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A B ST R A C T

The development of behavioural taxonomies for organisational culture work has been dominated by in‐
struments designed for psychometric measurement — instruments whose item selection, validation, and
scoring procedures are calibrated for diagnostic accuracy rather than conversational productivity. This
paper describes a different kind of taxonomic development: one oriented explicitly toward facilitating
dialogue rather than producing scores, and grounded in the proposition that the most important question
to ask about any organisational behaviour is not whether it is good or bad, but what happens when it
becomes normal.

Drawing on five years of iterative practitioner development across more than fifty organisations and two
thousand participants, this paper presents the theoretical and empirical logic through which the Culture
Science Cards sixteen‐theme, eighty‐item behavioural framework was constructed. The paper documents
three distinct phases of development: the conceptual phase, in which the founding theoretical logic was
established;  the  structural  refinement  phase,  in  which  the  taxonomy  evolved  from  an  early  virtue‐
language model through iterative testing toward the current behaviourally specific framework; and the
field validation phase, in which items were tested in real facilitation sessions and replaced when they
failed to generate productive dialogue.

Four  original  contributions  are  advanced.  First,  the  frequency  insight  is  proposed  as  a  theoretically
grounded alternative to absolute good/bad classification in culture taxonomy development: behaviours
are classified not by their intrinsic quality but by their effect when they become habitual patterns in
organisational life. Second, the distinction between virtue language and behavioural language is identi‐
fied as a critical design variable in culture facilitation instruments, with the former producing abstract
agreement and the latter producing specific, discussable, designable conversation. Third, a three‐criteria
item selection framework is proposed for conversation‐oriented instruments: recognisability, practical
specificity, and productive ambiguity. Fourth, the iterative field validation methodology — in which items
are refined based on observed conversational productivity rather than statistical properties — is proposed
as the appropriate validation approach for facilitation instruments whose purpose is dialogue generation
rather than psychometric measurement.

The paper concludes that the Culture Science Cards taxonomy represents a methodologically distinct
contribution to organisational culture work — not a measurement instrument with different content, but
a conversation instrument built  on different epistemological foundations. Its development logic, item
selection  criteria,  and  validation  methodology  reflect  and  instantiate  the  behaviour‐first,  dialogue‐
oriented  approach  to  culture  change  argued  in  the  companion  paper  Envision,  Diagnose,  Design
(McGregor, 2025).

Keywords:  organisational  culture  taxonomy,  behavioural  classification,  frequency-based  model,  facilitation
instrument  development,  productive  ambiguity,  iterative  content  validity,  culture  dialogue,  behaviour-first,
practitioner inquiry, item selection

1. Introduction
Every taxonomy is a theory. The decision to classify organisational behaviours in one way rather
than another encodes assumptions about what matters, what causes what, and what questions are
worth asking. The taxonomies that have dominated organisational culture work for the past four
decades have been shaped primarily by the requirements of psychometric measurement: they clas‐
sify  behaviours  in  ways  that  support  reliable  scoring,  normative  comparison,  and  statistical
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analysis.  These  are  legitimate  requirements  for  diagnostic  instruments.  They  are  not  the  only
requirements a behavioural taxonomy might serve.

This  paper  describes  the  development  of  a  taxonomy built  for  a  different  purpose:  facilitating
honest dialogue about organisational culture in groups. The Culture Science Cards framework —
sixteen themes, eighty behavioural items — was not designed to measure culture. It was designed
to make culture visible, discussable, and designable in the room where people work together. That
different  purpose  required  different  development  logic,  different  item selection  criteria,  and a
different approach to validation.

The  central  theoretical  contribution  of  the  taxonomy  is  what  this  paper  terms  the  frequency
insight: the proposition that the most useful question to ask about any organisational behaviour is
not whether it  is  good or bad in the abstract,  but what happens when it  becomes the habitual
pattern — the normal, repeated, taken‐for‐granted way of doing things in an organisation. This
reframing shifts the taxonomy from moral classification to pattern recognition, from judgment to
observation,  and  from  prescription  to  dialogue.  It  is  a  reframing  with  significant  theoretical
grounding and significant practical consequences, both of which are explored in the sections that
follow.

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 reviews the relevant literature on culture taxonomy
development  and  identifies  the  theoretical  gap  this  paper  addresses.  Section  3  presents  the
founding theoretical logic of the framework. Section 4 describes the above and below line architec‐
ture and the frequency insight. Section 5 documents the three phases of development in detail.
Section 6 presents the sixteen themes and their theoretical grounding. Section 7 describes the item
selection  criteria  and  field  validation  methodology.  Section  8  examines  the  physical  design
evolution of the cards. Section 9 discusses implications and future research directions. Section 10
concludes.

A note on positionality. This paper adopts a practitioner‐inquiry stance (Schön, 1983; Reason and
Bradbury, 2008). The author developed the taxonomy described, facilitated its testing across more
than fifty organisations, and generated the observations that drove its iterative refinement. The
limitations  of  this  positionality  —  including  potential  confirmation  bias  and  the  absence  of
independent validation — are acknowledged throughout. The paper claims the rigour of systematic
reflective practice and the theoretical coherence of a framework grounded in converging research
traditions, not the objectivity of detached empiricism.

2. Literature Review: Culture Taxonomy Development

2.1 The Dominant Tradition: Psychometric Classification

The dominant tradition in organisational culture taxonomy development is psychometric. Instru‐
ments in this tradition classify behavioural tendencies into categories, ask respondents to rate their
frequency or desirability, aggregate responses across populations, and produce normative profiles
that  can  be  compared  against  benchmarks.  The  Competing  Values  Framework  (Quinn  and
Rohrbaugh, 1983) and its associated Organisational Culture Assessment Instrument (Cameron and
Quinn,  2011)  exemplify  this  tradition,  as  do  a  range  of  other  widely  used  instruments  whose
development followed similar paths.
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The psychometric tradition has produced genuine knowledge about organisational culture. It has
demonstrated that cultural orientations can be reliably measured, that they vary systematically
across organisations and industries, and that certain cultural profiles are associated with better or
worse organisational  outcomes (Kotter and Heskett,  1992;  Denison,  1990).  These are significant
contributions.

