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Organizational culture is a complex field. Diverse approaches have been developed
in the past, without giving a definitive answer to some crucial aspects. Rather than
trying to finalize the discussion, the authors indicate which are the critical questions
that every researcher and practitioner should clarify. The questions are: Is
organizational culture the right concept for the research or consultancy project?;
Which definition or approach of organizational culture will be used?; Which are the
dimensions and domains of organizational culture?; Which cultures are intended to
be studied: national? organizational? departmental? or professional?; Which is the
appropriate research method?; At which level should the data gathered be analysed?;
Which is the ideal culture for an organization?

INTRODUCTION

This article reflects on our broad experience with consulting projects on
organizational culture in a wide variety of organizations (industrial companies,
service organizations, schools, public administration, hospitals, and welfare
organizations) as well as with research projects on organizational culture.
Therefore we wish to describe what we found are critical questions that should be
raised when researchers and practitioners are engaging in the field of
organizational culture. In a similar way Cameron (1980) formulated critical
questions for assessing organizational effectiveness. Her critical questions were:
What domain of activity is being focused on? Whose perspective, or which
constituency’s point of view, is being considered? What level of analysis is
being used? What time frame is being employed? What type of data are to be
used? What referent is being employed? Several of these questions are also
relevant for organizational culture assessment.

Requests for reprints should be addressed to K. De Witte, Department of Work and
Organizational Psychology, Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, Tiensestraat 102, 3000 Leuven,
Belgium. Email: karel.dewitte@psy.kuleuven.ac.be
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The concept of organizational culture was and remains an important
discussion topic for managers and researchers. The academic literature and
empirical research are evidence of a steadily interest in this field of study over
the last two decades of the 20th century. It has been noted by many (Doppler &
Lauterburg, 1995; Linstead & Grafton-Small, 1992; von Rosentiel; Molt, &
Rüttinger, 1995; van Muijen, Koopman, & De Witte, 1996) that since the 1980s
the concept of organizational culture in an organizational context has
irrevocably caught the attention of managers and academics. Some researchers
(Banens, 1995; Lewis, French, & Steane, 1997) explicitly emphasize that since
Peters and Waterman (1982) organizational culture has fascinated both
academics and practitioners. Each month we receive requests from organizations
(from all sectors) to analyse their organizational culture and, if need be, to advise
them on aligning their organizational culture with their strategic options.

One may wonder how this interest in organizational culture continues,
considering all the problems and discussions concerning the concept. But
practitioners as well as researchers are looking for global concepts to understand
organizational contexts and organizational culture seems to offer this. Moos
concluded in 1973: “This brief overview illustrates the many different
assessment techniques, types of variables and potential environmental
typologies. The area is in its empirical infancy and it is still unclear how the
different methods will eventually relate to each other.” More than 25 years later
this conclusion still seems to be applicable for organizational culture.

Researchers are mainly interested in the understanding and measurement of
organizational culture; practitioners wonder whether organizational culture can
be managed and changed. The focus of research seems to be “measure to know”;
consultancy projects are concerned with “measure to change”.

We will address the following questions:

(1) Is organizational culture the right concept for the research or consultancy
project?

(2) Which definition or approach of organizational culture will be used?
(3) Which are the dimensions and domains of organizational culture?
(4) Which cultures are intended to be studied: national? organizational?

departmental? or professional?
(5) Which is the appropriate research method?
(6) At which level should the data gathered be analysed?
(7) Which is the ideal culture for an organization?

A full review of the literature and a thorough discussion cannot be realized in
the scope of this article. We will clarify the topic, present some findings from
literature and/or research, and investigate the implications of the answers given
to these critical questions.
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IS ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE THE RIGHT
CONCEPT FOR THE RESEARCH OR

CONSULTANCY PROJECT?

A criticism heard several times is that organizational culture is used as a garbage
can. All the organizational variables we cannot describe accurately are put in
one box with the label organizational culture. This implies that we use
organizational culture as a rest variable. Is this correct?

