altogether determine life purpose and enhance 
work commitment. Organizational culture aligned with HCM is shaped 
by daily experiences, narratives and collective efforts of people who 
work in the organization regardless of position, tenure or type of em-
ployment contract (Lepeley, 2017, Ochoa et al., 2019). Active em-
ployees’ participation, co-creation (Metz et al., 2019) and dialogue are 
critical for high performance built on collaboration and people’s con-
tinuous commitment to engage in independent and in collective projects 
aimed at meeting organizational goals with tasks at hand (Klein, Cooper, 
Molloy, & Swanson, 2014). 

Practical Implications 

The chapter’s discussion has clarified that organizational culture is difficult 
to identify and measure. This statement is not intended to dissuade human 
centered practitioners and advisors from their responsibility to promote 
human centered organizations and sustainability. On the contrary, the social 
complexity perspective offers theoretical and practical transformational 
strategies to be deployed in contingency with the following requirements: 
first, social complexity is embedded in social interactions; therefore, HC 
practitioners need to immerse in the organization to be transformed aiming 
to understand critical aspects of OC that require deep involvement 
(Elias, 1987) and ample engagement across the organizations, and this 
means from top management literally to the cleaning personnel. To get to 
know the organizational culture, practitioners have to dive deep into the 
local environment connecting with social realities across the workplace 
analyzing how people deal with structural and functional elements. This 
kind of involvement requires progress from observation into action and 
from detached inspection to active participation, and creation of social or-
ganizational interactions necessary to grasp meanings and patterns of in-
fluence. Second, the narrative nature used to facilitate social complexity 
analysis requires practitioners with Soft Skills that are essential to facilitate 
inclusive and pluralist dialogues (Ackers, 2019) within and between groups 
of people across the organization and especially Soft Skills needed to manage 
ambiguity and coping with paradoxes inherent in spontaneous social in-
teractions. Third, because power structure is important in social complexity, 
practitioners responsible for people management in human centered orga-
nizations must learn to sense and subtle influence power dynamics (Elias & 
Scotson, 1994). Finally, because conceptions on human centered culture 
HCM need to de-instrumentalized HRM approaches, people in the orga-
nization must be able to evaluate practical judgments about social 
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interactions leading to actions (phronesis) to influence the transformation 
(Stacey, 2012) and deployment of Human Centered Organizatioal Culture. 

Note 
1 The narratives included in this chapter aim to illustrate in practice the appli-

cation of a theoretical model to advance the deployment of the Human 
Centered Organizational Culture. The analysis starts at the micro-level of 
interaction and expands to organization-wide narratives.  
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6 Virtuous Human Centered 
Organizational Culture 
The Case of People with 
Disabilities 

Armand Bam and Linda Ronnie   

Introduction 

All-embracing communities where humanity, empathy and compassion 
for all people foster inclusion and value diversity are at the heart of 
Human Centered Management (HCM) (Lepeley, 2017). Nonetheless, 
the case of people with disabilities (PWD) related to work is under-
researched in management and organizational culture in spite of the 
evidence that work is a crucial factor in personal development and 
effective participation in multiple social roles (Holmqvist, 2009). 

In effect, PWD confront recurrent difficulties in corporate commu-
nities and very restrictive work opportunities compared to most people. 
Although the practice of exclusion of PWD is not new and has a tradi-
tion, new knowledge of human development and the benefit associated 
with inclusiveness in organizations and societies worldwide deserves 
special attention as essential values and morals to build a human cen-
tered culture in organizations. 

Legislation plays a vital role in eliminating discriminatory and unfair 
employment practices. But deep reliance on laws tend to obscure and 
overlook the benefits of inclusive and holistic practices, as opposed to le-
gitimate human practices to advance organizational theories (Thomas, 
2003). In the last decade, increasing numbers of organizations are em-
bracing local and international initiatives to promote inclusiveness through 
rights-based approaches to meet legislative imperatives (Araten-Bergman, 
2016). But instead of successful outcomes, a declining number of PWD in 
meaningful employment worldwide (Kalef, Barrera, & Heymann, 2014) 
demonstrates that the approach is flawed and not meeting expectations. 

Aristotelian virtue ethics, as a dynamic theory of business, offer a 
comprehensive ethical vision able to ensure the development and ad-
vance of human centered organizations and inclusive practices (Arjoon, 
2000). This theory asserts that, in order to become sustainable in the 
global VUCA (volatile, uncertain, complex, ambiguous) environment of 
the 21st century, organizations need to adopt and deploy ethical prin-
ciples such as Universal Design (UD) to promote the inclusion of PWD 



(Barclay, Markel, & Yugo, 2012). This chapter discusses how organi-
zations address and promote the development of a human centered and 
inclusive organizational culture for all employees using virtuous prac-
tices to consolidate this vision. 

The New Value of Virtues in Business 

In the 21st century, workplace diversity and inclusion are not only in-
creasingly regarded as ethical imperatives, but also add a significant di-
mension to competitive advantages of organizations in general and 
businesses in particular. Most recently, management discourses have 
focused on values as one of the most important driving forces for ethical 
behavior in organizations of all sectors and worldwide. 

In this case, values are described as core beliefs and thoughts leaders 
utilize as a moral compass to make decisions. This notion of values 
contrasts with virtues reflecting personal characteristics that uphold 
moral excellence. Whereas virtues are practiced continuously, values are 
considered guiding principles aimed at achieving personal and social 
objectives. 

In terms of workplace diversity, values-based actions such as prior-
itizing good practice codes and meeting inclusiveness targets have not 
fulfilled expectations as employment rates of PWD continue declining. 
Amidst the present shortcomings of values-based approaches, alter-
natives solutions are required. By the same token, the application of a 
virtue framework that upholds continuous pursuit and integrated moral 
imperatives of people and the community presents a promising metho-
dology for increasing inclusion of PWD in business organizations. 

Virtuous organizations are built on the purpose that ethics implies not 
only to acknowledge what is good but also to work continuously on the 
pursuit of doing good things that contribute to improve the wellbeing of 
all people in the polis [community]. Virtuous people drive virtuous or-
ganizations promoting that doing the right thing depends on people and 
the organizational context over and above the mere application of a law. 

McIntyre’s work has been instrumental in furthering inquiry into ethical 
leadership and organizational behavior. In After Virtue, he presents a 
broad historical critique of modernity and the erosion of virtues in so-
cieties and business organizations. At the heart of his critique, he and 
Lepeley identify hierarchical bureaucratic resource focused management 
of the industrial past as a critical shortcoming of modern work and human 
centered organizations (MacIntyre, 2007, Lepeley, 2017, Ochoa, Lepeley, 
& Essens, 2019, Lepeley, Kuschel, Beutell, Pouw, & Eijdenberg, 2020), 
and so do Majluf and Abarca in their book Human Centered Leadership, 
which is part of this Human Centered Management Book Trilogy. 

MacIntyre assesses virtues in business distinguishing between practice 
and institution. Practice is considered a human activity that creates 

76 Armand Bam and Linda Ronnie 



meaning and inspires individuals to transform their environments in 
pursuit of improved personal wellbeing and collective benefits. 
Understanding the meaning of practice helps professionals evaluate what 
living a virtuous life means. Through a resurgence in societal demand for 
increasing responsibility and morality in organizations, businesses and 
management are called to play a central role in restructuring work en-
vironments providing optimal conditions where employees are invited to 
continuously engage in virtuous practice at work and in life. 

Virtuous Practice and Inclusion 

The Aristotelian approach applied to business implies living a good life 
aiming to achieve eudemonia, finding life purpose as a responsibility for 
continuous self-improvement as a necessary condition to help others 
optimizing human connectedness as a critical dimension of long-term 
wellbeing (Solomon, 1992, Lepeley, 2017, Ochoa et al., 2019, Lepeley 
et al., 2020). 

In HCM, living a good life is about the pursuit of continued self- 
improvement to attain sustainable wellbeing while supporting others to 
achieve the same in work and life (Lepeley, 2017). Similarly, for 
Aristotelian eudemonia, wellbeing is a long-term endeavor (Bam & 
Ronnie, 2020). Virtues are practiced with the dual purpose of nurturing 
individual wellness and serving the common good of the community and 
businesses that provide services. HCM based on fundamental economic 
principles is anchored in ethics, moral values, freedom and eudemonic 
personal responsibility to advance self and to continuously improve in-
stitutions and society (Lepeley, 2017, Lepeley, 2019a, 2019b). 

Proponents of virtue ethics suggest that organization managers have 
the intrinsic moral duty of contributing to building their communities 
beyond ensuring the profitability of a company. In fact, Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) practiced by growing numbers of modern organi-
zations shows that businesses increase profits when leaders adopt ethi-
cally motivated strategies adding an outward-looking dimension for 
improvement reaching the communities where customers come from 
over the traditional inward scope of compliance strategies. 

In ethical-based workplaces, diversity and inclusion are embedded in 
the organizational culture and recognized as a common practice leading 
to continuously increasing wellbeing of all the persons who work in the 
organizations to stimulate work commitment and engagement leading to 
higher organizational performance. 

HCM promotes development and strengthening of virtuous organi-
zational culture that prioritizes human interactions and collaborative 
actions as instrumental efforts for moral flourishing and fostering mutual 
understanding that is essential to deter and eliminate prejudice and 
conflict between individuals and teams in modern organizations 
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(Lepeley, 2017). Business organizations that are all-embracing commu-
nities are those where humans are at the center and compassion for 
others supports diversity. Part of the moral task of managers is pro-
moting participation of PWDs to help them become productive members 
of the working community that can contribute their special talents in 
virtuous culture of inclusion that seek the wellbeing of all members of 
HC organizations in inclusive societies. 

Universal Design 

According to the Centre for Excellence in Universal Design (2020), UD is 
the design and development of an environment accessible and used by all 
people regardless of their age, size, ability or disability. UD is consistent 
with a virtue theory approach with the purpose to advance organizational 
culture from accommodation and inclusion into effective action (Barclay 
et al., 2012). UD exists in the workplace but has received less attention in 
comparison to the need for specialized accommodation of PWDs. 

An effective UD culture promotes access and full engagement to all 
citizens through continuous efforts reorienting priorities and active 
conversations of theories (Dolmage, 2017, p. 118). UD provides PWD 
opportunity to experience agency and autonomy focusing on their con-
tributions to build inclusive communities. Organizations deploying the 
UD culture reduce focus on accommodation of PWD because they 
consider the needs of all people to consolidate a barrier-free workplace. 
UD is an instrumental strategy to advance support for PWD in the 
workplace creating accessible venues for their presence and active 
participation. The principles of UD are summarized in Table 6.1. 

Putting Aristotelian Ethics to Work for PWD 

Many of the current frameworks designed to assist managers creating 
diverse and inclusive organizations undermine the ethos of inclusion 
with top-down approaches. In response, this chapter proposes a holistic 
framework built in the human centered ethos of UD to enhance the 
experiences of PWD in organizational cultures practicing and promoting 
Aristotelian virtues. The framework addresses three levels of work in 
organizations: pre-employment phase, employment phase and devel-
oping an inclusive organizational culture. 

Pre-Employment Phase 

Readiness to Seek Employment 

PWD’s readiness to seek employment is influenced by previous experi-
ences seeking employment, with rehabilitation agencies and periods of 
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introspection. Previous experiences influence how willing PWD are to 
seek employment. Continual experiences of rejection increase self-doubt 
and tend to prolonged periods of unemployment. Rehabilitation agencies 
can assist PWD to seek employment. Our framework encourages agen-
cies to play an effective role providing necessary physical and emotional 
support to PWD. Studies show that business organizations can learn and 
benefit from the support of rehabilitation agencies (Buys & Rennie, 
2001; Kulkarni & Kote, 2014). Virtuous organizations have well- 
developed relationships with rehabilitation agencies as part of their CSR 
to help community improvement that facilitate recruitment of PWD. 
From an Aristotelian perspective, empathy, friendliness and appreciation 
of diversity are required to achieve these objectives. Moore (2005) de-
scribed virtuous managers as flexible and agile in their approach, as 
shown in UD Principle 2. They recognize that these agencies are an 
important resource to provide more effective support to PWD as current 
and prospective employees. 

HC managers understand the impact of past experiences of exclusion 
on PWD’s readiness and know how to correct to effectively manage their 
future prospects. PWD can easily have negative perceptions regarding 
how other people perceive them. These perceptions are often not tested 
but are assumed based on personal experiences with discrimination. 
Managers are aware that, despite employment opportunities, PWD need 
to transform negative into positive perceptions in order to access and 
optimize work opportunities. Human centered organizations play a key 
role in transforming perceptions aimed at increasing access of PWD as an 
important component of their culture and institutional profile. 

Access to Employment 

Access to employment for PWD is influenced by legislation, organiza-
tional culture and networks (Bam & Ronnie, 2018). Legislation, like the 
Disabilities Discrimination Act in the UK focused on eliminating em-
ployment gaps, has proven ineffective in the long term (Pope & Bambra, 
2005). Legislative approaches also have unexpected consequences hin-
dering UD in organizational compliance cultures that fail to adopt po-
licies that by nature are simple and intuitive, as shown in UD Principle 3. 

Our experience shows that policy-driven approaches alone cannot 
achieve meaningful employment opportunities for PWD. Instead, a vir-
tuous organizational culture communicated through recruitment adver-
tising to attract PWD is more likely to create access to employment. 
Virtuous organizations that include PWD foster diversity and are con-
sistent with Aristotelian virtues of opportunity for all and inclusiveness 
also provide access to learning and educational opportunities (Barclay 
et al., 2012). Therefore, communications during the recruitment phase, 
from advertising to interviews, need to unequivocally convey the 
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organization’s commitment to inclusiveness and accessibility to people 
with diverse kinds of abilities (UD Principle 1). 

Environmental Barriers 

Employment access and opportunities may be practical constrained by 
institutional barriers in the work environment embedded in organiza-
tional structures, policies and attitudes (Bam & Ronnie, 2018). There are 
additional physical barriers that obstruct employment opportunities for 
PWD and must be properly addressed to provide realistic and effective 
hiring programs (McFarlin, Song, & Sonntag, 1991). Environmental and 
physical barriers are important impairments on personal hiring and 
functioning for PWD that organizations must understand and accom-
modate. Overall, all organizations need high awareness of the fact that 
although environments may change, impairments will remain unless 
corrected. Organizations that draw on the Aristotelian virtue of empathy 
to display compassion and attentiveness show significantly better 
outcomes (Shanahan & Hyman, 2003). 

Deep understanding of personal barriers allows virtuous organizations 
to focus on removing environmental barriers that create discomfort or 
difficulty for PWD in the workplace. Strategies such as providing 
transport for disable employees or flexible work-from-home transpor-
tation arrangements, shown in UD Principles 2 and 6, may advance 
this goal. 

