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Documented Essay

Cultural change refers to the transformation of shared values, beliefs, norms, symbols, practices, and
patterns of behavior over time. It can occur in a society, family, workplace, school, profession, sports
team, or political institution. The original essay correctly observed that people often resist change,
that organizational culture must evolve, and that positive transformation usually depends on
changing behavior rather than announcing new values. It also distinguished gradual reform from a
“scorched earth” approach used when corruption or violence has become deeply embedded. These
ideas remain valuable, although there is no reliable basis for the claim that only 25 percent of people
accept change. Reactions depend on perceived fairness, personal loss, trust in leaders, identity,
resources, and whether individuals can participate. Cultural change succeeds when people
understand why it is needed, see desired conduct modeled and rewarded, and can preserve useful
elements of the past while abandoning practices that produce harm.

What Culture Includes

Culture is not limited to festivals, language, or visible customs. It also includes assumptions about
authority, success, gender, time, conflict, responsibility, risk, belonging, and what behavior is
considered normal. In an organization, culture appears in how meetings are conducted, who can
challenge a decision, how mistakes are handled, which employees receive recognition, and whether
stated values match incentives. In society, culture shapes family roles, political participation, work,
education, art, law, and responses to difference. Because culture operates through routine, people
may not recognize it until a norm is challenged. This is why change can feel personal even when a
policy appears technical. A new rule may threaten identity, status, relationships, or the meaning
people attach to their work.

Why People Resist Cultural Change

Resistance is often described as stubbornness, but it can contain useful information. Individuals may
fear losing competence, employment, authority, community, or moral identity. They may distrust
leaders who previously failed to keep promises. They may agree with the goal but oppose the pace,
method, or unequal distribution of costs. Others may benefit from the existing system and resist
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because change threatens privilege. Effective leadership distinguishes these motives. Listening does
not require abandoning reform; it helps identify practical barriers, legitimate concerns, and strategic
opposition. Treating every critic as an enemy can create the very defensiveness that prevents
transformation.

Cultural Change in Organizations

Organizational culture consists of accepted behavior and the beliefs and incentives that reinforce it,
as the original essay stated. A company may claim that collaboration matters while rewarding only
individual competition, or claim that safety comes first while punishing workers who delay production
to report hazards. Employees learn culture from consequences more than slogans. Therefore, leaders
seeking change should identify a small number of high-impact behaviors linked to strategy. If the goal
is psychological safety, leaders may begin by inviting dissent, admitting their own mistakes, and
protecting employees who raise concerns. If the goal is customer service, systems must give staff
enough authority and time to solve problems. Culture changes when repeated experience makes a
new norm credible.

Promoting Values Through Behavior

The original essay recommended promoting one’s values and making them visible. Values become
persuasive when translated into observable conduct. “Integrity” might require disclosure of conflicts
of interest, accurate reporting, and consequences for deception. “Inclusion” might require accessible
recruitment, fair promotion criteria, and participation by people who were previously excluded.
“Innovation” might require time for experimentation and tolerance of well-managed failure. Abstract
language allows everyone to agree while behaving differently. Behavioral specificity makes evaluation
possible and reduces the chance that values will be used only for image management.

Leadership and Modeling

Leaders influence culture through attention, decisions, appointments, resource allocation, and
personal conduct. Employees watch what leaders do when values become costly. A manager who
encourages openness during ordinary meetings but retaliates after criticism teaches silence. A
government that announces anti-corruption reform while protecting allies teaches that rules are
selective. Modeling is powerful because it shows which behavior is genuinely safe and rewarded. Yet
culture is not created only at the top. Informal leaders, professional groups, peer networks, and
frontline employees also transmit norms. Change should therefore identify influential people across
the system rather than depend on one speech from senior management.
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Gradual Change and Its Advantages

The original essay warned that disruptive, sudden transformation often fails. Gradual change can
preserve stability, allow learning, and reduce unintended consequences. Pilot programs, staged
implementation, feedback, and revision enable people to develop competence and trust. Incremental
reform is especially useful when the desired future is uncertain or when several groups must
coordinate. It also allows successful practices from the old culture to continue. However, gradualism
can become delay when leaders use complexity to avoid confronting harm. The appropriate pace
depends on urgency, reversibility, and the strength of existing institutions.

