
 

Indicators of Meaningful Cultural Change in Institutions 
 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Cultural change within institutions has emerged as a critical imperative in the 
contemporary global landscape, driven by evolving societal values, ethical demands 
for equity, and dynamic market forces. While many organizations express a 
commitment to transformation, a significant challenge lies in discerning genuine, 
meaningful cultural shifts from superficial adjustments or performative actions. This 
report aims to provide a robust framework of indicators for assessing an institution's 
capacity for deep, pervasive, intentional, and sustained cultural transformation. The 
subsequent sections will establish foundational definitions and theoretical 
underpinnings, detail practical indicators, present a comprehensive case study from 
the film industry, and conclude with synthesized findings. 

 

2. Defining Meaningful Cultural Change in Institutions 

 

To accurately assess an institution's capacity for cultural change, it is essential to 
establish a precise understanding of what constitutes "meaningful" transformation. 
This goes beyond incremental adjustments, signifying a fundamental re-shaping of 
the organizational fabric. 

Meaningful cultural change is characterized as "truly transformational," fundamentally 
altering the institution's core.1 This process necessitates changing "select underlying 
assumptions and institutional behaviors, processes, and products," implying a shift 
from surface-level modifications to the foundational beliefs and operational norms.1 
Furthermore, the change must be "deep and pervasive, affecting the whole 
institution," indicating that isolated departmental initiatives or cosmetic adjustments 
are insufficient for true transformation.1 Critically, it must be "intentional," signifying a 



deliberate and strategic effort rather than accidental evolution or reactive 
compliance.1 Finally, for cultural embedding, the change must "occur consistently over 
time," underscoring the long-term commitment required.1 

Organizational culture itself is defined as the "sum total of the assumptions, beliefs, 
and values that its members' share," expressed through "what is done, how it is done, 
and who is doing it".2 This culture establishes an "envelope" or range of possible 
behaviors, providing "central tendencies" that characterize the system.1 The deepest 
layer of culture, often only brought to the surface during open challenges to 
leadership, involves the sense of "identity, belonging, and citizenship" within a 
community.1 

The interconnectedness of observable behaviors and deep-seated assumptions forms 
a critical aspect of cultural dynamics. Observable behaviors—what is done, how it is 
done, and who is doing it—are outward manifestations of deeply held, often 
unspoken, assumptions and values.1 Therefore, an institution's capability for 
meaningful change is not merely about altering policies or procedures; it hinges on its 
willingness and ability to interrogate and shift these foundational mental models. If an 
institution only changes surface-level behaviors without addressing the underlying 
"why," the change is unlikely to be deep, pervasive, or sustained. The explanations 
individuals use to account for current practices can offer valuable clues to these 
mental models and cultural boundaries.1 

Furthermore, true transformation is inherently disruptive. Transformational change 
efforts may "disturb this cultural layer" related to identity, belonging, and citizenship.1 
Even in a properly prepared environment, planned change results in a "certain amount 
of disequilibrium, such as initial cost increases or a short-term decrease in efficiency 
as individuals break old habits and become familiar with new processes and 
structures".2 This implies that meaningful cultural change can create discomfort or 
resistance because it challenges fundamental aspects of how individuals relate to the 
institution and to each other. An institution capable of meaningful change must, 
therefore, possess a high tolerance for temporary disequilibrium and have 
mechanisms to manage the disturbance to identity and belonging, rather than 
suppressing it. This capacity for managing discomfort is a critical indicator of 
readiness. 

The imperative for intentionality and pervasiveness extends beyond mere compliance. 
The emphasis on change being "intentional" and "deep and pervasive, affecting the 
whole institution" 1 indicates that it must transcend simple adherence to external 
pressures, such as ticking boxes for regulatory requirements. If an institution is 



genuinely capable, its change efforts will be strategically designed to permeate all 
levels and functions, not just isolated departments or visible metrics. The intentional 
aspect implies a proactive, rather than reactive, stance. This suggests that institutions 
merely reacting to external pressure, such as public outcry, without deep internal 
commitment, may achieve superficial changes but not meaningful cultural 
transformation. The challenge lies in discerning genuine intentionality from 
performative action. 

Table 1 provides a concise overview of these defining characteristics. 

Table 1: Characteristics of Meaningful Cultural Change 

Characteristic Description 

Deep and Pervasive Affects the entire institution, altering underlying 
assumptions and institutional behaviors, 
processes, and products. Goes beyond 
surface-level adjustments. 

Intentional A deliberate and strategic effort to guide 
cultural evolution, rather than accidental or 
purely reactive change. 

Sustained over Time Occurs consistently over extended periods, 
demonstrating long-term commitment and 
resilience against setbacks. 

Alters Underlying Assumptions Targets the foundational beliefs and mental 
models that drive current practices, not just 
observable actions. 

Changes Institutional Behaviors, Processes, 
and Products 

Manifests in tangible shifts in how the 
organization operates, from daily routines to 
core outputs. 

