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Methodological implications of a systems
approach to organizational climate

S Verwey

In this article the serious theoretical and
methodological issues facing climate
research are discussed. It Is indicated
that the most imporiant theoretical and
methodological issue facing climate
researchers Is a lack of conceptual In-
tegration of the climate construct. it Is
shown that this has resulted in an In-
abllity of climate researchers to
sallsfactorlly resolve a number of
methodological Issues. It Is further
shown that the Inablliity of climate
researchers to resolve these
methodological Issues, has led to a
decline of research interest In the
climate construct, whereby the viabili-
ty of organizational climate as a
research fleld and management tool Is
threatened.

in this article the author proffers a
soclal systems to the
tualization of organizational climate.
The methodological Iimplications of
such an approach are discussed and It
Is shown that this reconceptuallzation
of the climate construct can alleviate
many of the methodological Issues still
facing climate research.

1 INTRODUCTION

The concept “organizational climate” Is
nothing new in the management sclences.
The impact that a person’s environment has
on his behaviour forms the conrnerstone of
this fleld of study that dates back to the first
climate studies undertaken by Lewin in the
1930's. These studies led Lewin (1951:241)
to conclude that ‘“psychological at-
mospheres are empirical realities and are
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scientifically describable facts”. For the past
twenty five years much research has focuss-
ed on this construct owing to the proposed
relationship between organizational climate
and other organizational variables.
Despite the prominence of climate
research in the management sciences, the
conceptualisation of the “organizational
climate” construct Is still characterized by a
diversity of approaches and a lack of con-
sensus about how this construct should be
operationally defined. Guion's (1973:21)
much reported observation that "... the con-
cept of organizational climate is undoubted-
ly important, but it also seems to be one of
the fuzzlest concepts 10 come along in some
time" still seems to hold true, despite what
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Glick (1985:601) calls organizational
climates’ “prominent, if not glorious history
in organizational science."

Despite the importance of this construct
to the management sciences, considering
the impact that climate has on organizational
behavior, climate research has been reduc-
ed to a mere trickle in recent years due to
the inability of climate researchers to
satisfactorily resolve theoretical and
methodological issues surrounding the
climate construct. Lack of conceptual clari-
ty often leads to inadequate or inappropriate
measurement techniques. The
methodological stance of the climate con-
struct must therefore be viewed in relation
to it's conceptual development.

According to Schneider and Reichers
(1983:20) the development of climate
research can be assessed from two different
points of view. The first views the climate
construct as a half empty cup, while the se-
cond views it as a half full cup. Schneider
and Reichers (1983:20) propose that the se-
cond viewpoint is the more acceptable. The
conceptual development of the climate con-
struct clearly indicates that the climate con-
struct offers a useful alternative to motiva-
tion as an explanation of worker behaviour,
whilst also emphasizing the importance of
group influences in organizational research
which in itse!f led to further refinement of the
climate construct. The methodological pro-
gress that has been made up till now has
also enabled researchers to differentiate the
climate construct from other constructs such
as job satisfaction, whereby useful multi-
dimensional measurements could be
developed.

Glick (1985:601) on the other hand, is of
the opinion that many of the pitfalls that
characterize multi-level research still exist in
climate research as a result of the incon-
sistency between theoretical unit, observa-
tion and analysis. This dilemma is, according
to Woodman and King (1978:816), typical of
any effort to describe and explain human
behaviour. The researcher is always faced
with the dilemma of how to operationally
define a construct so that it can be measured
in a reliable and valid manner. This appears

to be particularly pertinent to climate
research.

Despite definite progress in the concep-
tualization and measurement of the climate
construct, researchers are still faced with a
number of conceptual issues that remain
unresolved.

Glick (1985:602) identifies five such impor-
tant issues that stiil remain unresolved as far
as the conceptualization of the climate con-
struct is concerned:

® the appropriate theoretical unit for the
measurement of climate;

® the determinants of the climate construct;

® the proposed relationship between
psychological climate and organizational
climate;

® the interpretation of perceptual agree-
ment; and

® the domain of climate.

To these five issues can be added the pro-
posed relationship between organizational
climate and organizational cuiture which has
emerged as a conceptual issue during the
latter half of the 1980’s.

The decline in research interest in the
climate construct is the direct result of
climate researchers inability to sufficiently
resolve these conceptual issues according
to Glick (1985:612). Glick (1985:613) states
further that uniess these conceptual issues
can be resolved, the “organizational climate”
construct will no longer be viewed as a
useful research field, or management tool.

it would therefore appear that the climate
construct is subject to serious theoretical and
methodological problems. The most impor-
tant of these is a lack of theoretical integra-
tion as far as the operational definition of this
construct is concerned. The often inconsis-
tent operational definition of the climate con-
struct leads to what Falcione and Kaplan
(1984:300) call “theoretical and empirical
muddy waters."

The need for theoretical integration of the
climate construct within the framework of an
organizational model was first identified by
James and Jones (1974) when they propos-
ed that realistic models should be used for
organizational analysis so that the position of



organization climate within such a -model
could be determined (p. 1110).

James and Jones (1974:1108), however,
also emphasized that the organizational
climate construct is often applied in the
literature in such a manner that it does not
justify a seperate component in an organiza-
tional model, nor does it even qualify as a
construct because the basic requirement of
a nomological net is not met.

Despite the fact that James and Jones ad-
vocated the use of a theoretical framework
for the study of organizational climate in
1974, a recent overview of the available
literature shows that no single study that
views the climate construct within a
theoretical framework of organizational func-
tioning has ever been undertaken. The most
important progress thus far regarding the
analysis of the etiology of organizational
climate is concerned, is the symbolic interac-
tional approach of Schneider and Reichers
(1983) and the structurational approach of
Poole and McPhee (1983).

Although both these approaches hold im-
portant implications for the conceptualization
and measurement of organizational climate,
neither has been developed in a systematic
and comprehensive manner. Poole
(1985:107) himself emphasizes the need that
still exists for the thorough structural analysis
of organizational processes which would
enable researchers to develop systematic in-
tegrated approaches for explaining the
simultaneous influence of structural aspects,
climate and organizational practices on
member behaviour and organizational
outcomes.

This need, identified by Poole (1985:107),
points to the need for a theoretical
framework in which organizational climate
can be studied within the context of organiza-
tional functioning. An inability of climate
researchers to formulate such a theoretical
framework endangers the viability of the
climate construct as a useful variable in the
multi-dimensional study of relationship be-
tween the individual and the organization.
Glick (1985:606) expresses concern that it

research interest in the climate construct
declines to such an extent that it is abandon-
ed by organizational researchers, it might
lead to one dimensional approaches to
organizational behaviour that bring resear-
chers no closer to the resolution of the issues
that already characterize the interaction bet-
ween the organization and the individual.

2. A SYSTEMS APPROACH TO
ORGANISATIONAL CLIMATE

Climate researchers such as Glick

(1985:601) are of the opinion that a

reconceptualization of the climate construct

will be necessary in order to increase the
validity and reliability of climate research.