Pain management is another consideration as a structural barrier in 
the workplace, considering that prolonged periods of pain limit people’s 
ability to perform effectively and cause potential risk of further injury. 
Attentiveness and compassion of managers including coworkers help to 
build a caring culture where employees communicate their needs, while 
resilient and agile policies make it possible for PWD to participate in the 
workplace and make contributions to business and organizations in all 
sectors aiming to advance inclusive and sustainable societies worldwide. 

The Employment Phase 

Induction Processes 

Organizations must start discussions about disability-related specific 
needs at the earliest point of the working relationship. Induction and 
orientation processes should include and clearly establish the organiza-
tional culture focused on virtue of trust (Solomon, 1999). To avoid 
adverse consequences and reduce potential hazards identified in UD 
Principle 5, induction processes need to provide PWD opportunity to 
engage in and establish dialogue with managers regarding their needs 
and most importantly with coworkers just becoming aware of PWD in 
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the workplace. Managers must use induction as an opportunity to create 
open dialogue about needs to educate other people instead of deferring 
this responsibility to external experts on PWD who may help to facilitate 
the process. When this process is effectively conducted, it leads to higher 
levels of integration and organizational inclusion for PWD over the long 
term (Bam & Ronnie, 2018). Special consideration must be given during 
induction periods to critically influencing the attitudes and behaviors of 
other employees regarding inclusion and successful UD for PWD. 

In most organizations, the virtue of graciousness in organizational 
cultures (Solomon, 1999) is impaired when managers maintain excessive 
control over all aspects of the induction process. Our framework pro-
poses that PWD, who usually provide minimal input and have no par-
ticipation in decision-making, should be invited to take part in induction 
processes to improve the narratives that expedite decisions and actions 
(Schur, Kruse, & Blasi, 2009). Managers’ virtue of temperance can avoid 
self-indulgent and enhance collaborative approaches (Aristotle, 1955). 

Disability Disclosure 

Disclosure of disability is influenced by personal control, consent, 
manager influence, timing and responses from others. PWD need to pay 
attention and have as much control as possible about when and how 
their disabilities are communicated in the organization (Bam & Ronnie, 
2020). Studies have addressed disclosure from an avoidance of bias and 
stigmatization approach (Robert & Harlan, 2006). However, PWD, as 
owners of their personal experiences, should have the option to prefer 
whether to disclose disability or not. 

Markel and Barclay (2009) showed that early disclosure may be ben-
eficial to PWD as they might be perceived as more qualified. If PWD 
choose to disclose, it is best to do so during the recruitment, selection and 
induction processes. Personal disclosure in intimate circumstances would 
be more effective than in open forums facilitated by external agents. 

Early Acceptance 

PWD’s early acceptance by managers and co-workers is important be-
cause it impacts integration, the organizational culture and the experi-
ence and outcomes of teams that include PWD. Multiple factors 
influence acceptance of PWD in the organization, among others PWD’s 
attitude toward the organizational culture, acceptance of organizational 
policies, avoidance of being pitied and support of co-worker perceptions 
(Bam & Ronnie, 2020). Unexpected outcomes of isolation leading to low 
job performance and satisfaction are overcome when PWD are included 
in organizational events and inclusive policies supporting diversity early 
in their employment as expressed in UD Principle 1. 

VHC OC: People with Disabilities 83 



Working communities as those proposed in this chapter are key to 
offsetting power and privilege and fostering respect for diversity 
(Shanahan & Hyman, 2003). To avoid conflict and isolation, internal 
organizational policies and culture serve as guidelines to be exceeded, not 
merely to be met. Consistent with Aristotle’s theory, Mele (2009) argued 
that acceptance of the objective existence of a person and lived experi-
ences contribute to personalize the experience of virtue. In contrast, 
evidence of pity, as opposed to empathy, delays the acceptance of PWD at 
the integration stage. In contrast with some studies focused on lowering 
managers’ expectations (von Schrader, Malzer, & Bruyère, 2014), our 
virtue framework proposes that regardless of expectations, PWD should 
adapt and adopt performance standards guided to integrate smoothly in 
the organizational culture, as shown in UD Principle 6. The aspirations to 
meet or exceed the standards of others have potential to result in further 
injury when not properly managed. In virtuous organizations, managers 
should be models of proper ambition (Aristotle, 1955). 

Developing an Inclusive Organizational Culture 

Organizational practices should be consistent with policy intentions to 
promote and advance the organizational mission. Effective im-
plementation of policies is achieved when PWD are supported to parti-
cipate proactively in the design of ongoing processes (Gröschl, 2007). 
Our experience shows that long-term employment satisfaction is highly 
correlated with how managers and coworkers interpret policies and 
share values consistent with the Human Centered Organizational 
Culture principles (Lepeley, 2017, Ochoa et al., 2019). 

Managers who embody temperance (Aristotle, 1955) and adopt in-
formal mentoring roles with patience are more effective to provide sup-
port and integrate PWD into organizations. Drake, Meckler, and 
Stephens (2002) similarly recommended that leaders within organizations 
should intuitively provide help and nurture relationships to the point of 
support (UD Principle 3) as these initiatives would be welcomed by PWD. 

Work environment plays a critical role creating a culture of inclusion 
that benefits all employees and their wellbeing (Ochoa et al., 2019). 
Organizations that promote decision-making supported by the working 
communities can become more attentive to the needs of PWD. We ad-
vocate establishing working communities and policy design that enhance 
virtues, sensitivity, understanding and empathy (Shanahan & Hyman, 
2003). High integration of top-to-bottom and bottom-up is a necessary 
condition to develop increased support for internal organizational po-
licies and external organizational policies sustaining CSR necessary to 
attract qualified and skilled PWD with potential to enhance workplace 
diversity and organizational performance. 
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PWD can become highly integrated in organizations and enhance a 
hallmark of virtuousness (Arjoon, 2000) when organizations design 
flexible (UD Principle 2) and equitable (UD Principle 1) policies that 
ensure PWD create greater value for the business with their work. 
Business can demonstrate that PWD can add value to the workplace 
supported by virtuous practices of inclusion, enhanced PWD commitment 
to their jobs and develop their motivation to succeed which is critically 
important to promote participation of PWD in the national workforce. 

Adding Benefits for Organizations, PWD, and the Broader 
Society 

Organizational Impact and Effects 

The relationship between the benefits accrued by the organizations and 
PWD are linked to a culture of inclusion. Evidence of organizations that 
transgress fundamental ethical economic principles and overwhelmingly 
exceed profit-seeking goals with potential to harm the wellbeing on 
people in the workplace have greater propensity to fail in the 21st century 
and are inconsistent with the Human Centered Organizational Culture 
and the human at the center economic framework (Lepeley, 2017, 
2019a, b, Ochoa et al., 2019). Solomon (1992) suggested that discussing 
the economic imperative of organizations is unavoidable, but the need to 
focus on the individual within the organization and the ethical frame-
work of operation is critical for organizations to attain long-term sus-
tainability (Lepeley, 2017). 

In ethical organizations, managers, co-workers and PWD collaborate 
at work and to improve their communities extending collective benefits 
beyond exclusive monetary and legalistic enrichment (Bam & Ronnie, 
2020). In increasing numbers of thriving working communities, decision- 
makers are acting with the courage Aristotle identified which is mutually 
beneficial for workers and the organization (1955). Moral managers 
(Whetstone, 2003) and human centered leaders (Majluf & Abarca, 
2021) play a meaningful role in the promotion of values and assuming 
responsibility for their ethical actions. Trust and truthfulness are re-
quired from all members of the community (Aristotle, 1955), but orga-
nizational leaders and managers are clearer examples of intangible 
benefits that make possible the sustainability of the organization. 

In the human centered and ethical framework proposed, managers and 
workers share responsibility for long-term organizational sustainability 
aligned with the effects of their actions and decisions in the entire or-
ganization. Organizations benefit deploying best practices that integrate 
PWD in organizational processes of the human centered culture inter-
woven in an environment of inclusion. As previously emphasized, law 
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compliance does not ensure a climate for inclusion. A voluntary ap-
proach of members working in the organization driven by virtues and 
ethical standards established by managers, co-workers and PWD can 
meet moral obligations uncodified by laws. 

Oliver and Barnes (2006) contend that PWD should be active parti-
cipants helping organizations to design approaches easy to integrate in 
legal frameworks. Our framework proposes that organizations need to 
pursue outcomes connecting PWD expectations with virtuous behavior 
to improve organizational performance and productivity necessary to 
attain sustainability with high potential to support development of in-
clusive societies. Barclay et al. (2012) considered UD to be illustrative of 
the Aristotelean virtue framework needed to ensure smooth PWD in-
clusion in organizations to spread and legitimize active PWD involve-
ment across organizations in all sectors and worldwide. 

Individual and Societal Outcomes 

Increasing participation of PWD in work environments that are accessible 
and promote their integration (UD Principle 7) leads to inclusive partici-
pation that foster human wellbeing and advances the organization mission. 
PWD who participate in working communities can play active roles as ci-
tizens when attention to their impairments and associated pain that some 
PWD experience is diminished. Solomon (1994), drawing on Aristotle’s 
virtues, promoted the value of citizenship across communities and the labor 
force to positively impact broader society. Williams and Mavin (2012) 
proposed similar active citizenship as a means of developing more life op-
portunities. Through gaining employment, PWD can cope better with their 
impairments and the financial constraints often imposed on them. 

Human centered organizations align with Aristotelian ethical princi-
ples to open overdue opportunities for integration of PWD in the 
workplace. Rai (2015) cautions organizations promoting virtuous prin-
ciples to pay special attention to excessive workloads with potential to 
have negative impact on working conditions. These may have detri-
mental effects on PWD because inefficient management of health issues 
affects them disproportionally. These effects may extend to the broader 
community and society at large, considering that PWD can remain fi-
nancially independent if their health is properly managed in alignment 
with appropriate working conditions. UD poses that PWD need to de-
cide about options to continue their employment when they confront 
challenges and are unable to meet work expectations (UD Principle 6). 

Furthermore, deployment of the virtue framework implies that an 
inclusive climate is improved with social networks that help PWD gain 
access to and retain employment when they seek alternate employment. 
Ali, Schur, and Blanck (2011) noted a positive impact on society as social 
networks help to improve the social skills of PWD. The skills they gained 
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at work benefit PWD when they are able to transfer acquired knowledge 
to their life, which, in turn, results in an overall benefit for society. 

Conclusion 

All modern organizational models focused on human being and ethical 
principles and practices reinforce the deployment of organizational cul-
tures that promote integration, diversity and inclusion. Ensuring equal 
opportunities for all helps organizations and businesses to operate con-
sistently with the Aristotelian virtue framework, supported by UD, ap-
plying HCM that in the 21st century is essential to create sustainable 
inclusive and diverse organizations that are more competitive, innovative 
and offer more benefits to customers, all workers and their communities. 

The UD framework presented in this chapter encourages and facil-
itates development and deployment of virtuous practices that can ef-
fectively integrate PWD preparing them during pre-employment, early 
employment and assisting organizations to develop the most appropriate 
PWD culture and active engagement of managers and all workers fos-
tering inclusive human centered workplaces. The approach shared in this 
chapter shows the positive impact that human centered virtuous orga-
nizations entrust to promote diversity and inclusiveness to foster well-
being in the workplace as antecedent to project same benefits to 
communities and society at large. 
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Introduction 

This chapter presents a theoretical overview of seven decades in the 
evolution of the tradition of the Organizational Culture (OC) concept 
from the perspective of the following notable authors, Pettigrew, Ott, 
Schein, Denison and Alvesson. This chapter has a dual purpose. To re-
view the importance of OC in organizational development and man-
agement, and also to compare their theories how they diverge from the 
traditional human resource (HR)/human resource management models 
of the industrial past and to what extent they convergence and align with 
the new human centered paradigm embedded in Human Centered 
Management (HCM) model (Lepeley, 2017). 

In the 21st century, organizations are affected by disruptions from a 
global volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity (VUCA) en-
vironment. Constant change presses organizations to assess old struc-
tures and evaluate the costs of perpetuating the status quo against the 
benefits to advance a human focus as a necessary condition for attaining 
high productivity, competitiveness and long-term sustainability. It is in 
this sense that Lepeley’s HCM reveals as an OC approach for the future 
to reclaim the importance of people at the center of OCs worldwide. 

Assessment and Evolution of the OC Concept 

Andrew Pettigrew and the Origin of OC 

Four decades ago, Pettigrew defined culture as a system of public and 
collective accepted meanings operating for a given group at a given time 
and introduced through concepts such as symbols, language, ideology, 
belief, ritual and myth to illustrate aspects of cultural and expressive 
components of organizational life (1979). Although widely used in an-
thropology, these concepts were not integrated into the mainstream of 
organizational theory. According to Pettigrew, the value of cultural 
components was related to the creation of new cultures and how 



managers provide order, purpose and commitment to organizations. 
Likewise, OC conceived as patterns of meanings and consciousness is 
generated by the feelings and actions of founders, therefore the essential 
problem of entrepreneurship is the translation of individual drive into 
collective purpose and commitment (Pettigrew, 1979). 

For Ehrhart, Schneider, and Macey (2014), Pettigrew’s essay demon-
strated the application of anthropological methods and concepts to the 
study of organizations at a time when business studies showed an un-
precedented focus on human behavior. In this context, management 
consultants discovered the importance of studying organizations in-
cluding the experiences of all their members (Ehrhart et al., 2014). 
Pettigrew’s essay was important because he defined culture as a collec-
tion of concepts, analyzed its evolution over time and developed the 
functional role in terms of integration, management and commitment, 
highlighting the role of founder’s in the firm imprint (Ehrhart et al., 
2014). As such, Pettigrew’s work demarcated the beginning of con-
temporary scholarly interest in the topic (Ehrhart et al., 2014). 

For Ehrhart et al., Pettigrew formally introduced the anthropological 
study of cultures to the organizational research literature, in stark con-
trast to the individually focused psychological research on organizational 
climate (2014). Similarly, for Schneider and Barbera (2014), Pettigrew’s 
essay stimulated attention to a culture perspective on organizational life 
considering organizations as human entities and not just as financial 
institutions or operational settings for productivity alone (Schneider & 
Barbera, 2014). 

The 1980s and the Popularization of OC 

In the 1980s, five books enhanced the importance of culture in business: 
Theory Z (Ouchi, 1981), The Art of Japanese Management (Pascale & 
Athos, 1981), In Search of Excellence (Peters & Waterman, 1982), 
Corporate Cultures (Deal & Kennedy, 1982) and The Change Masters 
(Kanter, 1983). According to Denison (1990), these books provided a 
different image of management demonstrating that the difference be-
tween successful and unsuccessful organizations rests in the values and 
principles that underlie the internal organization. Due to its impact, OC 
was considered one of the most powerful and stable forces operating in 
organizations (Schein, 1996, p. 231). 