Organizational culture develops in interaction between individual and
organization. When starting up a new organization, individuals have to find
solutions for problems and have to work out methods and systems for an efficient
daily functioning of the organization. These organizational processes can be
business related (e.g. engineering, R&D, maintenance, production processes),
but also personnel related (e.g. training, selection, rewarding, evaluation
processes). These workable and generally accepted solutions reduce the initial
uncertainty, which is a traumatic experience (Schein, 1985). Once avoidance of
an uncertain, painful situation is learned, the same heuristics and behavioural
patterns recur the future and, consequently, it is rather difficult to change the
culture. However, besides “trauma”, Schein (1985) stresses another learning
mechanism in the development of culture, namely “positive reinforcement.”
People repeat (stop) behaviours leading to positive (negative) feedback. They
are continuously testing the validity of their actions. Environmental changes
may reveal that classical heuristics not work anymore. In that case there is a
chance for culture change when the current practices are questioned and
analysed. Organizational culture is furthermore incorporated in people’s
psychological contracts. The psychological contract once developed is
relatively stable. People are “attracted” to a certain type of organizational
culture because it provides them with guidance and security. Organizational
culture as a stabilizer of individual behaviour has been recognized by many as
the most important function of organizational culture (Banens, 1995; Doppler &
Lauterburg, 1995; van Aken & Strikwerda, 1997). Culture provides people with
indications about what is successful and non-successful behaviour in the
organization. More and more companies are abandoning the traditional
hierarchical structure. Culture, transparent and stable norms and values have an
important function organizing individual behaviour and providing the
organizational members with structure.

Although it is clear that organizational culture offers a global approach to
understanding the functioning of an organization, others will question whether
we need the concept of organizational culture as well as concepts such as
commitment, organizational citizenship, morale, norms, and so on.

Since the start of studies on organizational climate, the differentiation
between the concept of organizational climate (see later for the difference
between climate and culture) and other organizational variables has been under
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discussion. Already in 1976, Payne, Fineman, and Wall have tried to make a
conceptual synthesis using the method of facet analysis. The three facets used to
clarify the concepts are: (1) the unit of analysis (individual or social
collectivity); (2) the element of analysis (job or organization/department), and
(3) the nature of measurement (descriptive versus affective). Organizational
climate is situated at (1) a social collectivity, (2) organization, and (3)
descriptive. This approach remains useful to clarify if organizational culture is
the right concept to analyse the problem we are confronted with. Does it concern
a common problem at the organizational (or departmental) level which can be
approached in a descriptive way?

In consultancy it is fashionable to study organizational culture. Problems are
labeled as such, but it often turns out that organizational culture or a similar
approach is not the most useful concept to analyse the problem. Only in the case
of a global approach is organizational culture a useful concept.

WHICH DEFINITION OR APPROACH OF
ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE WILL BE USED?

But even when it seems that organizational culture is the right concept, it is
doubtful that consultant and representatives of the organization have the same
definition of organizational culture.

Smircich (1983) has offered a good analysis of the different approaches of
organizational culture. In the human sciences, culture research has been the
domain of anthropologists. The focus has been to study the differences in
national cultures in terms of differences in habits, value systems, beliefs, etc. that
the persons pertaining to that culture adhere. In anthropology, the word culture
has been used to refer to the customs and rituals societies develop during their
history (Smith & Harris Bond, 1993). Brown (1995) is convinced that
approaches to study organizations that emphasize the rational and structural
nature of organization cannot offer a full explanation of organizational
behaviour. Smircich (1983), p. 344 states “that the symbolic cultural dimension in
some way contributes to the overall systemic balance and effectiveness of an
organization". Deal and Kennedy (1982) define culture as the social and
normative glue that holds the organization together. Smircich advocates for the
position that an organization is a culture, whereas the approach of Deal and
Kennedy is that organizational culture is a variable, like other organizational
variables.