When Radical Change May Be Necessary

Some cultures normalize domestic violence, corruption, academic cheating, discrimination, abuse, or
dangerous professional conduct. In such cases, small adjustments may leave the system intact. The
original essay referred to Georgia’s dismissal of approximately 30,000 traffic police officers during
anti-corruption reform. Georgia’s government abolished and rebuilt a notoriously corrupt traffic police
structure in 2004, dismissing thousands and creating a new patrol police force. The reform became a
prominent example of rapid institutional change. Its lesson is not that mass dismissal is always
effective. Radical replacement requires recruitment, training, public accountability, legal safeguards,
and the ability to maintain essential services. Without those conditions, a scorched-earth strategy can
produce fear, politicization, or institutional collapse.

Preserving Valuable Elements of the Past

The original conclusion argued that starting over is not always the best approach and that remnants
of the older culture should be preserved. This is important because traditions can hold knowledge,
belonging, identity, and effective practice. Reformers sometimes treat everything inherited as an
obstacle and alienate people whose experience could support change. A careful process identifies
what should be retained, adapted, or ended. For example, a company may preserve commitment to
craftsmanship while replacing an exclusionary apprenticeship culture. A community may protect
language and ceremony while rejecting norms that permit violence. Continuity can make change feel
like development rather than erasure.

Personal Bias and Cultural Self-Awareness

Cultural transformation also occurs at the individual level. People interpret behavior through
assumptions learned from family, education, religion, class, nationality, and media. Becoming aware
of these assumptions can reduce unfair judgment. Cultural humility involves recognizing that one’s
knowledge is incomplete, asking respectful questions, and remaining open to correction. It does not

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 3



@ ’ACADEMIC

require treating every practice as equally ethical. Understanding context and evaluating harm are
compatible. The aim is to avoid assuming that unfamiliar behavior is automatically inferior while
retaining the ability to oppose coercion, discrimination, or violence.

Social Transformation and Power

Cultural change is connected to power because some groups have greater ability to define normal
behavior, control institutions, and distribute resources. A norm may appear widely accepted because
people who disagree fear consequences or lack a public voice. Social movements can change culture
by naming previously hidden harm, creating new language, organizing collective action, and
influencing law. Changes in attitudes toward racial equality, gender roles, disability, workplace
harassment, and mental health have involved conflict between established authority and
marginalized experience. Transformation is therefore not simply a process of persuading everyone to
share values. It can require changing who participates in decision-making.

Law and Culture

Law both reflects and shapes culture. Legislation can prohibit discriminatory conduct, define
professional duties, or protect victims even before public attitudes fully change. Enforcement then
influences expectations. However, law alone cannot create trust or eliminate informal prejudice. A
workplace may comply formally with equal-opportunity rules while excluding people through networks
and unwritten criteria. Conversely, cultural change can precede legal reform by making an old law
appear illegitimate. Sustainable transformation often requires interaction among policy, education,
incentives, social norms, and institutional practice.

Changing the Culture of a Sports Team

The original essay used a football team as an example. A team culture may value discipline, mutual
support, competition, resilience, or individual fame. A coach cannot change it simply by lecturing
players about morality. Recruitment, playing-time decisions, leadership roles, training routines,
responses to mistakes, and treatment of injured or less talented players communicate the real
culture. If winning is rewarded regardless of cheating or abuse, speeches about character will have
little effect. A stronger approach defines both performance and conduct standards, involves players in
setting expectations, and holds star athletes to the same rules as others. Ambition and the drive for
power do not need to be eliminated; they must be directed toward team goals without humiliating or
exploiting people.
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Toxic Culture and Normalized Harm

A toxic culture develops when harmful behavior is repeated, excused, or rewarded. Domestic violence
can be protected by norms of privacy or obedience. Corruption can be treated as necessary for
completing ordinary transactions. Academic cheating can become expected when students believe
everyone does it and institutions value grades more than learning. People entering such
environments may conform even when they initially object because refusal carries social or material
cost. Change requires disrupting this expectation. Reporting channels, protection from retaliation, fair
investigation, consistent consequences, and visible examples of ethical success can show that the
norm has shifted.