 

3. Theoretical Foundations of Institutional Change 

 

Understanding how institutions change, or resist change, requires an exploration of 



established academic frameworks. These theories provide a lens through which to 
interpret observable indicators of cultural transformation. 

 

Institutional Theory 

 

Institutional theory broadly refers to a group of perspectives that interpret the 
reciprocal relationship between institutions and human behavior. It posits that human 
actions, including behavior, perceptions, power dynamics, policy preferences, and 
decision-making processes, shape institutions, but these institutions, in turn, 
profoundly influence human actions.3 More specifically, institutionalism focuses on the 
imperative for organizations to adapt to their institutional environment, which 
encompasses norms, rules, and understandings of what constitutes acceptable or 
normal behavior.3 These norms are often "taken for granted" because they appear 
obvious or natural, and failure to act in accordance with them can lead to conflict and 
illegitimacy.3 Change within institutions can also be influenced by broader "structural 
forces," such as globalization and international economic and political agendas.3 

 

Institutional Isomorphism 

 

A key concept within institutional theory is institutional isomorphism, developed by 
Paul DiMaggio and Walter Powell. This refers to the phenomenon where organizations 
within a particular field or sector become increasingly similar in their structures, 
practices, and cultures due to various pressures.4 

There are three main types of institutional isomorphism: 

●​ Coercive Isomorphism: This occurs when organizations are compelled to adopt 
certain structures or practices due to external pressures. These pressures can 
stem from government regulations, laws, or mandates from other organizations 
upon which they are dependent.4 Examples include compliance with regulations 
like GDPR or the influence of large corporations on their subsidiaries.4 

●​ Mimetic Isomorphism: Driven by uncertainty or a desire to reduce risk, 
organizations may imitate the practices or structures of others that are perceived 
to be successful or legitimate.4 This can involve adopting management practices 
or organizational structures used by leading entities in the sector.4 



●​ Normative Isomorphism: This type arises from pressures exerted by 
professions. It is often driven by the legitimization inherent in licensing and 
educational achievement, as well as through inter-organizational networks.5 
Individuals from similar educational backgrounds tend to approach problems in 
much the same way, and socialization on the job reinforces these conformities.5 

While institutional isomorphism can provide a sense of stability and legitimacy, it can 
also have negative consequences. When organizations become too similar, it can lead 
to a "loss of innovation and diversity," reduced organizational performance, and a 
decreased ability to respond effectively to changing environmental conditions.4 

Isomorphism, therefore, functions as both a barrier and a potential pathway to 
change. Although it can lead to a "loss of innovation and diversity" and "reduced 
organizational performance" by promoting homogeneity 4, it also offers a mechanism 
for the propagation of change. If "successful" or "legitimate" organizations (through 
mimetic isomorphism) or professional norms (through normative isomorphism) begin 
to embrace cultural change, other organizations may follow suit. This adoption might 
not stem from genuine internal belief but rather from a desire for legitimacy or to 
reduce perceived risk. Similarly, new regulations or mandates (coercive isomorphism) 
can directly force change. Thus, the presence of "first movers" or regulatory bodies 
mandating change can serve as an indicator of potential for wider cultural shifts 
across an industry, even if the initial motivation for adoption is external conformity 
rather than internal transformation. 

 

Punctuated Equilibrium Theory 

 

The punctuated equilibrium theory, developed by Frank Baumgartner and Bryan 
Jones, offers a framework for understanding change in complex social systems. It 
explains that political processes and social systems generally experience long periods 
of "stasis" and "incrementalism," which are occasionally interrupted by "sudden shifts" 
leading to "radical change".6 Policy changes are typically incremental due to the 
"stickiness" of institutional cultures, entrenched vested interests, and the bounded 
rationality of individual decision-makers.7 Large-scale changes, or "punctuations," 
occur due to significant shifts in society or government.7 

The theory emphasizes the interaction of political institutions, interest mobilizations, 
and boundedly rational decision-making, with "issue definition" and "agenda setting" 



being crucial elements.6 During periods of mobilization, diffuse jurisdictional 
boundaries within institutions can allow many governmental actors, particularly 
proponents of changes in the status quo, to become involved in a new policy area, 
often overwhelming previously controlling powers.6 

The role of "issue definition" in catalyzing radical shifts is central to this framework. 
Policy change is usually incremental but can be "punctuated by sudden shifts".6 A key 
element enabling these shifts is the re-framing of existing problems or the bringing of 
new issues to the forefront of public and institutional consciousness, often amplified 
by "heightened attentiveness by the media".6 This suggests that for a system to be 
capable of radical cultural change, it must possess a mechanism for effectively 
defining or redefining an issue, thereby shifting public and internal attention. This 
ability to re-evaluate long-held "taken-for-granted" norms 3 in response to evolving 
public discourse is a crucial precursor to overcoming stasis and initiating 
non-incremental change. 

