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What IS the Difference Between Organizational Culture and Organizational Climate?

A Native's Point of View on a Decade of Paradigm Wars

Abstract

Several recent culture studies have applied quantitative survey methods and
identified comparative "dimensions" of culture in a way that appears to contradict some of
the epistemological foundations of culture research within organizational studies. In
addition, these studies also reveal a noteworthy similarity between recent culture research
and earlier research on organizational climate. This paper examines this similarity by
comparing the culture and climate literatures in three areas: their definition of the
phenomenon, their epistemology and methodology, and their theoretical foundations.
Implications and consequences of the divergence of these two literatures are discussed

along with alternative strategies for future research.



In the decade since the culture perspective burst on to the organizational studies scene, the
perspective has waxed and waned in influence and vitality (Frost, 1985; Smircich and Calas,
1987). Emerging from the odd confluence of the formidable forces of postmodernism and
Japanese competition, the culture perspective helped to introduce a decade of paradigm wars that
have served to redefine the epistemological fault lines within the discipline (Burrell and Morgan,
1979). These paradigm wars have sharpened our skills at epistemological repartee, but, ironically,
culture research has still fallen short of both theoretical and practical expectations, even as it has
become an established topic area within the field.

Indeed, undeniable signs of "maturity” are increasingly apparent in the recent culture
literature. Culture textbooks have been published (Ott, 1989; Trice and Beyer, 1992), and an
unusually large number of books have recently appeared (Denison, 1990; Sackman, 1991; Kunda,
1992; Martin, 1992; Frost, et al., 1992; Kotter and Heskett, 1992). In addition, several
comparative studies have recently appeared in leading organizational journals, applying
conventional quantitative research techniques to the study of culture (Chatman, 1991; O'Reilly,
Chatman, and Caldwell, 1991; Hofstede, Neuijen, Ohayv, and Sanders, 1990; Jermier, Slocum,
Fry, and Gaines, 1991; Gordon and DiTomaso, 1992). These studies have appeared, even though
other authors have argued that the application of conventional quantitative techniques to culture
research runs the risk of reducing culture to "just another variable in existing models of ...
organizational performance” (Siehl and Martin, 1990, p.274).

More perplexing, however, is the fact that many of these most recent quantitative culture
studies have become virtually indistinguishable from an older, and now neglected research area of
organizational climate. Why is it, for example, that when O'Reilly, Chatman and Caldwell (1991)
ask questions about risk-taking as an organizational trait, the field of organizational studies labels
it as "organizational culture," yet when Litwin and Stringer (1968) asked similar questions about
risk-taking, that the field labeled it as "organizational climate?" Does this similarity have

implications for the recent history and future trajectory of research on organizational culture?



Although there have been several attempts to compare these two literatures and explore
areas of integration (Schneider, 1985; 1990; Reichers and Schneider, 1990), the similarities and
differences between culture and climate research have generally been neglected in recent
discussions of the evolution of the culture perspective (Smircich and Calas, 1987; Ott, 1987;
Schein, 1990; Trice and Beyer, 1992). This paper attempts to address these issues by comparing
the culture and climate literatures on three main points in an effort to understand the differences
and similarities between these two perspectives and the implications of this comparison for future
research. The paper examines, in turn, (1) the nature of the phenomenon that is under
investigation in each literature, (2) the epistemological assumptions and methodological strategies
that have influenced each literature, (3) the theoretical foundations underlying the culture and
climate literatures, and concludes by discussing the consequences of these similarities and
differences for future research.

The purpose of this discussion and reflection is to develop a broader perspective on past
research in these two related areas and then to use this commentary and critique to help shape the
future research agenda so that it focuses more closely on the phenomenon itself, rather than the
paradigm wars that sustain both the real and the apparent boundaries between research
perspectives.

The Phenomenon

This discussion begins with the observation that organizational culture and organizational
climate have both similarities and differences. One of the areas of high similarity appears to be the
phenomenon itself. Both perspectives examine a broad phenomenon that might be described as
the internal social psychological environment of organizations and the relationship.of that
environment to individual meaning and organizational adaptation. Both perspectives entertain
the possibility of a shared, wholistic, collectively defined social context that emerges over time as
organizations struggle with the dual problems of adaptation and individual meaning.