For Ehrhart et al. (2014), these contributions emphasized symbolic 
aspects of organizational life and the importance of creating shared va-
lues at all levels of the organization. They also showed that when leaders 
manage values correctly, culture becomes a source of competitive ad-
vantage, differentiating it from its competitors and resulting in improved 
organizational effectiveness and productivity (Ehrhart et al., 2014). 
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J. Steven Ott and the OC Perspective 

In The Organizational Culture Perspective, Ott (1989) argued that 
studying OC implies using a different set of «lenses» to «see» an orga-
nization, a notion that refers to a way of looking and thinking about 
behavior in organizations [and] a perspective for understanding what is 
occurring. For Ott, this organizational culture perspective constitutes a 
counterculture because its assumptions, theories, and approaches are 
different from the dominant structural and systems perspectives” (1989). 
However, this approach does not believe that quantitative, experimental- 
type, logical-positivist, scientific research is useful to study organizations 
as it embodies the newest and perhaps the most controversial of the 
organization theory perspectives (Ott, 1989). 

According to such perspective, the behavior of the members of an or-
ganization are not controlled by rules or forms of authority but cultural 
norms, values, beliefs and assumptions. Therefore, in order to understand 
or predict how an organization will behave under different circumstances, 
one must know what its patterns of basic assumptions are – its organi-
zational culture (Ott, 1989). In this respect, the OC perspective not only 
uses qualitative techniques (such as ethnography or participant observa-
tion), but also considers that, in their attempts to understand and predict 
organizational behavior, the structuralist and systemic theories use wrong 
lenses to analyze the wrong organizational elements and its tools are as 
ineffective as a hammer is for fixing a leaking pipe; which is why they are 
wasting their time (Ott, 1989). 

At the time, Ott indicated there were five points of consensus on 
cultures of organizations, namely: (i) they exist, (ii) they are relatively 
unique, (iii) they are socially constructed, (iv) they provide a way of 
understanding and are making sense and (v) they constitute a powerful 
lever for organizational behavior (1989). 

Although, Ott argued that the OC is not something easily broken 
down into elements and placed in single boxes and since their essential 
functions do not differ, he proposed a functional definition that con-
ceived OC as a social force that controls patterns of organizational be-
havior by shaping members' cognitions and perceptions of meanings and 
realities, providing affective energy for mobilization, and identifying 
who belongs and who does not (Ott, 1989). 

Edgar Schein and His Influence on the OC Literature 

In Organizational Culture and Leadership, Schein developed what 
would become the most commonly cited definition (Ehrhart et al., 2014) 
of culture as a pattern of shared basic assumptions the group learns to 
solve problems of external adaptation and internal integration (1992). 
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Distancing himself from previous definitions, Schein argued that his 
definition of culture does not refer to overt behavior or material artifacts 
but emphasizes the critical assumptions to deal with how to perceive, 
think about, and feel about things (1992). 

Schein's conceptualization presents two basic features. First, the fun-
damental role of the firm’s founder. According to Schein, the sources of 
beliefs and values by far most important for cultural beginnings, is the 
impact of founders. Likewise starting an organization, the founders 
usually have major impact on how the group initially defines and solves 
external adaptation and internal integration challenges. So how big is the 
impact? To transmit assumptions and values, the founder engages in an 
embedding process of cultural elements. Therefore, during the firm’s 
initial stages, most of the culture is likely to be a reflection of the 
founder’s personality (Schein, 1992). 

Second, OC is built on three levels: artifacts, espoused values and basic 
underlying assumptions (Schein, 1992). First, artifacts refer to observed 
phenomena, basically overt behavior. For Schein, the most important 
point about this level of the culture is that it is easy to observe but dif-
ficult to decipher. Second, the shared values the group shares guide their 
behavior and result from the influence of the founder or leader. For 
Schein, leadership is the source of beliefs and values. 

Third, basic underlying assumptions refer to those implicit that con-
stitute the essence of culture. For Schein, culture is a set of basic as-
sumptions that defines what to pay attention to, what things mean, how 
to react emotionally to what is going on, and what actions to take in 
various kinds of situations. As such, Schein contends that to understand 
the culture of a group, attempts must be made to understand shared 
basic assumptions and the learning process underlying the basic 
assumptions (1992). 

As an organizational psychology scholar, Schein pointed out that 
many of the research methods of industrial/organizational psychology 
expose weaknesses applied to the analysis of culture (1990). Schein, 
therefore, advised that studying culture, researchers need to adopt a 
more clinical and ethnographic approach for identifying the dimensions 
and variables that provide empirical measurement for hypothesis testing 
(Schein, 1990). 

For Schein, culture is not only all around us but within us as well, 
therefore, by using cultural lenses implies deciphering of the cultural 
forces that operate in groups, organizations and occupations (2010). The 
most peculiar aspect of culture is that it points to phenomena that are 
below the surface, that are powerful in their impact but invisible and to a 
considerable degree unconscious (Schein, 2010). 

In a recent work, Schein and Schein (2017) added to Schein’s original 
definition arguing that culture refers to accumulated shared learning of a 
group to solve problems of external adaptation and internal integration. 
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As such, culture covers everything that a group has learned while it 
evolves and consequently the strength of the culture depends on the 
length of time, the stability of membership, and the emotional intensity 
of the actual historical learning experiences they have shared (Schein & 
Schein, 2017). 

Denison on OC and Effectiveness 

In Corporate Culture and Organizational Effectiveness, Denison (1990) 
defined OC as those underlying values, beliefs and principles that serve 
as a foundation for an organization's management system and the set of 
management practices and behaviors that exemplify and reinforce the 
basic principles. For Denison, a cultural theory of organizational effec-
tiveness must recognize that the values, beliefs and meanings that un-
derlie a social group are the primary source of motivated and 
coordinated activity, supporting Schein’s idea that the study of OC 
should rely on the use of ethnographic methods (1990). 

Denison offered a variation from Schein's definition but similarly 
proposed a three-level model of culture composed of values and beliefs 
underlying actions, behavioral patterns that reflect and reinforce values 
and a set of conditions created by behavioral patterns. Emphasizing a 
pragmatic character, Denison's typology focuses more on concrete ac-
tions, conditions, and practices rooted in an organization's value system 
and pointing out that the most positive impact of the cultural perspective 
is that it represents a return to inductive thinking about the behavioral 
characteristics of organizations (1990). 

Mats Alvesson and the Meaning Notion of OC 

In Understanding Organizational Culture (2002), Alvesson argued that 
the main achievement of OC is to verify that the cultural dimension is 
central in all aspects of the organizational life and it is highly significant 
for the functioning of organizations. Considering culture as central in 
understanding of behavior, social events, institutions and processes, then 
the best way to study it is through the notion of meaning because for 
Alvesson meaning makes an object relevant and meaningful (2002). 

Alvesson argued that to guide thought, feelings and actions in a cul-
tural context, the most important thing is shared meanings. Thus, a 
cultural understanding of organizations does not emphasize individual 
idiosyncrasies collective meanings that include the experiences of people 
and connect the organization as with everyday experiences and individual 
action (2002). In other words, culture becomes significant as a bond 
holding the organization together. Alvesson warns that trying to do so 
may implicate a simplistic view of culture underestimating its theoretical 
potential and value (2002). Likewise, conceiving culture pragmatically 

Pending Need for Human Focus 97 



constitutes an offensive formulation suggesting that OC can be used as a 
tool or guiding concept for achieving effectiveness, while seeing it as an 
obstacle to economic rationality and effectiveness is a defensive version of 
the culture-performance relationship (Alvesson, 2002). 

From a critical perspective, Alvesson stated that the purpose of cul-
tural studies is liberating human potential or illuminating the obstacles 
of emancipation (2002). Thus, the objective of cultural analysis is to 
encourage critical reflection on beliefs, values, and understandings of 
social conditions (Alvesson, 2002). Alvesson attributes OC a critical role 
that affirms an understanding of cultural management, not as a tech-
nocratic project but where an interpretive company may reduce the gap 
between a technical, a practical-hermeneutic and an emancipatory ap-
proach to organizational culture and because it provides deep thinking 
on organizational life, and that cultural interpretation as oneof the best 
ways of understanding a broad spectrum of aspects of management and 
organizations (2002). 

From these summaries, we see that the five authors’ view of an or-
ganization’s culture is established in the values of its founders and de-
velops through the shared and learned experiences of its member 
overtime. From their perspectives, OC is not simply a set of instructions 
drafted for intent or to direct. Rather, it is implicit and explicit how 
culture exerts its influence over the organization as a whole and its 
members individually. It has a powerful effect that cannot be overcome 
through directives from above or the enforcement of rules from the 
outside with an enduring character that it is difficult to extinguish. This 
is the reason why OC has had some bearing on other branches of 
management theory and practice. 

OC and Its Contribution to Organizational Theory 

The concept of culture has contributed to organizational theory directing 
attention to new phenomena in the organization expanding the field of 
study (Schultz, 1994). Concepts such as myth, metaphor, ritual, stories, 
ceremonies or ethos were incorporated providing new interpretations of 
already known phenomena. For example, the strategic plan is not only a 
forum for decision-making but also a signal of the importance of the 
future. And the informal organization is not only a routinized behavioral 
pattern but also a cultural network where priests, spies, storytellers and 
‘support clubs’ transmit fundamental values (Schultz, 1994). Schein also 
observes that organization studies will not mature as a field until more 
time is spent observing and absorbing other cultures (1996). 

OC has had a wide imprint, impacting many areas of organizational 
theory, including leadership (Schein & Schein, 2017), structure (Janićijević, 
2013), knowledge management (Chang & Lin, 2015), symbolism (Alvesson 
& Berg, 1992), change (Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2016), effectiveness 
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(Hartnell, Ou, & Kinicki, 2011), performance (Boyce, Nieminen, Gillespie, 
Ryan, & Denison, 2015), ethical behavior (Kuye, Uche, & Akaighe, 2013), 
national culture (Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010), information sys-
tems (Jackson, 2011), continuous improvement (Timmerman, 2019) and, 
even, corruption (Campbell & Göritz, 2014). 

OC and Business Management 

According to Ehrhart et al., there is no one best way to study OC and 
with so many factors influencing and influenced by culture, the analysis is 
complex (2014). For Alvesson all management takes place within a cul-
ture (2002). OC impacts across business activities, impacting all people, 
personnel management policies (Aycan, Kanungo, & Sinha, 1999), re-
cruitment practices (Gardner, Reithel, Cogliser, Walumbwa, & Foley, 
2012), personnel selection (Burk & Birk, 2001), employee retention and 
remunerations (Sheridan, 1992), communication (Keyton, 2005), job 
satisfaction assessment (Lund, 2003), conflict management (Di Pietro & 
Di Virgilio, 2013), job burnout (Kheirandish, Farahani, & Nikkhoo, 
2016), customer satisfaction (Gillespie, Denison, Haaland, Smerek, & 
Neale, 2008), commitment and work engagement (Miroshnik, 2013), 
competitiveness (Gómez-Miranda, Pérez-López, Argente-Linares, & 
Rodríguez-Ariza, 2015), brand identity (Rashid & Ghose, 2015), in-
novation (Naranjo-Valencia, Jiménez-Jiménez, & Sanz-Valle, 2011) and 
mergers and acquisitions (Morales, 2015). OC is relevant to organiza-
tions in all industries and sectors such as health (Mannion & Davies, 
2018), basic education (Deal & Peterson, 2016) and higher education 
(Lacatus, 2013), construction (Coffey, 2010) to name a few. 

Pending Need: People-Centered OC 

Given the changes in societies and disruptions of all kinds in the global 
VUCA environment, it is necessary to think if OC will remain as relevant 
in the future. For Maitland and Thomson, the outcome will depend on the 
capacity of people in organizations to design and transform an OC aligned 
with technologies that support and promote work engagement and suc-
cess. General conditions show that the work of the future will require 
significant transformation of the traditional OC (2014). Considering that 
leaders are mainly responsible for changes in culture, then identifying the 
needed transformation will be increasingly a key responsibility for leaders, 
executives and senior management (Maitland & Thomson, 2014). In The 
Flow of Organizational Culture (2020), MacQueen states that there are 
few things more abstract and difficult to understand than OC. This is a 
warning challenge for leaders today and in the future. 

In the present environment, increasing numbers of scholars are 
emphasizing the human dimension of OC. This is reflected in a changing 
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terminology replacing the traditional term HRs with personnel (Aycan 
et al. 1999; Burk & Birk, 2001). This change is largely due to an in-
creasing interest for people’s wellbeing in studies covering a wide range of 
dimensions that goes beyond business and organizations in general but 
also at national and international levels. In the last decades, the human 
dimension has been propelled by initiatives of international development 
organizations, including the United Nations and the World Bank, and 
increasing numbers of studies focusing on happiness and wellbeing 
(Lepeley et al., 2020, Ochoa, Lepeley, & Essens, 2019, Lepeley, 2017a, 
Helliwel & Putnam, 2004). Their interests project a new vision of or-
ganizations calling attention to the wellbeing of people in the organiza-
tional context that until recently was unheard of. 

Alvesson (2002) stated that any form of management is increasingly 
linked to an OC in transition from a hierarchical and bureaucratic orga-
nization resource to a flatter organization with a human centered structure. 

Ott conveyed that the behavior of the members of an organization is 
not controlled by rules, norms or forms of authority but by cultural 
norms, values, beliefs and the assumptions of people (1989). Ott’s ideas 
about OC aimed to promote responsible behavior to enhance wellbeing 
in the workplace converge with the foundations of Lepeley’s HCM model 
and the human centered paradigm shift she has pioneered (2017). 

Schein and Schein (2017) defined culture as the accumulated shared 
learning of a group solving problems of external adaptation and internal 
integration. Their binary organizational vision is consistent with HCM 
principles synchronizing internal organizational imperatives embedded 
in the inward-looking structure with an outward-looking vision looking 
at external demands shaped by consumers and influenced by market 
forces in the community where the organization is inserted. These are the 
drives molding Social Corporate Responsibility (Lepeley, 2017). These 
human centered principles align optimal synchrony of the needs and 
demands of customers with the needs of the people who work in the 
organization and produce products and services (Lepeley, 2017). 

The concepts developed by Pettigrew, Ott, Schein, Denison and 
Alvesson provided the seeds to make the transition from traditional re-
source perspectives toward the human centered perspective embedded in 
the HCM paradigm (Lepeley, 2017). 
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8 A Human Centered 
Organizational Culture 
Focused on Wellbeing, Fairness 
and the Common Good 

Nicolas Majluf   

COVID-19 and the Global Volatile, Uncertain, Complex 
and Ambiguous (VUCA) Environment 

At the time of this writing, people worldwide have been living one of the 
most profound disruptions in recent human history. I find myself an-
chored at home because of the COVID-19 pandemic that is sweeping the 
world from the beginning of 2020. The news focus on the advance of 
coronavirus in countries around the world and the precautions people 
must take to be safe and avoid spreading the virus, including seclusion, 
social distancing and other hygiene concerns. 

This situation has lasted months, and it is far from over (August 
2020). Despite the continuous efforts of national authorities and 
healthcare professionals in the front line in Chile, where I live, the 
pandemic is running its course, with its burden of contagion, critical 
illnesses and many deaths. This process will go on until a vaccine is 
discovered to spread immunization and stop contagiousness. Experts 
and nations are waiting for a flattening curve of the disease. 