 

Social Movement Theory 

 

Social movement theory provides a framework for understanding how "collective 
action can drive social change" by challenging existing power structures and 
promoting social justice.8 Key concepts within this theory include "collective identity," 
which is the shared sense of purpose and belonging that defines a movement; 
"framing," the process of defining and interpreting the issues and grievances; 
"mobilization," the gathering of resources and support; and "opportunity structures," 
the social, political, and economic conditions that shape the challenges and 
opportunities faced by a movement.8 

Social movements are often rooted in a sense of "deprivation or inequality" or emerge 
when a consistently improving situation "stops and makes a turn for the worse," a 
concept sometimes referred to as the "J-Curve theory".9 Movements require 
"organizations" to acquire and deploy resources to achieve their goals.9 Opportunities 
for change may include increased access to political decision-making power, 
instability among ruling elites, access to elite allies, and a declining capacity or 
propensity of the state to repress dissent.9 

The dual role of crisis and collective action in overcoming institutional inertia is 
evident in this context. "Stasis, rather than crisis, typically characterizes most policy 



areas, but crises do occur".6 People are "most likely to rebel when a consistently 
improving situation... stops and makes a turn for the worse".9 The #OscarsSoWhite 
movement, for instance, emerged from "decades of forsaken reform and equality 
representation" and an "outcry from the unrepresented parties".10 This causal 
relationship illustrates how prolonged periods of unaddressed issues, often 
exacerbated by a perceived crisis or a reversal of expectations, create fertile ground 
for social movements. These movements, by leveraging "collective action" and 
"mobilization" 8, can then act as external pressures that disrupt institutional 
"stickiness" 7 and force a re-evaluation of norms that were previously "taken for 
granted".3 Therefore, an institution's capacity for change can be indicated by its ability 
to recognize and respond to nascent crises or sustained collective action, rather than 
simply repressing dissent.9 

A significant challenge in cultural change lies in the paradox of legitimacy and 
innovation. Institutional theory states that organizations take rules and norms for 
granted, and failure to act in accordance with them leads to "conflict and 
illegitimacy".3 Isomorphism reinforces this by driving similarity for stability and 
legitimacy.4 However, isomorphism also carries the risk of "loss of innovation and 
diversity" and "reduced organizational performance".4 This presents a paradox: the 
very mechanisms that ensure an institution's legitimacy and stability (conforming to 
established norms) can simultaneously hinder its ability to innovate and adapt to new 
societal demands, potentially leading to long-term irrelevance or renewed crises. An 
institution capable of meaningful cultural change must navigate this tension, finding 
ways to challenge existing norms and embrace diversity without losing fundamental 
legitimacy in the eyes of its stakeholders. This requires leadership that can articulate a 
new vision for legitimacy that 

includes innovation and diversity, rather than seeing them as opposing forces. 

Table 2 summarizes the types of institutional isomorphism and their impact on 
organizational change. 

Table 2: Types of Institutional Isomorphism and Their Impact 

Type of Isomorphism Description Examples Impact on Change 

Coercive Pressures from other 
organizations or 
societal expectations 
force adoption of 

Government 
regulations (e.g., 
GDPR), mandates 
from powerful 

Forces compliance; 
can lead to 
superficial or reactive 
changes without 



structures/practices. entities. deep cultural shift. 

Mimetic Imitation of 
practices/structures 
of perceived 
successful or 
legitimate 
organizations, often 
due to uncertainty. 

Adoption of leading 
management 
practices, successful 
organizational 
models. 

Drives imitation; can 
propagate change 
across a field, even if 
initial motivation is 
external conformity. 

Normative Pressures from 
professions, through 
education, licensing, 
and 
inter-organizational 
networks, leading to 
shared approaches. 

Individuals from 
similar educational 
backgrounds 
approaching 
problems similarly. 

Spreads professional 
standards; can foster 
homogeneity, 
potentially hindering 
unique innovation. 

Overall 
Consequences 

  Can lead to loss of 
innovation and 
diversity, reduced 
organizational 
performance, and 
decreased 
responsiveness to 
changing 
environments if 
unmitigated. 

 

4. Key Indicators for Assessing Cultural Change Capability 

 

Assessing an institution's capacity for meaningful cultural change requires examining 
specific, observable indicators across several dimensions. These indicators are 
derived from the theoretical foundations and empirical observations discussed 
previously. 

 

4.1. Commitment to Underlying Assumptions and Values 



 

A primary indicator of an institution's capacity for meaningful change is the extent to 
which it demonstrates a willingness and ability to identify, question, and intentionally 
alter its foundational assumptions and deeply held values. 

One manifestation is the clarity on "Why We Do Things This Way." An institution 
capable of meaningful change will have members, particularly within leadership, who 
can articulate the underlying assumptions and mental models driving current 
practices, even if those are deeply buried.1 This indicates a level of self-awareness 
necessary for challenging the status quo. The ability to ask and thoughtfully answer 
questions about the rationale behind existing practices provides valuable clues to the 
mental models and boundaries of the culture.1 If responses are vague, defensive, or 
simply "that's how it's always been done," it suggests a low capacity for self-reflection 
and, consequently, for deep cultural change. Conversely, thoughtful, varied, or even 
conflicted responses indicate a more dynamic and potentially adaptable cultural 
landscape. 