When the current stance of the climate
construct is viewed, it is clear that much con-
ceptual progress has taken place, and to a
large extent a reconceptualization of the con-
struct has already occurred in that the
climate constructs’ conceptualization has
changed from:2
— a static to a dynamic phenomenon;

— an individual level phenomenon to a
multi-level phenomenon;

— a micro-level phenomenon to a macro-
level phenomenon;

— an objective/subjective phenomenon to
an intersubjective phenomenon;

— a psychological to a sociological
phenomenon;

— a dimensional to a molar construct;

— a causal determinant to a predictive
variable;

— a dimensional to typological (molar)
construct;

— a direct determinant of behaviour in a
main-effect sense to an indirect determi-
nant of behaviour in-an interactive sense;

— a general measurement to a specific/uni-
due measurement; and

— from a dependent/independent variable
to an interdependent variable.

The inconsistent and even divergent con-
ceptualization of organizational climate must
however be viewed in the light of the very
real dilemma facing climate researchers, and
should not be viewed as an indication that

1See the literature overviews of James and Jones (1974), Hellrlegel and Slocum (1974), Schneider and Reichers (1983),
Falcione and Kaplan (1984), Poole (1985).



the climate construct does not exist due to

a lack of a consistent conceptualization

thereof. Various operational definitions that

elucidate some aspect of a construct can ex-
ist for the same construct.

An operational definition never incor-
porates all realistic characteristics of a con-
struct, nor can it expose all of the meaning
contained in a concept. This is especially
true of a complex construct such as
“climate”. The dilemma facing the resear-
cher consists of a choice between a broad,
global but useful operational definition of
organizational climate, and a theoretically
specific but confusing approach in which
theoretical strength and parsimony is lost.

Studying climate from a systems
framework can alleviate this dilemma for the
climate researcher. Not only does the
systems approach provide a much needed
theoretical framework for the integration of
available knowledge about the climate con-
struct, but it also offers a useful framework
in which complex variables such as climate
can be studied. Furthermore it is also a par-
simonious approach that consists of fewer
concepts and assumptions than alternative
approaches. Above all, it has the advantage
that it provides for an increase in complexi-
ty as far as the level of analysis is concern-
ed — something that is of particular impor-
tance where a multi-level construct such as
climate is concerned.

Within a social systems model of organiza-
tional functioning, climate can be operational
ly defined as:

— an attitudinal (emotive) output;

— that manifests individually or colletively
on various hierarchical levels of the
organization;

— that refers to the individual, group (sub-
system) or organizations basic structure
of beliefs, expectations and attitudes that
are held about the organization;

— that is shaped by the individual, sub-
system or organizations’ perception of the
effectiveness with which organizational
processes enable structural organiza-
tional components to interact for the ex-
ecution of organizational functions; and

— that has a differential effect on the

24

behaviour of the individual and/or sub-
system and thereby on the organizational
system as a whole.

Through the application of the system prin-
ciples of level, function, structure and pro-
cess, climate's relationship with organiza-
tional functioning can be determined. View-
ing climate in terms of systems principles is
concurrent with the demand for a dynamic
approach to organizational climate that has
been established by the most recent climate
approaches, while at the same time sup-
plementing the flaws of these approaches by
providing a systematic and integrated ex-
planation of the simultaneous influence of in-
dividual and organizational variables on
behavioural and attitudinal outputs of the
organizational system as a whole.

Because the focus of this article is not on
a systems approach to organizational climate
as such, but rather on the methodological im-
plications of such an approach, a brief over-
view of what such an approach entails will
be given.

2.1 The levels, structures and functions
of climate

Climate within the systems approach is
viewed as a multi-level phenomenon that
manifests at four different organizational
levels, but that only manifests as a collec-
tive construct on subsystem, organizational
and organization-environment level through
social interaction. Although climate has an
important influence on behaviour at in-
dividual level, on this level it is merely in-
dicative of an internal state of the individual
that is only of importance to the organization
to the extent that it is externalized in the form
of behaviour. At each of these hierarchical
levels climate must be viewed in terms of the
levels that envelop it, and those levels that
are enveloped by it.

The structure and functions of climate can
be described according to the level that is
being analyzed.

(1) Organizational culture manifests on the
organization-environment level as the
perceptions that are held over time about
the effectiveness with which the
organization maintains the input-trans-



formation-output cycle in its interaction
,with the environment. Organizational
culture creates the contextual environ-
ment within which climate manifests at
the other levels, and thereby enables the
organization to adapt effectively to
changes in the environment.

(2) Organizational climate manifests at
organizationa! level as the basic structure
of beliefs, attitudes, values and expecta-
tions that are held by most people in the
organization at a certain point in time
about the effectiveness with which core
organizational processes enable various
organizational subsystems to interact ef-
fectively for the execution of organization
functions (providing a product or service).
Organizational climate can exhibit a high
or low degree of congruence with
organizational culture, depending upon
how well organizational culture is ar-
ticulated, the amount of coherence it ex-
hibits and how well it has been shared
through interaction. A high degree of con-
gruence between organizational culture
and climate depends on the effectiveness
of the interaction processes through
which perceptions are shared. The func-
tion of organizational climate is to help
maintain a cycle of transformation within
the organization by specifying ap-
propriate behavioural guidelines and
goals for the various subsystems.

(3) Subsystem climate manifests as the
perceptions that most members of a sub-
system hold about the effectiveness with
which subsystem processes enable sub-
system elements to interact for the ex-
ecution of subsystem functions. Sub-
system climate is a representation of how
organizational climate manifests within
the subsystem. It represents changes to
and qualifications of the organizational
climate that exists within the organization.
The degree of congruence between sub-
system climate and organizational
climate depends upon how well organiza-
tional climate is shared and articulated.
Where a strong organizational climate

exists a deviation within the subsystem

climate is not likely to occur. Subsystem
climate is of particular importance
because it is on this level that climate
changes from being a psychological
phenomenon that represents the internal
state of the individual, to being a collec-
tive phenomenon that is shared through
social interaction. Subsystem climate can
therefore be viewed as a frame of
reference which serves to help the in-
dividual interpret organizational ex-
periences so that he can react towards
it in an appropriate manner. In time sub-
systems can also develop their own
cultures.

(4) Psychological climate refers to the in-
dividuals psychologically meaningful
cognitive representation of subsystem
climate. It evolves from perceptual in-
teraction between the individual and the
situation and serves as an information
source to the individual in the formulation
of expectations, affective responses and
instrumental behaviour toward the
organizational situation that is perceived.
Because psychological climate
represents an internal state of the in-
dividual, it is only of importance to the
organization once it becomes externaliz-
ed in the form of behaviour.

The processes that shape the formation of
climate at each organizational level are the
processes that make interaction possible. in
the case of psychological climate, climate is
formed through perceptual interaction. How-
ever, once climate becomes a collective
construct these processes take on a social
nature in that climate formation becomes
possible only through social interaction. Zeitz
(1983:1089) posits the following:

(Climate) “... also operates on the in-
dividual level but becomes collective when
posessed by multiple interacting members
for example, when individual behaviours and
attitudes are reinforced and amplified
through imitation, social rewards or sanc- .
tions communicated by widespread interac-
tion they become pervasive organization-
wide characteristics.”