The alteration of life is enormous. Income earning has become uncertain 
for a large portion of the population. Many have lost their jobs while 
many others have had their salaries decreased. Businesses are closing, 
and the few that remain open cannot operate regularly. To get food or 
medicines is increasingly difficult. Forecasts anticipate a severe global 
recession unseen since the Great Depression. Substantial losses of people's 
wellbeing, welfare and income are expected in countries worldwide. 

The pandemic is contributing to call increased attention and scrutiny 
of institutions at the national and international levels. The world’s 
governing institutions’ growing instability adds volatility and uncertainty 
to this global VUCA environment. In this context, ethical dilemmas are 
demanding. Lifting quarantine restrictions to start the economies is an 
excruciating quandary. Governments’ decision is between losing lives 
today or avoiding poverty and hunger in the future, pressed by the 
precarious existence under long confinement. 



The Pandemic is Not the Only Crisis 

In Chile, the pandemic adds to other complex situations demanding the 
transformation of the sociopolitical and economic system. But Chile's 
problems are not unique. Inequality, the discredit of leaders, mistrust of 
business and political confrontations are present in nations worldwide. 

The financial crisis of 2008 put the stability of global institutions at 
risk. The relevance of that crisis called into question the effectiveness of 
the current system. Bower, Leonard, and Paine (2011) stated in stark 
terms indicating that although the economic system has been extra-
ordinarily successful, it needs review and improvement to face current 
disruptions. If this situation remains as it is, they predict a bumpy ride or 
a collapse of the system. They call business firms to act to remedy this 
hazardous situation. 

There is growing evidence that the single-minded focus on profits 
hinders business firms' opportunities to foster the common good and 
long-term wellbeing of people and society. Products and services, such as 
free access to information, security, an environment free of pollution, 
food, housing, education, health, work and mobilization, should be 
available to everyone. Many are the issues that need deep reflection to 
ensure that the focus of organizational culture is on people's wellbeing.  

1 Economic growth must be synchronized with human wellbeing to be 
sustainable (Lepeley, 2017b). It is not appropriate to assume that 
economic growth by itself can solve all problems. Increasing depletion 
of natural resources, climate change and environmental degradation 
are a consequence of this reasoning. Progress, understood in this way, 
has no future: it is self-defeating. It is an unsustainable formula 
inconsistent with Human Centered Management principles and 
practices. Human wellbeing and economic growth must be aligned. 
Thinking of people first is a requirement for countries to attain 
sustainability (Lepeley, 2017a).  

2 The globalization of markets has benefited millions of people who 
have emerged from poverty, but it has produced a growing wealth 
concentration. Inequality is a source of social and health problems. 
All people must have possibilities for self-improvement and access to 
a good life. Today, a large part of humanity lacks opportunities due 
to their precarious economic situation.  

3 The Knowledge Society rewards highly skilled people and experts in 
handling technologies. But it penalizes the majority who lack these 
skills, impairing opportunities for inclusive progress and creating 
barriers to access good jobs. The advances in automation and 
artificial intelligence exacerbate this situation because it leverages 
capital investment, limiting further opportunities for people with 
low skills. Technology advances have aggravated inequality and 

Human Centered Organizational Culture 105 



weakened middle-income groups. Confronting these issues is a vital 
responsibility of governments as much as business firms, entrusted 
with the responsibility of promoting a culture of inclusiveness and 
participation.  

4 The values promoted in society are essential. Having a healthy 
ambition that limits a behavior solely oriented at getting 
achievements or honors is good. To exaggerate individualism, 
greed and selfishness as the basis for faster growth is worrying 
because it undermines the essence of human coexistence. Taken to 
the extreme, it promotes unbridled accumulation of wealth and 
encourages corruption.  

5 Freedom to choose is certainly a positive value in society. But 
considering it as a supreme value may be inappropriate. There are 
limits to behavior. First, the exercise of freedom is within a 
framework defined by economic, social, legal, political and 
cultural conditions. The promotion of a self-centered behavior 
weakens social cohesion, undermines political legitimacy and 
neglects the common good. Freedom is not synonymous with 
unruliness or unlimited consumption.  

6 Meritocracy is ingrained in the decision-making process of 
organizations. It is considered a fair rule that promotes good 
choices. Sandel (2020) warns that meritocracy's social dynamic 
may be less benign than usually assumed because the competition 
does not take place on equal terms, helping preserve existing 
privileges. He says that even if meritocracy worked perfectly and 
opportunities for advancement were genuinely equitable, it would 
corrode solidarity.  

7 The other point that Sandel (2020) makes is about compensation. 
He indicates that the pandemic has shown that job salaries are not 
necessarily related to contribution to the common good. He says that 
the essential workers in this crisis, besides doctors and nurses, do not 
require college degrees and have lower pay, such as delivery workers, 
supermarket cashiers, nurse assistants and many others.  

8 We are living a fast-paced life, with no rest or pause. Highly 
demanding work responsibilities or self-imposed obligations at all 
levels are hindering our human condition. 

An Opportunity to Rethink Life and Work 

People worldwide are in the middle of one of the harshest VUCA en-
vironments of recent times, with high volatility, uncertainty, com-
plexity and ambiguity. The health crisis is accelerating increases in 
teleworking, telemedicine and distance education. 

When facing extreme and unusual situations, it is time to pay closer 
attention to the essence of life. The urgent question is whether once the 
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circumstances are normalized, people will return to the old normal or 
dare to explore a profoundly different new normal. 

Some think this is simply a pause, and things will return to the old 
normal. But, given the significant effects of disruptions, this accom-
modative belief may impair a unique opportunity to review and rebuild 
on more solid grounds the advance toward new organizations and so-
cieties’ common good. Juan Arnau Navarro (2020) suggests that the 
circumstances are so extreme that it is a time for pause and reflection 
because COVID-19 is testing modern capitalism and questioning our 
way of life and values. 

Humankind seems to be facing a decisive moment. It is the occasion to 
examine new initiatives fostering people’s wellbeing, the sustainability 
and inclusiveness of societies, and the progress of countries worldwide. 
At the same time, it is an exceptional moment to reconsider the purpose 
of everything we, as ordinary people, do and redefining the basis of 
personal behavior, restating how we relate with one another. 

Addressing fundamental issues confronts an additional difficulty. The 
underlying moral perspective affects answers to questions like Who are 
we? What kind of society do we want? How do we distinguish between 
right and wrong? Authers (2020) identifies four relevant perspectives 
that provide very different vantage points of view: John Rawls’ Theory 
of Justice, the Utilitarianism of John Stuart Mill and Jeremy Bentham, 
the Liberal thinking of John Locke and Ayn Rand and the 
Communitarianism put forward by the Greek philosophers and by 
thinkers such as Amitai Etzioni and Michael Sandel. 

Business Firms Play a Critical Role in the Economy and 
Society, But They Need to Advance More Decisively to a 
Human Centered Culture 

Deep political, economic, social, cultural, demographic and technolo-
gical changes of the last decades have improved people’s wellbeing, 
providing valuable goods and services contributing to a better life. But it 
has not avoided many people’s frustrations and the outrage against 
business firms of consumers, environmental groups and other social 
organizations due to unfulfilled expectations and alleged abuses that 
harm people and benefit a privileged few. 

Moreover, public attention and scrutiny of business practices have 
increased globally to unprecedented levels. The media have abandoned 
its traditional objective stance, adopting more militant positions. Social 
networking has brought instantaneous communication and, at the same 
time, distortions of truth via fake news. The influencers people who have 
a disproportionate impact in public opinion by their social networks 
actions may become very nefarious if they use their power as opinion 
leaders to preach hate, as they often do. 
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Although many business firms today are questioned, and their prestige is 
harmed, countries need them to resolve social needs. Companies are vital 
protagonists and actors in the society of the 21st century...Sustainable en-
terprises will not change capitalism but can make it better (Jauregui, 2020). 
But two conditions must be met. The first is that companies must be prof-
itable if they are to grow and endure; the second is how profits are generated 
matters. Porter and Kramer (2011) state that profits that include a social 
benefit represent a higher form of capitalism and call for businesses to re-
connect economic success with social progress. Business firms must realize 
that their subsistence is possible only when they satisfy the demands of all 
stakeholders. Otherwise, it is hard to give the attention it deserves to the 
common good and people's wellbeing, thwarting long-term sustainability. 

Hence, the challenge is how to build companies that excel at aligning 
legitimate profits and contributes to enhancing the common good. The 
answer offered in this chapter is building a Human Centered 
Organizational Culture, along the lines of Lepeley (2017a). 

Building the Human Centered Organizational Culture 

Confronting a deep crisis provides a golden opportunity to assess new 
prospects and reinterpret the meaning of development. As Adela Cortina 
(2020) suggests: human beings must now consider the future and decide 
what they want: whether a united society in which all work together to 
make people better off or one marked by separation and conflict 
(Cortina, 2020) 

A human centered development integrates economic growth with the 
wellbeing of people. Interpreting progress exclusively in terms of Gross 
National Product (GNP) is an incomplete view. Not everything can be 
summed up in economic variables, although growth, productivity and 
financial stability certainly matter. But there are other dimensions of 
development related to human wellbeing that concern the personal, so-
cial, moral, spiritual and cultural domains. 

Many organizations are producing new measures of development to 
complement the shortcomings of GNP. The World Bank has defined 
human development as a core strategy to improve people’s lives and 
support sustainable development.1 The United Nations defines the 
Human Development Index (HDI) 2 as a summary evaluation of average 
achievement in key dimensions of human development, including life 
expectancy, education and income earning potential to attain a decent 
standard of living. It also produces the World Happiness Report, written 
by a group of independent experts from the Gallup World Poll data.3 

The emphasis on all efforts to complement the GNP measure of de-
velopment is on integrating new human development indices that pro-
vide a more comprehensive view of social progress. A representative list 
includes poverty prevalence, degree of inequality, social cohesion, 

108 Nicolas Majluf 



quality of education, economic mobility, gender disparity, migrations, 
human and work security, citizen participation, cultural identity, pre-
servation and care of the environment and water sanitation. The ideal is 
to use a wide variety of these dimensions, but proposed indices, such as 
HDI and others, are restricted to partial assessments of what human and 
social development entails. 

The Human Centered Business Firm 

For business firms, the challenge is to drive the organization toward 
people's needs inside and outside it. Although knowledge society's rapid 
advance is a clear indication of progress, business firms need to go be-
yond technology to establish their full contribution to society. They need 
to address the satisfaction of people's most basic needs, such as food, 
housing, healthcare and safety. And they must also care about essential 
aspects of wellbeing, such as social relations, intellectual growth, work 
safety and spiritual needs. 

At the core of a successful business firm, there is a community of 
people with a common organizational culture, shared stories and a single 
spirit that molds the self. Sharing culture does not mean uniformity. 
Flourishing organizations value diversity, open minds and provide ample 
room for experimentation and exploration. This characteristic of a cul-
ture is rather unity in diversity. 

Community life provides a basic framework for human interactions, 
where trust, collaboration and solidarity are central values. The pan-
demic has highlighted the importance of human relations when attending 
to the needs of ailing people. Dr. Ouyang (2020) showed distress when 
stating that all her medical knowledge was of no use to attend to the 
needs of patients and their families. The only important thing was just to 
be a person first. All technical and economic resources were insufficient 
to deal with their grief. 

Putting the person first is of the essence in a Human Centered Organizational 
Culture. Business firms are not merely machines of growth and profitability. 
They are critical contributors to a better future for all. 

Having exclusively short-term profit metrics is a shortsighted harming 
orientation. Sustainability requires a long-term vision of the organiza-
tion's impact on society. The way of doing business for the last 30 years 
is not attuned to societal expectations today. Firms must look for new 
ways of doing business, in which ethics and the concern for people are 
central. And this is an urgent task. 

This call has been clearly behind the influential 2019 Redefinition of the 
Purpose of a Corporation of the Business Roundtable and the 2020 Davos 
Manifesto of the World Economic Forum.4 Their proposals call for a new 
business model that will contribute to all stakeholders and society's wellbeing 
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and achieve economic profitability. The Business Roundtable commitment to 
stakeholders of August 19, 2019, focuses on the responsibility business firms 
must assume in their relations with stakeholders.5  

• Delivering value to our customers. We will further the tradition of 
American companies leading the way in meeting or exceeding 
customer expectations.  

• Investing in our employees. It starts with compensating them fairly 
and providing essential benefits. It also includes supporting them 
through training and education to develop new skills for a rapidly 
changing world. We foster diversity and inclusion, dignity and 
respect.  

• Dealing fairly and ethically with our suppliers. We serve as partners 
to other companies, large and small, that help us meet our missions.  

• Supporting the communities in which we work. We respect the 
people in our communities and protect the environment by 
embracing sustainable practices across our businesses.  

• Generating long-term value for shareholders who provide capital 
allowing companies to invest, grow and innovate. We are committed 
to transparency and active engagement with shareholders. 

The 2020 Davos Manifesto is also very telling (Schwab, 2019):  

• Stakeholders' capitalism rests on private corporations as trustees of 
the society  

• A corporation is not just a profit-seeking entity but also a social 
organism  

• A purely profit-seeking behavior caused shareholder capitalism to 
become increasingly disconnected from the real economy  

• The Davos Manifesto describes a firm's principal responsibilities 
toward its stakeholders  

• Companies should pay their fair share of taxes, show zero tolerance 
for corruption, uphold human rights throughout their global supply 
chains and advocate for a competitive level playing field – 
particularly in the platform economy.  

• All companies should work with other stakeholders to improve the 
state of the world they are operating. It should be their ultimate 
purpose. Shared value creation includes environmental, social and 
governance goals as a complement to standard financial metrics. 

The proposal in this chapter for building a Human Centered 
Organizational Culture rests on three pillars: the wellbeing of employees, 
fair and balanced relationships with stakeholders and embracing the 
common good (Majluf & Abarca, 2021; Lepeley, 2021). 
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Wellbeing of Employees 

Human centered organizations provide quality jobs. Just offering job 
opportunities is not enough. Quality jobs focus on three dimensions: the 
working conditions, the organizational climate and very importantly, 
the meaning of work. 

Working Conditions 

A good job must simultaneously contribute to enhance the company’s 
earnings and the person’s material and spiritual needs. To get people’s 
engagement, they must have a sense of achievement and feel that their 
work is worthwhile. They must appreciate the result of their effort and 
be proud of what they do. Issues such as product quality, customer sa-
tisfaction and creativity of solutions are all relevant matters. 

Perhaps the essential theme included in the working conditions is the 
demand for fair remuneration. It is not easy to discern because it must 
balance people’s needs and legitimate aspirations with the company’s 
real possibilities. 

Another issue of high relevance is occupational health and safety. It 
requires the company to control work risks and offer comfortable and 
attractive spaces to operate. Also, offering opportunities to develop 
people’s creative, professional and human potential is central. Likewise, 
opening spaces for participation in information and decisions and giving 
them autonomy related to responsibility. 