A further manifestation is the willingness to challenge core identity. True 
transformation may "disturb the cultural layer" related to identity, belonging, and 
citizenship.1 An institution's readiness for change is indicated by its willingness to 
engage with this discomfort and re-evaluate its fundamental sense of self, rather than 
clinging rigidly to outdated identities. Many organizations might pursue change that 

avoids disturbing core identity, aiming for "additive" diversity (e.g., adding diverse 
individuals) rather than "transformative" inclusion (re-shaping the core culture to be 
inclusive). An institution that is genuinely capable of meaningful cultural change will 
not shy away from the discomfort of re-evaluating its collective identity if that identity 
is inherently exclusive or resistant to new ways of being. The willingness of leadership 
and members to grapple with this existential challenge, rather than retreating to 
familiar ground, is a strong sign of deep change potential. This represents a 
high-level, often painful, but necessary step for pervasive change. 

The focus must extend beyond surface-level behaviors. Culture is the "sum total of 
assumptions, beliefs, and values" expressed in "what is done, how it is done, and who 
is doing it".2 Indicators should assess if changes are targeting these deep-seated 
beliefs, not just observable actions or superficial policies. This involves a translation 
from shared values to actionable principles. While culture is defined by shared 
assumptions, beliefs, and values 2, a system capable of change translates these 
abstract values into concrete, measurable principles and accountability mechanisms. 



It is insufficient for an institution to merely 

state that diversity is valued; it must embed this value into performance reviews, 
training programs, and decision-making processes. Strategies such as "conducting 
Anti-Bias Training" and "implementing DEI Competencies in Leadership Evaluations" 11 
exemplify this. This transformation from abstract belief to operationalized principle 
indicates a mature approach to cultural change, where values are not just espoused 
but actively lived and enforced. 

Finally, a capable institution demonstrates resistance to uncritical normative 
isomorphism. While normative isomorphism can spread professional standards 5, an 
institution's capability for 

meaningful change is also seen in its ability to critically evaluate and potentially resist 
norms that hinder diversity or innovation. This contrasts with blindly conforming to 
industry-wide practices that may perpetuate homogeneity 4, which could lead to a 
loss of innovation and reduced organizational performance. 

 

4.2. Intentionality and Strategic Planning 

 

Evidence of deliberate, proactive, and strategically planned efforts to guide cultural 
evolution, rather than merely reacting to external pressures, is a crucial indicator. 

Meaningful change is inherently "intentional".1 This requires assessing if initiatives are 
proactive, strategically planned efforts to modify culture in a "desired direction" 2, 
rather than merely reactive responses to external pressures or crises, such as the 
#OscarsSoWhite movement.10 An effective change environment requires "planning 
strategies that are open, participative, aligned with campus culture and goals, and 
long-term".2 This indicates a commitment to broad stakeholder involvement and a 
holistic view of change. 

Intentionality is further evidenced by clear goals and metrics. For example, the 
Academy's Aperture 2025 initiative set specific goals to double women and minority 
members by 2020 12 and introduced specific representation and inclusion standards 
for Oscar eligibility.13 Similarly, the BFI Diversity Standards have detailed criteria for 
film, television, and games.15 The establishment of dedicated resources and 
structures, such as the Academy's Office of Representation, Inclusion and Equity 17 or 



the Netflix Fund for Creative Equity 18, signals serious intent and resource allocation. 

True intentionality moves beyond a single leader's vision to become institutionalized. 
The creation of dedicated departments, task forces, and ongoing programs, such as 
mandatory unconscious bias training 11, indicates that the intent is not ephemeral but 
embedded into the operational fabric, making it more sustainable and less dependent 
on individual champions. This institutionalized intentionality is a strong indicator of 
long-term capability. 

The strategic alignment of external pressure and internal vision is also observed. The 
#OscarsSoWhite movement served as a significant catalyst for the Academy's 
Aperture 2025 initiative.12 While initially reactive, the subsequent development of 
"specific goals for the Oscars and Academy governance, membership, and workplace 
culture" 17 and comprehensive "representation and inclusion standards" 13 
demonstrates a strategic response. An institution capable of meaningful change does 
not merely react to pressure; it integrates external demands into a coherent, 
long-term strategic vision. The ability to translate public outcry into concrete, 
measurable internal policies and structures, such as the BFI Diversity Standards 
becoming a contractual requirement for funding and awards eligibility 15, indicates a 
sophisticated capacity for adaptive change. 

However, a critical assessment must distinguish between performative action and 
systemic change. While the establishment of offices and funds indicates intentionality 
17, the true test lies in whether these initiatives lead to deep, pervasive, and sustained 
shifts in power, resource allocation, and underlying assumptions. As one analysis 
notes, "Following public tragedies involving a historically marginalized group, there are 
oftentimes immediate reactions that appear nice, yet are merely performative".20 An 
institution's capability for 

meaningful change is not just about the existence of programs but their effectiveness 
in dismantling "systemic bias" and "lack of opportunity".21 This requires ongoing 
evaluation and a willingness to adapt if initial strategies prove performative rather 
than transformative. 