There is also a long and extensive discussion on the differences between
organizational climate and organizational culture. Denison (1996), in an
excellent overview, concludes that although in the literature a distinction is
made between climate (behavioural patterns and norms) and culture (values and
basic assumptions)—where climate is measured by quantitative and culture by
qualitative methods—that climate is within the scope of culture. The two
research traditions should be viewed as differences in interpretation rather than
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differences in the phenomenon. This conclusion provides a strong rationale for
the continued integration of quantitative and qualitative research methods (see
later).

What element will be studied: behavioural patterns, norms, values, beliefs,
basic assumptions? This choice has its implications for the research method and
the method of analysis. For consultancy it has its implications for possibilities
for change.

WHICH ARE THE DIMENSIONS AND
DOMAINS OF ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE?

Which behavioural patterns, norms, values, beliefs, and basic assumptions will
be studied? How can they be organized into a meaningful framework? One can
no longer avoid this question when one starts to construct a questionnaire or
starts a consultancy project. Some questionnaires have been developed starting
from a conceptual framework, such as the Competing Values Framework of
Quinn (1988). Other questionnaires have an empirical basis, starting from
interviews with managers and members of organizations about what they feel to
be important culture characteristics of their organization. Factor or cluster
analysis will then determine the underlying dimensions. If the authors intend to
limit themselves to one sector, the questionnaire will be sector specific. Others
choose a questionnaire applicable to almost all kinds of organization.

To which organizational processes are we looking to detect the organizational
culture? An overview made in 1979 by Driessen and De Cock of the existing
questionnaires on organizational climate resulted 45 different aspects which
could be grouped in 18 domains. A more recent analysis was made (Dewulf,
Poortinga, Fontaine, De Witte, & Swinnen, 1999) of the domains used in the
following questionnaires: Organization Culture Inventory of Human
Synergistics, the Corporate Culture Questionnaire of the SHL, the FOCUS-
questionnaire (see van Muijen et al., this issue), the Organizational Culture
Profile (O’Reilly, Chatman, & Caldwell, 1991), the Quinn Diagnosing Corporate
Culture (Quinn, 1988), the Organizational Climate Questionnaire—Form B
(Litwin & Stringer, 1968) and Organizational Questionnaire for Hospitals
(Driessen & De Cock, 1979). The domains were: hierarchical relations, peer
relations, relations between sub-groups, selection, socialization, reward,
relations with clients, relations with competitors, and job design. This list was
based on an extensive overview of the literature. Most of the items (62%) are
formulated at a general level so they cannot be attributed to a domain. Of the
items that could be attributed to a specific domain the majority (13.6%) refer to
hierarchical relations. Items concerning reward are 5.5%, job design 2.4%, and
relations between sub-groups 2%. All other domains are covered by less than
2%. One might question if this (implicit) choice for these domains to study
organizational culture is correct. One questionnaire might offer no difference in
organizational culture, whereas another does because of difference of domains
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taken into account. A more balanced distribution of items over the different
domains would be more appropriate.

Organization members complain that questionnaires are too general and do
not give them the possibility to render their vision on the organization. They
would prefer questionnaires covering the main domains as mentioned earlier. A
careful choice of the questionnaire that will be used is needed to detect which
domains are covered.

For research this has implications for studies investigating the relation of
organizational culture with other organizational variables. When studying the
relation between leadership and organizational culture, for example, the risk for
contamination is real, as the main domain covered is the hierarchical relations.

WHICH CULTURES ARE INTENDED
TO BE STUDIED?

Of course we can describe organizational culture. But how independent is the
organizational culture from the other cultures? If the impact of the other cultures
on organizational culture is important, concentrating on one level will leave the
researcher unsatisfied with possible explanations (see later which methods of
analysis to use) and will leave the consultant without useful solutions. At which
level should he or she intervene to start a successful change project? This
decision will depend on his or her conviction about the different kinds of
culture.

