The Impact of Risk Culture - Executive Summary

This review assessed 16 meta-analyses and 49 primary studies on the effects of organizational
and risk culture on workplace outcomes.

Key insights

1. There is no consensus on what ‘organizational (risk) culture’ entails.

Although references to organizational culture are found in both popular management books
and the academic literature, there does not seem to be a sharp, accepted definition of the
concept. In fact, despite the large number of academic publications, there is no clear
consensus on what ‘organizational culture’ entails. Similarly, despite growing attention since
the 2007-20089 financial crisis, the evidence consistently indicates that risk culture remains an
ill-defined construct, with multiple competing definitions and no unified theoretical framework.
The concept of ‘risk culture’ has been defined differently depending on the field — finance,
healthcare, disaster response — producing distinct, largely unreconciled definitions rather than
converging on an agreed, domain-wide standard.

2. There is no reliable way to measure organizational (risk) culture.

Although many culture assessment tools are available, most of the underlying research is
inadequate to establish their reliability and validity. Rather than converging over time toward
one validated instrument, the field has kept producing new competing scales. The scientific
literature consistently indicates that, because risk culture lacks a unified definition, this
undermines the development of consistent operationalizations and measurement approaches.
Indicators promoted by regulating bodies such as the Financial Stability Board — 'tone from
the top,' 'accountability,' 'effective communication,' and 'incentives' — lack any scientific
evidence base, and are therefore not a reliable way to measure risk culture.

3. The scientific evidence does not consistently show that organizational (risk)
culture is linked to performance or error rates.

Several well conducted meta-analyses have demonstrated that the correlations between
organizational culture and performance outcomes are evenly split as either positive, close to
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zero, or non-significant. This finding is consistent with the outcome of controlled and/or
longitudinal studies. In addition, the overall correlation between (aspects of) organizational
culture and performance outcomes reported is low. The overall mean correlation found based
on 60 studies is .16. No studies were found that measured hard operational error rates over
time against an independent risk culture measure.

4. Organizational (risk) culture is a weak predictor for performance outcomes
when compared to other factors

Several meta-analyses report that culture is a rather weak performance indicator when
compared to the direct effect of several other factors. For example, a meta-analysis based on
598 studies found that culture was the weakest predictor of performance, whereas other
factors showed stronger links. This finding was confirmed in several meta-analyses
demonstrating that culture dimensions do not have unique predictive utility when controlling for
factors such as leadership and performance management. Conversely, a large number of well-
conducted meta-analyses and controlled/longitudinal studies did find strong associations
between clinical error rates and safety climate — a construct related to but conceptually
different from (risk) culture.
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