 

4.3. Depth and Pervasiveness of Change 

 

The extent to which cultural shifts permeate all levels, functions, and aspects of the 



institution, including its core outputs and power structures, is a fundamental indicator 
of meaningful change. 

Meaningful change must affect the "whole institution".1 This requires looking beyond 
specific departments or highly visible areas, such as on-screen talent, to assess 
changes in leadership, behind-the-scenes roles, and internal processes. This includes 
multi-dimensional representation, covering "on and off screen".13 Specific areas of 
assessment include lead or significant supporting actors, general ensemble cast 13, 
creative leadership (directors, writers, department heads) 13, other key crew roles 13, 
and overall crew composition.13 

Beyond demographics, the narrative content itself is a crucial element. The "main 
storyline/subject matter" 13 and "themes and narratives" 15 should reflect diversity. This 
extends beyond simply casting diverse actors to ensuring authentic, nuanced 
storytelling that challenges stereotypes and promotes understanding.21 Pervasiveness 
also implies addressing systemic issues such as inequalities in "pay and benefits; job 
security and flexibility; working conditions; well-being and health; worker 
representation; and professional development and progression".28 

A critical indicator of pervasive change is how financial resources are allocated. 
Disparities where women and BIPOC leads or directors are more likely to headline 
films with smaller budgets 23 indicate a lack of pervasive change in decision-making 
power. This highlights that while pipelines for talent are important, they are 
insufficient without addressing deeply ingrained prejudices and established power 
structures.21 The "chicken or the egg dilemma" in film, questioning whether there is a 
lack of diverse talent or a lack of opportunities due to bias 31, points to a deeper 
cultural issue that capable institutions must confront. 

The commercial imperative can serve as both a driver of and a mask for change. 
Multiple reports highlight the "undeniable link between diversity and financial 
success".22 Films with diverse casts often achieve higher box office and streaming 
performance. While this is a positive trend, it prompts the question of whether an 
institution is pursuing diversity solely for financial advantage (mimetic isomorphism) 4 
or out of genuine commitment. An institution capable of 

meaningful change integrates this commercial incentive with an ethical commitment, 
ensuring that diversity is not merely a marketing strategy but a core value that drives 
decision-making, even when financial incentives are less clear or when it requires 
challenging established, less diverse, "surefire hits".32 



Finally, pervasive change requires an intersectional lens. While progress is noted for 
gender and racial/ethnic diversity 23, specific groups like Latinx and multiracial actors 
remain underrepresented, and actors with disabilities are largely absent.23 Women 
with disabilities also remain underrepresented.23 Underrepresented groups, as defined 
by the Academy and BFI, include LGBTQ+ and people with cognitive or physical 
disabilities.14 This demonstrates that pervasive change requires actively addressing 
the complex interplay of multiple marginalized identities 8, ensuring that gains in one 
area do not mask persistent exclusions in others. This indicates a higher level of 
maturity in diversity efforts. 

 

4.4. Sustained Effort and Long-Term Vision 

 

The continuous, consistent application of change efforts over extended periods, 
demonstrating resilience against setbacks and a commitment beyond initial catalysts, 
is a crucial indicator. 

Meaningful change "occurs consistently over" or "over time".1 This requires tracking 
progress over multiple years, not just short-term gains. Sustained effort means 
continuing initiatives even after initial public pressure subsides, moving beyond the 
immediate outcry, such as the #OscarsSoWhite movement.10 The BFI encourages 
"continuous improvement" 15, and the Venice Film Festival's pledge emphasized 
"continue to" 36, indicating that a capable institution views change as an ongoing 
journey, not a destination. 

A capable institution will acknowledge and address setbacks. Reports show a 
"significant setback" for women's share of lead roles in 2023 23 and concerns about 
whether upward trends will continue.29 An institution committed to sustained change 
will acknowledge these reversals and adapt its strategies rather than abandoning 
efforts. Long-term governance changes, such as the Academy's amendment of 
governor term limits 17, exemplify structural changes designed for enduring impact on 
decision-making. 

The "long game" of cultural transformation is paramount. The emphasis on change 
occurring "consistently over time" 1 is critical, especially given concerns about 
whether recent gains in diversity will "continue" in a "very different and politicized 
place" and the potential for a "freefall" as champions of inclusivity disappear.29 A true 
indicator of capacity for cultural change is the institution's commitment to a "long 



game" that transcends short-term cycles of public attention or leadership changes. 
This involves embedding change into the organizational DNA, making it resilient to 
external shifts or internal resistance, and continuously monitoring for backsliding. 