The tradition has also produced a characteristic set of limitations. Psychometric instruments are
designed for inter‐rater reliability — every respondent should interpret every item in the same way.
This requirement pushes item design toward specificity and closure: items must mean the same
thing to everyone. The result is instruments whose items are optimised for consistent measure‐
ment but not for productive conversation. An item designed to be interpreted identically by all
respondents is, by design, an item with no productive ambiguity — and productive ambiguity, this
paper argues, is the primary engine of genuine culture dialogue.

A  second  limitation  of  the  psychometric  tradition  is  its  classification  logic.  Most  instruments
classify behaviours as positive or negative, constructive or defensive, effective or ineffective. This
binary classification serves the diagnostic purpose — it allows organisations to be located relative to
a normative standard — but it does not serve the dialogue purpose. When a behaviour is classified
as  inherently  negative,  participants  who  recognise  it  in  their  culture  feel  judged  rather  than
understood. When a behaviour is classified as inherently positive, participants agree and move on.
Neither response produces the quality of genuine, honest, contested dialogue that culture change
requires.

2.2 Alternative Traditions

Several  alternative  traditions  in  culture  and  organisational  behaviour  research  offer  partial
correctives to the psychometric dominance. Appreciative Inquiry (Cooperrider and Srivastva, 1987)
challenged the deficit‐focused logic of diagnostic instruments, arguing that organisations move in
the direction of what they study and that culture change is better served by studying what works at
its  best  than by cataloguing what  is  dysfunctional.  This  insight  influenced the envisioning‐first
design  of  the  Culture  Science  Cards  methodology,  though  Appreciative  Inquiry  does  not  itself
provide a behavioural taxonomy.

Dialogic Organisation Development (Bushe and Marshak, 2015) offered a more fundamental chal‐
lenge to the diagnostic paradigm, arguing that the generative conversations that produce culture
change cannot be scripted or predicted in advance — that they emerge from the conditions of
dialogue rather than from the content of diagnostic findings. The Culture Science Cards taxonomy
is,  in  these  terms,  a  resource  for  dialogic  organisation  development:  it  provides  the  shared
language and structured prompts that make generative dialogue possible without prescribing its
direction or content.

Weick's (1995) sensemaking framework provides theoretical grounding for the taxonomy's dialogue
orientation.  If  culture  is  an  ongoing process  of  collective  meaning‐making rather  than a  fixed
property of organisations, then a culture instrument should support and enrich that process rather
than interrupt it with external judgments. A taxonomy designed for sensemaking will look different
from a taxonomy designed for measurement — and the Culture Science Cards framework is an
attempt to build the former.
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The positive organisational behaviour tradition (Luthans, 2002; Cameron, Dutton and Quinn, 2003)
provides additional theoretical resources, demonstrating that the study of positive organisational
states and behaviours produces different and in many respects more useful knowledge than the
study  of  dysfunction.  This  tradition  supports  the  performance‐building  orientation  of  the  tax‐
onomy's above‐the‐line themes and the frequency insight's reframing of below‐the‐line behaviours
as patterns rather than pathologies.

2.3 The Theoretical Gap

The gap this paper addresses is the absence of a published account of behavioural taxonomy devel‐
opment  for  dialogue‐oriented  culture  facilitation  instruments.  The  psychometric  tradition  has
produced extensive methodological literature on instrument development — item generation, ex‐
pert review, pilot testing, factor analysis, reliability and validity assessment (DeVellis, 2016; Hinkin,
1998).  No  equivalent  literature  exists  for  facilitation  instruments  whose  primary  validation
criterion is conversational productivity rather than measurement accuracy.

This paper is an attempt to begin filling that gap. It does not claim that the Culture Science Cards
taxonomy has achieved formal psychometric validation — it has not, and the paper is explicit about
this. It claims instead that the taxonomy has been developed through a rigorous process appropri‐
ate  to  its  purpose,  and that  the development  logic,  item selection criteria,  and field validation
methodology  described  constitute  a  contribution  to  the  methodological  literature  on  dialogue‐
oriented culture instruments.

3. The Founding Theoretical Logic

3.1 The Performance-Through-People Insight

The Culture Science Cards taxonomy began with a question rather than a framework: what really
drives organisational performance? The initial answer — that organisations need outcomes, deliv‐
ery,  execution,  standards,  accountability,  and  results  —  was  quickly  recognised  as  incomplete.
Tasks do not complete themselves. Strategies do not execute themselves. Performance is achieved
through people: their choices, habits, relationships, confidence, trust, energy, courage, and conver‐
sations.

This insight — that organisations achieve task performance through people — became the founding
logic of the taxonomy. It established from the outset that culture was not going to be treated as
something separate from performance: something soft, decorative, or secondary to the real work
of the organisation. Culture was going to be understood as the pattern of behaviours that either
helps or limits people in getting meaningful work done together. This framing connects to the soci‐
otechnical systems tradition (Trist and Bamforth, 1951; Emery and Trist, 1960), which established
that organisational performance is always jointly determined by the technical system — the tasks,
tools,  and processes through which work is  done — and the social  system — the relationships,
norms, and behaviours through which people coordinate their effort.

The dual focus leadership research (Fleishman, 1953; Blake and Mouton, 1964) demonstrated em‐
pirically that the most effective leaders maintained simultaneous attention to task and people —
that neither focus alone was sufficient for sustained high performance. The Culture Science Cards
taxonomy  encodes  this  insight  structurally:  eight  performance‐building  themes  describe  the
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people‐oriented behaviours that make task performance possible, while the performance‐limiting
themes describe the patterns — control, fear, criticism, compliance, competition — that arise when
task pressure drives out attention to the human conditions of performance.

Hackman and Oldham's (1976) job characteristics model provided additional theoretical grounding,
establishing that intrinsic motivation — the engagement that produces sustained high performance
— is a function of task variety, identity, significance, autonomy, and feedback. These five character‐
istics are not primarily technical properties of jobs. They are social and relational properties of the
environment in which jobs are performed — properties that the behaviours of leaders, peers, and
organisational  systems  either  support  or  undermine.  The  taxonomy's  performance‐building
themes — particularly Empowering, Supportive, and Authentic — map directly onto the conditions
that Hackman and Oldham identified as prerequisites for intrinsic motivation.

3.2 Culture as Repeated Behavioural Pattern

The second founding insight was definitional: culture is not an attitude, a value, or a belief. Culture
is what people repeatedly do, tolerate, reward, and avoid. This definition, consistent with Schein's
(1985)  account  of  culture  as  enacted  assumption  and  Bourdieu's  (1977)  account  of  habitus  as
repeated practice, has a specific implication for taxonomy development. If culture is defined by
repetition, then the relevant unit of analysis is not the behaviour itself but the behavioural pattern
— the frequency and regularity with which a behaviour occurs in organisational life.