To be sure, there are important differences between these two perspectives. Culture

researchers have been more concerned with the evolution of such systems over time (Rohlen,



1974; Pettigrew, 1979; Van Maanen, 1979; Mohr, 1982; Schein, 1985, 1990; Mirvis and Sales,
1990), while climate researchers have plziced more attention on the impact that organizational
environments have on groups and individuals (Joyce and Slocum, 1984; Ekvall, 1987; Koys and
DeCotiis, 1991). Culture researchers have also argued for the importance of underlying
assumptions (Schein, 1985; 1990; Kunda, 1992) and individual meaning (Geertz, 1973; Pondy,
Frost, Morgan, and Dandridge, 1983) , while climate researchers have often placed greater
emphasis on "observable" practices and procedures that are closer to the "surface” of social
behavior in organizations, and the perception of these conditions by organizational members.
Despite these many differences, however, the broad and rich intersection between these two
literatures deserves further exploration.

For example, theorists in both areas have struggled with a highly similar set of generic
problems; As a first illustration, both perspectives attempt to address the problem of social
organizations being, at the same time, both the product of individual interaction and a powerful
influence on individual interaction. That is, organizations are comprised of individual
interactions, but are also a determining context for those interactions (Giddens, 1979; Riley, 1983;
Schneider and Reichers, 1983; Ashforth, 1985). Both literatures have attempted to understand
this process of reciprocal evolution, but have often been more successful at solving either one
aspect or the other, but not both at the same time.

A second example, closely related to the first, is the "multi-layered” nature of culture or
climate (Schein, 1985; 1990; James and Jones, 1974; Glick, 1985). The alternatives presented in
each of the perspectives once again have notable similarities. In each literature, for example, there
are attempts to conceptualize "objective” realities such as artifacts or practices and to distinguish
them from the individual perceptions or cognitions that comprise values, beliefs, and assumptions.
In culture research there is a frequent distinction made between the overt, surface manifestations
of a culture such as artifacts, structures, symbols, rituals, or practices, and the underlying
assumptions or values that those manifestation exemplify. In climate research, a similar debate

exists surrounding the quasi-objective "set of conditions" that exist in an organizational system



and the subjective perception of those conditions by organizational members. Some theorists in
fact argue that the "set of conditions" is the "climate," while others argue that the "climate” is in
fact the selective perceptions (Glick, 1988; James, Joyce, and Slocum, 1988). A careful
comparison of Schein's (1985; 1990) hierarchy of artifaéts. values, beliefs, and assumptions in
culture research, with James and Jones (1974) or Glick's (1985) discussion of the levels of
organizational and psychological climate shows several parallels.

For example, Schein (1985), Lundberg (1982) and others have distinguished levels of
analysis ranging from core assumptions which represent the "deepest" level of culture, to beliets
and values as an intermediate level, to norms and artifacts that are visible at the "surface level."
Climate researchers have also relied on a three-part typology (James and Jones, 1974; Glick,
1985) that distinguishes psychological climate (James, 1990) or the experienced organizational
environment perceived by organizational members, from a socially psychological "set of -
conditions" called organizational climate, to an "objective” and "structural” set constructed of
conditions also called organizational climate. While these levels of analysis used in the two
literatures do not, of course, match directly, their common attempt to distinguish the manifest
from the iatent, the cognitive from the social, and the object from the subject share many
similarities. Both literatures might also be criticized for giving more attention to the distinction
among "levels" of culture, rather than to the integration across levels (Weick, 1993).