This also implies a shift from reactive crisis management to proactive cultural 
stewardship. While movements like #OscarsSoWhite and the George Floyd killing 
served as catalysts for significant industry responses 10, sustained effort implies a 
transition from simply reacting to crises to actively stewarding cultural evolution. An 
institution capable of deep change will not wait for external pressure or tragedy but 
will continuously scan its environment, foster internal dialogue, and pre-emptively 
address emerging issues, demonstrating an intrinsic commitment to evolving its 
culture rather than being forced to. 

The interplay of punctuated equilibrium and incrementalism is also key to sustained 
change. Punctuated equilibrium theory posits long periods of stasis interrupted by 
bursts of change.6 However, meaningful cultural change also requires consistency 
"over time".1 This suggests that a capable institution leverages the "punctuations" 
(crises, social movements) to initiate radical shifts, but then follows up with sustained, 
incremental efforts to embed those changes deeply and pervasively. The challenge is 
to ensure the initial "burst" is not merely performative 20 and that the subsequent 
periods of stability are characterized by active integration and continuous 
improvement, rather than a return to inertia. The ability to manage both radical shifts 
and consistent incrementalism is a hallmark of true long-term change capacity. 

 

4.5. Readiness and Responsiveness to Change 

 

The inherent cultural conditions and leadership capabilities that enable an institution 
to embrace, adapt to, and effectively manage the disruption inherent in cultural 
transformation are vital indicators. 

A critical cultural condition for change is "the existence of trust among the various 
members of the campus community".2 This principle applies broadly to any institution, 
as trust facilitates open dialogue and reduces resistance to new initiatives. 
Organizations characterized by "collegial values," such as teamwork, participation, 
commitment, and high levels of affiliation, tend to view change enthusiastically and 
positively.2 This contrasts with more hierarchical or elite-driven organizations that may 



exhibit greater resistance. 

Encouraging "open communication" is a vital means of moving beyond resistance and 
fostering understanding during change processes.2 A capable institution anticipates 
and manages the "disequilibrium, such as initial cost increases or a short-term 
decrease in efficiency," that accompanies change, understanding it as a natural part 
of the process.2 Resistance to change is a "pervasive occurrence".2 An institution's 
capacity for change is indicated by its ability to recognize, address, and move beyond 
stages of denial and resistance, fostering exploration and commitment among its 
members.2 

Responsiveness is also seen in how quickly and effectively an institution adjusts to its 
external environment, as institutionalism focuses on the need for organizations to 
"adapt to their institutional environment".3 Active participation and visible 
championship from senior leadership are crucial, as demonstrated by the joint 
statements and initiatives led by Academy President David Rubin and CEO Dawn 
Hudson.14 

Furthermore, the presence of robust feedback mechanisms for collecting and acting 
on input from all levels, including marginalized groups, indicates genuine 
responsiveness. A learning culture, where an institution is willing to learn from past 
failures or criticisms, such as the #OscarsSoWhite outcry 12, and adapt its approach, is 
also essential. The ability to mobilize necessary resources—financial, human, and 
organizational—to support change initiatives is a practical demonstration of 
readiness.8 Finally, collaborating with external advocacy groups rather than resisting 
them can signify an openness to external perspectives and a willingness to be held 
accountable for progress.14 

 

5. Case Study: The Film Industry's Pursuit of Diversity and 
Inclusion 

 

The film industry provides a compelling case study for observing indicators of cultural 
change, particularly in response to significant social movements. 

 



5.1. Background: The Catalyst for Change 

 

The #OscarsSoWhite and Time's Up movements served as powerful catalysts for 
cultural change within Hollywood and the broader entertainment industry.10 The 
#OscarsSoWhite hashtag, coined in 2015 after all 20 acting nominees were white for 
the second consecutive year, brought to light "decades of forsaken reform and 
equality representation".10 This public outcry, amplified by social media, mirrored 
broader social movements like the Civil Rights and Black Lives Matter initiatives, 
challenging an "established system that no longer fits the public's standards".10 

The Time's Up movement, emerging in 2018 in response to widespread sexual 
harassment allegations, further highlighted systemic issues of power imbalance and 
lack of accountability within the industry.37 These movements, rooted in a sense of 
deprivation and inequality, created a critical mass of collective action, forcing 
institutions to confront long-standing norms and practices.9 

 

5.2. Institutional Responses and Initiatives 

 

In response to these pressures, various institutions within the film industry have 
implemented significant initiatives: 

 

Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (AMPAS) 

 

Following the #OscarsSoWhite backlash, AMPAS, which was originally founded as a 
company union 12, made "historic" changes to its membership.12 The Academy set a 
goal to double its number of women and minority members by 2020.12 This led to a 
significant shift in membership composition, with 41% voters of color and 46% female 
voters after the movement.10 

The Academy launched the Aperture 2025 initiative, designed "to encourage 
equitable representation on and off screen to better reflect the diverse global 
population".13 This initiative introduced specific representation and inclusion standards 
for Best Picture Oscar eligibility, covering: 



●​ Standard A: On-Screen Representation, Themes and Narratives: Requiring 
lead or significant supporting actors from underrepresented racial/ethnic groups, 
a general ensemble cast with at least 30% from underrepresented groups, or 
main storyline/subject matter focused on underrepresented groups.13 