2.2 Conceptual implications of a
systems approach

Climate within the systems approach is
therefore viewed as the result of the interac-
tion processes that link organizational struc-
tures to their functions. Because the
organization is viewed as a social system in-
teraction processes link individuals and
groups to their functional roles whereby
ordered patterns of organizational
behaviours are established and maintained.

According to the systems approach the
construct that is known in the literature as
organizational climate is a perception that is
held of the effectiveness of the interaction
processes through which organizational
structures interact. As communication is the
process through which these interactions oc-
cur organizational climate in fact represents
a perception of the climate for organizational
functioning that is created by communica-
tion. Support for this theoretical position was
first expressed by Dennis (1975:5) who
stated ... like the concept 'organizational’
climate, communication climate refers
primarily to members’ perception of com-
munication or communication related events
in the organizational environment. These
perceptions may be the product of singular
or multiple organizational experiences ..."”

Itis also noteable that many of the earlier
climate studies that were undertaken con-
ceptualized organizational climate in terms
of communication variables and that many
of the climate dimensions that were
distinguished referred to communication
characteristics or practices of the organiza-
tion (see also Litwin and Stringer, 1968;
Payne and Mansfield, 1973; Bass, Valenzi,
Farrow and Solomon, 1975; Payne and
Pugh, 1976; Gavin and Howe, 1975; La
Follette and Simms, 1975; Taylor and
Bowers, 1970; Lawler, Hall and Oldham,

1974; Jones and James, 1979; Joyce and”

Slocum, 1984, amongst others). Support for
the theoretical position that organizational
climate manifests as a climate for organiza-
tional functioning that is created and
recreated through communication thus
seems evident from the results of previous
climate research. Organizational climate is

therefore considered to be determined by the

perceptions that exist of the various pro-

cesses of communication that link organiza-
tion structures to functions at each organiza-
tional level.

This climate for organizational functioning,
that is created and recreated by communica-
tion, should not be confused with what is
known in the literature as communication
climate. Although all organizational pro-
cesses comprise a form of communication
two types of communication processes are
required at each organizational level, i.e. in-
formation and resource transposition pro-
cesses. The processes whereby information
is processed shape the perception of what
is generally known in the literature as com-
munication climate. The second type of com-
munication process that is required, make
the transposition of material and energy in-
to products and services possible. This
climate is never specifically identified in the
literature and is never viewed in isolation
from the more enveloping global construct
known as organizational climate. Within a
social systems approach however, this
climate, created by the perceptions that are
held of the processes that make possible the
transformation of material and energy, is
referred to as the transposition climate.

Climate shouid not however be regarded
as the summation of the perceptions that are
held about information processing and
material and energy processing. According
to systems principles climate must be
regarded as more than the sum of its parts.
In Buckley's (1967) terms climate shouid be
regarded as the result of unorganized
multiplication and not as mere summation of
its composing parts. In such a comparison
climate can be represented as follows:

Climate = information processing X
material and energy processing

Climate is therefore determined by two
subconstructs i.e. the communication
climate and the transposition climate:

— communication climate represents the
meaning that is ascribed to the processes
whereby information is processed; and

— transposition climate represents the
meaning that is ascribed to the processes
whereby material and energy are
processed.



This construct can be depicted as follows:

(K
Organizational
climate
(K)
(k)

Communication

climate

Organization,
subsystem, or

individual
behaviour

Transposition

climate

Organization,
subsystemn on,

individual behaviour

The construct organizational climate
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= operational definitions

- — — = proposed relationship with the construct
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Figure 1: The climate construct

2.3 Implications of a systems approach
for existing methodological Issues in
climate research

In the introduction to this article it was clearly
stated that the methodological stance of the
climate construct must be viewed in relation
to its conceptual development. A number of
unresolved theoretical issues were identified.
In this section each of these issues will be
dealt with more closely. Specific emphasis
will be placed on how a systems approach
can alleviate these methodological problems
for climate research.

2.3.1 The appropriate theoretical unit for
the measurement of climate

The appropriate theoretical unit for climate
research has been debated for more than a
decade by researchers such as Guion, 1973,;
Heliriegel and Slocum, 1974; James and
Jones, 1974; Powell and Butterfield, 1978;
James, 1980 and Mossholder and Bedeian,
1983. Initial studies viewed the organization
as the appropriate unit of analysis. James
and Jones (1974) were the first climate
researchers to draw a distinction between
the organizational climate construct and the

psychological climate construct. This first
focused the attention of researchers on the
existence of different theoretical leveis for the
different constructs.

Falcione and Kaplan (1984:289) are of the
opinion that the iarge number of. organiza-
tional level studies that were actually under-
taken on individual level indicate a mean-
ingful dilemma in climate research.

Although the recognition of multiple
theoretical levels is clearly appropriate, Glick
(1985) is of the opinion that the appropriate
measurement level is not always clear. The
theoretical unit for collective climate cannot
always be determined independently and its
substantive interpretation is also suspect.

This is further complicated by the fact that
climate researchers use aggregate scores to
measure climate. The use of aggregate
scores only makes sense if conclusions are
to be drawn about collective theoretical units
such as a subunit of the organization.

According to Poole (1985:86) research
results support the following assumptions:
— climate is an organizational rather than in-

dividual characteristic;

— climate must be differentiated from evalua-
tive responses such as satisfaction, and
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— climate constitutes a generalized descrip-
tion of organizational practices and must
therefore be distinguished from individual
members descriptions thereof.

Within a systems approach climate is also
viewed as a muiti-level phenomenon.
Because system levels are hierarchically
ordered, each level must analysed in con-
junction with the levels that envelop it and
are enveloped by it. The distinction drawn
by James and Jones (1974) between
organizational climate and psychological
climate would therefore appear to be valid.
Organizational climate is a collective con-
struct that must be distinguished from
psychological climate which is an individual
construct. Within a systems framework
climate manifests as a collective construct
at three organizational levels i.e.

— organization-environment (as culture}

— organizational level (as climate)

— group level (as subsystem climate)

These three levels represent the ap-
propriate levels at which climate research
should be undertaken. The level at which
climate research is undertaken will determine
which structural and functional elements and
processes must be analyzed. Because
organizational climate represents a collective
construct, collective perceptions can be
determined by aggregate climate scores.
Conclusions drawn on the basis of these ag-
gregated climate scores will have a bearing
on the aggregated theoretical unit and not
on the individual members that constitute
that unit. This implies that climate is regarg-
ed within the systems approach as a collec-
tive construct that must be distinguished
from individual members’ perceptions of the
situation.

2.3.2 The determinants of the climate
construct

According to Roberts et. al., an understan-
ding of the determinants of climate construct
is critical for the elucidation of this construct
because determinants form an integral part
of the nomological net. As James and Jones
(1974) indicated the basic requirement of a
nomological net must first be met before
climate can qualify as a construct.