This  definitional  choice  shaped  the  taxonomy's  entire  classification  logic.  Rather  than  asking
whether a behaviour is good or bad, the taxonomy asks what happens when a behaviour becomes
normal. Rather than classifying behaviours into fixed positive and negative categories, it  distin‐
guishes between behaviours that can be practised regularly and still build trust, ownership, and
performance, and behaviours that may have a legitimate occasional role but become damaging
when they become habitual. This distinction — the frequency insight — is the taxonomy's central
theoretical contribution and is examined in detail in Section 4.

Duhigg's (2012) account of the habit loop — the cue‐routine‐reward cycle through which individual
behaviours become automatic — provides a mechanism for understanding how individual behavi‐
oural choices aggregate into cultural patterns. When a behaviour is regularly triggered by organisa‐
tional cues and regularly reinforced by organisational rewards — even when those rewards are
social rather than formal — it becomes part of the organisation's operating system. The taxonomy's
classification of behaviours as performance‐building or performance‐limiting is, in these terms, a
classification of the cultural operating systems that repeated behaviour produces.

4. The Above and Below Line Architecture and the Frequency Insight

4.1 The Binary and Its Theoretical Basis

The above and below line distinction is the structural heart of the taxonomy. It provides the sorting
frame through which groups engage with the behavioural items and the visual architecture through
which the culture map is constructed. Its design requires careful theoretical justification because it
is  superficially  similar  to  the  good/bad  binaries  of  existing  culture  instruments  while  being
fundamentally different in its logic.
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The above and below line is not a moral distinction. It is a performance distinction — specifically, a
distinction about the pattern of effects that repeated behaviour produces in organisational life.
Above‐the‐line behaviours are those that can be practised regularly and consistently strengthen the
conditions for high performance: trust, openness, ownership, collaboration, learning, and adapt‐
ability.  Below‐the‐line  behaviours  are  those  that  may  have  a  legitimate  occasional  role  but
consistently weaken those conditions when they become habitual.

This distinction draws on the positive organisational behaviour tradition's emphasis on the condi‐
tions that enable human flourishing in work settings (Seligman, 2011; Cameron, Dutton and Quinn,
2003) and on the extensive literature demonstrating that psychological safety — the condition most
reliably associated with team learning and performance — is undermined by precisely the below‐
the‐line behavioural patterns the taxonomy identifies:  fear,  control,  criticism, approval‐seeking,
and conformity (Edmondson, 1999; Frazier et al., 2017).

4.2 The Frequency Insight

The frequency insight is the taxonomy's most significant theoretical contribution. It emerged from
a specific observation during early development: that many of the behaviours that appeared in the
below‐the‐line category were not universally or unconditionally damaging. Following the rules may
be important in regulated environments. Checking decisions with others can reflect appropriate
humility.  Avoiding  unnecessary  conflict  can  preserve  relationships.  Being  critical  can  identify
genuine risk. Taking control can be necessary in a genuine crisis. Staying on top of details can
prevent failure.

The question was therefore not: is this behaviour always right or always wrong? The more useful
question was: what happens when this behaviour is used too often? When does a behaviour that
serves a legitimate occasional purpose become a cultural pattern that limits performance?

This reframing produced the taxonomy's central classification principle. Above‐the‐line behaviours
are characterised by their sustainability: they can be practised regularly, even habitually, without
diminishing the conditions for high performance. Indeed, the more consistently they are practised,
the stronger those conditions become. Authenticity practised consistently builds trust. Empower‐
ment practised consistently builds capability and ownership. Collaboration practised consistently
builds collective intelligence.

Below‐the‐line behaviours are characterised by their contextual legitimacy but habitual toxicity.
Approval‐seeking used occasionally reflects social sensitivity. Used habitually, it reduces honesty
and constrains genuine dialogue. Control exercised occasionally reflects appropriate accountabil‐
ity.  Exercised  habitually,  it  reduces  ownership  and  initiative.  Criticism  applied  occasionally
improves quality.  Applied habitually,  it  reduces creativity and psychological  safety.  Competition
encouraged occasionally drives performance. Encouraged habitually, it undermines collaboration
and trust.

This  frequency‐based  classification  logic  connects  to  several  converging  theoretical  traditions.
Aristotle's account of virtue as the habitual practice of excellence — virtue is not a single act but a
pattern of  repeated choice  — provides  a  philosophical  antecedent.  More proximate  theoretical
support comes from social norms theory (Cialdini and Trost, 1998), which establishes that repeated
behaviour creates descriptive norms — implicit standards of what is normal and expected — that
then constrain and shape the behaviour of others. A behaviour that begins as an individual choice
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becomes, through repetition, a cultural norm that applies social pressure to everyone in the envir‐
onment.  The  taxonomy's  below‐the‐line  behaviours  are  precisely  those  whose  normalisation
produces the most damaging social norms.

Argyris's (1990) defensive routines — the habitual patterns of behaviour through which organisa‐
tions  protect  themselves  from  the  discomfort  of  honest  examination  —  map  directly  onto  the
below‐the‐line themes of the taxonomy. Conventional, Validating, Fearful, and Dependent beha‐
viours are, in Argyris's terms, the building blocks of organisational defensive routines: the repeated
patterns of avoidance, compliance, and approval‐seeking that protect the status quo at the cost of
learning and adaptation.

4.3 The Line as a Facilitation Device

The above and below line distinction serves not only as a classification principle but as a facilita‐
tion device — a structure that makes the sorting task manageable and the conversation generative.
By providing a binary rather than a scale, it forces commitment: every card must go somewhere.
There is no safe middle ground, no ability to rate something as 'somewhat positive' and avoid the
conversation. The binary forces a position, and positions invite dialogue.

The line is also a literal physical feature of the facilitation space — a rope, a piece of tape, an
imaginary threshold across the table — that gives the culture map a spatial dimension. Cards above
the line  are  physically  above the  line.  Cards  below are  physically  below.  The resulting map is
visible, movable, and reworkable in ways that a scored profile on a printed report cannot be. This
physicality is not incidental to the taxonomy's design. It is integral to the facilitation methodology
that the taxonomy serves.