Organizational members belong at the same moment to different groupings.
With how many different cultures are they confronted? An analysis of the
organizational culture might reveal that in fact many different, sometimes
conflicting, cultural assumptions prevail. This is apparent in the situation of a
merger where two cultures prevail. Particularly those researchers following
Schein (e.g. Elsass & Veiga, 1994; Hope & Henry, 1996; van Muijen et al., 1996)
acknowledge the potential existence of different sub-cultures in one
organization.

The importance of the national culture has been stressed by Hofstede et al.,
1990; Hofstede, 1991), who argues that national cultures differ along five
dimensions, namely power distance, individualism/collectivism, masculinity/
femininity, uncertainty avoidance, and confucian dynamism.

Other authors emphasize the influence of the business or industry sector on
culture development. Gordon (1991) distinguishes three assumptions deter-
mined by industry: competitive environment, customer requirements, and
societal expectations. These assumptions lead to the development of value
systems, which ensure that no strategies, structures, or processes are formed that
are in conflict with these assumptions. According to Gordon (1991), the actual
management team will not be able to initiate culture change if the environment
so radically changes that these industry-driven assumptions need to change.
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Also professional associations may have an indirect influence on the culture.
The values proclaimed by the professional associations (e.g. engineers,
marketers, psychologists) are introduced by the members in their own
organization (Brown, 1995). This may lead to clusters of similarly trained
professionals in the same organization. The departmental culture may be
influenced by the professional culture. Schein (1993) emphasizes language as
the differentiator between sub-cultures. The sub-cultures develop their own
language or jargon. Using that language expresses membership and belonging.

Finally, customers, the government, and the public in general may have their
influence on organizational culture. Brown (1995) calls this influencing bodies
the “stakeholders” in general. Also the shareholders could be placed under the
stakeholders variable. However, Davis (1985) indicates that the only two
situations in which management pays attention to shareholders are when
ownership is held by a family or when management is afraid of a takeover.

Other contributions in this issue shed some light on this difficult problem. For
research it is important in order to be able to draw correct conclusions. For
consultants it is important to determine which levels should participate in the
change project.

WHICH IS THE APPROPRIATE
RESEARCH METHOD?

Sackmann (1991) presents an overview of the different research methods that can
be used to analyse culture in organizations. She also discusses the strengths and
pitfalls of each method. Sackmann organizes the different methods on an
continuum. The methods for studying culture in organizations can be situated
on a continuum. At one end there are the unstructured inductive modes of
enquiry as ethnographic studies through participant observation, in-depth
interviews with individuals as well as with groups, and so on. At the other end
there are the highly structured approaches as questionnaires, structured
interviews, checklists, and so on. In between we find methods such as document
analysis and group discussion. The ends of the continuum represent the two
opposite perspectives, the “insider” and the “outsider”.

In a typical insider perspective the culture researcher follows the mode of
enquiry of an anthropologist and develops an in-depth understanding of the
culture through participation in organizational life during a longer period of
time. Interviews take place in the organization. Lawler, Nadler, and Cammann
(1980) mention as advantages of this approach the richness of the data, the
contextualization of the data, the possibility through empathic listening to get a
thorough insight, and this method will certainly be perceived as face valid.
Disadvantages, however, are the cost and the difficulty for the researcher not to
impose his or her own views. It is in most cases impossible to involve every
organization member, so sampling is needed. But how should this sampling be
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organized? The analysis of the data is much more difficult than for
questionnaires. Comparisons between organizations are difficult to realize.

Other methods use the external perspective, for example, questionnaires.
Lawler et al. (1980) mention as advantages of these methods the quantification
that allows for statistical treatment of the data. Here all members can be invited to
give their opinion on the organizational culture, avoiding in this way the
problem of sampling. In comparison with the previous methods it is cheap, much
faster (data can be gathered and analysed within two months). A lot of
standardized instruments are available and their psychometric qualities are
known. Comparisons between departments and organizations are possible.
Some standardized instruments present certain norms (also sectoral norms),
based on a large number of organizations. Disadvantages of these methods are
that little information on the context is provided. Questionnaires are perceived
as impersonal and therefore not suitable for sensitive questions. Attempts have
long been made to overcome this problem. Alderfer (1968) compared responses
to questionnaires with and without preceding interviews. Alderfer and Brown
(1972) tried to design an empathic questionnaire. After an interview persons are
more inclined to provide valid information. The development costs of a good
questionnaire are high.