A third issue that appears in both literatures stems from the "wholistic" or "global" nature
of the phenomenon (Schneider, 1975; Schneider and Reichers, 1983; Ekvall, 1987). Both
literatures struggle with the inherent expansiveness of an explicitly broad and inclusive .
phenomenon. Accordingly, it is often difficult, if not impossible, to define the content of the
"domain" of culture or climate independent of the interests of individual theorists and researchers.
Thus, the content of culture as defined by Schein (1985; 1990), Hofstede (1991), Martin (1992),
Kunda (1992), Kotter and Heskett (1992), Hofstede (1991), or Peters and Waterman (1982),
varies greatly. Climate research, as Denison (1990) has shown, shows a very similar pattern; the

content varies by theorist, and there seems to be no natural limit to the climate domain other than



the ability of theorists and researchers to evoke new adjectives to describe perceived social
psychological environments.

A related issue also reflected in both literatures concemns the relation between this unitary
whole and its constituent parts. Within the culture literature (Gregory, 1983; Riley, 1983, Van
Maanen and Barley, 1984; Martin, 1992) and the climate literature (Drexler, 1977; Joyce and
Slocum, 1984; Ekvall, 1987) researchers have suggested a number of dynamics that distinguish
sub-cultures or distinctive sub-unit climates and conceptualizations of their relationship to the
organizational whole. In addition, this issue has also taken the form in each literature of defining
specific content areas such as a climate for creativity (Cummings, 1965), safety (Zohar, 1980), or
service (Bowen and Schneider, 1988) or a culture of absense (Nicholson and Johns, 1985).

A final area of similarity between these two literatures (and perhaps the most telling)
comes when the "content” of traditional climate research is compared to the "content” of recent
culture studies. Obviously, not all, or even most culture researchers choose to explicitly describe
culture in terms of comparative traits or dimension. But when they do they frequently exhibit a
clear similarity to the topics that climate researchers have been concerned with for decades. For
example, Hofstede's concept of power distance -- the appropriate social and emotional distance
that should be maintained between individuals of different status and power -- is highly similar to
the concept of "aloofness" introduced in one of the earliest studies of organizational climate
(Halpin and Croft, 1962). Interestingly enough, Halpin and Crofts, working in the context of
American public schools systems, cast this dimension in a perjorative light, while Hofstede's
observations across national cultures appear to lead him to cast this in far more neutral terms.
Nonetheless, the underlying content is highly similar. A careful comparison of the content of
culture and climate studies yields many such similarities. Schwartz and Davis's (1981) culture
dimensions overlap with the climate dimensions of Taylor and Bowers (1973), O'Reilly, Chatman,
and Caldwell's (1991) dimension of risk-taking is the same as Litwin and Stringer's (1968)
dimension, and Wilkins (1978) concept of social control perhaps even bears some similarity to

Porter and Lawler's (1973) concept of autonomy.



Table 1 presents a more detailed comparison of this similarity by examining a set of five
summary dimensions that have been described by four separate authors, two from the climate
literature and two from the culture literature. A number of similarities are highly apparent and
appear to call into question the clear differences between the two phenomenon that are often
assumed in the literature. Given this degree of similarity, should culture and climate be regarded

as two separate domains?

[insert Table 1 about here]

Methodology and Epistemology

During the early evolution of the culture perspective, the distinction between culture and
c;limate was quite clear. Schwartz and Davis (1981) perhaps put it most clearly when they said
that whatever culture is, it is not climate ("one way to understand culture is-to understand what it
is not..." p.32). Studying culture required qualitative research methods and an appreciation for
the unique aspects of individual social settings. Studying organizational climate, in contrast,
required quantitative methods and the assumption that generalization across social settings was
not only warranted, was often the primary objective of the research. If a researcher carried field
notes, quotes, or stories, and presented qualitative data to support their ideas, then they were
studying culture. If a research carried computer printouts and questionnaires, and presented
numbers to support their ideas, then they were studying climate.

In fact, one of the most constructive contributions of the culture perspective to
organizational studies has been epistemological reform (Pettigrew, 1979; Frost, Moore, Louis,
Lundberg, and Martin, 1985; 1992; Van Maanen, 1979; Schein, 1985; 1990). Researchers who
saw the need for epistemological revolution and reform in organizational studies mounted an
attack on the orthodox logical positivism of organizational studies cloistered in a Trojan Horse

called "culture." Once inside, they spread their perspective to other researchers, topics, and areas



of study within the field. This revolution has had far-reaching effects, and helped to transfer many
of the ideas of postmodernism from social science and literary theory to organizational studies
(Parker, 1992).

