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Abstract:

1. Introduction

Organizational development towards sustainability is a domain of holistic inquiry, where internal, external,
and connecting drivers must be considered (Lozano & von Haartman, 2018). Organizational culture, that has
been repeatedly documented to be the cornerstone of corporate sustainability (Linnenluecke & Griffiths,
2010), can be considered a holistic manifestation of these drivers. Therefore, context-specification
investigation of organizational culture pertains to building our knowledge on development of organizational
sustainability. As Parodi (2015) notes, sustainability is a highly cultural phenomenon and “increased
incorporation of cultural-scientific and cultural-theoretical considerations” (p.169) will contribute to the
advancement of the discourse on sustainable development. Such considerations of the linkage between
organizational culture and sustainable development are also inextricably linked with the societal culture,
since, as Lozano and von Haartman (2018) have noted, “no organization is an island” and organizational
contexts, together with goals, will play a role in “their quest to better contribute to sustainability” (p. 520).

The Nordic region embodies these linkages between sustainability, societal cultural context, and
organizational culture. The region has of late enjoyed a place in the global spotlight for the enviable success
it has had in achieving a variety of sustainability-orientated societal-level outcomes (Minelgaite,
Guðmundsdóttir, Guðmundsdóttir, & Stangej, 2018). For example, the Nordics are recognized as the global
leaders in gender equality and for their ambitious climate and energy policies (Word Economic Forum,
2017). Furthermore, Nordic countries are performing particularly well on indicators related to employment
and education (State of the Nordic Region, 2016). Among a variety of other factors, the Nordic values of



modesty, trust and care are typically highlighted as culturally broad and pervasive factors that underly these
and other impressive societal-level achievements of the Nordics.

At the same time, the Nordic region is also increasingly attracting the attention of organizational science
scholars due to its equally impressive achievements in management (Minelgaite, et al., 2018). For example,
Nordic employees are noted as some of the world’s most motivated workers (Eriksen, Kruse, & Larsen,
2006) and Nordic companies are recognized worldwide for their innovativeness, competitiveness, and
productiveness (Chen, 2014). At the level of organizations, the same values of modesty, trust and care
underlie the stability orientation in management and the high focus on stakeholder management (Kvande
& Brøve, 2012) typical of Nordic companies. Research suggests that such organizational success is achieved
through a special synergy between cultural norms and institutional structures that encourage quality
relationships between companies and their stakeholders (Gjølberg, 2010). These organizational outcomes
are notable given that the Nordic cultural context, particularly with its underlying values and resultant
leadership style, is incompatible with typical Anglo-American leadership narrative (Sund, 2016) that has
come to be the de facto prescribed approach in management literature.

Taken together, the broad national culture of the Nordics and the more specific cultures of the organizations
within it present an interesting point of study. This includes the work environment, where leaders routinely
apply the norms of honesty and consensus and create an effective set of leadership principles that
competitively position Nordic companies in the global market (Chen, 2014); that is part of a regional culture
where economic interests are nested within broader societal ones (Midttun, Gautesen, & Gjølberg, 2006).
This specific type of success, which may at points diverge from other cultures’ typical definitions and criteria,
stems from and perpetuates a certain Nordic code that management scholars have tried to decipher either
by focusing on Nordic societal culture alone or on particular success stories of Nordic organizations. As will
be elaborated here, a sole reliance on either of these approaches may not be sufficient for thoroughly
analyzing or completely understanding the organizational culture nested within its cultural (or national)
cluster. However, the conceptualization offered here responds to the calls from prominent scholars to
integrate and adapt both levels of culture – broad national and more specific organizational – in order to build
a better understanding for business and management in cross-cultural settings (Nardon & Steers, 2009).