Who has the right perception of the organizational culture? Remaining with
the insider approach raises the question if it is possible to detect the values, as
they are so self-evident for the members that they might not be aware of them.
The principle that one has to leave the system to detect the rules of the system
applies here. But the outsider can never understand fully the history of an
organization. Both perspectives seem rather complementary than opposite. In
consultancy the use of benchmarking helps to detect the strengths and
weaknesses of an organization. A particular external perspective might enrich
the internal analysis.

The question of how to obtain valid information is an old one in behavioural
sciences. Using unobtrusive measures is not possible in organization research.
Argyris (1970) feels that the only realistic approach is to create such a
relationship with the persons involved in the research that they are willing to
provide valid information. Therefore the whole process of information on the
research and the way of administering the research will in a large part determine
the willingness of the organization members to provide valid information. Not
only the research method itself, but also the whole research process, is important
for the results.

In consultancy many projects will integrate different methods. One might start
with a number of interviews at different hierarchical levels and in different
departments. On the basis of these interviews an instrument might be selected or
a standardized instrument will be combined with organization-specific
questions. By this approach the questionnaire becomes more face valid for the
members. The report will be based not only on the questionnaire results but also
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on the basis of the interviews. The outsider and insider perspectives are
combined. Another way to realize this combination is when questionnaires
results are fed back to all members in the organization for further discussion.
Here the project starts from the outsider perspective but is followed by a phase of
insider perspective. The interviews or group discussions are then focused on the
main results of the questionnaire.

AT WHICH LEVEL SHOULD THE DATA
GATHERED BE ANALYSED?

Organizations are a system of individuals—ones with (different) goals, (lack of)
power, (no) sense of responsibility and (different) attitudes (Ayas, Floppen, &
Maljers, 1996). In their interactions and thinking the “true organization” and the
cultural values are developed. Researchers such as Schein (1992) and Van Aken
and Strikwerda (1997) rightly emphasize that individuals are the enablers, the
makers of the organization and its culture. From this perspective it seems natural
to ask these individuals about their perception of the organizational culture. The
question, however, remains of whether the sum of the individual perceptions has
as its result the organizational culture? And what if there are a lot of differences
in perception? According to Raudenbush and Willms (1991, pp. 3–4):

In any study, theoretical purposes ought to guide methodological choices. And in a
broad field of research, progress depends primarily upon theoretical innovation:
advances in methodology serve theory by enabling empirical tests of the propositions
derived from new theoretical formulations. However, unsolved methodological
problems can also impoverish theory: researchers will avoid asking questions,
however interesting, if no credible techniques are available for finding the answers
… Better methods should give us better answers to old questions, but, perhaps more
important, they should enable us to ask new questions.

Sirotnik (1980) distinguished two phases in the analysis of climate/culture data:
the psychometric phase and the study phase. In the psychometric phase, the
researcher evaluates the adequacy of the climate/culture measures. The study
phase examines the relationship between these climate/culture measures and
other variables. Researchers nearly always use the person as the unit in the
psychometric phase of the analysis and, when they turn to the study phase, they
use the data aggregated at the organizational (or  departmental) level. The unit of
analysis is not a statistical problem, but decisions regarding selection of units
must be based upon substantive considerations. Sirotnik distinguish three types
of analysis of climate/culture data:

(1) total analysis: person-level analysis ignoring the organizational
membership, e.g. for factorial analysis to determine the dimensions of
climate/culture
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(2) within analysis: referring to an analysis based on pooling the within-
organizational (departmental) scores, e.g. departmental comparisons

(3) between analysis: an analysis of aggregated organizational scores, e.g. to
make comparisons between organizations.