5. The Development Process

5.1 Phase One: Conceptual Development

The development of the Culture Science Cards taxonomy proceeded through three distinct phases
over approximately five years of iterative practitioner inquiry. The first phase was conceptual: the
establishment of the founding theoretical logic described in Sections 3 and 4. This phase produced
the performance‐through‐people insight, the definition of culture as repeated behavioural pattern,
and the above and below line architecture grounded in the frequency insight.

The conceptual phase also produced the first  significant structural decision: that the taxonomy
would distinguish between performance‐building and performance‐limiting themes rather than
constructive and defensive styles, positive and negative orientations, or any of the other binary
classifications used in existing frameworks. This terminology was chosen deliberately. Perform‐
ance‐building and performance‐limiting are functional descriptions rather than moral ones — they
describe what the behavioural patterns do to organisational performance rather than what kind of
people exhibit them. This functional framing is consistent with the behaviour‐first philosophy of
the methodology and with the aspiration to create a taxonomy that produces systemic attribution
rather than individual blame.
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5.2 Phase Two: The 16 Cs Model and Its Limitations

The second phase of development began with the generation of candidate themes and items. An
early iteration of the taxonomy was organised around a 16 Cs structure — a mnemonic architecture
that provided simplicity and memorability. The performance‐building Cs included Clarity, Contri‐
bution, Courage, Creativity,  Collaboration, Care,  Compassion, and Capability.  The performance‐
limiting Cs included Compliance, Caution, Critical, Competitive, Control, and Conventional, among
others.

The 16 Cs model served an important developmental function. Its structural elegance — the alliter‐
ative consistency of the theme names — made the taxonomy easy to hold in mind and communic‐
ate in workshop settings.  Several  of  the Cs survived into the final model in recognisable form:
Collaboration became the Collaborative theme, Creativity became the Creative theme, Care and
Compassion merged into the Empathetic theme, Capability informed both the Goal Directed and
Confident themes, Control became the Controlling theme, Critical and Competitive survived intact.

However, testing the 16 Cs model across real facilitation sessions revealed a fundamental limita‐
tion: the C‐named themes were predominantly virtues and qualities rather than behaviours. Cour‐
age is an admirable quality. Compassion is a valued disposition. Clarity is a desirable characteristic.
But none of these terms describes an observable, discussable, designable behaviour. You cannot
see Courage.  You can see someone backing themselves  when the organisational  culture  would
prefer compliance. You can see someone raising an uncomfortable truth in a meeting where si‐
lence would be safer. The virtue names pointed at the right territory but did not give groups the
specific behavioural language they needed to have the conversations the methodology required.

This observation produced one of the most important insights of the development process: the
distinction  between  virtue  language  and  behavioural  language  as  a  critical  design  variable  in
culture facilitation instruments. Virtue language produces abstract agreement — everyone values
Courage and Compassion in principle, and everyone can say so without committing to anything
specific. Behavioural language produces specific, contestable, discussable conversation — because
observable behaviours can be agreed with, challenged, reinterpreted, and placed above or below a
line in ways that abstract virtues cannot.

This distinction has theoretical grounding in the implementation intentions literature (Gollwitzer,
1999), which demonstrates that specific behavioural intentions — when X happens, I will do Y —
produce significantly higher follow‐through than abstract goal intentions — I will be more cour‐
ageous. The taxonomy's shift from virtue language to behavioural language is, in these terms, a
shift from abstract goal intention to specific behavioural intention at the collective level — a shift
that the implementation intentions research predicts will produce higher commitment and follow‐
through.

5.3 Phase Three: Field Validation and Iterative Refinement

The third phase of development was field validation: the testing of candidate items in real facilita‐
tion sessions and the iterative refinement of items based on observed conversational productivity.
This phase produced the final sixteen‐theme, eighty‐item framework through a process of genera‐
tion, testing, observation, and replacement that constitutes what this paper terms iterative content
validity — the repeated cycle of empirical testing against the instrument's primary performance cri‐
terion.
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For a psychometric instrument, the primary performance criterion is measurement accuracy: does
the item reliably measure the construct it is designed to measure? For a facilitation instrument, the
primary performance criterion is conversational productivity: does the item generate the quality
and depth of dialogue that the methodology requires? These are different criteria and they produce
different validation processes.

Items that consistently generated rich, contested, honest dialogue were retained. Items that con‐
sistently  produced  easy  consensus  without  genuine  discussion  —  items  where  groups  agreed
quickly and moved on without the kind of specific, story‐driven, perspective‐challenging conversa‐
tion  that  culture  change  requires  —  were  identified  as  conversationally  underperforming  and
replaced.  This  iterative replacement process continued until  the deck reached a stable state in
which  the  great  majority  of  items  were  reliably  generating  productive  dialogue  across  diverse
groups and organisational contexts.

The replacement of 'cooperate with others' with 'collaborate with others' exemplifies the iterative
refinement process and deserves detailed examination. In facilitation sessions, some participants
who encountered 'cooperate with others'  interpreted it  through the lens of  their  organisational
experience in ways the item's designers had not anticipated. In many workplace contexts, coopera‐
tion carries a power asymmetry: the junior person cooperates with the senior person's wishes, the
compliant person cooperates with the dominant person's preferences. Cooperation, in this reading,
is compliance with a collegial face.

This interpretation — which participants were not misreading but reading accurately through their
experience — was diverting conversation from the intended topic of joint working toward the unin‐
tended topic of subservience and compliance. The card was generating conversation, but not the
right conversation. Collaboration, by contrast, implies mutual contribution: two or more parties
bringing something to a shared endeavour as equals, neither subsuming their perspective into the
other's.  The  replacement  item restored  the  intended meaning  while  preserving  the  productive
ambiguity — because 'collaborate with others' can still be contested: what does genuine collabora‐
tion look like  in  this  organisation?  When do we fall  short  of  it?  What  gets  in  the  way?  — but
redirected that ambiguity toward a more generative conversation.