Most researchers attempt to describe
climate in general terms, although the dimen-
sions that are used vary greatly. On an em-
pirical level support for the relationship bet-
ween structural elements and climate varied
greatly from positive, to negative to no sup-
port for the influence of structural variables
on climate. Schneider (1975a) states that
although structural variables do determine
certain organizational behaviours (e.g. cen-
tralization and formalization) other research
results such as those of Lawler et. al., (1974)
and Payne and Mansfield (1973) do not suc-
ceed in establishing relationship between
structural variables and climate.

in general it would appear as though in-
consistent relationships exist between
climate and structure. The inconsequential
influence of macro-level structural and con-
textual variables on climate research indicate
that mediating organizational practices play
an important role in the definition ‘and
maintenance of climate (see Child and Ellis,
1973; Lawler et al, 1974; Muchinsky,
1877b). Previous efforts to explain climate
in terms of mediating variables emphasized
psychological processes because individual
levels of analysis were typically employed
in these studies. This increased confusion
about which organizational levels are the ap-
propriate theoretical units for measuring
climate (see- Payne and Pugh, 1976; and
James, 1982). According to Glick and
Roberts (1984) individual levels of analysis
are only appropriate for the measurement of
psychological climate and not for accurate
measurement of organizational level
processes.

Glick (1985:604) believes that the evolu-
tion of climate must be viewed from a
psychological perspective, but that it also in-
corporates sociological/organizational level
processes. Sociological and organizational
level analysis are therefore also necessary
to determine the impact that these processes
have on the evolution of climate.

Various researchers have made important
contributions to an understanding of the
determinants of psychological and organiza-
tional climate (Abbey and Dickson, 1983;
Johnston, 1976; Joyce and Slocum, 1979,



1984; Poole and McPhee, 1983; Schneider

and Reichers, 1983).

The need for further dynamic perspectives
and longitudinal research are advocated by
various researchers such as Abbey and
Dickson (1983); Johnston (1976); Joyce and
Slocum (1979, 1982, 1984); Schneider and
Reichers (1983) and Poole (1985).

Glick (1985:604) is of the opinion that
three types of research designs can further
isolate the determinants of climate i.e.:

— longitudinal studies;

— studies about newcomer socialization that
can determine the processes whereby
climate is developed and shared; and

— network analysis that can determine the
interaction patterns through which climate
perceptions are shaped.

The systems framework not only satisfies
the need for a dynamic approach to climate
research, but it also specifies what the deter-
minants of climate are. Because climate is
generated through interaction, the deter-
minants of organizational climate according
to a systems approach are those sociological
and organizational processes that make in-
teraction between structural organizational
components at each level possible. By view-
ing processes as the determinants of climate,
the role of structure is also clarified. Pro-
cesses bind structure to functions. Climate
perceptions are therefore not based on a
perception of the structures themselves, but
rather on the effectiveness of the processes
that link these structures to their functions.
By specifying interaction processes as the
determinants of organizational climate an ex-
plicit dynamic approach to climate research
is taken which also makes it possible to
specify a nomological net for climate so that
climate can indeed qualify as a construct.

2.3.3 The proposed relationship bet-
ween organizational climate and
psychological climate

The proposed relationship between
organizational climate and psychological
climate has been the subject of debate
amongst climate researchers for more than
a decade. Initially the organization was view-
ed as the appropriate theoretical unit for

climate research. However, when James
and Jones (1974) drew a distinction between
organizational climate and psychological
climate the debate about the proposed rela-
tionship between organizational climate and
psychological climate reached new heights.
Climate researchers often confused in-
dividual and organizational levels of analysis
and thereby perpetuated the confusion sur-
rounding the distinction between organiza-
tionat and psychological climate. One of the
methodological problems resulting from
such a distinction was put forth by Falcione
and Werner (1978:12). “Using different
measures which purport to measure a con-
struct at one level of analysis and another
instrument that measures another related
construct but at a different level of analysis,
can be hazardous business. What we find
may be more artificial than real.”

By defining the climate construct within a
systems framework of organizational func-
tioning the proposed relationship between in-
dividual (psychological climate) and collec-
tive climate (organization or subunit climate)
can be sufficiently clarified.

Collective climate is not viewed within the
systems approach as the simple aggregate
of psychological climate. Separate composi-
tion rules are formulated for each of these
constructs. Psychological climate is formed
at individual level through perceptual interac-
tion. Organizational climate manifests at
organizational level as a collective construct
that is collectively formed through social in-
teraction. As each of these constructs
manifest at a different organizational level,
each has its own composition and dimen-
sionality. The processes that form
each of these constructs can be clearly dif-
ferentiated in the systems approach and
therefore each indicates a separate construct
that must be measured difterently.

2.3.4 The Interpretation of perceptual
agreement

As can be gleaned from the above discus-
sion the use of composition rules serves to

- increase the lack of conceptual clarity about

the climate construct. Organization climate
is defined by various climate researchers as



the aggregate psychological climate that ex-
ists in an organization where individual levels
of perceptual agreement exist (Howe, 1975;
James, 1982; Joyce and Slocum, 1979). Ac-
cording to this definition climate can be high
or low for some organizations, but it does not
exist at all in those organizations where
perceptual agreement does not exist.

This is a disputable theoretical assumption
because according to Glick (1985:604) a
construct either exists for a whole organiza-
tion or it does not exist at all. Although Glick
(1985:604) acknowledges that the reliabili-
ty of aggregate perceptual measurement
may vary due to varying levels of percep-
tual agreement, all organizations must exhibit
a climate that can be described as high or
low on certain dimensions. Homology bet-
ween constructs such as organiza-
tional/psychological climate must be
established empirically and not through the
use of composition rules. Organizational
climate is the result of sociological and
organizational processes and must therefore
be viewed as a separate organizational
characteristic — not just the aggregate of
psychological climate. Ascribing climate only
to those organizations that exhibit a high
degree of perceptual agreement about
psychological climate negates the traditional
criteria of construct validity and measure-
ment reliability at organizational levels of
analysis. It supposes that psychological
climate and organizational climate have the
same dimensionality and would therefore ex-
hibit the same pattern of relationships with
the variables that are being regarded.

Poole (1985:91) states that most climate
studies focus on perceptual agreement
because it is directly related to communali-
ty of meaning amongst organizational
members. Poole (1985:91) also indicates
that research results about perceptual agree-
ment have been inconclusive as research
results have come out in favour of both
perceptual agreement and disagreement.

The systems approach to climate research
implies that organizational climate is not
dependent on perceptual agreement. The
construct exists at each hierarchical level in-
dependently of the degree perceptual agree-
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ment that exists about it. Where a low level
of perceptual agreement exists it must not
be interpreted that the construct does not
eixst at that level. Low perceptual agreement
is rather indicative of fact that the processes
whereby climate is formed at each level do
not function effectively and that as a result
the meaning that is ascribed to that situation
is not shared properly amongst all organiza-
tional members. This would also explain the
contradicting research results that were ob-
tained. Climate perceptions may be
characterised at each organizational level by
high or low perceptual agreement. However,
the degree of perceptual agreement only
serves as an indication of effectiveness of
climate formation at each organizational
level.

2.3.5 The domain of climate research

According to Glick one of the biggest pro-
blems facing the climate researcher is iden-
titying the appropriate dimensions of the
climate construct. Climate is a generic term
that refers to a class of dimensions that are
considered by some researchers to be so
vague and diverse that it can be regarded
as meaningless (see Guion, 1973;
Johanesson, 1973 and James and Jones,
1974). According to Guion (1973) the term
organizational climate incorporates various
organizational and psychological dimensions
but this only serves to increase the
vagueness of the concept.