Once a unit was chosen, the psychometric and study phase of the analysis should
be consistent. Several authors argue for multilevel analyses that avoid choosing
a single unit of analysis. Raudenbush, Rowan, and Kang, (1991) showed that
multilevel analyses made the choice of unit of analysis unnecessary and they
argue that such a choice was unwise. “Despite prevalence of hierachical
structures in behavioral and social research, past studies have often failed to
address them adequately in the data analysis. In large part, this neglect has
reflected limitations in conventional statistical techniques for the estimation of
linear models with nested structures” (Bryk, 1992, p. 2). An ordinary ANOVA
with country as an independent variable can give misleading interpretations:
Effects of countries can be caused by differences between organizations within
countries. A sample of other organizations could give other results. Therefore,
the hierarchical ordering should be taken into account.

Application of a multilevel model enables us to accomplish the following
objectives regarding the psychometric phase:

(1) partitioning the total variance of the scale scores into their components
(variation at each level)

(2) estimating the internal consistency of the climate/culture indicators at
each level simultaneously

(3) examining the dimensionality of the instrument at all levels in the
manner described by Longford (1990)

(4) estimating the correlations among the latent true scores at all levels.

The study phase of analysis enables:

(1) simultaneously examining the effects of predictors of climate
perceptions measured at all levels

(2) testing hypotheses regarding the differential effects of these predictors on
different dimensions of organizational climate/culture.

The hierarchical model is used for hierarchical data structures. In different
studies we have four levels: level 1—countries or sector; level 2—organizations
within nations; level 3—departments within organizations; and level 4—
individuals within departments. But in most studies a multilevel approach is not
applied. Unequal distribution of organizational members and of organizations,
and differences in definitions of the variables, are offered as reasons to limit the
analysis to one level of data. Consultants will refer to the complexity of re-
porting this kind of results to their clients as a reason to stick with simpler
methods for analysis. Nevertheless, it is quite clear that one should be very
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careful in drawing conclusions from non-multilevel analysis studies about
differences.

WHICH IS THE IDEAL CULTURE
FOR AN ORGANIZATION?

This question is more relevant for consultancy than research. Research will
investigate relations between variables, but consultants and certainly their
clients are looking for answers.

Besides the diagnosis of the perception of the actual culture, in consultancy it
is important to have a clear view about the direction in which the organization
wants to go. If the desired culture has not been defined, organizational members
will ask for the ideal culture profile. The definition of the desired culture often
takes place in a workshop of half a day with the management team. To define the
desired culture it is important that the company vision and strategy have already
been defined and clearly made explicit. If there is no strategy it is impossible to
define the desired culture, because the culture should be in line with the strategy
of the organization. The problem is often that the profit of the organization is
still high and that managers don’t want to invest their time in soft issues such as
organizational culture. It is extremely difficult to plan a workshop about the
desired culture in a situation where no crisis or pressure is perceived.

Another method to define the desired culture for a successful strategy
implementation is to ask the members of the management team to fill out the
questionnaire of organizational culture with adapted instructions for the desired
culture. Some organizations prefer to involve all employees in the desired
culture exercise and ask them to fill out the questionnaire, thinking about the
desired culture in line with the strategy. This process requires that the strategy
has been made explicit and that people are aware of the strategy content.
Otherwise, it is an impossible task for organizational members to fill in their own
individual preferences. By involving everybody in the process of the desired
culture definition, the participation and commitment to change in the desired
direction will be higher, because organizational members feel they have made a
contribution to the future course.

CONCLUSION

Asking the right questions is more important than having solutions. We have
tried to provide the reader with what we think are the critical questions to be
answered in every project, whether research or consultancy, on organizational
culture. We have highlighted some answers to those questions, without however
the intention to be complete; the literature is too extensive to be reduced into
one article. We hope that our contribution may help to make explicit the chosen
approach for researching and consulting on organizational culture. This will
enhance the possibilities for future fruitful exchanges between researchers and
consultants.
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