To stimulate people’s participation in the workplace, they must feel 
their opinions are valued, even if what they propose is not finally in-
tegrated into the final decision. It is a source of great resentment and 
frustration when not properly considering people’s judgments and opi-
nions. They feel that they have no voice in important matters and that 
their work is marginal. 

Promoting autonomy is a very effective way to foster professional 
development and personal growth. It provides freedom for defining tasks 
and structuring daily chores, making work more meaningful and gen-
erating engagement and motivation. 

Organizational Climate 

The organizational climate is positively perceived when working condi-
tions support both hard technical and economic aspects of the job and 
the soft relational issues such as cooperation and friendship. 

Friendship is the highest human good in a community (Zarankin & 
Kunkel, 2019). It is a relationship based on generosity and affection. 
Friendship is about giving fellow employees selfless support and under-
standing and conducting relations in a respectful and friendly manner, 
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regardless of differences – people who work side by side in an organi-
zation care for their mutual wellbeing. 

Company policies should consider several aspects that are central to 
creating a positive organizational climate:  

1 Justice: Distributive justice (making sure that similarly deserving 
people get comparable compensation) and procedural justice 
(measure performance with the same yardstick to provide all 
people equal opportunities).  

2 Recognition: Lavish with generosity and justice recognition for a job 
well done.  

3 Accessible leadership style and caring relationships.  
4 Good faith in communication. Based on trust and mutual respect, 

mainly when a conflict arises.  
5 Respect for privacy, being mindful of the life–work continuum.  
6 Diversity: The company must open its doors to people of different 

abilities and charisma, without arbitrary discrimination.  
7 Organizational support: For the achievement of personal and group 

goals. 

Meaning of Work 

The first challenge of all human centered leaders is to provide meaningful 
work for their employees. They make clear that even jobs with lower 
levels of responsibility contribute to advancing the institution's purpose 
and have a long-lasting impact on the organization. 

Directly observing the impact of work on other people's lives is a 
profound source of meaning. Knowing that work has a purpose beyond 
oneself gives the job a dimension of altruism and spirituality. Meaningful 
work is more relevant than salary, career development opportunities or 
the conditions of employment. 

There is a clear and unavoidable ethical dimension in the management 
of organizations because management decisions affect people's well-
being. Finding meaning at work gives sense to life. When organizations 
are a good place to work, they attract, retain and motivate the needed 
employees to build a sustainable future. In this way, they create a 
workplace where human beings can flourish and prosper. It is beneficial 
for people and organizations. 

Just Relationships with All Stakeholders 

Human centered organizations make great efforts to meet all stake-
holders' economic, social and environmental expectations and establish 
equitable relations. Their perception of being fairly treated by the 
company is essential. The ethics code reveals the firm's commitment to 
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building relationships focused on the wellbeing of stakeholders. A typical 
ethics code includes the following subjects. 

Relationships with Employees 

The critical role of employees’ wellbeing previously discussed highlights 
the importance of engagement, a relationship based on fair wages, a 
shared project that gives meaning to work and quality jobs that allow 
personal development. Also, sharing information openly, building trust 
and handling conflicts effectively as learning opportunities are relevant 
characteristics. These activities, focused on promoting employees' well-
being, nurture an organizational culture that fosters diversity and in-
clusion barring all forms of discrimination. 

Relationships with Customers 

The organization focuses on meeting or exceeding customer expectations 
delivering excellent products and services at a fair price and addressing their 
claims in a timely and effective manner. Personal relationships with custo-
mers are friendly and caring, respecting their dignity and values. Moreover, 
they adhere to truthful advertising and commit to open and honest com-
munications. And they write business contracts that are fair and easy to 
understand, never taking advantage of a business relationship. 

Relationships with Suppliers 

The organization seeks to establish an ethical relationship with suppliers 
based on fairness, respect and shared benefits. An ethical relationship 
between the organization and suppliers is free from undue pressure, li-
tigation and conflicts of interest. Policies, bidding processes and contract 
management are nondiscriminatory. The relationship implies a mutual 
commitment based on jointly honoring obligations. On the one hand, the 
supplier must fulfill the order for products and services as promised in 
the contract, on schedule, and in the stated amount and quality. On the 
other, the organization deals with the supplier fairly and pays on time. 
When meeting these conditions, the relationship benefits both parties: 
the supplier becomes a strategic partner, and the organization gets a 
dependable supplier that helps the business firm create value and meet 
the commitments in its mission. 

Relationships with the Community 

An organization that is an exemplary corporate citizen embraces sus-
tainable practices and actively contributes to the development and 
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flourishing of the communities where they work. It assumes its respon-
sibility in the care and preservation of the environment, complies strictly 
with the law and pays its fair share of taxes. It integrates into the 
community by opening communication channels to assess the popula-
tion's real needs and the social, economic and environmental impact of 
their actions. It actively participates in areas of interest to the commu-
nity, facilitates social integration and looks for people's wellbeing. 
Activities for promoting culture, research and quality of education 
contribute to a politically, socially and economically healthy country. 
And finally, it encourages employees to adopt a healthy lifestyle and 
participate in community affairs. 

Relationships with Professional Shareholders 

Shareholders require professional managers to act responsibly, keep the 
law and manage for long-term value generation. They also expect to get 
a fair return for the resources invested and the risk taken. Managers must 
actively engage with shareholders and provide them complete and 
transparent information on the firm's businesses and activities. They 
must acknowledge that they are the custodian of the resources entrusted 
to them by a heterogeneous group of shareholders comprised of in-
stitutional and individual investors. 

Embracing the Common Good 

As never before, the pandemic makes us experience a contradictory 
feeling of isolation at home and unity with humanity. We have the 
pressing need to feel other people’s presence, relating to them and 
spending time together. 

Social networks have made possible a massive exchange of positive 
messages, collaborative musical projects while apart and a thousand 
other manifestations that make us feel united. Mysteriously, the feeling is 
that we are all one. The pandemic once again uncovered that (blessed) 
common bond, of which we cannot be deprived: our brotherly be-
longing.6 It happens because we are social beings closely linked by our 
human nature. The wellbeing of other human beings is important to us. 
Personal benefits cannot be achieved by harming other people or at the 
expense of the common good. We all need to be aware that each of our 
actions, even the most personal or insignificant ones, has a social and 
environmental impact. We need to cultivate our individuality without 
suppressing our imperative need to be part of organizations and groups. 
We must be unique and independent beings and, at the same time, be 
part of a community of people. 
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The Common Good in Business Firms 

The most relevant aspect in an organizational culture, where there are so 
many actors involved, is the advancement of a working community 
aimed at the common good. Although companies must maximize eco-
nomic value to shareholders if they want to be sustainable, committing 
all efforts and resources to achieve the common good is the best way to 
meet the high human and economic expectations and demands placed on 
business firms. 

The starting point is transparency and self-control of its actions and 
decisions. A successful company does not tolerate any form of corrup-
tion or abuse in any area of activity. When these companies get aware of 
improper conduct with customers, suppliers, employees, shareholders or 
the community, they quickly report the situation and apply exemplary 
sanctions. 

To accomplish this pursuit, companies must create institutions, es-
tablish procedures and define rules to assess and regulate ethical conduct. 
Implementing ethical and compliance programs is the customary way to 
institutionalize policies that promote proper behavior among employees 
across an organization. It is manifested in the Code of Ethics, reporting 
lines, Ethics Committees and other practices. But even more important is 
to have a Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) system and a Culture of 
Care that highlight the company’s social role and the person’s central 
importance. It is crucial to weigh the impact that acts have on people’s 
wellbeing in any decision taken. The aim is to create an organizational 
culture that fosters the economic optimum and the ethical optimum si-
multaneously. It is the only way to ensure that moral and not economic 
criteria are the ones that shape the pattern of action of an organization. 

Closing Comments 

A company only dedicated to maximizing its profit cannot simulta-
neously maximize the common good that benefits everyone. The com-
pany must ensure that it works to create wellbeing for all stakeholders in 
addition to achieving an economic return. 

The common good is closely linked to respect for the person and the 
integral promotion of their fundamental rights. A socially responsible 
organization contributes to people’s wellbeing in many ways, including 
providing essential goods and services such as food, housing, education, 
health, work and mobilization. Also, important factors in wellbeing are 
taking care of the environment for future generations, controlling the 
carbon imprint, avoiding discharge of pollutants and responsible use of 
natural resources, such as water and energy. Finally, an issue that needs 
careful attention is creating quality jobs and focusing on all employees’ 
safety and security. 
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A human centered company is respected and admired by people be-
cause it is fair with all stakeholders.  

• It offers employees fair compensation  
• It charges reasonable prices to customers and suppliers and 

transparently relates to them  
• It pays its fair share of taxes  
• It ensures shareholders an appropriate risk-adjusted return for their 

investment and provides ample information to them  
• It integrates with the community, actively contributing to its 

progress  
• It takes the utmost care in its relationship with other companies to 

ensure the fairness of its actions, avoiding questionable business 
practices. 

In short, the central point is to recognize that management is not only an eco-
nomic, technical or legal challenge, but it is primarily a social and ethical chal-
lenge. The optimal Human Centered Organizational Culture is enhanced when a 
business creates successful bonds of trust with all relevant stakeholders, as a 
necessary condition for long-term sustainability and profitability. It is also the 
best way to make a substantial contribution to the common good and the 
construction of a Culture of Care. 

Notes  
1 https://www.worldbank.org/en/research/brief/human-development  
2 http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/human-development-index-hdi  
3 https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2020/  
4 https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/12/davos-manifesto-2020-the- 

universal-purpose-of-a-company-in-the-fourth-industrial-revolution/  
5 https://www.businessroundtable.org/business-roundtable-redefines-the- 

purpose-of-a-corporation-to-promote-an-economy-that-serves-all-americans  
6 Homily of Pope Francis at the Urbi et Orbis blessing, March 27, 2020. 

Accessed on http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/homilies/2020/ 
documents/papa-francesco_20200327_omelia-epidemia.html  
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9 Virtuous Work and 
Organizational Culture 
How Aristotelian Practical 
Wisdom can Humanize Business 

Javier Pinto, Ignacio Ferrero,  
Germán Scalzo  

The Role of Practical Wisdom in Organizational Theory 

In the last decades, Aristotelian virtue ethics has experienced a revival 
(Ferrero & Sison, 2014). We sustain that its application to organiza-
tional theory (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 2011, Solomon, 2004; Weaver, 
2006) presents good opportunity for understanding practical knowledge 
of organizations effective to humanize business practices in a way that 
can overcome the rationalistic and mechanistic paradigm (Tsoukas & 
Cummings, 1997). 

The mechanistic approach to organizational theory emphasizes quanti-
fications of economic thought overshadowing character and virtues 
through universally applicable rules and algorithms (Statler & Roos, 
2006). The approach results in management practices based on a de- 
personalized theory overlooking the importance of character. Predominant 
contemporary economic theories emphasize individual freedom exclusively 
understood as the opportunity to choose from available options and 
conceptualize individuals as profit-maximizing actors, neglecting, in turn, 
their freedom to reflect on the purposes and goals of their actions 
(Moosmayer et al., 2018). In addition, many authors suggest that man-
agement education based on this mechanistic approach has widely and 
uncritically assumed contracted pursuit of managerial technique looking at 
natural sciences to explain organizational behaviors (Bennis & O’Toole, 
2005), at the expense of good judgment and moral responsibility (Morrell 
& Learmonth, 2015; Rocha & Ghoshal, 2006). 

Modern mechanistic tendencies anchored in resource-based imperatives 
embedded in Human Resource Management are no longer effective 
(Tsoukas & Cummings, 1997). On the contrary, growing evidence shows 
negative effects on work engagement and levels of job satisfaction 
worldwide eroding fundamental principles of wellbeing in human centered 
organizations that are essential to achieve high organizational perfor-
mance and productivity. The moral component of the social sciences is 
needed at the center of organizations. In this line, an Aristotelian approach 
to modern organizations reinforces the free spirit of people necessary to 



advance human wellbeing, Human Centered Management and sustainable 
organizations in inclusive societies worldwide (Lepeley, 2017). 

Aristotelian Virtue Ethics essentially implies that individual human 
excellence, that is, achievement of a virtuous and flourished life, goes 
hand in hand with the excellence of institutions and thriving societies 
(Sison & Ferrero, 2015) that promote the common good. 

To Aristotle, practical wisdom (phronesis) is the virtue of practical 
knowledge (Statler, Roos, & Victor, 2007), which is put into practice in 
terms of deliberation (boulesis) and decision-making or execution (pro-
hairesis) (Aristotle Nicomachean Ethics – hereafter NE – 1113a, 1140b). 
The importance of practical wisdom in decision-making is based on its 
application to the analysis of complex situations, identification of moral 
content and implications (Roca, 2008) and enhancing practice of a 
common good which endows organization’s members with excellence. 

Aristotelian practical wisdom is defined as doing the right thing given 
a set of particular circumstances, and effectively safeguarding the in-
tended good relevant to a given situation through deliberative processes 
(Melé, 2010, 2012). 

Introducing Aristotelian practical wisdom in organizations emphasizes 
their practical nature. Practical wisdom turns into a conceptual frame-
work explaining organizational activity and development (De Bruin, 
2013; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 2011) and supporting working policies 
(Moberg, 1999; Provis, 2010). Therefore, it contributes to improve un-
derstanding what organizations are teleologically, explaining the nature 
of communities being actively reality-oriented toward improvement and 
achieving higher purposes (telos) (Aristotle, Politics, 1252b). Following 
Aristotle, we sustain that the purpose of action is excellence. Therefore, 
organizations should aim toward excellence and engagement of people 
who work for it, if the intent is to support their personal development. In 
other words, organizational excellence is based on how excellent work is 
envisaged. 

From the agent’s perspective, orientation toward improvement is de-
scribed as teleological (telos) and proper to every human form of orga-
nization or community (Aristotle, Politics, 1252a). Aristotle would have 
identified, mutatis mutandis, an organizational end (telos) as the final 
cause why organizations exist. Consequently, the end of any good or-
ganization cannot be defined in terms of survival alone (that is, in purely 
economic terms) but must also include a component of excellence, in 
addition to the productive and economic means (Koehn, 1995; González 
& Guillén, 2008). Hence, Aristotelian practical wisdom is driven by its 
aim to achieve and perfect people’s skills and adhere to higher standards 
of personal excellence (Shotter & Tsoukas, 2014), and the same can be 
said of organizations in pursuit of excellence. 

Practical wisdom, understood as good practical knowledge in action, 
refers to the habit of acting correctly and it includes the subjective 
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processes of perception and deliberation (Solomon, 1992). It requires 
integration of organizational reality, characterized by particular facts 
and circumstances, with the uniqueness of situations fostered by per-
sonal actions (Arjoon, 2008; Shotter & Tsoukas, 2014) and grasping the 
essence of a situation (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 2011), giving meaning and 
contextualizing specific conditions. 