When the climate dimensions that are
identified by various climate researchers are
regarded, two facts are conspicious:
—there is a huge diversity of climate dimen-

sions that are identified by climate

researchers;
—climate overlaps with mast other organiza-
tional variables.

In an overview of climate literature two ap-
proaches to the description of climate is
discernable (see Poole, 1985). Dimensional
approaches presume that climate can best
be described as consisting of a number of
variables, each of which represents an im-
portant meaningful variable to the organiza-
tional member. Situational variation in climate



perceptions are then reflected by varying

values according to the various dimensions.

There are three kinds of dimensional
approaches:

— the first approach tries to specify general
dimensions that provide a global, general
description of climate;

— the second approach tries to identify
climates for specific organizational prac-
tices e.g. leadership climate;

— the third approach tries to identify climate
dimensions that are unique to each
organization.

Typological approaches focus on climate
as a whole i.e. an integrated configuration
of characteristics. Typological climates are
described by terms such as democratic,
autocratic, etc. The different types of
climates can be evaluated by their dimer:-
sions, but cannot be reduced to their dimen-
sions because they form an integrated
whole. Typological approaches assume that
individuals react to the organization situation
as a whole. Consequently typological ap-
proaches represent a smalle: range of
climates than dimensional approaches
where there are potentially as many types
of climates as there are combinations of
values on the different dimensions.

By regarding the climate construct within
a systems framework the domain of climate
research is clearly specified. Thus a
nomological net is established through which
the validity of the climate construct can be
proven. By using the appropriate climate
dimensions for each construct at each
organizational level, valid climate instruments
can be developed. Both dimensional and
typological approaches can be accom-
modated within the systems approach to
organizational climate.

‘— the approach can be used to specify
general climate dimensions at each
organizational level. These dimensions
can then be used to develop general
climate instruments for use in all
organizations;

— the approach can be used to determine
the dimensions for specific climates e.g.
production climate;

— the approach can be used to translate

general climate dimensions into specific
dimensians for each organization so that
unique but valid climate measurement in-
struments can be developed for each
organization. This approach is regarded
as the most appropriate since climate is
determined by the processes that allow
organizations to function. Although cer-
tain universal organizational processes
exist the specific manner in which these
processes manifest in each orgamixation,
is unique to that organization. This means
that the development of an omnibus
climate measurement should not be
regarded as a valid research goal.
Researchers should rather focus on iden-
tifying processes that are innate to each
particular organization.

This appproach also provides for a
typological approach to climate research.
Dimensional data can be used to identify
coherent patterns or types of climates.
Because the dimensions of climate as iden-
tified within the systems framework are
specifically not identified through isolation
from the whole, but rather through regarding
the organization as a whole, a dimensional
approach to the development of a type does
not rob such a type of its coherence. By us-
ing typological classifications of climate
types, it might become possible to make
predictions about the process of climate ac-
quisition and to formulate guidelines for the
management of climate acquisition. More
longitudinal research will however be need-
ed before this can become possible.

2.3.6 The proposed relationship bet-
ween organizational climate and culture

Interest in the organizational culture con-
struct started picking up at just about the
same time that research interest in the
climate construct began to decline. Climate
researchers such as Glick (1985), Ashforth
(1985) and Falcione and Kaplan (1984)
started focussing on the proposed relation-
ship between climate and culture because
it was perceived that there is a close link bet-
ween the two constructs. The apparent
similarity of these two constructs can be
ascribed to the fact that both represent a
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broad class of psychologica! and organiza-
tional variables that refiect the individuals' in-
teraction with the organization. As Falcione
and Kaplan (1984:301) point out, organiza-
tional culture as defined within an ideational
approach exhibits a significant similarity to
organizational climate as defined within the
multiple measurement organizational
characteristic approach distinguished by
James and Jones (1974) in their literature
overview of the climate construct. Such a
similarity might explain why the climate and
culture constructs are often used inter-
changably in the literature.

Given the conceptual congruence be-
tween the culture and climate constructs it
is not surprising that empirical congruence
has also been found to exist. Many of the
methodological issues that are regarded by
climate researchers aiso form the focus of
culture research. The theoretical unit pro-
blem underiies Riley’s (1983) argument for
the recognition of the existence of multiple
cultures and subcuitures within the organiza-
tion. Barley (1983) points to the debate sur-
rounding the theoretical unit problem that ex-
ists in the anthropology about Goodenough's
(1981) interpretation of cuiture as a
psychological phenomenon and Geeriz's
(1973) interpretation of culture as a socially
constructed phenomenon.

Moreover according to Glick (1985:12)
most new culture research focus on the
dynamic processes whereby culture is form-
ed and changed. A strong similarity exists
between recent climate approaches (Poole
and McPhee, 1983; Schneider and Reichers,
1983) and culture (Hirsch and Andrews,
1983; Pettigrew, 1979; Pondy, 1983; Riley,
1983; Smith and Simmons, 1983).

Both climate and culture researchers also
focus on the level of perceptual agreement,
although culture researchers do not quantify
the level of perceptual agreement. However
researchers such as Deale and Kennedy
(1982) are of the opinion that low perceptual
agreement would indicate a weak organiza-
tional culture.

It would therefore appear as though Glick
(1985:612) is correct in stating that the
smaller substantive differences between
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climate and culture appear to be more pro-

minent than real. Faicione and Kaplan

(1984:301) however indicate that empirical

support for the isomorphism of climate and

culture do not exist because;

-—— such an approach would presume that
climate could exist apart from individual
perceptions. Almost all climate studies
however measure climate through techni-
ques that are based on individual
perception;

— homogenous perceptions of an organiza-
tions culture/climate could then be ex-
pected to exist. However research results
indicate that different climates can exist
for different functional groups in an
organization (see Hall and Lawler, 1969;
Johnston, 1976; Schneider, 1975(a);
1975(b); Stimson and La Belle, 1971).

Despite the apparent empirical con-
gruence between climate and culture, the dif-
ferences between the two constructs also
appear to be methodological as a result of
differing dissiplinary foundations. Climate in-
itially developed from Lewin's social-
psychological framework while culture has
its origin in anthropoiogy and symboilic in-

teractionism. According to Glick (1985:612)

climate research tends to be nomothetic and

quantitative in its description of
phenomenons that exist at a certain point in
time. According to Martin, Feldman, Hatch
and Sitkin (1983) culture research is mainly
idiographic and uses qualitative methods to
describe dynamic processes (Jelinek, Smir-
cich and Hirsch, 1983; Pettigrew, 1979) from
both external and participant perspectives.

Despite efforts to clarify the proposed reia-

tionship between climate and culture (see
Falcione and Kaplan, 1984) it would appear
as though the relationship between climate
and culture remains an empirical issue. Fal-
cione and Kaplan (1984:302) are of the opi-
nion that culture research might be useful to
climate research in two respects

— theoretically it might be possible to gain
a better understanding of climate
because culture adds a contextual dimen-
sion to field research; and

— empirically it can focus research efforts
on alternative methods of data-gathering



and thereby reduce the dependence of
climate on self-reports.