●​ Standard B: Creative Leadership and Project Team: Mandating diverse 
representation in creative leadership (directors, department heads) and overall 
crew composition.13 

●​ Standard C: Industry Access and Opportunities: Focusing on paid 
apprenticeship and internship opportunities, and training opportunities for 
underrepresented groups.13 

●​ Standard D: Audience Development: Requiring representation in development, 
marketing, publicity, and distribution teams.13 

Beyond Oscar eligibility, Aperture 2025 included governance changes, such as 
amending governor term limits and increasing the number of female and people of 
color governors.17 Internal initiatives included mandatory annual unconscious bias 
training for governors, executive committee members, and staff.17 An Office of 
Representation, Inclusion and Equity was established to oversee the initiative and 
ensure accountability.17 The Academy also committed to hosting "Academy Dialogue: 
It Starts with Us" panels to foster conversations about race, ethnicity, opportunity, and 
filmmaking 17, and created Employee Resource Groups (ERGs) for staff.17 

 

Major Film Festivals (Cannes, Berlin, Venice, BAFTA) 

 

Global film festivals have also responded with diversity and inclusion initiatives: 

●​ Cannes Film Festival: Committed to gender parity in its organization, 
committees, and juries, with 54% women staff and an equally represented 
selection committee.41 While not applying quotas for film selection, Cannes 
monitors the percentage of female-directed films selected to broadly align with 
submissions.41 Milestones include the nomination of the first woman President in 
2022 and Spike Lee becoming the first African diaspora jury president in 2020.41 
The Marché du Film introduced "impACT" programs for inclusiveness and 
diversity.41 

●​ Berlin International Film Festival (Berlinale): Committed to diversity, inclusion, 
and accessibility, with an Anti-Discrimination Code of Conduct and an Awareness 
Team.42 The festival conducts annual Gender Evaluations and highlights LGBTIQ+ 



topics through the TEDDY Award.42 It also hosts the Equity & Inclusion Pathways 
Seminar, focusing on structural changes, resource redistribution, and dismantling 
discrimination in the European film industry.42 

●​ Venice Film Festival: Signed a pledge in 2018 to work towards gender equality, 
aiming for an equal number of men and women in top management by 2020.36 
The pledge includes transparency about film selection details and selection board 
gender makeups, though it explicitly ruled out a quota system for films.36 The 
festival also supports diverse films through partnerships like the Doha Film 
Institute (DFI).44 

●​ BAFTA (British Academy of Film and Television Arts): Established a steering 
group to review the lack of diversity in award categories and processes.31 
Achieving the BFI Diversity Standards is an eligibility requirement for various 
British categories in the BAFTA Film, Television, and Games Awards.15 These 
standards provide a flexible framework for equitable opportunity and improved 
representation across film, TV, games, exhibition, distribution, skills, education, 
and organizations.15 They cover on-screen representation, creative leadership, 
industry access, audience development, and accessibility.16 BAFTA also runs 
programs like BAFTA Breakthrough and Elevate to support underrepresented 
talent.46 

 

Major Studios and Production Companies 

 

Leading studios and production companies have also launched significant diversity 
and inclusion initiatives: 

●​ Netflix: Commissioned studies on the diversity of its original content and 
established the Netflix Fund for Creative Equity, a $100 million fund distributed 
globally over five years to build talent pipelines for underrepresented 
communities.18 This includes programs for developing directors and writers, 
upskilling below-the-line talent, and creating opportunities for Canadian 
creatives.19 

●​ The Walt Disney Company: Committed to inspiring future storytellers through 
programs like Disney Future Storytellers, which supports scholars from HBCUs 
with scholarships, mentoring, and internships.47 Disney also partnered with 
Sundance Institute to launch the Project Advancement and Completion Fund, 
providing grants to fiction directors from traditionally underrepresented 
backgrounds.48 The company's Creative Talent Development and Inclusion (CTDI) 



team connects diverse talent to opportunities across its television slate.49 

●​ Universal Pictures: Launched the Global Talent Development & Inclusion (GTDI) 
program in 2017 to find and support talent from underrepresented groups, 
including the "Universal Directors Initiative" and collaborations with the American 
Black Film Festival and New York Latino Film Festival.50 

●​ Warner Bros. Discovery: Aims to amplify the voices of global storytellers by 
promoting diversity, removing barriers, and creating space for all to share ideas.51 
They have a Global Business Council and Creative Council to drive inclusion 
across business and content, and the WBD Access program for talent 
development, mentorship, and placement opportunities.52 

●​ Other Initiatives: Organizations like the NAACP offer Diversity Fellowship 
Programs and Media Diversity Executive Leadership Programs.53 Various film 
grants explicitly aim to support underrepresented filmmakers or unique 
perspectives.54 

 

5.3. Observed Impacts and Lingering Challenges 

 

The initiatives described have led to notable shifts, but significant challenges persist. 

