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UNDERSTANDING
THE
ORGANIZATIONAL
CULTURE
INVENTORY (OCI):
A COMPREHENSIVE
GUIDE

In  today’s  competitive
business  landscape,
organizational  culture
is  no  longer  a  soft,
intangible  concept—it
is a strategic asset that
directly  influences
p e r f o r m a n c e ,
e m p l o y e e
engagement, and long-
term  success .  Yet
many leaders  struggle

to  define,  measure,
and  transform  their
culture  with  precision.
Th i s  i s  whe re  the
O r g a n i z a t i o n a l
Culture  Inventory
(OCI)  steps  in  as  a
powerful  diagnostic
tool.  Developed  by
Human  Synergistics,
the OCI  is  one of  the
most  w ide ly  used
i n s t r u m e n t s  f o r
a s s e s s i n g  a n d
changing  workplace
culture.  This  article
provides  a  thorough
exploration of the OCI,
i t s  t h e o r e t i c a l
foundations,  practical
applications,  and  the
insights  it  can  deliver
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fo r  o rgan izat ions
a i m i n g  t o  b u i l d  a
h e a l t h i e r ,  m o r e
effective environment.

WHAT IS THE
ORGANIZATIONAL
CULTURE
INVENTORY (OCI)?

The  Organizational
Culture  Inventory
(OCI)  is  a  validated,
research-driven survey
that  measures  the
behavioral  norms  and
expectat ions  that
define  an
organization’s  culture.
U n l i k e  s i m p l e
employee  satisfaction
surveys,  the  OCI  digs
d e e p e r  i n t o  t h e
underlying  patterns
of  behavior  that  are
rewarded, encouraged,
and expected within a
c o m p a n y .  I t
categor izes  these
norms  into  distinct
cultural  styles  that
r a n g e  f r o m
c o n s t r u c t i v e  t o

aggressive/defensive
to  passive/defensive.
The  result  is  a  clear,
actionable  profile  of
the current culture, as
well as an ideal future
s t a t e  t h a t  t h e
organization  can  work
toward.

The
Origins of
the OCI
The OCI was developed
by Human Synergistics,
a  global  research  and
consulting  firm,  in  the
1970s. It emerged from
a  n e e d  t o  m o v e
beyond  anecdotal
assessments of culture
a n d  t o w a r d  a
systematic,  evidence-
b a s e d  a p p r o a c h .
D r a w i n g  o n
psychological  theories
o f  n e e d s  a n d
motivation—especially
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the  work  of  Abraham
Maslow,  Chris  Argyris,
a n d  D o u g l a s
McGregor—the  OCI’s
creators sought to map
how  organizational
environments  shape
individual  behavior.
Over  decades,  the
instrument  has  been
refined  through
extensive  research
involving thousands of
o r g a n i z a t i o n s
worldwide,  making  it
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
r e l i a b l e  c u l t u r e
measurement  tools
available  today.

THE THREE
CULTURAL STYLES
IN THE OCI
FRAMEWORK

The  OCI  classifies
behavioral  norms  into
three  overarching
cultural  styles,  each
with  three  sub-scales.
Together, these twelve
dimensions  paint  a
complete picture of the

organization’s  cultural
fabric.

Construct
ive Styles
Constructive  cultures
are  characterized  by
norms  that  encourage
members  to  interact
w i t h  o t h e r s  a n d
approach tasks in ways
t h a t  p r o m o t e
satisfaction,  growth,
and collaboration.  The
three sub-scales are:

Achievement:
Doing things
well, pursuing
excellence, and
setting
challenging
goals.
Self-
Actualizing:
Valuing
creativity,
personal
development,
and quality over
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quantity.
Humanistic-
Encouraging:
Supporting,
helping, and
participating with
others in a caring
way.

Passive/D
efensive
Styles
In  passive/defensive
cultures, members feel
pressured  to  conform
and  avoid  r isks  to
protect  themselves.
These  norms  often
stem  from  a  fear  of
failure  or  of  upsetting
the  status  quo.  The
sub-scales are:

Approval:
Seeking
agreement and
avoiding conflict
at all costs.

Conventional:
Following rules,
procedures, and
traditions rigidly.
Dependent:
Relying heavily
on supervisors
and not taking
independent
initiative.