Ashforth (1985:842) believes that culture
perceptions compliment climate perceptions
in that it helps the individual to define what
is psychologically important and thereby
enables the individual to understand
organizational experiences.

A systems approach to climate clarifies
the proposed relationship with culture that
is evident from the literature overview. The
systems approach specifies the nature of the
interdependence that exists between these
two constructs and thereby explains the con-
ceptual and methodological differences and
similarities between these constructs. By
ordering these constructs according to the
system principle of level each is concep-
tualized as a seperate construct. This ap-
proach explains the processes through
which is each construct is shaped on each
level, and what the nature of the in-
terdependence between these constructs is.

It would therefore appear as though a
social systems approach to organizational
climate within the framework of a model of
organizational functioning to a greater extent
alieviates the dilemma facing the climate
researcher. Within this approach climate can
be operationally defined in such a manner
that it can be measured validly and reliably.
This approach therefore succeeds in profer-
ring a useful, theoretically specific explana-
tion for the relationship that is thought to ex-
ist between climate and organizational
behaviour.

This approach also greatly succeeds in
alleviating most of the methodological issues
in climate research that have up till now re-
mained unresolved.

It would therefore appear as though the
climate construct can finally move out of the
troubled methodological waters that it has
been bogged down in for such a long time.

Although the social systems approach
may not provide a full understanding of the
relationship between organizational function-
ing and organizational climate, it does suc-
ceed in proffering a systematically integrated
explanation of the climate construct without
resorting to confusing detail.

3 METHODOLOGICAL GUIDELINES
FOR CLIMATE RESEARCH WITHIN A
SOCIAL SYSTEMS APPROACH

By operationally defining the climate con-
struct within the framework of a social
systems model of organizational functioning
many of the conceptual issues that have
plagued the climate construct have been
resolved. The implication of this is that the
methodological issues that have always re-
mained unresolved can now be alleviated
since a lack of conceptual clarity regarding
the construct no longer exists. The impor-
tance of empirical research into the climate
construct represents much more than a mere
effort to validate or test a specific theoretical
position. Through empirical research
knowledge and understanding about the
construct can be expanded which can lead
researchers to new insights about the
phenomenon.

As the conceptualization of the climate
construct within the social systems approach
holds important methodological implications
for climate research these implications will
henceforth be discussed.

3.1 Interaction processes as deter-
minants of the climate construct

Within the social systems approach climate
is viewed as an outcome of the interactional
processes that exists within the organization.

According to Bradley and Baird (1983:43)
each organization anticipates certain interac-
tion patterns that reflect the organizations
structure and indicate the relationships that
ought to exist between workers. These in-
teraction patterns form the organizations for-
mal structure. All communication that takes
place within the organization is however not
reflected by the organizations formal struc-
ture. informal networks develop to supple-
ment shortcomings in the orgaizations for-
mal network. Formal and informal networks
therefore function in a complementary and
substitusionary manner. Where existing in-
teraction patterns function ineffectively, new
patterns of interaction will be brought into ex-
istence. In this manner subsystems create
interaction patterns that will to a greater or
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lesser extent be congruent with the interac-

tion patterns that are formally prescribed by

the organization.

In an organization with an effective formal
structure little differentiation between the for-
mal and informal structure will occur
because the interaction patterns dictated by
the organization function effectively. In con-
trast in an organization with an ineffective
organizational structure informal interaction
patterns will differ greatly from those formally
dictated by the organization.

Where the formal organization structure
functions ineffectively informal interaction
patterns evolve to counteract the shortcom-
ings of the formal organization structure. The
interaction patterns that evolve informally are
often functional and can in time develop in-
to new formal interaction patterns.

The methodological implication of this is
that network analysis may provide a useful
method in *... assessing the impact of social
interaction and patterns of information and
work flows on within group consistency in
measures of climate” as stated by Glick
(1985:605). Other climate researchers such
as Jablin (1980) Joyce and Slocum (1984)
and Schneider and Reichers (1983) also em-
phasize the usefulness of network analysis
for charting communication patterns that are
associated with various types of climate.
Jablin (1980:342) identifies the following
methodological advantages of assessing
climate by means of network analysis:

— it can increase the validity of climate
research because it provides for a multi-
method multi-trait research paradigm that
can be subjected to tests for convergent
and discrimination validity;

— it can help alleviate some methodological
problems, such as the basis on which ag-
gregate climate scores can be calculated.

Jablin (1980:342) also proposes that
simulated network studies of real or com-
puter simulated networks can be undertaken
in a laboratory environment so that the im-
pact of these on climate formation can be
observed in controlled circumstances.
Jablin’s (1980) viewpoint is based on the
assumption that although field studies pro-
vide valuable insights, the concepts that are
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involved in climate research are so complex
that is difficult to study in real situations.

Jablin (1980) is of the opinion that
laboratory studies might provide the insights
that are necessary to gain an understanding
of bigger organizational networks.

3.2 The critical theoretical unit for stu-
dying climate

A further important theoretical implication of
the conceptualization of organizational
climate within the system approach is that
the natural workgroup (subsystem) becomes
the smallest and most important theoretical
unit for climate research. As indicated by
Weick (1969) behaviour of lower system
levels constrain the behaviour of higher
system levels. Therefore the climate that ex-
ists within the subsystem will constrain the
climate that will exist for the organization as
a whole. The subsystem is of particular im-
portance for the climate researcher as it pro-
vides the context within which the individuals
behaviour is integrated with that of others so
that ordered, standardised behavioural pat-
terns that are required of individuals who are
involved in a functional relationship, can be
brought into existence and maintained.

The subsystem represents the functional
unit within which individuals and groups ex-
hibit appropriate behaviour within their func-
tional roles. Empirical results consistently
point to the importance of this level for an
understanding of how climate is experienc-
ed by the individual. Corporate philosophers
such as Peters and Waterman (1984) and
organizational theorists such as French and
Bell (1984) regard the natural workgroup as
a basic building block of the organization and
therefore as a crucial element in determin-
ing organizational behaviour.

The research of the climate construct at
subsystem level should therefore be regard-
ed as a priority by climate researchers
because it is at this level that individual and
group perceptions of the organization are
established and experienced. Because all
other levels on which climate manifests
envelopes the subsystem level a full
understanding of how climate forms on these
levels cannot be gained unless climate



formation at subsystem level is fully
understood. In this also lies an important
motivation as to why climate research should
not be abandoned in favour of culture
research. A full understanding of the
organizational culture construct cannot be
gained uniess an understanding of how it
evolves in the first place is gained. Disap-
pointingly enough this is exactly what is hap-
pening with climate research. Research in-
terest in the organizational climate construct
is waning in favour of culture research. An
overview of the literature clearly shows that
as research interest in the climate construct
began waning in the mid 1980's (almost no
climate studies were reported after 1986)
research interest in culture increased. There
has since been a steady increase in literature
dealing with this subject.

What is proposed here is not that sub-
system climate should be researched in
isolation of other organizational levels. The
importance of studying the process of
climate formation at all three collective
organization levels must be re-emphasized
as these form an interdependent whole as
far as the processes whereby climate is
formed is concerned.