Communication During Change

Leaders often communicate only the desired future and underestimate what people believe they are
losing. Effective communication explains the problem, evidence, objectives, process, uncertainties,
and decision rights. It also creates opportunities for questions and feedback. Repetition matters
because people interpret messages through existing trust. Communication should not become
propaganda that denies difficulty. Acknowledging cost and error can strengthen credibility. Different
groups need information relevant to their roles, and communication must be accessible in language
and format.

Participation and Ownership

People are more likely to support change when they can influence its implementation and see their
knowledge respected. Participation can occur through working groups, consultations, pilot teams,
surveys, community assemblies, or representative decision structures. It should not be symbolic.
Asking for feedback after all decisions are final can increase cynicism. Participation does not mean
every preference can be adopted, but leaders should explain how input affected the result. Shared
ownership also creates local advocates who translate abstract goals into practice.

Incentives and Systems

Cultural reform frequently fails because incentives remain unchanged. An organization may ask
employees to collaborate while promotions reward individual visibility. A school may condemn
cheating while assigning unmanageable workloads and using high-stakes testing as the only measure
of success. A police force may receive ethics training while informal quotas reward abusive
enforcement. Systems should make desired conduct possible and worthwhile. This can involve
redesigning evaluation, workload, reporting, hiring, promotion, budgeting, and accountability. Culture
is sustained through structures as well as attitudes.
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Symbols, Stories, and Rituals

Culture is communicated through stories about heroes, past crises, founders, sacrifices, and
violations. Organizations may repeat stories that celebrate aggressive competition or stories that
honor service and honesty. Rituals such as orientation, award ceremonies, meetings, and public
apologies reinforce meaning. Symbols can support change when connected to conduct, but renaming
a program or displaying new posters without structural reform produces skepticism. Leaders should
examine which stories the community tells and whose contributions remain absent.

Measuring Cultural Change

Culture is difficult to measure because people may say what they believe leaders want to hear.
Surveys should be combined with behavioral and institutional evidence: reporting rates, turnover,
promotion patterns, safety incidents, customer complaints, disciplinary consistency, participation, and
gualitative interviews. An initial increase in complaints may indicate greater trust in reporting rather
than worsening conduct. Evaluation must therefore interpret trends carefully. Measures should also
examine whether change benefits groups equitably. An average improvement can hide continuing
harm in one department or community.

The Role of Optimism

The original essay noted that culture-change methods often require optimism about human nature.
Change does require belief that people and institutions can learn, but optimism should be disciplined.
Harmful incentives, concentrated power, and resistance from beneficiaries of the old system cannot
be solved through positive thinking alone. Realistic hope combines moral purpose with evidence,
resources, and accountability. It expects setbacks and uses them to revise strategy rather than
declare that transformation is impossible.

Cultural Change in a Diverse Society

Plural societies do not need complete cultural uniformity. People can maintain different religions,
languages, traditions, and lifestyles while sharing civic commitments to dignity, safety, equality
before law, and peaceful disagreement. Transformation should not require assimilation into the
preferences of the dominant group. It should remove barriers that prevent participation and protect
the ability of communities to preserve identity without violating others’ rights. This distinction is
essential when “modernization” is used to dismiss Indigenous, minority, or religious practices
wholesale.
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Conclusion

Cultural change can improve workplaces, institutions, and societies when it replaces harmful norms
with practices that support dignity, fairness, learning, and strategic effectiveness. The original essay
was correct that behavior, values, gradual reform, and preservation of useful traditions all matter.
People do not resist change in one uniform way; their responses reflect identity, interest, trust, and
perceived fairness. Incremental change allows learning, while radical reform may be justified when
corruption or violence is deeply institutionalized and urgent harm cannot continue. Successful
transformation requires leadership, participation, behavioral clarity, aligned incentives,
communication, accountability, and measurement. A new culture should not simply erase the old. It
should retain valuable knowledge, confront normalized harm, and give people a credible experience
that the new values truly govern decisions.
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