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The defining role of organisational culture in 
managing services-related moments of truth
Dr Richard Weeks

An archaic picture 

of engineers and 

technologists as 

machine-driven, 

technology-based 

individuals underpins 

the traditional 

mechanistic paradigm 

of engineering. 

This has resulted 

in a deterministic 

management approach 

that assumes a sense of 

predictability of which 

the underlying logic is 

reductionism. 

A more contemporary 
reality is one of engineers 
being engaged in a host of 
moments of truth, which 
include brief encounters 
with clients, both internal 
and external to the 
enterprise. Nowhere is 
this more pertinently 
portrayed than within their 
contemporary consultancy 
and project management 
services activities. Each of 
these encounters tends 
to be emergent, with little 
predictability of the precise 
outcome. With a host of 
encounters and moments 
of truth taking place within 
engineering enterprises, it is 
difficult to see how they can 
be successfully managed. 
Effectively, service 
provider and client are co-
instrumental in determining 
the service outcome, which 
adds to the situation’s 
complexity. 

Snowden and Boone 
(2007) caution that “leaders 
who try to impose order 
in a complex context 
will fail,” yet in practice 
the traditional trend is 
precisely that: attempting 
to predetermine the 
behaviour patterns of 
the people within the 
service encounter. Many 
engineering institutions 
have compiled a values 
statement as part of their 
mission statement. This 
statement emphasises 
the desired behavioural 
attributes, such as trust, 
quality, honesty, service 
excellence, accountability, 
integrity and client 
orientation, all directed 
at attempting to act as 
an unseen hand shaping 
staff behaviour patterns. 

These statements often 
remain “hidden hands” of 
good intent. Even a brief 
review of client complaints 
lodged on the Hello Peter 
website reveals that many 
institutions’ “hidden hands” 
are not engendering 
service excellence from 
a client perspective. 
Poor service delivery 
appears to be a recurrent 
theme within the media, 
particularly in relation to 
public-sector institutions 
that are providing critical 
community services, such 
as healthcare, roads, 
transportation, electricity, 
water and refuse removal. 
It needs to be investigated 
why the virtuous intent of 
these values statements 
seldom manifest in practice, 
while the literature seems 
to advocate the importance 
of compiling a values 
statement as part of the 
institution’s mission and 
business philosophy. 

The defining role of 
organisational culture as a 
perceptual and behavioural 
determinant is well 
established in the existing 
management literature. 
However, how the desired 
cultural attributes manifest 
in the day-to-day service 
delivery operations of 
front-stage services, which 
render staff and back-stage 
support teams, are not 
well articulated. Within the 
traditional management 
literature, the dominant 
view is one of actively and 
intentionally managing 
the concept to realise a 
desired or envisioned 
culture, although it is 
also acknowledged 
that this is extremely 

difficult to achieve. A 
more contemporary 
interpretation within the 
literature is depicted by 
Lissack (1999), who states 
that complexity theory 
challenges traditional 
management practice 
by noting that human 
activity accommodates the 
possibility of emergent 
behaviour. The perception 
of culture as a naturally 
evolving living system is 
therefore implied or is the 
active patterning of people’s 
interaction with their 
environment. 

A complex adaptive view 
of culture as emerging 
patterns implies that 
management would need 
to identify emerging 
patterns that are favourable 
and patterns that will 
hinder effective service 
encounters. Favourable 
patterns need to be 
stabilised, while those 
hindering the process 
need to be disrupted. 
With this in mind, the 
assertion that culture is 
constantly evolving and 
travels along an infinite 
continuum in a harmonious 
learning environment is 
particularly significant. 
This environment is 
one characterised by 
staff engaging in rituals, 
passing along corporate 
myths and stories, and 
the use of arcane jargon. 
The insinuation is one of 
culture constantly evolving 
as employees and clients 
interact, and new values, 
beliefs and similar cultural 
attributes emerge in the 
process. Context plays 
a significant role in the 
emerging moment of truth; 
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servicescapes, emotions 
and expressed feelings can 
either facilitate or hinder 
the service encounter. The 
emergence of the service 
encounter is accompanied 
by many stories conveyed 
by word of mouth, which 
influences the perception 
of an institution’s service 
delivery. Future clients’ 
expectations can, in fact, be 
shaped by these narrative 
accounts that are relayed 
along a host of interacting 
communication networks. 
There is also the danger 
of these narratives being 
distorted along the way.

Clients’ expectations and 
their interpretation of 
the service experience 
against these expectations 
are really the two key 
determinants in defining 
service quality from 
a client’s perspective. 
Managing these 
determinants is extremely 
complex and, at best, 
institutions can attempt 
to shape the variables 
involved: a central tenet 
being the service provider’s 
staff behaviour that has a 
ripple effect in terms of the 

word-of-mouth conveyance 
of narratives. The nurturing 
of a services culture can 
play a crucial role in this 
regard. 

Nurturing a service-
directed culture

In the context of the service 
encounter, behavioural 
patterns are directed 
at building positive 
relationships with clients, 
a skill built on mutual 
respect and a service ethic, 
effectively combining 
service-related skills and 
culture as a behavioural 
determinant. Undoubtedly, 
this is inculcating a services 
mindset, a way of thinking 
or a world view that 
places client needs and 
expectations at the core of 
the institutional business 
model. The problem with 
this, however, is that 
traditional management 
practice is directed at 
standardisation, whereas 
more likely than not, client 
needs and expectations 
could differ quite 
substantially. An important 
point of departure in 
initiating the service 

encounter is determining 
the client’s needs and 
expectations and how these 
can be met through mutual 
discussion, while building a 
solid relationship with the 
client. This requires a host 
of skills that include dealing 
with clients’ emotional 
responses, past service 
experiences and present 
situations. Underlying 
cultural attributes, such 
as empathy, concern and 
a sense of sensitivity in 
conducting the service 
encounter, are instrumental 
in shaping the less 
tangible elements of the 
servicescape.  