The importance of the natural workgroup,
however, lies in the fact that it provides the
contextual environment in which the in-
dividual experiences and attains climate
perceptions. As it is of extreme importance
for management to manage the acquisition
of climate, future climate research will have
to focus on this level if climate acquisition
is to be considered an important manage-
ment tool in future.

3.3 The unique nature of climate

Climate, as it is operationally defined within
the systems approach, presumes that
organizational climate is a construct that can-
not be measured in terms of general dimen-
sions. Climate is regarded as an unique con-
struct that manifests uniquely within each
organization because each organizations in-
teraction processes manifest in a different
fashion. Within the social systems approach
the domain of climate research is clearly
specified. Interaction processes -are the

determinants of climate. Since each
organizations interaction processes manifest
uniquely within that organization, climate
must be viewed as an unique construct. By
specifying interaction processes as the
determinants of climate the domain of
climate research is clearly delimited. This
means that a nomological net is established
for the climate construct and that the validi-
ty of the construct can be proven.
Construct validity can be determined in

two ways, i.e.:

— by correlating measurement instruments
with existing measurement instruments of
which the validity have been proven; and

— by factor analysis through which the
underlying patterns of relationships in a
set of variables can be determined.

Because the validity of existing climate In-
struments can be seriously questioned due
to the fact that they have not been developed
within the framework of systematic in-
tegrated models of organizational function-
ing, the first method is not possible on a prac-
tical level. Therefore factor analysis must be
regarded as the primary method for proving
the validity of the climate construct.

Another method would be to prove the
convergent validity of the climate construct.

This can be done by comparing perceptual

measurements scores obtained by a

measurement instrument based on a

theoretical construct with some kind of “hard

criteria”. If climate, as it is perceptually
measured, shows a high degree of con-
gruence with measurements obtained by the
use of “hard” criteria, (eg. actual behaviour),
the convergent validity of the climate con-
struct can be proven. The deduction can

‘then be made that theoretical construct

measures what it is supposed to measure.

The aim with the dimensions identified
within the systems approach is to establish
a dimensional approach to organizational
climate. In contrast to earlier dimensional ap-
proaches the aim is not to develop an om-
nibus climate measure. These dimensions
are meant to serve as guidelines of the rela-
tionship that exists between the variables
that constitute the climate construct. These
dimensions shéuld be used to determine the
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specific nature of climate as it manifests
within each organization. This further implies
that items should be developed for each
dimension based on the unique manner in
which each dimension manifests within each
organization. This implies that items should
be developed according to the specific pro-
cess that constitutes that dimension at that
specific level of the organization. Climate
researchers are therefore required to repre-
sent general dimensions in a specific man-
ner. Although such an approach may be time
consuming, it is also much more sensitive
to the nuances of a specific organization. Ac-
cordingly results obtained in this way will be
much more accurate than when general
climate measures are employed. Although
a dimensional approach to organizational
climate is proposed, it represents an unique
approach in terms of how each dimension
is operationalized within a specific organiza-
tion. It would however also be possible to
validate the construct validity of the general
dimensions through such an unique
approach.

3.4 Appropriate research design for stu-
dying climate

Climate as it is conceptualized within the
system approach constitutes a multi-
dimensional multi-level construct. Various
climate researchers, amongst others Glick,
1985; Dandridge, Mittrof and Joyce, 1980;
James and Jones, 1974; Payne and Pugh,
1975; Jablin, 1980; advocate the use of
multi-trait multi-method research designs.
Hill and Northouse (1978:43) emphasize
the importance of multi-step research
designs in the light of the large number of
research findings that indicate a discrepan-
cy between attitudes (perceptions) and ac-
tual behaviour that is exhibited in an
organization. Hill and Northouhse (1978) pro-
pose that a multi- step research design of-
fers a method of evaluating any discrepan-
cies between perception and behaviour,
because such discrepancies can be controtl-
ed for by such a research design. Because
climate perceptions may or may not manifest
as behaviour, it is important to determine the
convergent validity of climate perceptions by

comparing subjective and objective climate
measurements.

The importance of a multi-step research
design is strongly emphasized by Jablin
(1980). Jablin (1980) also points to the im-
portance of determining the discrimination
validity of these two types of measurements.
According to Jablin (1980) very few climate
studies have been undertaken that compares
the convergent and discrimination validity of
subjective and objective measurements.

A definite recommendation is therefore
that climate should be studied within multi-
trait multimethod research designs. This will
enable future researchers to determine not
only convergent and discrimination validity
but also the manner in which these two types
of measures co-vary.

The research design that is proposed for
future climate research should include at
least two steps and two methods. Climate
should at least be measured by a measure-
ment instrument that is applied individually
within work group context, as well as by
focus group interviews that are conducted
within this context. Thus it will be possible
to obtain two sets of data for analysis from
which the convergent and discrimination
validity of the climate construct can be deter-
mined. Thus can be ensured that perceptual
climate measurements represent an index of
the organizations behaviour and do not
merely constitute idiosyncratic responses of
organizational members. By comparing soft
and hard criteria the validity of the climate
construct can be determined.

3.5 A process approach to organiza-
tional climate

Monge (1982:245) states that system resear-
chers can only illustrate a system
characteristic if the analytical tool that is us-
ed, provides an inherent representation of
that characteristic itself. The use of traditional
research methodologies is according to
Monge (1982:258) inappropriate for systems
research as it is inherently incapable of ex-
posing specific system hypothesis.
Monge (1982:258) proposes that system
hypothesis can only be tested by system



research methods with which it exhibits an
inherent congruence.

The implication of this for the climate
researcher lies in the fact that climate as it
is conceptualized within the systems ap-
proach represents a dynamic entity. This im-
plies that climate should be studied as a pro-
cess. However, according to Monge, Farace,
Eisenberg and White (1984) organizational
researchers tend to undertake static rather
than processual research. Monge et. al.,
(1984) identify three reasons why this is so
i.e. methodological determinism, inac-
cessibility of process methods and- the
perceived effort required of the researcher.

A variable such as climate undergoes
rapid changes as the organization reacts to
meaningful organizational events. For this
reason climate researchers such as
Schneider and Reichers (1983) advocate
longitudinal climate research. Climate, as
conceptualized within a systems framework
necessitates the collection and analysis of
longitudinal data and therefore the research
methods that are used must allow for this.
In so doing the focus can be shifted from
static relationships to dynamic relationships.
Monge et. al., (1984) therefore propose that
climate should be studied within appropriate
time sequences in order to determine both
tendencies and periodicity of the climate
phenomenon. Tendencies will show gradual
changes in climate perceptions that take
place in time while periodicity will show
cyclical fluctuations in general climate
perceptions.

Climate should therefore preferably be
studied longitudinally in terms of appropriate
time sequences.

3.8 Increasing Validity

By applying the following methodological
guidelines validity can be increased further.