This  example  illustrates  what  this  paper  terms  the  observed  meaning‐in‐use  principle  of  item
revision. Drawing on Wittgenstein's (1953) argument that meaning is use — that words mean what
they do in the contexts in which they are used rather than what dictionaries say they mean — the
principle holds that item revision should be guided by observed participant interpretation rather
than intended item meaning. Where participants consistently construct meanings that divert con‐
versation away from the behaviour the item was designed to surface, the item should be revised to
better align the lived meaning with the conversational purpose. The taxonomy's items are not fixed
texts with authoritative interpretations. They are signs whose meaning is produced in the facilita‐
tion context  — and item development  is,  in  part,  the  process  of  refining those  signs  until  the
meanings they produce in context are the meanings that serve the methodology's purpose.
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6. The Sixteen Themes and Their Theoretical Grounding

6.1 The Architecture of Eight Plus Eight

The final taxonomy comprises sixteen themes — eight performance‐building and eight perform‐
ance‐limiting — each containing five behavioural items, for a total of eighty items across the deck.
The decision to balance eight  performance‐building against  eight  performance‐limiting themes
encodes the task‐people balance insight at the structural level of the taxonomy itself. It signals,
through the architecture of the deck, that the model is not primarily a catalogue of dysfunction — it
is an equal mapping of what high performance requires and what limits it.

This structural balance also addresses a specific problem identified in early testing: when groups
were asked to sort cards above and below the line, they tended to place significantly more cards
below the line. The limitation patterns were highly visible to people with organisational experience
— they could easily recognise the fear, control, criticism, conformity, and approval‐seeking that
characterised their culture. The aspiration patterns were less immediately present. An unbalanced
taxonomy — with more limiting than building themes — risked making the conversation feel heavy,
overwhelming, and demoralising rather than generative and forward‐looking.

The eight‐eight balance ensures that the culture map that emerges from a card sort is visually and
proportionally balanced: equal territory mapped above and below the line. This visual balance has
a psychological effect in the facilitation room. It signals that the process is as interested in what the
organisation wants to build as in what it wants to change. It makes the below‐the‐line conversation
feel proportionate rather than dominant. And it  ensures that the aspiration gap — the distance
between the performance‐building behaviours the group aspires to and the performance‐limiting
patterns they currently experience — is visible in the physical layout of the sorted deck.

6.2 The Performance-Building Themes

The eight performance‐building themes describe behavioural orientations that can be practised
regularly and consistently strengthen the conditions for high performance. Each theme is groun‐
ded  in  converging  research  traditions  in  organisational  behaviour,  positive  psychology,  and
leadership theory.

Theme Theoretical Grounding Sample Items

Goal  Dir-
ected

McClelland (1961) achievement motivation; Locke
and  Latham  (1990)  goal  setting  theory;  Duhigg
(2012) habit formation

Look for opportunities to be better; Plan ahead; Set chal-
lenging goals; Work for a sense of achievement; Consider
options before acting

Creative Amabile (1996) creativity and intrinsic motivation;
Csikszentmihalyi  (1990)  flow;  Argyris  (1990)
double-loop learning

Challenge  current  conventions;  Experiment;  Seek  out
feedback; Use conflict to generate ideas; Be curious

Authent-
ic

Avolio  and Gardner  (2005)  authentic  leadership;
Brown  and  Mitchell  (2010)  ethical  leadership;
Edmondson (1999) psychological safety

Be transparent; Tell it like it is; Maintain personal integrity;
Share feelings and thoughts openly; Be honest even when
uncomfortable

Confid-
ent

Bandura (1997) self-efficacy; Thaler and Sunstein
(2008) choice architecture; Deci and Ryan (1985)
self-determination

Be  flexible  and  adaptive;  Take  considered  risks;  Back
themselves; Be enthusiastic; Quality over quantity
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Theme Theoretical Grounding Sample Items

Em-
power-
ing

Spreitzer  (1995)  psychological  empowerment;
Hackman and Oldham (1976) job characteristics;
Vygotsky (1978) scaffolding

Help  people  grow  and  develop;  Help  people  think  for
themselves; Involve people in decisions that affect them;
Trust others; Share responsibility

Support-
ive

Edmondson (1999) psychological safety; Cooper-
rider  and  Srivastva  (1987)  appreciative  inquiry;
Deci and Ryan (1985) relatedness

Encourage  people  to  be  their  best;  Recognise  people's
efforts; Motivate others through friendliness; Make time for
people; Ask challenging questions

Collabor-
ative

Habermas (1984) communicative action; Putnam
(1995)  social  capital;  Pierce,  Kostova  and  Dirks
(2003) psychological ownership

Collaborate with others;  Use diplomacy to engage; Work
with others in friendly ways; Focus on shared goals; Have
unconditional respect for others

Empath-
etic

Goleman (1995) emotional intelligence; Noddings
(1984) ethics of care; Rogers (1961) unconditional
positive regard

Show  concern  for  the  needs  of  everyone;  Be  open  and
warm towards others; Put relationships ahead of results;
Seek to understand; Be aware of people's emotions

6.3 The Performance-Limiting Themes

The eight performance‐limiting themes describe behavioural orientations that may have a legitim‐
ate occasional role in organisational life but consistently weaken the conditions for high perform‐
ance when they become habitual patterns. Each theme is grounded in research traditions that have
documented its damaging effects at the organisational level.

Theme Theoretical Grounding Sample Items

Depend-
ent

Argyris  (1990)  defensive  routines;  Seligman  (1975)
learned helplessness; Langer (1989) mindlessness

Accept goals without challenging them; Loyalty above
all  else;  Check  decisions  with  others;  Do  what's
expected; Keep those in authority happy

Conven-
tional

Asch  (1951)  conformity;  Janis  (1972)  groupthink;
Bourdieu (1977) habitus and social reproduction

Always follow the rules; Do not rock the boat; Focus on
making a good impression; If it ain't broke don't fix it;
Don't upset other people

Validat-
ing

Cialdini  (1984)  social  proof  and  liking;  Festinger
(1954) social comparison; Baumeister (1991) need to
belong

Be everyone's friend; Change priorities to please others;
Do  things  for  others'  approval;  Go  along  with  others;
Never disagree with others

Fearful Edmondson  (1999)  psychological  safety;  Lazarus
(1991)  stress  and  coping;  Argyris  (1990)  defensive
routines

Don't take chances; Pass responsibilities to others; Push
decisions up; Take cover when things get tough; Avoid
conflict at all costs

Con-
trolling

McClelland  (1975)  power  motivation;  Kipnis  (1972)
use  of  power;  French  and  Raven  (1959)  bases  of
social power

Be forceful; Be stern but fair; Demand people are loyal;
Keep control of everything; Play politics