A person with practical wisdom displays skills and habits needed for 
optimal deliberation how to live a good life and applies practical wisdom 
to situations with reasoned capacity to act on things that are good and 
bad for human beings. 

Practical wisdom may also be explained as habitual conformity be-
tween right thinking and right desire ultimately seen in practical rea-
soning (Koehn, 1995), i.e., harmony of rationality, emotions and 
intuitions in decision-making and action processes (Hartman, 2008). 

Finally, practical wisdom refers to integrity of one’s life – practices, 
roles, duties and responsibilities – (Solomon, 1992), continuity or iden-
tification between one’s past and future (Koehn, 1995; Hartman, 2006) 
and achievement of happiness (Sison, 2014). 

Actions carried out according to good practical judgment strengthened 
character (Koehn, 1995; Hartman, 1998; Solomon, 2003; Whetstone, 
2005), and, in turn, is akin to repository of habits enabling people to act 
in an ethically and correct way (Sison & Ferrero, 2015). Therefore, in a 
practical approach to organizational activity, the human agent not only 
contributes to production but also to self-improvement through 
decision-making and action (Shotter & Tsoukas, 2014; Scalzo, 2018), 
that are essential to reach standards of excellence. This is, in fact, a key 
concept when defining the nature of a practical organization, an orga-
nization developed in accordance with the principles of Aristotelian 
practical wisdom in terms of proper organizational end (telos) aims 
fostering its members to personal excellence. 

Virtuous Work and Ethical Culture 

The different approaches to the nature of organizations and their telos 
imply different definitions of work, according to the organizations' ap-
proaches toward excellence or toward mere productivity (Sison & 
Ferrero, 2015). We claim that Aristotelian practical wisdom applied to 
organizational theory offers an original definition of work resulting in a 
conception of organization as a community of work. In this section, we 
show how this idea of work contributes to a virtuous organizational 
culture. 

Aristotle describes work as an inherently human function, ergon, 
which may or may not be perfective, and characterized by excellence to 
such extent that it involves actions that are productive and supported by 
reason and therefore are ordered according to reason (Gomez-Lobo, 
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1989). However, not every form of work can be performed as ergon. 
Aristotle conceives of a potential disassociation between the unity of 
thought and action, when one worker carries out another’s original idea 
and not the personal idea. 

Industrialization as a form of mechanization led to productive pro-
cesses based on repetitive tasks and mechanical movements, removing 
practical and perfective dimensions of productive tasks from employees 
in favor of increased productivity. It implies a definition of work as mere 
production and a concomitant faith in scientific laws and replicable 
techniques. It aims to ascertain the best method for work processes 
reconceived in terms of temporal machines and workers who are ex-
clusively understood as instruments to be used for the operation of these 
machines (Breen, 2012). Consequently, as many authors have argued, it 
affects workers’ ability to attain personal flourishing (Kanungo, 1992) 
because it reduces or hinders deliberation for the sake of production. In 
fact, employees that only follow operational protocols and focus on 
isolated contributions to a process are barred from using their practical 
wisdom and consequently they impair their personal development at 
work (Ferrero & Calderón, 2013). Organizations that promote this 
method are incompatible with a community of work aiming at 
excellence. 

To Aristotle, excellent work is understood as a perfective action 
(Pinto-Garay, 2015) that implies personal deliberation using practical 
wisdom and valuing production not only based on material productivity 
but also and mainly on personal thriving and work excellence. 
Deliberation can be materialized as a form of shared and cooperative 
work in terms of decision-making (Schwartz & Sharpe, 2006) and 
shared-deliberation (MacIntyre, 2016) aimed to thriving of the com-
munity of work. When workers deliberate, they apply their practical 
wisdom in execution and production, therefore, they attain virtues im-
plicit in the notion of self-realization, choosing a good end and directing 
production in accordance with those objectives (Murphy, 1993). 
The purpose of productive activities is performance aligned with the 
agent’s personal or moral development, acquisition of knowledge, skills 
and habits as ultimate purpose of the most valuable output (Sison, 
Ferrero, & Guitián, 2016). This is a way to achieve personal excellence. 

When personal excellence as an organizational end is achieved, the 
organization demonstrates good corporate character (Moore, 2005) and 
attains the common good that is embedded in the community, the 
organization and all its members. 

Communities of Work and the Common Good 

From an Aristotelian perspective, all economic and productive organi-
zations must aim toward becoming a community of work (Solomon, 
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1992; Sison & Fontrodona, 2013), an organization that is productive for 
the benefit, excellence and virtue of those who work there. Indeed, when 
an organization’s resources, economic–financial means, culture and po-
licies are oriented toward its members’ personal development, it is said 
that the organization works for the common good (Sison & Fontrodona, 
2012; 2013). 

The common good is a manifest for all communities’ material, cultural 
and organizational aspects (Finnis, 1980). The organization’s common 
good is wider than just the attainment of the material conditions ne-
cessary for undertaking a joint activity and the coordination of actions to 
ensure profit; in addition, and more importantly, the common good 
emerges from the contribution of the actions of each member and their 
personal development. 

Organization achieve excellence in the form of common good when 
their members participate, engaged in collaborative and productive tasks 
contributing to personal and organizational development, fulfillment and 
flourishing (Pinto-Garay, 2015). In fact, participation in any community 
bears the historical development of norms and standards and possibi-
lities that individuals, who participate in the community, can debate 
those norms and standards and can change them through a process of 
collective deliberation. 

Solomon sustains that the Aristotelian understanding of the firm is to 
be part of a community and debating that the prevailing norms are in-
extricable links (Solomon, 1992). Participation and deliberation go to-
gether. Handy also explains that when promoting freedom and personal 
initiative effectively, managers need to avoid paternalistic approaches 
that monopolize procedures, activities and operations that deprive em-
ployees of choice, initiative and any other form of responsibility 
(Handy, 1999). 

Following Aristotle, MacIntyre remarks that the end of informing 
about workers’ activity is achieved through shared deliberation and 
decisions. Accordingly, it matters that people understand what they are 
doing and that their standards match their own not those imposed by 
managerial control because all shared the same direction toward the 
common good (MacIntyre, 2016). 

The common good of the organization is a practice performed by the 
people who work in a corporation. Without a concept of virtuous work, 
the common good and excellence of the organization and the importance 
of practical knowledge cannot be integrated in the Aristotelian organi-
zational theory. 

An organization’s common good is based on practical wisdom and 
materializes in the firm’s policies and culture when based on common 
deliberation empowering employees (Spreitzer 2008), integrating ethics 
into organizational theory through policies affecting workers’ partici-
pation (Wicks & Freeman, 1998). Good management policies entail 
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managers sharing power with employees, where power is understood as 
the possession of formal authority or control over organizational re-
sources (Kanungo, 1992). Policies therein are formulated according to 
the following: (i) Managers and all those who work for the organization 
need to be engaged in organizational decision-making (Moriarty, 2009); 
(ii) engagement should be oriented toward organizational effectiveness in 
production; and (iii) employees need to have certain degree of autonomy 
without diminishing management’s authority or disorganizing produc-
tion (Conger & Kanungo, 1988). 

This approach fosters employee engagement, productivity and com-
mitment to the organization, all of which are certain to enhance the 
organization’s overall effectiveness (Conger & Kanungo, 1988). 

Beneath this description of organizational policies rests a definition of 
the organization as a community sharing what is good for every member 
and for the organizational development. Work based on practical 
wisdom implies seeking to be effective, efficient and virtuous at the same 
time. Consequently, virtuous work policies are justified if they positively 
influence the firm’s productivity and competitiveness (Drake & 
Schlachter, 2008). In this sense, Nonaka, Toyama, & Hirata, (2008) 
argue that reformulating management theory based on Aristotelian 
ethics opens up a better understanding of action within organizations as 
integration of practical knowledge and production. If using practical 
wisdom does not help efficiency in production, its role in organizations is 
meaningless. 

To sum up, based on Aristotelian practical wisdom, organizations are 
a community of work whose main goal (telos) is personal thriving for all 
community members through shared-deliberative work. Practical orga-
nizational theory is teleological and oriented toward fostering virtue in 
its members through decision-making opportunities during the produc-
tive process and, therefore, organization excellence is reflected as the 
organizational common good. 

Conclusion 

To overcome the rationalistic paradigm of organizational theory, we 
have considered Aristotelian practical wisdom as an opportune path 
toward developing a more comprehensive understanding of organiza-
tions. The concept of work excellence gives a more complete explanation 
of Aristotelian practical knowledge means in organizational theory. 
Aristotelian practical wisdom explains organizations deepening under-
standing and incorporating new features of personal work in organiza-
tional contexts. 

Specifically, Aristotelian practical wisdom provides a conceptual fra-
mework to address key considerations of organizational theory: (i) 
provides a consistent description of what organizations are in terms of a 
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community of work, (ii) explains the nature of practical knowledge 
needed in organizations in terms of work as deliberative and participa-
tive in production processes. Aristotelian practical knowledge sustains a 
coherent organizational theory based on practical work with deeper 
consideration of practical organization defined as a community of work. 

The nature of the practical organization finds its definition in the ar-
ticulation of a common goal, the need for productivity and the search for 
personal excellence of all its members as the main source of excellent 
work. These features are integrated with practical wisdom as the key-
stone of every organization that seeks to thrive individually and collec-
tively. The practical organization is by definition a community of 
deliberative production aimed at achieving its members’ personal 
development through productive tasks. 

If the organization reaches excellence, it is because its members have 
attain excellence as they act for the sake of corporate development in a 
cooperative fashion (Kennedy, 2006), providing goods and services ef-
ficiently and profitably (Melé, 2012) through productive activities that 
flourish encouraging the development of virtue in each member of the 
community (Sison & Fontrodona, 2012). 
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Introduction 

The Human Centered Management model focuses on the relevance of 
the wellbeing of people as customers and patients, in the case of 
healthcare, and workers who use their talent, human capital and skills to 
produce services as a necessary condition for organizations to attain 
long-term sustainability (Lepeley, 2017; Massaro, Bardy, Lepeley, & Dal 
Mas, 2014). Human Centered Management stresses the importance of 
the wellbeing of workers engaged in the production of services with 
quality standards to secure the benefits healthcare users seek and deserve 
(Massaro, Bagnoli, & Dal Mas, 2020). Human Centered Management 
highlights that satisfied customers and engaged workers are the keys for 
organizations in all sectors to reach high performance, productivity and 
long-term sustainability (Dal Mas & Paoloni, 2019; Ochoa, Lepeley, & 
Essens, 2019). Lepeley emphasizes that organizations attain quality 
standards and can provide the best service to patients when the wellbeing 
of workers is central to the organization, and when people are the core in 
management, economies and inclusive societies (Lepeley, 2017). 

The healthcare sector is strategic for the prosperity and the sustain-
ability of society as primarily responsible for the health and wellbeing of 
the population (Dal Mas, Massaro, Lombardi, & Garlatti, 2019). Human 
Centered Management principles are critical in the healthcare sector 
seeking continuous improvement and quality standards that are applied in 
other industries. Furthermore, in the 21st century and given the level of 
competition, quality standards need to be a central concern and a critical 
responsibility for healthcare organizations and the same applies to those in 
the public or private sector that deliver healthcare to a large diversity of 
patients in multiple medical fields (Hanson & Barach, 2012). 



Adopting the human centered and patient-centered philosophy is a 
benefit for patients and healthcare worker, but to meet the demands of 
Human Centered Management is a considerable challenge for the 
healthcare sector coping with budget constraints (Massaro, Dumay, & 
Garlatti, 2015), increasing demand for inpatient and outpatient services 
to an ageing population (Bowser, Saxena, Fraser, & Marshall, 2019), a 
massive technological shift (Dal Mas, Piccolo, Edvinsson, Skrap, & 
D’Auria, 2020; Gordon, Perlman, & Shukla, 2017) and a deficit of 
healthcare professionals (Limb, 2016). The coronavirus – COVID-19 – 
pandemic that stated to affect people in countries worldwide early in 
2020 put intense stress on healthcare management of Italian public 
health organizations. These agencies had to cope with unprecedented 
change and number of emergencies while pursuing the principles of a 
human centered system. 

This chapter presents the experience of the Health Agency of Modena 
Province, Italy, during the COVID-19 pandemic using a case study ap-
proach (Yin, 2014). Consideration needs to be given to the fact that 
the chapter was first written at the beginning of April 2020 while the 
COVID-19 pandemic was in full effect in a highly uncertain and un-
predictable global environment. Italy, Belgium, the UK and Spain were 
the countries most affected by the pandemic in Europe. Data were col-
lected by healthcare professionals directly involved in the management of 
COVID-19 pandemic and interpreted by a multidisciplinary team, in-
cluding mental health, public health, business management and statistics/ 
machine learning scholars. 

The COVID-19 Pandemic Context 

On December 31st, 2019, the World Health Organization (WHO) office 
in China reported a variation of pneumonia of unknown cause in the 
city of Wuhan, China. One month later, the outbreak was declared 
as a Public Health Emergency of International Concern later named 
COVID-19 (WHO, 2020a). On March 11th, 2020, the WHO Director- 
General defined the COVID-19 as a pandemic given the speed of cross- 
country and cross-continent spread (WHO, 2020b). The usual symp-
toms of COVID-19 were fever, tiredness and a mild dry cough. An un-
known proportion of people can be infected without developing 
symptoms or feeling unwell. It is estimated that 80% of infected people 
recover from the disease without needing special treatment or hospita-
lization, while about one out of six infected subjects develop the disease 
with high severity as acute respiratory distress syndrome, septic shock, 
severe pneumonia and eventually multi-organ failure. 

Senior citizens and people with pre-existing medical conditions (e.g., 
high blood pressure, heart problems, diabetes and cancer) are observed 
to develop the most severe form of the illness (WHO, 2020c), with 
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5 percent of the total infected needing inpatient services and intensive 
care unit (ICU). 

Italy was seriously hit by the pandemic in terms of the number of 
deaths. On April 1st, 2020, Italy had experienced more than 105,000 
confirmed cases, almost 16,000 recovered patients and more than 
12,000 deaths, standing, at the time of writing, as the country with the 
highest number of people deceased due to COVID-19. 

No vaccines were available to combat the coronavirus neither ap-
proved drug treatments for the new COVID-19 (Kupferschmidt & 
Cohen, 2020). Non-pharmaceutical interventions, such as social dis-
tancing and full closure, were imposed to schools and non-essential 
businesses in Italy and in countries around the world. Extreme restric-
tions of people’s movement were imposed by governments, including 
transportation by air, land, international national and local travel to 
control spread of the virus. The objective was to protect the most vul-
nerable subjects and avoid overburden and distress of the healthcare 
system, to ensure specialized intensive care beds, staff and breathing 
support machines for those in need. 