This special blend of 
service-related skills and 
cultural determinants 
needs to become part 
of the institutional DNA, 
something that will not 
take place overnight. It is 
argued that they emerge 
as part of a determined 
and sustained process that 
emphasises the institution’s 
commitment to the 
rendering of quality services 
to clients. Part of the 
process entails monitoring 
emerging services patterns, 

both success and failure, 
and reinforcing positive, 
while disrupting negative 
emergent patterns. This 
process differs quite 
substantially from the 
standardisation paradigm 
of a mechanistic era. 

Complex, evolving service-
based cultures are best 
understood as dynamic 
networks of interactions and 
relationships that are based 
on a shared understanding 
of desired cultural attributes 
that are expressed during 
the moments of truth. 
It entails the need for 
employee empowerment 
within set boundaries 
and the engendering 
of a sense of trust and 
responsibility. It is implied 
that the services culture will 
emerge through the social 
interaction and dialogue 
within an enterprise and 
with its clients. It forms 
part of the day-to-day way 
that things are done in the 
enterprise. In this sense, 
a service culture can be 
conceptualised as a “flow 
of values-driven activity”, as 
opposed to being seen as a 
“thing”. 

 Project management has come a long way since the early days.
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Two seemingly opposing 
constructs of organisational 
culture emerge from the 
preceding discussion. The 
first is a more traditional 
deterministic management 
perspective of the 
concept of engendering 
a predetermined desired 
culture and a more 
contemporary view of 
culture as an emergent 
reality, emanating from 
the social interaction and 
discourse that takes place 
within the enterprise. 

With the former in 
mind, Trompenaars and 
Prud’Homme (2004) 
suggest that institutions 
have consequently spent 
significant financial 
resources on consultants 
who were brought in to 
assist them to “roll out” a 
new desired culture. 

This would be contradicted 
by the more contemporary 
complexity theory approach 
in dealing with the concept, 
which assumes that 
culture is an emergent 
phenomenon and the 
outcome of any initiatives to 
engender a services culture 
within an institution cannot 
be predicted with any 
degree of certainty. 

McCormick (2008) states 
that “culture, for the 
most part, develops in an 
evolutionary unmanaged 
process”. 

Seel (2000) is a researcher 
who, even more pertinently, 
endorses the view of 
culture as an emergent 
property in stating that 
it “is the result of all the 
daily conversations and 
negotiations between 
the members of an 
organisation”.

In researching 
organisational culture using 
a “meme” perspective, 

Weeks and Galunic (2003) 
conclude that “firms are 
best thought of as cultures, 
as social distributions of 
modes of thought and 
forms of externalisation”. 

The researchers use the 
term “meme” to refer 
“collectively to cultural 
modes of thought (ideas, 
beliefs, assumptions, 
values, interpretative 
schemas and know-how), to 
describe culture as a social 
phenomenon, patterns of 
symbolic communication 
and behaviour that are 
produced as members of 
the group enact the memes 
they have acquired as part 
of the culture”. 

Within this context, 
management can enact 
interventions that could 
give rise to favourable 
behavioural outcomes. 

An important intervention 
in attempting to nurture 
a services culture could 
therefore be one of 
identifying change agents 
that could shape the 
narratives, negotiations and 
discussions that take place 
within institutional settings. 
Therefore, institutions 
become interpretation 
systems of participants 
who provide meaning to 
each other via their daily 
interactions, discussions 
and negotiations (Browining 
and Boudès, 2005). 

In spite of the apparent 
complexity and difficulty 
involved, changing the way 
people think is still probably 
the most powerful means 
of ultimately changing 
behaviour, which, in terms 
of engendering a services 
culture, definitely has 
specific relevance  
(Pfeffer, 2005). 

In laying the foundation 
for a services culture 

within an institutional 
setting, the accent should 
therefore be on creating 
contexts and patterns of 
discourse that give rise to 
the cultural attributes that 
are directed at building 
sound relationships with 
institutional clients.

Conclusion

The apparent frustration in 
nurturing a services culture 
in South African institutions 
stems from a lack of 
understanding as to how 
such a culture becomes 
embedded in the social 
fabric of the institutions 
concerned. 

It is therefore contended 
that the very foundation 
on which service delivery 
is based is flawed and 
that the traditional culture 
construct, which assumes 
that a desired culture 
can be realised through 
management processes, 
could well be the cause of 
the problem. 

A description of 
organisational culture 
as a “system of shared 
actions, values and beliefs 
that develops within an 
organisation and guides the 
behaviour of its members” 
(Schermerhorn, Hunt and 
Osborn, 2008) may be more 
appropriate. 

The role of executives and 
managers therefore needs 
to be one of becoming 
actively involved in 
influencing and shaping the 
discussions, negotiations 
and interactions that take 
place. 

The Graduate School of 
Technology Management 
(GSTM) mourns the loss of  
Dr Richard Weeks, who 
passed away on  
16 March 2015. Dr Weeks 
established the Engineering 
Services Management 
domain at the GSTM and 
was extensively involved with 
students researching health- 
care services delivery from 
a National Health Insurance 
perspective.
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