Critical Argyris  (1990)  single-loop  learning;  Dweck  (2006)
fixed  mindset;  Baumeister  et  al.  (2001)  bad  is
stronger than good

Never  settle  for  good  enough;  Find  flaws;  Focus  on
mistakes; Oppose anything new and different; Question
decisions made by others

Compet-
itive

Deutsch (1949) competitive interdependence; Kohn
(1986)  no  contest;  Axelrod  (1984)  evolution  of  co-
operation

Be better than everyone else; Be seen and noticed; Put
individual  success  ahead  of  team  success;  Never  be
wrong; There are only winners and losers
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Theme Theoretical Grounding Sample Items

Demand-
ing

Maslach and Leiter  (1997)  burnout;  Karasek (1979)
job  demands-control  model;  Cooper,  Dewe  and
O'Driscoll (2001) organisational stress

Directly  take  care  of  everything;  Ensure  work  is  the
number one priority;  Errors are unacceptable;  Stay on
top of everything; Work very long hours

7. Item Selection Criteria and Field Validation

7.1 The Three Selection Criteria

Item selection for the Culture Science Cards taxonomy followed a two‐stage process. In the first
stage, candidate items were generated from multiple sources — brainstorming sessions, organisa‐
tional  behaviour  literature,  facilitation  experience,  and  AI‐assisted  exploration  —  and  curated
against three criteria. In the second stage, selected items were tested in real facilitation sessions
and evaluated against their primary performance criterion: the quality and depth of dialogue they
generated.

The  three  first‐stage  criteria  were  developed  iteratively  through  the  development  process  and
reflect the specific requirements of a conversation‐oriented rather than measurement‐oriented in‐
strument.

7.1.1 Recognisability

The  first  criterion  was  recognisability:  would  practitioners  immediately  connect  the  item  to
observable workplace behaviour that they had personally witnessed or experienced? An item that
requires explanation before it can be engaged with is an item that interrupts the flow of the card
sort and redirects attention from culture to vocabulary. Items were selected for their capacity to
produce immediate recognition — the response of 'yes, I know exactly what that looks like' that
activates the personal organisational experience the methodology depends on.

Recognisability  is  connected  to  what  cognitive  psychologists  call  availability  (Tversky  and
Kahneman, 1973): the ease with which relevant examples come to mind. An item with high recog‐
nisability produces immediate availability of specific examples from the participant's experience.
Those examples are the raw material of the conversation. An item with low recognisability pro‐
duces confusion or abstraction — neither of which serves the methodology's purpose.

7.1.2 Practical Specificity

The second criterion was practical specificity: was the behaviour described specific enough to be
observable,  discussable,  and designable?  This  criterion drove the shift from virtue language to
behavioural language described in Section 5.2. Items were evaluated for their capacity to generate
specific, concrete conversation about what the behaviour looks like in practice, when it occurs, and
what would need to change for it to become more or less frequent.

Practical specificity connects to Gollwitzer's (1999) implementation intentions research and to the
behaviour change literature more broadly (Michie, van Stralen and West, 2011): specific behaviour‐
al  intentions are more actionable than abstract  goal  intentions.  An item that names a specific,
observable  behaviour  gives  groups  something  concrete  to  design  toward  in  the  methodology's
design phase. An item that names an abstract virtue or quality gives groups only an aspiration —
which is where culture change most often stalls.
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7.1.3 Productive Ambiguity

The third criterion was productive ambiguity: did the item carry sufficient interpretive openness to
generate  genuine  dialogue  rather  than  easy  consensus?  This  criterion  reflects  the  taxonomy's
fundamental design principle: items should be specific enough to recognise but open enough to
contest.  The  ideal  item  is  one  that  different  participants,  drawing  on  different  organisational
experiences and different professional perspectives, will place differently above or below the line
— and whose divergent placement produces a conversation that illuminates the culture in ways that
neither participant's individual perspective could produce alone.

Productive ambiguity is  theoretically  grounded in the disequilibrium principle of  constructivist
learning theory (Piaget, 1954; Festinger, 1957): genuine learning requires encountering something
that does not fit  neatly into existing cognitive categories,  creating a productive discomfort  that
motivates deeper engagement. Items that produce easy consensus — where everyone immediately
agrees on the placement — may still serve an anchoring function in the card sort, but they do not
themselves generate the disequilibrium that produces the richest learning.

The productive ambiguity criterion also draws on Wittgenstein's (1953) meaning‐as‐use principle:
the most productive items are those whose meaning is sufficiently open that different participants
can bring their own organisational experience to bear on them, producing different interpretations
that, when discussed, generate collective insight. An item with fixed meaning produces consensus.
An item with open meaning produces conversation.

7.2 The Iterative Field Validation Process

The  second  stage  of  item  selection  was  field  validation:  the  testing  of  selected  items  in  real
facilitation sessions and the replacement of items that failed to meet the conversational productiv‐
ity criterion. This process constitutes what this paper terms iterative content validity — a form of
validation  appropriate  to  facilitation  instruments  whose  primary  performance  criterion  is
conversational productivity rather than measurement accuracy.

Items were evaluated in facilitation sessions through systematic observation of  the quality and
depth of  dialogue they generated.  An item was identified as  conversationally  underperforming
when it  consistently produced one of three failure modes. The first was easy agreement: parti‐
cipants placed the card quickly and without genuine discussion, the placement reflecting social
consensus  rather  than  considered  individual  judgment.  The  second  was  disengagement:  parti‐
cipants were uncertain what the item meant in practice and moved on without generating specific,
experience‐grounded conversation. The third was misdirection: participants engaged with the item
but the conversation it  generated was about something other than the behaviour the item was
designed to surface — as in the cooperate/collaborate example described in Section 5.3.

When  an  item  was  identified  as  conversationally  underperforming,  it  was  replaced  through  a
process  of  candidate  generation and curatorial  selection,  with  the  replacement  item evaluated
against the same three criteria and then field‐tested in subsequent sessions. This replacement cycle
continued until the deck reached a stable state in which the great majority of items were reliably
generating productive dialogue. The deck's current composition reflects this iterative refinement:
items that survived multiple rounds of testing across diverse groups and organisational contexts.

The iterative field validation process has a specific implication for how the taxonomy's validity
should be understood and claimed. The Culture Science Cards items have not been subjected to
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formal psychometric validation — no factor analysis has been conducted, no inter‐rater reliability
coefficients  have  been calculated,  no  normative  database  has  been established.  This  is  not  an
oversight.  It  reflects  the  deliberate  choice  to  develop  a  conversation  instrument  rather  than  a
measurement instrument, and to validate it against the criterion appropriate to its purpose.