3.6.1 Representative Sampie of the
Organisation

According to the systems approach the ap-
propriate theoretical units for analysing
climate in the organisation are the collective
levels on which it manifests. The unit of

analysis should therefore also be collective.
This implies that valid measurements of the
climate construct can only be obtained if
representative samples of the whole
organisation is drawn. The validity of studies
that do not apply this simple principlte is
threatened. This is especially true of studies
that draw samples of one or two individuals
from one or two divisions of the organization.

To draw a sample of individuals leads to
inaccuracy as the wrong level of analysis is
used. Consequently the use of small
homogeneous samples of individuals from
the organization make it impossible to deter-
mine the validity and relialibity of climate
measurements.

For many climate researchers the
methodological limitations of small sample
populations do not weigh as heavily as the
cost and practical problems associated with
big representative samples. Representative
samples should however be included in any
future empirical research of organizational
climate.

3.6.2 Descriptive measurements

For the accuracy and construct validity of the
climate construct as it is operationally defin-
ed within the social systems approach it is
required that climate measurements that are
obtained through perceptual measures
should be measured by descriptive rather
than evaluative items. Climate, viewed from
a systems approach, represents a descrip-
tion of the meaning that is ascribed to a par-
ticular situation and does not merely con-
stitute a personal or affective evaluation of
the situation.

This represents a dilemma to the climate
researcher as attitudinal scales are the only
empirical means available to quantify any at-
titude (feeling) a individual has toward an
object.

Climate evolves as a result of perception
and as such it represents the meaning, ef-
fect or response that a stimuli has on the
human psyche. This meaning, as it applies
to climate, should be measured in a descrip-
tive rather than evaluative terms. Attitude
scales which are typically used to measure
climate include the Thurstone scale, Likert-
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type scales and the Semantic Differential
scale of Osgood, Succi and Tannenbaum.

In particular the Semantic Differential scale
can be singled out for the potential that it
holds to measure climate accurately and
validly. Climate has been defined as the pro-
cess whereby meaning is ascribed to
organizational situations so that the individual
can respond to the situation in an appropriate
manner. The Semantic Differential offers a
method whereby meaning can be measured
through semantic differentiation. This scale
represents a dimension and its determinants
on a bipolar seven point scale. The scale
measures three dimensions of meaning i.e.
evaluative, potency and activity dimensions.
De Vito (1986:228) proposes that the Seman-
tic Differential can be used to index mean-
ing for
— different concepts by the same subject;
— same concepts by different subjects; and
— various concepts by the same subject at

different time intervals.

The third possibility for indexing meaning
is especially appropriate for climate
research. The meaning that various subjects
ascribe to the concepts that indicate climate
can be measured in appropriate time inter-
vals through the Sematic Differential Scale.
This will determine both tendencies and
periodicity of climate perceptions.

Climate researchers should also take care
in the formulation of climate items. ltems
should be formulated in a descriptive and not
evaluative manner. The distinction between
evaluation and desription is not always easy
to make. As Rockeach (1968) states ...
“While it is possible (but unlikely) for percep-
tion to exist without affect” it is difficult for
arespondent to prevent his feelings from in-
fluencing his perception.

Two possible solutions can be offered on
a methodological level to prevent affective
responses from contaminating climate
perceptions. The first possible solution is
identified by Payne, Fineman and Wall
(1976). Payne et. al., (1976) propose that
climate items should contain two separate
sections. The first section is descriptive and
measures how a situation is perceived. The
second part of the question is affective and

measures how the individual feels about the
situation that he perceives. In the analysis
of responses affective measurements can
then be eliminated and truly descriptive
measurements of the situation can thus be
obtained.

This proposal of Payne et. al., is not
without merit as perception without a degree
of affect is not a reality. This method at least
provides a useful method for managing the
overlap that is bound to occur between
perception and affect so that reality based
descriptions of the situation can be obtained.

A further possibility is to expand on Payne
et. al., (1976) proposal and to measure each
climate item in three parts
— how is it now (descriptive)

— how do you feel about the situation
(affective)
— how would you like it to be in future.

The motivation for including the third part
of the item is that future interventions can be
based on this data. The value of this lies in
the fact that climate acquisition can then be
planned and managed according to the in-
formation that is obtained by this part of the
question.

It should also be noted that the Interna-
tional Communication Associations Com-
munication Audit (Goldhaber and Rogers,
1979) already contains a number of these
type of items on the basis of which correc-
tive actions can be planned.

The second possible solution for controll-
ing the influence of affect on climate
measurements is to describe item distractors
at each item in terms of true perceptions
rather than in vague global terms such as
agree or disagree. By describing the item
distractors for the respondent, more con-
crete and accurate responses for the
description of the situation can be solicited
from respondents.

The Semantic Differential lends itself par-
ticularly well to such an approach as it is a
bipolar scale in which each pole can be con-
trasted with each other in a descriptive man-
ner. Another possibility is to use a Thurstone
scale in which descriptive statements about
the organization is made.

Up till now climate researchers have often



mixed evaluative and descriptive items in
their climate questionnaires. Much greater
care will have to be taken in future to con-
trol for the influence that affect might have
on climate perceptions.

3.7 Norm tables for the comparison of
climate scores

A further implication of the way that organiza-
tional climate is conceptualized within the
systems approach is that standard norms for
the comparison of climate scores can not be
drawn up. Because climate measurements
represent an unique measurement for each
organization a general measurement instru-
ment through which standardised climate
scores can be developed, does not exist.

It is also not meaningful to compare
organizational climates as no ‘best”
organizational climate exists. Climate is, ac-
cording to the systems perspective, effec-
tive for a particular organization if it (1)
enables a specific organization to adapt to
its particular environmental demands and (2)
if it effectively maintains that organizations
input — transformation and output cycles.

4 CONCLUSION

In this article the serious theoretical and
methodological issues facing climate
research has been discussed. It was cited
that the most important issue facing climate
researchers is the lack of theoretical integra-
tion in the conceptualization of the organiza-
tional climate construct. The inconsistent and
even divergent conceptualization of the
climate construct has led climate researchers
to conclude that a reconceptualization of the
climate construct would be necessary to re-

tain organization climate as useful research
field and management tool.

A social systems approach to organiza-
tional climate proffers such a reconcep-

- tualization. It was indicated that by opera-

tionally defining the climate construct within
the framework of a social systems model of
organizational functioning many of the ex-
isting conceptual and methodological issues
facing climate researchers can be resolved.
Without a guiding framework such as the
systems model of organizational functioning
a phenomenon that is as complex as climate
is, cannot be fully explained or understood.
On an empirical level valuable insights can
be gained, but only if research is conducted
in systematic and ordered fashion. As
Meehan (1969:81) states: ‘‘Faulty
methodology can destroy an explanation but
no amount of methodological skill can
establish an explanation™.

This truth is apparent when the concep-
tual and methodological stance of the climate
construct is regarded. Despite the multitude
of empirical research that has been con-
ducted into the climate construct, resear-
chers still fail to offer a truly integrated
theoretical explanation of the construct and
the processes by which it is formed.

The purpose of this article has therefore
not just been to provide a guiding framework
for conducting research into the climate con-
struct, but also to discuss the methodological
implications of such a framework for climate
research so that the observation of Wood-
man and King (1978:824) that “... perhaps
climate is destined to remain theoretically
promising but methodologically unsound
will not come true.
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