Research provides strong evidence that culture, both national and organizational, substantially affects
organizational outcomes (Oyserman, Kemmelmeir, & Coon, 2002), and hence, cannot be ignored. The
effects of culture on organizational processes and outcomes are quite far-reaching including leadership
(e.g., Chan & Drasgow, 2001), decision-making (e.g., Mitchell, Smith, Seawright, et al., 2000); emotions and
work-related attitudes (e.g., Harpaz, Honig, &  Coetsier, 2002), and allocation of rewards (e.g., Gomez,
Kirkman, & Shapiro, 2000). One might argue that globalization and tighter interconnectedness among
nations diminishes the relevance of focusing on specific national cultures. However, an increasing body of
research suggests that new challenges that globalization brings have amplified companies’ needs to more
precisely understand specific local cultures in order to engage in better cross-cultural management (Bhagat
& Steers, 2009; Mihic, Shevchenko, Gligorijevic, & Petrovic, 2019). Indeed, the national culture profoundly
influences organizational culture, and thus must be better understood (Selnes, 1996) in today’s ever-
changing business environment. However, in order to contribute to a more effective cross-cultural
management for business and advancement of theory, scholars need to focus on the role of culture and
cultural variations in macro- and micro-level processes in both specific organizational contexts, as well as
national ones (Bhagat & Steers, 2009). 

Therefore, the objective here is to provide an integrated portrait of both cultural perspectives, national and
organizational, within the Nordic cluster, and in this way articulate a more complete cultural configuration of
Nordic organizations. Building on and synthesizing the theoretical underpinnings of some of the most
prominent models of national culture, we suggest a framework to augment our understanding via the
incorporation of an organizational perspective. Our theoretical insights are contextualized within the specific
Nordic cultural cluster and provide an integrated view of not only its core cultural dimensions, but also of the
basic underlying assumptions, espoused beliefs and values, and artifacts and observed perceptions found
in Nordic organizations.

2. Mapping the Organizational Culture: A Theoretical Framework

The landscape of cross-cultural studies is dominated by a number of impactful models that have established
a solid framework for empirical research. However, the differences in the individual models’ orientations and
foci on various different cultural aspects result in a rather fragmented set of empirical studies. Nardon and
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Steers (2009) argued that the advancement of cross-cultural organizational research should build on
commonalities and strive to achieve convergence among the existing models of national culture instead of
debate on individual validities or development of new ones. As such, Nordon and Steers (2009) sought to
synthesize the six leading models of the national culture authored by Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck, Hofstede,
Hall, Trompenaars, Schwartz, and House and GLOBE associates. Their synthesis identified the common
principal themes that best encapsulated cultural similarities and delineated differences. Nardon and Steers
(2009) labelled these dimensional themes, or core cultural dimensions (CCDs), as follows:

• Hierarchy-Equality, which refers to the power distribution in organizations and society;
• Individualism-Collectivism, which refers to the role of individuals and groups in social relationships;
• Mastery-Harmony, which refers to the relationship with the natural and social environment;
• Monochronism-Polychronism, which refers to the organization and utilization of time; and,
• Universalism-Particularism, which refers to the relative importance of rules versus relationships in

behavioural control.

Often using models that pre-date Nardon and Steers’ (2009), the cross-cultural studies on organizations
tackle the deeper levels of culture through cross-cultural dimensions that portray the underlying values and
beliefs of given clusters or geographic regions. However, the understanding of organizational culture calls
for a more systematic and comprehensive approach. As Leung and Ang (2009) point out, the abundance
of management studies through a lens of subjective culture, or the one that rests with values, beliefs, and
assumptions; eventually narrows the focus and diminishes the conceptualization of institutions as entities
that are themselves distinctively cultural in nature.

The seminal works by Schein, started in the early 1980s, set the framework for an analysis of the culture within
an organization. These works complement the objective-subjective view on culture, proposed by Triandis (1972)
and Stewart and Bennett (1991), which acknowledges the existence of objective components (observable
artifacts) and subjective components (psychological aspects) of culture. Schein (1984; 2010) suggests that
culture manifests itself through three levels: artifacts, espoused beliefs and values, and basic underlying
assumptions; each of which progresses from a surface level one to much deeper levels. At the surface level,
tangible and overt culture manifestations can be directly observed and experienced. While it may be difficult to
deduce the culture solely from artifacts, Schein suggests that the deeper levels serve as suitable perspectives
for understanding the culture that they reflect. The two deeper layers, espoused beliefs and values, and
underlying assumptions; are the conscious elements and form the basis of the culture. Espoused beliefs, values,
norms, and rules of behaviour guide the members of the culture and are practiced and exhibited by them to
convey and reinforce the culture both to themselves and outsiders. As Schein (2010) contends, values and
beliefs have a potential to become shared, embedded, unconscious basic underlying assumptions. However,
for this transformation to take place, the values must occasionally be tested. In the case of values that concern
aesthetic or moral matters and cannot be directly tested, social validation is required, i.e., the confirmation of a
value that emerges through the shared social experience of a group (Schein, 2010).