The taxonomy's claim to validity is a claim of content validity in the specific sense: the items validly
represent the behavioural domain they are designed to surface, as evidenced by their consistent
capacity to generate rich, honest, productive dialogue about that domain across diverse organisa‐
tional contexts. This is a form of validity that the psychometric literature recognises (Messick, 1995;
Kane,  2006)  but  that  has  been  inadequately  developed  for  facilitation  instruments.  The
methodology described here represents a contribution to that development.

7.3 The Five Items Per Theme

The decision to include four to six items per theme — standardised at five for consistency across
the final deck — reflects both practical and theoretical considerations. Practically, five items per
theme produces a deck of eighty cards that sits at the upper boundary of what group sorting tasks
can  handle  without  cognitive  overload.  Sweller's  (1988)  cognitive  load  theory  establishes  that
working memory can process approximately seven plus or  minus two discrete items simultan‐
eously. Five items per theme means groups engage with five cards at a time within a thematic con‐
versation — comfortably within working memory limits. The thematic grouping of the deck re‐
duces the cognitive load of the overall sort by providing an organising structure that makes eighty
items manageable.

Theoretically, five items per theme provides sufficient coverage of the theme's behavioural territory
without collapsing the theme into a single dimension. Each set of five items is designed to cover
different aspects, levels, or expressions of the theme — from more obvious to more subtle, from
more interpersonal to more organisational, from more individual to more collective. This internal
diversity within each theme ensures that the five items generate five distinct conversations rather
than five versions of the same conversation.

The five‐item structure also ensures that no single item dominates the theme. A group that finds
one item in a set unrecognisable or inapplicable to their context still has four other items through
which to engage with the theme. The redundancy built into the five‐item structure is a resilience
feature: it ensures that the theme is accessible to groups with diverse organisational contexts and
diverse facilitation dynamics.

8. The Physical Design Evolution of the Cards

8.1 The Card as Material Artefact

The Culture Science Cards are physical objects — cards held in hands, dealt across tables, placed
above and below lines, reworked and debated and moved. The physical design of the cards is not
separate from the taxonomy's development. It is part of it. Changes to the physical design of the
cards have produced observable changes in how groups interact with them and what those interac‐
tions produce. Two design evolutions are particularly significant: the introduction of sequential
numbering and colour coding, and the consequent activation of the card's back as a facilitation re‐
source.
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8.2 From Random to Sequential Numbering

In the initial version of the deck, cards were numbered randomly — a deliberate choice intended to
prevent participants from treating the deck as a sequence to be worked through in order and to
preserve the randomness of the dealing mechanism. The random numbering was consistent with
the methodology's design principle of preventing preparation and strategic engagement with the
cards.

However, facilitation observation revealed that participants were not using the backs of the cards at
all. The back of the card — which carried the random number and theme category — was being ig‐
nored. Participants engaged entirely with the front, where the behavioural item was printed, and
the back served no function in the facilitation dynamic.

This  observation  prompted  a  design  revision.  The  cards  were  renumbered sequentially  — one
through eighty,  corresponding to a  consistent  ordering across the deck — and colour‐coded by
theme category. This change activated the back of the card as a facilitation resource, creating what
the methodology terms a second entry point for quality discussions.

8.3 The Second Entry Point

The sequential  numbering and colour  coding of  the  card backs  produces  at  least  four  distinct
facilitation affordances that the randomly numbered deck did not provide.

The first is facilitator navigation. A facilitator listening at the meta level — attending to the cultural
disclosures that emerge in how cards are discussed rather than to their placement — can note card
numbers rather than having to remember or transcribe full  card text.  'Cards 23,  47,  and 61 all
produced  similar  responses'  is  a  navigational  reference  that  allows  the  facilitator  to  return
efficiently to specific moments in the session without losing the group's thread.

The  second  is  cross‐session  continuity.  In  the  multi‐session  model  that  the  methodology  has
evolved toward, participants can reference specific cards across sessions: 'we placed card 34 above
the line last time but I'm not sure we'd do that now.' This cross‐session referencing enables the
longitudinal tracking of cultural movement — the visible record of what has shifted and what has
not — that the iterative Envision‐Diagnose‐Design cycle depends on.

The third is visual pattern recognition. The colour coding of cards by theme category means that
the physical layout of the sorted deck produces a visual culture map in which thematic patterns are
immediately apparent. A concentration of red cards below the line — if red denotes the Controlling
theme — is visible at a glance without requiring the facilitator or group to read every card. This
visual pattern is itself a discussion prompt: 'I notice a lot of the same colour below the line — what
do you make of that?' The colour system transforms the sorted deck from a collection of individual
card placements into a coherent visual representation of the culture's thematic profile.

The fourth is participant orientation. The combination of number and colour on the back of the
card allows any participant to reorient the group to a specific card at any moment in the session
without having to locate and re‐read the card text. 'Can we go back to the blue card, number 49?' is
a more efficient navigational reference than 'can we go back to the one about keeping control of
everything?' This efficiency reduces the friction of returning to cards mid‐session and increases the
group's capacity to pursue the lines of inquiry that the most productive conversations open up.
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The physical design evolution of the card backs illustrates a broader principle of the development
process:  that  the tool  was refined through observation of how it  was actually used rather than
through prior specification of how it should be used. The random numbering was a reasonable
design choice given the methodology's principles. The observation that participants were ignoring
the card backs revealed that the design was leaving a resource unutilised. The sequential number‐
ing and colour coding was the response — a design change that  activated an existing physical
feature of the card for new facilitation purposes. This is Schön's (1983) reflective practice in its most
concrete form: knowledge generated from the tool's use, fed back into the tool's design.

9. Implications and Future Research

9.1 Implications for Taxonomy Development

The development logic described in this paper has implications for how behavioural taxonomies
for  culture  facilitation  instruments  should  be  developed more  broadly.  The  three‐criteria  item
selection framework — recognisability, practical specificity, and productive ambiguity — provides a
systematic basis for item evaluation that is appropriate to the dialogue‐oriented purpose of facilita‐
tion instruments and that could be applied to the development of other instruments in this cat‐
egory.