One of the first challenges was to increase the number of ICU beds for 
COVID-19 patients, adding new units and converting existing ones to 
care for patients (Peters, Chawla, & Turnbull, 2020). To ensure re-
sources to confront the emergency, hospitals stopped providing non- 
essential inpatient and outpatient services. As a result, hospital sus-
pended elective surgical activities (Cobianchi, Pugliese, Peloso, Dal 
Mas, & Angelos, 2020) and access to healthcare facilities was strictly 
regulated to reduce workflows in hospitals. 

Healthcare personnel usually engaged in high specialty divisions, and 
physicians in retirement returned to work and were deployed for the care 
of COVID-19 patients. A rapid reorganization of services, physical areas 
and processes was adapted to emerging demands (Grasselli, Pesenti, & 
Cecconi, 2020), trying to ensure the quality of care and safety for pa-
tients and for the healthcare staff considering the dramatic circumstances 
(Barach & Johnson, 2020). 

The Modena Health Agency (MHA) COVID-19 
Experience 

This section describes the experience of the Health Agency of the 
Modena Province, in the Emilia Romagna region, the second most af-
fected region after Lombardy in Italy at the time of this writing. At the 
national level, a full reorganization of medical personnel, equipment, 
resources and processes had to be put in place. 

First of all, the management team of MHA, a public healthcare in-
stitution, decided to rely on technology to collect, monitor and analyze 
data collected during the crisis (Dal Mas et al., 2020; Presch, Dal Mas, 
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Piccolo, Sinik, & Cobianchi, 2020). A web-based dashboard was im-
plemented in March 2020 to collect patients' information across the 
Modena province. The information included the number of beds avail-
able, results of ongoing testing procedures for COVID-19, number of 
hospitalized and discharged patients. Data were collected from all the 
hospitals of the province with updates every three hours. 

In terms of resources, MHA was able to increase the number of 
available ICU beds from 44 to 105 reorganizing areas in other medical 
services, functions or departments. All non-urgent scheduled surgical 
and outpatient services, including blood drawn, vaccinations, screening 
and imaging were cancelled. In the first two weeks, MHA sent more than 
29,000 text messages for appointment cancellations. Regular post, social 
media ad daily press releases were used to keep the population informed 
(Biancuzzi, Dal Mas, Barcellini, & Miceli, 2020; Dal Mas, Biancuzzi, 
Massaro, & Miceli, 2020; Graham et al., 2006). 

Telemedicine (Bowser et al., 2019; Wang, Ng, & Brook, 2020) was 
used to monitor vulnerable patients, those with severe mental diseases 
(Starace & Ferrara, 2020), oncologic patients and ongoing pregnancies. 
Access to hospital facilities was restricted to patients with proved health 
emergencies. Allowed patients had to ensure proper hand hygiene and 
use of hand sanitizers and surgical masks. Visible posters and leaflets 
highlighted recommended protocols of hand gesture and respiratory 
health and cough etiquette. 

Family members and friends of hospitalized patients were not allowed 
to visit or look after them, and this regulation included patients in 
terminal condition (Wakam, Montgomery, Biesterveld, & Brown, 2020). 
Nobody, except specialized personnel, had access to hospitalized pa-
tients, could access the ICU or clinical departments in COVID-19 areas. 
Similar restrictions were in place for other non-COVID-19 departments, 
such as pediatrics and obstetrics. 

Organizational Culture in Crisis 

Healthcare personnel underwent specific training on the use of personal 
protective equipment (PPE) during the pandemic emergency (Stewart, 
Thornblade, Diamond, Fong, & Melstrom, 2020). The training high-
lighted who should use PPE, why, when and how. Existing procedures 
such as handwash, waste disposal and use of disinfectant products were 
further supervised to assess correct implementations of recommenda-
tions. In a short time, healthcare personnel was forced to drastically 
change the way they related between them and with patients. 
Organizational culture was in crisis, and deep transformation was ne-
cessary to deal with unpredictable levels of uncertainty about conditions 
and duration of the pandemic. 

132 Francesca Dal Mas et al. 



The available stock of PPE and other devices, such as breathing sup-
port machines, had to be increased to meet needs of rising numbers of 
patients in need. This operation implied that all available regular and 
extraordinary suppliers were coordinated and became engaged on short 
notice to face the emergency situation. This included the donations of 
masks and aprons by local industries, handcrafted masks by local vo-
lunteers’ organizations and conversion of industrial textile productions 
to meet PPE needs. 

Each hospital had to identify specific routes and procedures to move 
COVID-19 patients. Outside buildings, temporary filtering areas were 
created to separate suspected COVID-19 infected people from other 
patients with emergencies (injuries or strokes). People who resulted po-
sitive to COVID-19 virus but had mild symptomatology were sent back 
home with medication and recommending for self-quarantine. 

Community health resources were implemented to avoid in-
appropriate accesses to the emergency room and to facilitate discharge 
from the hospital. Primary care providers and the public health depart-
ment played key roles triaging referrals of suspected COVID-19 cases 
and handling infected patients, including contacts and monitoring those 
quarantined and isolated at home. Community volunteers and non- 
governmental organizations (NGOs) were involved in the care of quar-
antined patients, senior citizens and people with disabilities, delivering 
food and medications. 

Large numbers of healthcare professionals involved in the crisis had to 
stay away from their homes and find alternative temporary housing for 
long periods of time to protect family members. The Health Agency 
established agreements with local entrepreneurs and hotels to provide 
accomodation to healthcare professionals at no expenses. 

Medical doctors and nurses in specialties such as cardiology, ob-
stetrics, gynecology, elective surgery and neurology were moved to in-
patient wards in high need such as respiratory and infectious diseases, 
internal medicine, or ICU units. Professionals from palliative care units 
were responsible for communicating and informing family members of 
hospitalized patients and consulting with colleagues on the management 
of terminal patients unable to see their loved ones. 

Ambulance transportation service was increased and made available 
for the fast and safe transfer of patients between units, from high to low 
intensity and vice versa in different hospitals. A helpline was established 
to offer support to healthcare professionals experiencing psychological 
or physical distress during the epidemic. Official social media channels 
and a dedicated COVID-19 page on MHA website were developed and 
used to distribute information on recommendations, procedures, emer-
gencies services and Questions & Answers. A toll-free hotline was es-
tablished for citizens and another for healthcare providers with triage or 
referral process. 
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Lessons of Human Centered Management Culture 
Transformation in a Crisis 

The analysis conducted by our multidisciplinary team allowed us to learn 
from this experience that organizational aspects proved to be central to 
expedite management during the COVID-19 emergency, ensuring 
quality of service and safety for patients and especially for healthcare 
providers. The disruptive pandemic forced a learning on the job ap-
proach as the only way available to deal with unexpected and un-
precedented shocks. Best practices quickly shared with other hospitals 
and at international level through fast-track publications were coupled 
with lessons learned from less-than-ideal flows subject to continuous 
assessment and improvement, which were delivered onsite and online 
(Garcia Vazquez et al., 2020). 

At the time of writing this chapter, the emergency seems partially 
under control largely due to the effects of enforced non-medical phar-
maceutical intervention such as social distancing and the closure of 
schools and non-essential businesses. Our experience of the MHA during 
the COVID-19 emergency has helped to identify challenges and learning 
lessons that allow us to share observations and offer some solutions. 

The healthcare ecosystem stands now as a more open system where 
different stakeholders are cooperating more closely. Managers, clinical 
staff, patients, entrepreneurs, NGOs and volunteers’ associations had to 
work together to overcome the crisis. The active collaboration fostered 
and facilitated mutual support and exchange of tools and methodologies. 
The ability to translate knowledge played a central role in the process. 
Most realize that only when knowledge is translated effectively, the 
transfer of relevant information is optimized and sharing is possible and 
effective. Resilience and agility appear mandatory features aligned with 
principles of Human Centered Management and the delivery of services 
in organizations adjusting and reshaping culture under the COVID-19 
crisis. That is, resilience in terms of getting strong to bounce back, and 
agility to overcome disruptions and to move on with the new normal 
dealing with high uncertainty about the future (Cobianchi et al., 2020). 

The crisis pressed healthcare personnel to work under new operative 
strategies never used before. They had to work on co-production of services 
and increasing patient’s engagement as pillars of an upcoming and re-
shaping healthcare ecosystem. Patients in particular and citizens, in general, 
lost autonomy as they had to follow recommendations provided by health 
authorities and clinical staff; with high awareness that their responsibility 
and collective sacrifice was playing an essential role in problem-solving 
leading to individual and collective wellbeing as a central feature of the 
healthcare system that is achieved only if everybody cooperates. 

Although the COVID-19 pandemic stands as an epidemiological issue, 
in reality, many different specializations overlap and had to cooperate. 
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Virology, medicine, psychology, management, accounting, computer 
engineering, data management, supply chain, communication and public 
relations are some of the subjects involved. Hard and technical skills 
matter, but Soft Skills have been critically important to overcome re-
current situations as people involved in the production of services 
have to rely more on leadership, change management, teamwork, resi-
lience, agility, communication and ICT skills to help patients (Lepeley, 
2021a; 2021b; Yule & Smink, 2020). Training and new techniques, 
methods and management were increasingly needed. And regardless of the 
level of education, all individuals had new things to learn either on the job 
or in a physical or virtual classroom (Garcia Vazquez et al., 2020). 

Technology is helpful when people can manage it properly to optimize 
use because the healthcare system relies heavily on big data analytics. 
The coronavirus emergency generated massive amount of information 
that when well managed could lead to practical solutions (Lan et al., 
2020) with the aid of artificial intelligence tools (machine/deep learning). 
Technologies and web-based solutions such as social media channels can 
represent successful ways to communicate with patients and families. 

Sharing is caring. Best practices and lesson learned must be shared, to 
allow other organizations and institutions to quickly apply successful 
solutions and avoid mistakes. Rewarding processes can help better 
management of staff and patients, enhancing quality and safety stan-
dards and fostering the wellbeing of all. 

Under the lens of Human Centered Management framework and the 
call for people’s wellbeing, several new challenges emerged. 

Unmet medical needs arise for several non-COVID-19 patients, who 
could not get care because their inpatient or outpatient services were 
suspended. Some of their diseases may have got worse over time (e.g., 
untreated cancer), some other pathologies could not be diagnosed on 
time because of the delay in carrying on the necessary tests (e.g., blood 
collection or screening procedures), leading to the worst prognosis and a 
more challenging care pathway. Moreover, the dread of COVID-19 in-
duced people with urgent diseases to postpone the request of care. As an 
example, one of the authors of this chapter (LC) in his surgical activity 
experienced the death of some patients due to acute peritonitis because 
of untreated appendicitis. Despite the pain, patients delayed the surgery 
and avoided to go to the hospital fearing they could be infected with 
COVID-19. 

Most healthcare professionals involved in the emergency had to spend 
several months under stressful working schedule, performing different 
tasks they were trained or educated for and often far from their dear 
ones at home. Furthermore, many of them had to assist patients – not 
only physically but also psychologically – who died alone without family 
or friends, and they could solely rely on the consolation of the medical 
staff looking after them. 
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The post-COVID-19 pandemic inevitably leads to a new design of the 
entire healthcare system, which we think should consider the above-
mentioned lessons learned. Emergencies such as the COVID-19 may 
happen again in the future and the healthcare system needs to be pre-
pared. A call for a more comprehensive implementation of Human 
Centered Management principles and quality and safety standards 
emerges, to ensure the wellbeing of all the people involved. 
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11 Knowledge Translation during 
the COVID-19 Pandemic 

Francesca Dal Mas, Lorenzo Cobianchi, 
Daniele Piccolo, Paul Barach  

Introduction and Premise 

Increasing numbers of organizations in all industries and in countries 
around the world are advancing the paradigm transformation from the 
traditional hierarchical, bureaucratic and rigid human-as-resources or-
ganizational cultures of the industrial past to the new Human Centered 
paradigm applied to the Organizational Culture (HCOC) aligned with 
the demands of the Information Age and the Knowledge Economy. In the 
21st century, HCOCs need to be resilient and agile to be able to cope 
effectively with unavoidable disruptions of the global volatile, uncertain, 
complex, ambiguous environment (Lepeley, 2017; Ochoa, Lepeley, & 
Essens, 2019, Lepeley, 2021). 

Organizational culture is a core feature in all organizations, regardless 
of type, size or industry. At the national level and in all cultures, people 
interact and respond to change. The focus of the human centered culture 
is people, involved in interactions, collaboration and coordinating ac-
tions and behaviors to advance the organizational mission. HCOC is 
built on the individual responsibility of every member and the collective 
efforts to explore and find a stimulating workplace for all its members. 
HCOC is strengthened with mutual trust, affective and effective man-
agement of social relationships and harmonious coordination of teams 
working to achieve high performance, productivity and long-term or-
ganizational sustainability. 

Although organizational culture is an intrinsic dimension that those 
who live it perceive better than external visitors, in terms of stability, 
consistency and a certain degree of predictability, the present global en-
vironment is pressing organizations to adopt cultures effective to change 
the status quo and emphasizing innovation and adaptation to changing 
demands. In the Knowledge Economy, organizational performance is 
subject to continuous improvement and fast adjustments of culture 
change. An increasingly common vision is the notion that culture adjusts 
to change because organizations evolve as social entities, and culture is not 
only shaped by unity but also disagreements. Organizational culture 



should help people attain individual and collective goals and provides 
space to share as well as to contest ideas and values to harmonize the best 
possible cultural context. 

Technology and the information explosion have significant effects in 
organizational culture. Information is becoming increasingly challenging 
to manage, difficult to communicate and particularly to transmit en-
suring that the person who receives information interpret it in the same 
way that the person who created/delivered the information intended. 
This is a central aspect of organizational culture in all industries, but it is 
most critical in healthcare services responsible for the wellbeing of the 
population. To manage information effectively, healthcare services have 
developed a system of Knowledge Translation (KT) (Lemire, Souffez, & 
Laurendeau, 2013). The purpose of KT is to facilitate and expedite 
communications aiming to improve the transmission of information and 
transfer of critical knowledge (Biancuzzi, Dal Mas, Barcellini, & 
Miceli, 2020). 

The material for this chapter was collected and planned during 2019. 
Then, it was intended to explore the application of KT in healthcare and 
its effects on organizational culture in healthcare. But the authors ended 
up writing this chapter in the middle of the coronavirus crisis – COVID- 
19 pandemic (WHO, 2020). Therefore, the original idea for the chapter 
was deeply affected by the dramatic events we were living in. Although 
the original idea was altered by the circumstances, the experience has 
allowed us to provide first-hand knowledge managing a pandemic in 
healthcare, which will most likely have strong and permanent effects on 
healthcare and worldwide. 

This chapter on KT in the times of COVID-19 pandemic investigates 
organizational culture exposed and disrupted by an unprecedented 
phenomenon of humankind. 