As Schein (2010) notes, an underlying assumption evolves from a value or hypothetical belief to a
fundamental assumption that “nature really works this way” (p. 27). Schein further distinguishes assumptions
from dominant value orientations, as the latter considers what solutions to problems individuals prefer
amongst a number of alternatives. Instead, underlying assumptions leave no room for other alternatives –
they become taken for granted realities. Hence, direct exploration and examination of organizational culture
through the national lens also can lead to a partial disregard of the interaction between the institutional
context and the national culture. Such an approach also omits, what one might label, the flow of culture, or
the sequence from artifacts to espoused beliefs and values to basic underlying assumptions. While it points
at the dominant orientation of the culture, sole reliance on the national culture or isolation of one layer from
the other may limit the comprehensiveness of the organizational culture. Finally, it can potentially diminish
the interrelationships between layers that may result in broken links between, for example, the artifacts or
observer perceptions, and the espoused beliefs and values. For example, one of the most common
peculiarities of the Nordic culture is the emotionally non-laden or distant communication that a western
observer might erroneously perceive as indifferent or even subtle hostility. Similarly, the relaxed atmosphere
in Icelandic workplaces can often be mistaken for a somewhat nonchalant workplace attitude with little
emphasis on results. The establishment of the links among the three layers of culture may be essential in
structuring the cultural configurations and understanding how underlying assumptions, beliefs, and values
translate into artifacts and manifest in practice.

Therefore, to unravel the cultural configuration of Nordic organizations, we embrace all three layers through
which the culture manifests: artifacts and observer perceptions, espoused beliefs and values, and basic
underlying assumptions. We further embed the core cultural (national) dimensions of the Nordic cluster that
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are interrelated with the organizational culture into the framework. The artifacts represent the observable,
outer layer of the organizational culture. The espoused beliefs and values are then nested as a deeper level
of conscious elements of the culture. Finally, the deepest layers involve both core cultural dimensions and
the basic underlying assumptions. It is proposed here that the central tendencies across a cluster’s core
cultural dimensions, or dominant value orientations, permeate the organizational culture and its underlying
assumptions. It is assumed that the basic underlying assumptions actually drive the organizational culture.
In line with Schein (2010) it is assumed that these assumptions guide the perceptions and behaviour of
individuals, regardless of possible alternatives that dominant value orientation otherwise takes into account.
This approach is captured in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Conceptual framework for analyzing the cultural configurations of organizations.        
Source: Authors, based on Nardon and Steers (2009) and Schein (2010)

In line with the suggestion by Leung and Ang (2009), we simultaneously rely on both cultural and institutional
perspectives and consider organizational culture together with its subjective and objective parts. In this vein,
cultural perspective involves ecology (climate, terrain, environmental resources, disaster proneness),
objective culture (human-made physical environment, other overt, objective elements, formal rules), and
subjective culture (norms, values, beliefs, and knowledge). The institutional perspective encompasses
regulatory, normative, and cognitive dimensions. This proposed model further builds on the integrative
summary of core cultural dimensions by Nardon and Steers (2009) and Schein’s (2010) framework as an
approach to unravelling the organizational culture and its configuration in the Nordic countries.

We adopt the definition of cultural configuration suggested by Leung and Ang (2009) in extension to
traditional definitions steeped in the cognitive approach, such as the ones by, for example, Hofstede (1980).
Leung and Ang (2009) thus conceptualize culture as, “the configuration of basic assumptions about humans
and their relationship to each other and to the world around them, shared by an identifiable group of people,”
which is “manifested in individuals’ values and beliefs, in expected norms for social behaviour, and in artifacts
such as social institutions and physical items”.