Aggressiv
e/Defensi
ve Styles
Aggressive/defensive
c u l t u r e s  d r i v e
members  to  assert
themselves,  often  at
the expense of others.
T h e s e  n o r m s  c a n
create  a  competitive,
stressful  environment.
The sub-scales include:

Oppositional:
Challenging and
criticizing others
to prove one’s
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worth.
Power:
Dominating,
controlling, and
exerting
authority.
Competitive:
Winning at all
costs, even if it
hurts
collaboration.

Each style is assessed
t h r o u g h  a
questionnaire  where
respondents  rate  the
e x t e n t  t o  w h i c h
specific  behaviors  are
expected  in  the i r
organizat ion.  The
scores are then plotted
o n  a  c i r c u m p l e x
(circular diagram) that
provides  an  instant
visual  snapshot of  the
culture.

HOW THE
ORGANIZATIONAL
CULTURE
INVENTORY

WORKS

Administer ing  the
O r g a n i z a t i o n a l
Culture  Inventory
(OCI)  is  a  structured
process  that  typically
involves  the  following
steps:

Survey1.
Administration:
Employees at all
levels complete a
standardized
online or paper
questionnaire.
The survey asks
them to describe
the behavioral
norms they
experience, not
their personal
preferences.
Scoring and2.
Profiling:
Responses are
aggregated and
analyzed using
Human
Synergistics’
proprietary
algorithms. The



6

6 Organizational Culture Inventory
Oci

2024-04-18

output generates
a current culture
profile, an ideal
culture profile
(based on
leadership’s
aspirations), and
a gap analysis.
Feedback and3.
Interpretation:
Results are
shared with
leadership teams
and, often, with
the broader
organization.
Facilitated
discussions help
participants
understand the
implications of
the cultural
patterns.
Action4.
Planning: Based
on the gaps
between current
and ideal
cultures, the
organization
develops
targeted

interventions—su
ch as leadership
development,
process redesign,
or
communication
shifts—to move
toward a more
constructive
culture.
Reassessment:5.
After a period
(typically 12–18
months), the
organization
repeats the OCI
to track progress
and refine
strategies.

Key
Metrics
and
Outputs
The  OCI  generates
several  important
metrics,  including  the
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Constructive  Style
S c o r e ,
Passive/Defensive
S c o r e ,  a n d
Aggressive/Defensiv
e  S c o r e .  I t  a l s o
provides subscores for
each of the twelve sub-
scales.  A  particularly
valuable output  is  the
Culture  Gap—the
difference between the
cur rent  and  idea l
profiles.  A  large  gap
s ignals  a  need  for
significant
transformation, while a
small  gap  suggests
a l i g n m e n t .
Additionally,  the  OCI
can be correlated with
other  organizational
data such as employee
engagement  scores,
turnover  rates,  and
productivity metrics to
d e m o n s t r a t e  t h e
business  impact  of
culture.

BENEFITS OF

USING THE
ORGANIZATIONAL
CULTURE
INVENTORY

Organizations  that
i n v e s t  i n  t h e
O r g a n i z a t i o n a l
Culture  Inventory
(OCI)  report  a  wide
range  of  benefits,
including:

Clarity and
Objectivity: The
OCI replaces
vague intuitions
about culture
with quantifiable
data, enabling
fact-based
discussions.
Targeted
Interventions:
Instead of
generic culture
initiatives,
leaders can
address specific
weaknesses
(e.g., excessive
competitiveness
or conformity).



8

8 Organizational Culture Inventory
Oci

2024-04-18

Improved
Employee Well-
Being:
Constructive
cultures are
linked to lower
stress, higher job
satisfaction, and
reduced burnout.
Enhanced
Performance:
Research shows
that constructive
cultures correlate
with higher team
effectiveness,
innovation, and
financial results.
Change
Management
Support: The
OCI provides a
shared language
and baseline that
helps
organizations
navigate
mergers,
reorganizations,
or digital
transformations.