The COVID-19 Experience 

The beginning of 2020 was characterized by the COVID-19 pandemic, 
caused by severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2; 
WHO, 2020), which, at the time of writing (early July 2020), had caused 
more than 11.4 million cases worldwide, with more than 6 million people 
recovered and over 554,000 deaths. The experience in countries with early 
and large-scale community transmission (China, Iran, Brazil, Italy, the US, 
the UK and Spain) showed that COVID-19 required unprecedented re-
sponse and mobilization within health systems. 

Countries that had not entered community transmission had a narrow 
opportunity to slow it and prepare health systems to mitigate the impact 
of the outbreak. One of the reasons some systems were more successful 
mitigating the COVID impact such as Taiwan and South Korea was the 
fast introduction of new technologies (Dal Mas, Piccolo & Ruzza, 2020; 
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Dal Mas et al., 2019; Presch, Dal Mas, Piccolo, Sinik, & Cobianchi, 
2020; Wang, Ng, & Brook, 2020), changing the way healthcare pro-
fessionals work and the competencies required to cope with these chal-
lenges, also associated with data analysis (Bowser, Saxena, Fraser, & 
Marshall, 2019; Dal Mas, Piccolo, Edvinsson, Skrap, & D’Auria, 2020). 

Increased life expectancy in developed countries has resulted in an 
increasing proportion of ageing population (Cheng, Luo, Chiu, & Chen, 
2009; Yu, Wang, & Wu, 2015) in high risk of COVID due to high pre- 
conditions and chronic diseases in need for comprehensive levels of in- 
patient and out-patient healthcare services. 

Growing expenses and budget constraints in many countries (Dal 
Mas, Massaro, Lombardi, & Garlatti, 2019; Massaro, Dumay, & 
Garlatti, 2015) confronted the public sector with increasing costs con-
straints and demands for hospitals financial accountability. These chal-
lenges induced the need for the co-production processes involving 
producers, healthcare professionals and organizations and users (pa-
tients) of healthcare services (Batalden et al., 2016; Biancuzzi, Dal Mas, 
Miceli, & Bednarova, 2020; Biancuzzi, et al., 2020; Elwyn, Nelson, 
Hager, & Price, 2019) pressing for patient-centered services and safety 
and quality standards for all the stakeholders involved (Hanson & 
Barach, 2012; Leape et al., 2009; Lepeley, 2017; Lopez et al., 2017; 
Schraagen et al., 2011). 

The COVID pandemic amplified the challenges and exacerbated dif-
ferences among actors based on different competencies, backgrounds, 
culture, feelings, needs and core aims (Angelos, 2020a, 2020b; 
Cobianchi, Pugliese, Peloso, Dal Mas, & Angelos, 2020). 

In the current environment, KT became an essential item. KT re-
presents a set of methods and approaches to bridge the gaps between 
knowledge and practice of medicine involving a large diversity of con-
stituencies that includes researchers, clinicians, hospital managers, pa-
tients and policymakers (Biancuzzi, et al., 2020; Lander, 2016; Lemire 
et al., 2013). 

The COVID-19 pandemic has been defined as a social crisis situation, 
a deadly event, unexpected, an unforeseen disruption causing major 
human suffering (Dorasamy, Raman, & Kaliannan, 2013, p. 1834). It 
requires practical tools to cope with emergencies to help all the people 
involved, all caregivers, patients and their families. This chapter explores 
the roles of KT and KT methodologies displayed in the context of HCOC 
healthcare environment, supposed to be patient-focused, during the 
COVID pandemic. 

KT in Healthcare 

KT is getting more attention in many fields based on growing awareness 
of the importance of synchronization to address the needs of the multiple 
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stakeholders (Lang, Wyer, & Haynes, 2007; Pineault et al., 2010; 
Savory, 2006). Still, it is most important in healthcare given the nature of 
the field. 

In healthcare, KT is associated with the need to translate – interpret, 
decode, decipher – results of medical research into clinical practice to 
facilitate the dialogue among caregivers, with patients, institutions, 
R&D teams, healthcare organizations, public agencies, policymakers 
and all citizens (Cobianchi et al., 2020). 

KT is displaced in different ways to facilitate relations among per-
sonnel with different backgrounds and competencies, transmit feelings 
and goals between caregivers and patients requiring new approaches and 
techniques to improve communications and knowledge transfer on 
outcomes and results. KT is essential to improve patients’ engagement in 
their healthcare to facilitate the work of caregivers (Biancuzzi et al., 
2020; Biancuzzi et al., 2020). KT represents a strategic tool to improve 
communications among healthcare institutions, governmental agencies 
and the community and population at large (patients or citizens). 

KT facilitators have been identified. Some approaches are based on the 
use of Soft Skills and creativity of personnel responsible for patients’ care 
(Massaro, Bardy, Lepeley, & Dal Mas, 2014), others rely on new pro-
cedures and technologies depending on the type of stakeholders involved 
and the group characteristics. The literature stresses how team members 
learn to connect and transfer knowledge more effectively over time, 
despite differences using a reservoir of goodwill and trust (Biancuzzi 
et al., 2020). 

KT and COVID-19 

The COVID-19 pandemic affected millions of people worldwide, re-
sulting in a high number of deaths, physical deterioration and distress of 
patients, pain for their families, impacting on large numbers of health-
care professionals. Lack of vaccines to fight a new virus or other effective 
drug treatments led to the deployment of non-pharmaceutical interven-
tions, including social distancing as one of the few options to limit and 
control the spread of infection, protect the most vulnerable people 
(like senior citizens and people with pre-existing conditions) from sup-
porting the healthcare system and avoidance from collapsing (Grasselli, 
Pesenti, & Cecconi, 2020). Several KT tools and techniques were used to 
ensure effective KT to manage the crisis. 

KT from Scientific Research into Clinical Practice 

COVID-19 pushed the scientific community worldwide to study the 
phenomenon and share results at unheard-of speeds and accessibility. 
The first studies released concentrated on the epidemiological and 
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clinical aspects. Other studies were concerned with best practices and 
lessons learned from an organizational perspective (Cobianchi et al., 
2020; Peloso, Moeckli, Oldani, Triponez, & Toso, 2020), to help hos-
pitals and healthcare systems to quickly reorganize procedures and po-
licies using the experience of other healthcare producers. Leading 
medical and managerial journals ensured fast-track, free-of-charge open 
access to their publications about COVID-19-related topics. Several web 
portals and social media channels were created to gather and share in-
formation quickly, with online conferences, seminars and debates about 
the pandemic. Multinational companies such as IBM (2020) shared re-
sources free of charge to facilitate the work of scientists studying the 
virus trying to find a cure. This remarkable shift by publishers and 
companies was unprecedented supporting KT, but it also raises chal-
lenges and issued about publication and circulation of pre-peer reviewed 
manuscripts due to sensational titles, which were widely quoted by po-
liticians and the media. 

KT among Caregivers 

Extensive literature highlights that professional groups find it easier to 
translate and share knowledge among members given their high levels of 
social trust, cohesion and common aims (Biancuzzi et al., 2020; 
Cobianchi et al., 2020). Moreover, clinical professionals share common 
ethos, background and skills, thus transferring knowledge is easier 
(Graham et al., 2006). However, massive re-organization during the 
COVID-19 pandemic changed work duties and roles of caregivers 
(Oluwatomilayo, Panda, Lopushinsky, Varghese, & Brindle, 2020), 
who, like in the case of wars, had to shift their work and drastically in 
many instances (Barach, Rivkind, Israel, Berdugo, & Richter, 1998). For 
instance, surgeons and dermatologists were required to re-tool and up-
skill to provide care to COVID-19 patients in intensive care units 
(Angelos, 2020a; Cobianchi et al., 2020; Peloso et al., 2020). 
Cancellation of non-urgent surgeries led to unmet medical needs 
(Cobianchi et al., 2020; Tseng, Roggin, & Angelos, 2020), turning from 
patient-centered ethics to public health ethics (Angelos, 2020a, p. 1). 

Extensive hands-on training, including the use of simulators and we-
binars training (Garcia Vazquez et al., 2020) supported sharing experi-
ences to confront unexpected conditions (Steuffert, Satish, & Barach, 
2001). Clinical situations experienced high degrees of disruptions and 
organizational ambiguity, where the knowledge base and the systems 
were changing drastically on a daily basis. This uncertain environment 
boosted the importance of Soft Skills (Lepeley, 2021b, Yule & Smink, 
2020) to support fast and accurate problem-solving, sensible leadership 
and teamwork needed for effective KT facilitation. 
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KT from Caregivers to Patients 

Massive procedural reorganization during the COVID-19 pandemic forced 
modification of many healthcare and safety operating protocols, including 
developing new emergency protocols. In most countries, family members 
and friends of patients were prohibited from entering hospitals and nursing 
homes to visit their loved ones due to the new isolation standards (Wakam, 
Montgomery, Biesterveld, & Brown, 2020). This included terminal pa-
tients, who had to rely for physical and emotional support exclusively in the 
clinical staff as the only in-person human connections (Wakam et al., 2020). 

The KT tools and techniques solved issues of compassionate care 
(Wakam et al., 2020) relying on clinical staff’s Soft Skills as empathy and 
compassion (Biancuzzi et al., 2020). Web-based technologies such as 
online messaging and communication devices such as smartphones and 
tablets became relevant when patients were ventilated and unable to talk 
(Wakam et al., 2020). Literature on the topic highlights the need for 
international guidelines to support clinicians and patients on those issues 
that became critical during the pandemic (Wakam et al., 2020) and draw 
lessons from decades of work on the most effective ways to share adverse 
healthcare outcomes and failure with patients and families respectfully 
and truthfully (Cantor et al., 2005). 

KT from Institutions and Governmental Agencies to  
the Population 

The COVID-19 pandemic required policymakers for taking immediate 
actions to translate scientific findings to share knowledge to the general 
public about the virus and steps to protect citizens from being infected, 
including constraining their movements and liberties. Governmental 
agencies used media channels, TV and internet live streaming, TV ads, 
the press and social networks such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram 
to plead the case in efforts to promote the importance of social isolation 
that impacted all non-essential business and economic shutdowns. 

Political messages were not always coherent. In Italy, a politician 
engaged in public handshaking and shared aperitifs in a vibrant Milan 
underlining that people should not panic with the virus (Pisano, Sadun, & 
Zanini, 2020) sharing pictures of people gathering in social media 
channels. A week later, that politician was diagnosed with COVID-19. 
Globally, several governmental agencies, hospitals and institutions created 
dedicated official COVID-19 websites to make knowledge available to the 
population in an effective way employing a simple language. Dedicated 
social media channels were created by official institutions (for instance, the 
Fermiamolo Insieme – let’s stop it together – Instagram page of 
Lombardy, Italy’s most affected Region1), and scientists all over the world 
raised their voices to share simple but useful information. 
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An example was Prof. Roberto Burioni (Starr, 2020), who used his 
blog Medical Facts2 to disseminate practical tips and identify fake news. 
Many celebrities, web influencers and sports stars worldwide made ef-
forts to engage and encourage people to behave as recommended and to 
raise money to help hospitals and intensive care units acquire equipment 
and personal protection devices needed by caregivers. 

Social media posts were graphics using design elements to transfer the 
message clearly and smartly (Simeone, Secundo, & Schiuma, 2017). For 
instance, basic drawings were used to advise people about the im-
portance of correct hand hygiene or the need to wear surgical masks 
while going out and sheltering at home except for urgent reasons. 
Remarkably, the population was extremely engaged and cooperative. 
This stands as a significant example of effective co-production of public 
services (Batalden et al., 2016) and effectiveness of KT impacting orga-
nizational culture. Design elements such as visible posters and leaflets 
were used by several hospitals and clinics worldwide to advise people 
about the new rules and procedures, for example, when and how to 
access hospital departments, sanitizing their hands and wearing man-
datory surgical masks. Table 11.1 summarizes the findings of our study. 

Table 11.1 Knowledge Translation: Types and Tools    

Type of KT KT Tool Examples  

Scientific research into clinical 
practice 

Fast track, free-of-charge open access 
publications 

Web portals 
Social media channels 
Seminars and workshops 

Among caregivers Simulation 
Online training 
Soft Skills (e.g., problem-solving, 

teamwork and leadership) 
Caregivers to patients Empathy and other interpersonal and 

Soft Skills for compassionate care 
Instant messaging tools 
Social media channels 

Healthcare institutions and 
governmental agencies to the 
population 

TV and internet live streaming 
TV ads 
The press 
Social media channels such as 

Facebook, Twitter and Instagram 
Testimonials 
Design elements 
Posters and leaflets   

Source: The authors.  
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Lessons Learned in the Effective Use of KT in Critical 
Situations 

The international response to the novel coronavirus exposed that 
healthcare systems around the world are ill-prepared for a pandemic. 
The spread of coronavirus and the resulting COVID-19 pandemic pro-
vided a powerful test about responses of social and governance systems. 

Initial successes managing COVID spread are worth sharing because 
beyond lessons to contain the pandemic have also increased knowledge 
about pressing challenges related to technology and democracy. 

It became clearer that society leaders and healthcare providers need to 
keep patients informed about evidence and results of experimental 
therapies and work to enroll more patients in randomized clinical trials. 
Although the rush to transfer knowledge is laudable, it should not bypass 
enduring principles in times of high uncertainty and fear to protect pa-
tients with valid evidence to fight misinformation. 

The spread of the virus and slow rollout of testing meant reporting 
inaccurate case numbers and death rates, leading to public uncertainty 
and fear. Experts and officials said that adequate controls are attributed 
to better reorganization and decision-making, smart use of technology, 
a central command center and swift decision-making. The pandemic 
undermined decades of standards, protocols and workflows, which 
were designed to ensure the best care and safety for all. The pandemic 
stressed the importance of knowledge transfer and KT continuous 
improvement cementing a resilient and agile organizational culture able 
to ensure expected outcomes for all stakeholders in the healthcare 
system. 

Our study identified four critically important KT flows: from scientific 
research translated into medical practice and among caregivers; from 
healthcare professionals to patients; and expediting dialogue among 
political entities and healthcare institutions to inform citizens. 

We identified tools and methodologies grabbed from the COVID ex-
perience that can foster effective KT that largely depends on the nature 
and needs of stakeholders. Scientific and highly educated and specialized 
parties rely more on scientific publications, conferences and workshops. 
Caregivers relied mostly on their training and their Soft Skills, including 
leadership, decision-making and teamwork, to translate and share 
knowledge quickly and implement innovations. Interpersonal skills and 
empathy played the most outstanding roles during the COVID pandemic 
as Soft Skills enhancing compassionate care, especially in cases of need 
for complete isolation in COVID-19 hospitalized patients. 

Ultimately, the pandemic uncovered the importance of KT and KT 
tools to facilitate effective knowledge sharing in healthcare. Indeed, we 
anticipate how KT will become one of the key pillars in modern 
healthcare ecosystems. The dramatic COVID-19 experience underlined a 
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call for further studies on the subject as a necessary condition to improve 
the quality of healthcare worldwide. 

Notes  
1 Available at https://www.instagram.com/fermiamoloinsieme/?hl=en.  
2 Available at https://www.medicalfacts.it/.  
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