Table 1 reflects the core cultural dimensions and central tendency-based assessments (i.e., the general
‘means’, so to speak) across countries in the Nordic cluster. The left-most column lists the dimensions
derived by Nardon and Steers (2009), and the one immediately adjacent to it provides the respective Nordic
central tendency for each. The following column headings are cultural layers in line with Schein’s (1984;
2010) framework. The result is a matrix of core national cultural dimensions by layers of organizational
cultural dimensions, with each cell summarizing the particular intersection of the two cultures – the cluster
and the organizational.
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Table 1: Core cultural dimensions and layers for the Nordic cluster

Source: Authors

Hierarchy-Equality
In a situation when equality as a shared value is deeply rooted in a culture to the point that it becomes an
underlying assumption, it results into an egalitarian culture. From such a culture in the hierarchy-equality
dimension emerges a balanced distribution of power and authority across society and its members, where
broad and equal participation and fairness are promoted (Dragicevic & Mihic, 2020; Nardon & Steers, 2009;
Schwartz, 1994). In the Nordic cluster, an underlying assumption that every individual must be treated equally
permeates all societal and organizational domains. Eventually, this underlying assumption attains the level
of artifacts; perhaps the one of the most prominent among the Nordics is a legal regulation around balanced
gender representation on boards. Less formal but equally representative of the assumption of equality
include people addressing each other on a first name basis among all members. Also evident is a more
equal distribution of rewards and resources, and a general acknowledgement that everyone is seen as an
equal participant.

The strong sense of egalitarianism in Nordic organizations is readily apparent to an outside observer,
particularly one who is more familiar with traditional organizational power structures. In contrast to the
classical vertical structure with authority centralized with a few at the top, Nordic organizational structures
are more horizontal with power dispersed more widely. Likewise, from an organizational communication
perspective, information is transmitted, even from top management to employees, more openly and directly,
rather than through filtered channels or levels as would be typical in hierarchies. Likewise, compensation
policies focus on equitability and lack wide disparities in pay and rewards typical of hierarchical
organizations. All these artifacts and many more point at the underlying value of equality and a shared belief
that the societal and organizational structures should be built with respect to fundamental equality among
its members.

Individualism-Collectivism
Moderate collectivism in the Nordic cluster emphasizes a certain degree of centrality of groups, including
group goals and collective action (Nardon & Steers, 2009; Trompenaars, 1993), although not to the extent
that one would observe in an Asian cluster. However, in early studies by Hofstede (1980), Nordic countries
were found to score moderately high on individualism. Although sometimes differing on which of dimensional
anchors was chosen as the descriptive label, these authors ultimately include the modifier ‘moderate,’
suggesting that elements of both are evident in the Nordic culture and that neither far outweighs the others. 

This ‘moderate’ standing is further supported by empirical findings that reflect a combination of individualism
and collectivism. One example of these was an early study by Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars (1993) on
Swedish management which the authors later characterized as ‘social individualism.’ The artifacts of social
individualism can be primarily captured in the artifact of the social welfare systems, given the widespread
reference to the Nordic countries as welfare states. As Hjorth (2008) denotes, individual independence,
which has quite important significance in the Nordic culture, has triggered the development of the physical
and economic infrastructure which supports it. Here, however, Hjorth (2008) differentiates between the
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Nordic individualism that is supported by the state, and the ‘self-made independence’ which is perhaps
most markedly inherent in the culture of United States. In Denmark, the move from collectivism to
individualism has been evident in changes in the areas of the welfare state (Kvist & Greve, 2011). In contrast,
Vaara, Tienari, and Irrmann (2007) contend that Danish individualism may be juxtaposed with the Swedish
“communitarian, consensus-seeking society” (p. 226). All these variations are evident in the light of, for
example, essentially the same shift from welfare to workfare in social insurance systems that took place in
both Denmark and Sweden from the early 1990s to 2000s (Kananen, 2012). 

When one moves towards the entrepreneurial domain, as Hjorth (2008) suggests, the public perception of
individual independence in the Nordics is shifted from a concept of a ‘natural right’ to an idea of a ‘possibility.’
Likewise, institutional structures and management practices in the Nordic cluster embody relationships
between stakeholders and the companies (Gjølberg, 2010). This is just one more example of the cluster’s
unique positioning on the values of individualism and collectivism, which in turn emerge into artifacts in
organizational practices. 

Mastery-Harmony
Based on Schwartz’ (1994) framework, the mastery-harmony cultural dimension that Nardon and Steers
(2009) more thoroughly identified, refers to the extent of achievement-orientation and control-seeking
behaviour over the natural and social worlds. From a relationship perspective, moderate orientation towards
harmony within the Nordic cluster reflects the value of interpersonal relationships over achievement, living
in harmony with nature and adjusting to the natural and social environments, and a general emphasis on
social progress and the welfare of others. The Nordics’ standing on this dimension also refers to striving to
achieve a healthy quality of life more than achievements, nurturing traditions and expressing a certain
scepticism towards change, and preferring seniority-based intrinsic rewards. Finally, there is a general
emphasis on economy, harmony, and modesty; and practicing an overall rather passive, reactive, and
‘feminine’ approach (Nardon & Steers, 2009).