Positive Shifts: 

●​ Increased Representation in Awards and Nominations: There have been 
notable increases in nominations for people of color across many Oscar 
categories, with the overall percentage of underrepresented nominees nearly 
doubling from 9.5% to 17%.35 Women directors have also achieved historic 
recognition at Cannes, winning prestigious awards.41 

●​ Higher Representation in Lead Roles: For streaming films in 2024, half of all 
leads were people of color, almost double the percentage for top theatrical films, 
and women's share as leads hit a high of 61%.30 In 2020, for the first time, people 
of color were represented in lead actor and total cast categories at levels 
proportionate to their presence in the U.S. population.24 

●​ Commercial Success of Diverse Films: Research consistently demonstrates an 
"undeniable link between diversity and financial success".23 Films with diverse 
casts achieve higher box office and streaming performance.22 Nine of the top 10 
global box office films feature casts with over 30% BIPOC representation.23 This 
indicates that audiences hunger for fresh perspectives and are willing to engage 
with narratives outside their immediate experience.21 



●​ Narrative and Social Impact: Diverse representation leads to more nuanced 
characters and storylines, fostering a sense of belonging and validation for 
underrepresented groups.21 Films can challenge stereotypes, reduce 
discrimination, and promote empathy and understanding.22 For example, films like 
"Selma" have been noted for providing a more complete understanding of the civil 
rights movement and reflecting women's heightened visibility.58 

Persistent Gaps and Challenges: 

●​ Underrepresentation in Specific Groups: Despite overall gains, Latinx and 
multiracial actors remain underrepresented, and actors with disabilities, 
particularly visible disabilities, are largely absent.23 Gender disparities also prevail 
within specific racial and ethnic groups.23 

●​ Behind-the-Camera Roles: Women and people of color remain 
underrepresented in key creative roles such as directing, writing, and 
cinematography.21 

●​ Budget Disparities: Women and BIPOC directors are more likely to direct films 
with smaller budgets, while white male leads are most likely to star in films with 
budgets over $20 million.23 This indicates that while opportunities may increase, 
access to significant financial backing remains disproportionate. 

●​ The "Performative" Question: Concerns persist about whether changes are 
deep or merely superficial, especially after initial public pressure subsides.20 The 
question remains if the upward trend of diversity will continue as the efforts and 
executives who championed inclusivity and equity disappear from studios.29 

●​ Industry Resistance: Deeply ingrained prejudices, a "risk-averse approach" that 
prioritizes "safe" choices, and slow adaptation of established power structures 
continue to stifle creativity and representation.21 

●​ Grassroots Influence: Social movements and advocacy groups continue to play 
a vital role in driving and monitoring change. Movements like #OscarsSoWhite 
and Time's Up have demonstrated the power of collective action to challenge 
existing power structures and compel institutional responses.10 Independent 
filmmakers also see themselves as challenging Hollywood's hegemony, offering 
"edgy" stories and critical cultural commentary.61 

 

6. Conclusions 

 

Meaningful cultural change in institutions is a complex, disruptive, and ongoing 



process that transcends superficial adjustments. Assessing an institution's capacity 
for such transformation requires a multi-faceted approach, examining not only visible 
outputs but also underlying assumptions, strategic intentionality, pervasive impact, 
and sustained commitment. 

The analysis reveals that institutions capable of genuine cultural change demonstrate 
a willingness to interrogate and alter their deeply held assumptions, even when this 
disturbs core identity and creates disequilibrium. Their efforts are intentional and 
strategically planned, moving beyond reactive compliance to embed new values into 
organizational structures and processes. The depth and pervasiveness of change are 
evident when shifts permeate all levels, from leadership and behind-the-scenes roles 
to narrative content and resource allocation, with an intersectional understanding of 
diversity. Furthermore, a truly capable institution exhibits sustained effort, viewing 
change as a continuous journey that withstands setbacks and transcends short-term 
public attention. Finally, readiness and responsiveness are characterized by a culture 
of trust, open communication, effective management of disruption, and a proactive 
engagement with external pressures and internal feedback. 

While the film industry case study illustrates notable progress, particularly in response 
to social movements like #OscarsSoWhite and Time's Up, it also highlights persistent 
challenges. Gains in on-screen representation and commercial success for diverse 
content are significant, yet disparities in behind-the-camera roles, budget allocation, 
and the representation of specific marginalized groups, such as those with disabilities, 
underscore that the journey toward pervasive cultural transformation is far from 
complete. The distinction between performative actions and systemic change remains 
a critical area for ongoing scrutiny. 

Ultimately, the indicators presented in this report provide a robust framework for 
those interested in cultural change to evaluate an institution's true capacity for 
meaningful transformation. This involves a continuous assessment of how institutions 
navigate the paradox of legitimacy and innovation, leverage external pressures for 
internal evolution, and commit to the "long game" of cultural stewardship, ensuring 
that initial radical shifts are followed by consistent, incremental embedding of new 
norms and values. 
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