Real-
World
Applicatio
ns
The OCI is used across
i n d u s t r i e s — f r o m
h e a l t h c a r e  a n d
manufactur ing  to
t e c h n o l o g y  a n d
finance. For example, a
hospital might use the
OCI  to  shi ft  f rom  a
h i e r a r c h i c a l ,
c o m p l i a n c e - d r i v e n
c u l t u r e
(passive/defensive)  to
one  that  emphasizes
teamwork and patient-
c e n t e r e d  c a r e
( c o n s t r u c t i v e ) .
S i m i l a r l y ,  a  t e c h
startup  experiencing
rapid  growth  can  use
the  OCI  to  ensure  its
culture scales healthily
rather  than  devolving
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into aggressive internal
competition.

LIMITATIONS AND
CONSIDERATIONS

Whi le  the  OCI  i s  a
robust  tool,  it  is  not
without  limitations.
Practitioners should be
aware of the following:

Self-Report
Bias: The OCI
relies on
employees’
perceptions,
which may be
influenced by
personal
experiences or
recent events.
Combining the
OCI with
objective data
(e.g., exit
interviews,
performance
reviews)
strengthens
validity.
Cultural
Variability:

Norms may differ
significantly
across
departments or
locations. The
OCI can be
deployed at
different
organizational
levels, but
interpretation
requires careful
attention to
subgroup
differences.
Not a Quick
Fix: Culture
change takes
time. A single
OCI
measurement
provides a
snapshot, but
real
transformation
demands
sustained
commitment
over years.
Cost and
Expertise:
Proper
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administration
and facilitation
often require
certified
consultants,
which can be a
barrier for
smaller
organizations.

Complem
entary
Tools
Many  organizations
pair the OCI with other
Human  Synergistics
instruments,  such  as
t h e  L i f e  S t y l e s
Inventory  (LSI)  for
individual  leadership
development,  and  the
O r g a n i z a t i o n a l
Effectiveness
Inventory (OEI) which
l i n k s  c u l t u r e  t o
o u t c o m e s  l i k e
customer  service  and
quality. This integrated

approach  provides  a
360-degree  view  of
both  the  organization
and its leaders.

PRACTICAL STEPS
FOR
IMPLEMENTING AN
OCI INITIATIVE

If  you are  considering
u s i n g  t h e
O r g a n i z a t i o n a l
Culture  Inventory
( O C I )  i n  y o u r
organization,  follow
these  best  practices:

Secure1.
Executive
Sponsorship:
Culture change
must be driven
from the top.
Leaders must be
prepared to act
on the results.
Communicate2.
Transparently:
Explain to
employees why
the OCI is being
used and how
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the data will (and
will not) be used.
Anonymity is
critical for honest
responses.
Involve a3.
Facilitator:
Bring in a
certified Human
Synergistics
practitioner to
guide the survey
administration
and
interpretation.
Their expertise
ensures accurate
analysis and
avoids common
pitfalls.
Create an4.
Action Team:
Form a cross-
functional culture
team to own the
follow-up
initiatives.
Include
representatives
from HR,
operations, and
frontline staff.

Set Realistic5.
Goals: Aim for a
5–10% shift in
constructiveness
over a 12-month
period rather
than a complete
overhaul.
Celebrate small
wins to maintain
momentum.
Integrate6.
Culture into
Daily
Operations:
Align
recruitment,
performance
management,
and reward
systems with the
desired
constructive
norms.
Otherwise, the
OCI becomes just
another survey.

CONCLUSION

The  Organizational
Culture  Inventory
(OCI) is far more than
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a diagnostic survey—it
i s  a  r o a d m a p  f o r
cultural transformation.
B y  r e v e a l i n g  t h e
hidden  behavioral
expectations that drive
an  organization,  the
OCI empowers leaders
to  replace  defensive
p a t t e r n s  w i t h
constructive  ones that
foster  innovation,
collaboration, and well-
b e i n g .  W h i l e  t h e
j ou rney  r equ i r e s
p a t i e n c e  a n d
d e d i c a t i o n ,
organizations  that
commit to this process
consistently  report

h i ghe r  emp loyee
engagement,  better
performance,  and  a
m o r e  r e s i l i e n t
workplace.  In  an  era
w h e r e  c u l t u r e  i s
increasingly recognized
a s  a  c o m p e t i t i v e
differentiator,  the  OCI
offers  a  proven,
evidence-based path to
change.  Whether  you
a r e  a  C E O ,  a n  H R
professional, or a team
leader,  understanding
and  app l y i ng  t he
principles  of  the  OCI
can  help  you  build  a
culture  where  both
people  and  business
thrive.