Yet, as in the case of moderate tendency towards both individualism and collectivism, the positioning of
organizational culture in the Nordic cluster is not uniform with regard to the mastery-harmony dimension. In
this domain, Nordic organizations are well-known for their emphasis on harmony and for their ability to
match their economic goals with the collective interests of society (Midttun et al., 2006). However, as an
example of Iceland illustrates, this value, although it may be shared, is not necessarily transformed into a
basic underlying assumption. For instance, the role of social responsibility in corporate culture only began
to grow notably after the financial crisis of 2008 shook the society and the business landscape and triggered
the reconsideration of values, beliefs, and instigated change in the organizational culture (Jónsdóttir &
Steinþórsson, 2010).

Monochronism-Polychronism
The moderately monochronic tendency in the Nordic cluster refers to a preference for sequential attention
to individual tasks and a reliance on methodical approaches to planning and implementation; in other words,
the Nordics adopt a linear, single-minded and job-centered approach to their work (Nardon & Steers, 2009).
Punctuality and precise time management are the norm, as are one’s commitment to their job and their
organization, separation of work and personal life, and a focused and dedicated approach to work (Nardon
& Steers, 2009). 

The Nordic cluster’s tendency towards moderation on the CCDs applies again to the balance between
monochronism and polychronism in the Nordic organizations. The process of switching from the one end
of the continuum towards the other can be illustrated through a well-known example of the corporate
meetings. In the Nordic working environment, which is often characterized as somewhat relaxed, being late
is acceptable; however, only to a certain degree. Commitment to one’s job and colleagues and the
expectations to dutifully attend and actively contribute to meetings are general professional expectations for
everyone. However, if a situation presents itself where an employee’s need to attend to child or family issues
competes or conflicts with professional duties; commitment to the family and other important personal life
duties may override the professional responsibilities. 

While this sensitivity to employees’ private lives and the promotion of healthy work-life balance by the Nordic
organizations is often celebrated, a question of differentiation between acceptable and unacceptable
behaviour remains open. As such, this flexibility in practice also indicates that individuals themselves make
their own choices regarding their work lives and personal lives; and in reality, there is a variance in the
degree to which pole people gravitate. In line with Schein’s framework (2010), it further suggests that there
is no universal solution and reliance on one or another belief that is taken for granted. Hence, beliefs and
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values associated with the monochronism and polychronism are not yet transformed into basic underlying
assumptions.

Universalism-Particularism
The strongly universalistic culture in the Nordic cluster is evident in a strong reliance on the rules and norms
and intolerance for violating them. As such, individuals’ behaviours are uniformly regulated by a variety of
mechanisms including rules, laws, formal policies, standard operating procedures, and social norms.
Moreover, these prescribed behaviours and the expectation that they are adhered to are not only accepted
but strongly supported by societal members. These universalistic practices not only promote a hogher
efficiency and predictability in society, but also preserve a sense of fairness and messaging that everyone
is expected to follow the same rules regardless of their status. As strong universalists, the Nordics focus more
on commonalities among the members to preserve a sense of fundamental equality rather than accentuate
individual differences that call out some as more exceptional than others.

Once transferred to organizational culture and coupled with egalitarianism and moderate uncertainty
avoidance, this central tendency manifests through sets of corporate policies. These may include both clear
regulations and rules in human resource management practices (Warner-Søderholm & Cooper, 2016). Still,
whilst organizational culture, just like societal culture, is based on the expectation of following the rules, these
may often remain unspoken or inexplicit. Such a tendency may be linked with the balance between formality
and flexibility (Andreasson & Lundqvist, 2018), which enables organization members to simultaneously
nurture non-restrictive rules and autonomy. Here, however, questions that are still rather open, tackle when
and how rules are to be explicitly communicated. Warner-Søderholm and Cooper (2016) noted, the
relationship between cultural research and business communication practices, although being evident,
remains under-investigated in the Nordics. Thus, a more nuanced understanding of enacting universalism
through communication practices, and especially in relation to sustainability, is yet to be achieved.
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