The iterative content validity methodology — field testing items against the conversational pro‐
ductivity criterion and replacing underperforming items — provides a validation approach that is
both rigorous and appropriate for instruments whose purpose is dialogue generation rather than
psychometric measurement. The observed meaning‐in‐use principle of item revision provides a
specific guide for identifying and addressing item failure: when participants consistently construct
meanings that divert conversation away from the behaviour an item was designed to surface, the
item should be revised to align lived meaning with conversational purpose.

The frequency insight provides a classification logic that could inform the development of other
culture  taxonomies  seeking  to  move  beyond  absolute  good/bad  classification  toward  more  nu‐
anced,  context‐sensitive,  pattern‐oriented  frameworks.  The  question  'what  happens  when  this
behaviour  becomes  normal?'  is  a  more  sophisticated  and more  practically  useful  classification
question than 'is this behaviour good or bad?' — and its application to taxonomy development could
produce frameworks with greater facilitation value than the binary classifications that currently
dominate the field.

9.2 Implications for Practice

For  practitioners  of  organisational  culture  facilitation,  the  taxonomy's  development  story  has
several practical implications. The shift from virtue language to behavioural language is immedi‐
ately applicable: facilitators who describe desired culture in terms of observable behaviours rather
than abstract values or qualities will consistently produce more specific, actionable, and honest
conversations than those who work with virtue language. The difference between 'we value cour‐
age' and 'we want people to back themselves even when the organisation would prefer compliance'
is the difference between an aspiration and a behavioural commitment.

The three item selection criteria provide a practical framework for evaluating the conversational
quality of any prompt used in culture facilitation — not only card items but workshop questions,
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survey items, and discussion prompts of all kinds. Does the prompt produce immediate recogni‐
tion? Does it name a specific, observable behaviour? Does it carry sufficient interpretive openness
to generate genuine dialogue? Items that fail any of these criteria are likely to produce the easy
consensus, disengagement, or misdirection that constitute conversational underperformance.

The physical design evolution of the cards illustrates the broader principle that facilitation tools
should be observed in use and refined based on what is observed. Every facilitation session is a
data source. The facilitator who attends not only to the content of the conversation but to how the
tool is being used — which features are engaged with, which are ignored, which produce the richest
responses — has access to a continuous stream of design feedback that can inform iterative im‐
provement.

9.3 Future Research Directions

The taxonomy described in this paper has not been subjected to formal psychometric validation.
This is appropriate given its dialogue‐oriented purpose, but it does not preclude formal validation
of a different kind. Several research directions are identified as priorities.

First, a formal assessment of the taxonomy's content validity by independent expert reviewers —
organisational behaviour scholars, experienced culture practitioners, and facilitation specialists —
would provide an external check on the item selection judgments described in this paper. Do inde‐
pendent experts agree that the items validly represent the behavioural themes they are assigned to?
Do they identify  items that  should be added,  removed,  or  revised?  This  expert  review process
would constitute a significant step toward establishing the taxonomy's formal content validity.

Second, a systematic study of conversational productivity across items — using structured observa‐
tion protocols applied by independent researchers across a large sample of facilitation sessions —
would provide empirical evidence for the item quality claims made in this paper. Which items con‐
sistently generate the richest dialogue? Which underperform? Do patterns of conversational pro‐
ductivity vary across organisational contexts, hierarchical levels, or cultural backgrounds? These
questions  have  significant  implications  for  both  the  taxonomy's  development  and  the
methodology's practice.

Third, the cross‐cultural validity of the taxonomy deserves specific investigation. The items were
developed primarily in New Zealand organisational contexts. Hofstede's (1980, 2001) research on
cultural dimensions establishes that behavioural norms vary significantly across national cultures
— what is recognised as approval‐seeking in a low power distance culture may be experienced as
appropriate respect in a high power distance one. Cross‐cultural testing of the taxonomy's items
would establish the boundaries of their applicability and identify items that require cultural adapt‐
ation.

Fourth, the relationship between the taxonomy's sixteen themes and the established theoretical
constructs in the organisational behaviour literature — psychological  safety,  self‐determination,
achievement motivation, defensive routines, and others — deserves formal investigation. Do groups
that  place  more  items  above  the  line  in  the  performance‐building  categories  score  higher  on
validated measures of these constructs? This convergent validity investigation would situate the
taxonomy within the broader empirical literature and provide evidence for its theoretical claims.
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10. Conclusion
The Culture Science Cards taxonomy began with a question — what really drives organisational per‐
formance? — and arrived, through five years of iterative practitioner development, at an answer
expressed  in  eighty  specific,  observable,  discussable  behavioural  items  organised  into  sixteen
themes.  The journey from question to taxonomy was not a straight line.  It  passed through the
performance‐through‐people  insight,  the  above  and  below  line  architecture,  the  frequency  re‐
frame, the 12 Cs model and its virtue‐language limitations, the shift to behavioural specificity, the
field testing and iterative replacement of underperforming items, and the physical design evolution
that activated the back of the card as a facilitation resource.

Each stage of that journey produced a specific theoretical insight. The frequency insight — that the
most useful question about any organisational behaviour is what happens when it becomes normal
—  reframes  culture  taxonomy  from  moral  classification  to  pattern  recognition.  The  virtue‐to‐
behaviour distinction identifies behavioural specificity as the critical design variable that separates
conversation instruments from values instruments. The three‐criteria item selection framework
provides a systematic basis for developing items that are recognisable, practically specific, and
productively ambiguous. The iterative content validity methodology provides a validation approach
appropriate to facilitation instruments whose purpose is dialogue generation. And the observed
meaning‐in‐use principle of item revision provides a specific guide for aligning lived meaning with
conversational purpose.

Together,  these  contributions  constitute  a  methodological  framework  for  developing  dialogue‐
oriented culture instruments that is distinct from the psychometric tradition that has dominated
the field.  The Culture Science Cards taxonomy is  not a better measurement instrument.  It  is  a
different kind of instrument entirely — one built on the conviction that the most important thing a
culture instrument can do is not produce a score but open a conversation. The development logic
described in this paper is the logic of building an instrument that does exactly that.

Culture is what people repeatedly do, tolerate, reward, and avoid. Because those repetitions can be
named, discussed, and chosen, culture can be changed. The taxonomy exists to make those repeti‐
tions visible — and in making them visible, to make them available for the collective reflection and
deliberate redesign that genuine culture change requires.
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