While it is not the intent of this essay to fully explore the influence of postmodemism on
organizational studies, it is difficult to ignor the pervasive impact of this perspective.
Postmodernists have often indicted postitivist social science for "elevat[ing] a faith in reason to a
level at which it becomes equated with progress" (Parker, 1992, p.3). As such, postmodernists
are often harshly critical of attempts to systematize, define, and impose rational comparative
logics on the social and organizational world. Instead, it is suggested that "all of our attempts to
discover truth should be seen for what they are -- forms of discourse."” (Parker, 1992, p.3). Thus,

knowledge must be situated in time and place, and hence relativized. To wit;

The very act of comparing, an effort to uncover similarities and differences, is a
meaningless activity because post-modem epistemology holds it impossible ever to
define adequately the elements to be contrasted and likened (LaTour, 1988, p.
179).

This perspective, of course, wreaked havoc with the classic positivist approach of climate
researchers, who often took as their primary objective a mandate to develop a universal set of
dimensions that would allow for the generalization and comparison of social and psychological
environménts. But what was left in its place? The dynamics of this evolution in organizational
studies are reminiscent of Eagleton's observation that one of the chief advantages of the

postmodernist perspective is that,

It allows you to drive a coach and horses through anyone else's beliefs while not
saddling you with the inconvenience of having to adopt any yourself." (Eagleton,
1983, p.144).

Thus, despite the influence of this epistemological agenda, it has done much less to define
a substantive research agenda in the area pf organizational culture (Frost, 1985). Instead, the
agenda of culture researchers has recently taken a curious turn, moving from its reformist
epistemological foundations to a more conventional agenda of comparative research and

generalization across settings. This trend is perhaps best exemplified by a series of recent culture



articles that have either used quantitative methods exclusively, or have used some combination of
quantitative and qualitative methods ( Hofstede, Neuijen, Ohayv, and Sanders, 1990; Chatman,
1991; O'Reilly, Chatman, and Caldwell, 1991; Jermier, Slocum, Fry, and Gaines, 1991; Gordon
and DiTomaso, 1992; Denison and Mishra, 1993).

The work of Geert Hofstede (Hofstede 1980a; 1980b; 1991; Hofstede, Neuijen, Ohayyv,
and Sanders, 1990) represents an interesting anomaly in this discussion of the evolution of the
substance and epistemology of culture research. Hofstede's quantitative and comparative work on
national culture received wide acclaim during the 1980s, during a period when researchers of
organizational culture studiously avoided quanti'tative methods and comparison across settings
(Schein, 1985). How is it that quantitative comparisons of national culture across many nations
received widespread acceptance, while quantitative comparisons of organizational culture across
organizations within a single nation were seen as unwarranted? Hofstede and his colleagues
further confounded the emergent epistemological sensibilities of traditional culture researchers
when they published a study of organizational culture comparing twenty Dutch and Danish firms
and demonstrated substantial organizational differences between firms on several dimensions of
organizational culture, which were linked to the dimensions of national culture developed in
earlier research (Hofstede, Neuijen, Ohayv, and Sanders, 1990).

Thus, when viewed over time, the culture literature reveals a broad range of
epistemological approaches that overlap to a significant degree with the earlier research on
organizational climate. While epistemological reform has made it difficult for researchers to
present comparative data without acknowledging the limits to comparison, to present quantitative
data without acknowledging the complementary value of qualitative data, or to make
generalizations without acknowledging the inevitability of situated action and meaning, there is
still a notable convergence of epistemologies. Like the convergence of substance described in the
previous section, this trend makes it more difficult to distinguish culture and climate research

solely on the basis of epistemology or method.
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Theoretical Foundations

The most significant differences between the culture and climate literatures thus appear to
lie not in the nature of the phenomenon or the methods used to study it, but in the theories that
have been developed or borrowed from other branches of the social sciences to interpret the
phenomenon and the data. This section contrasts the roots of the climate literature in the
theoretical perspective of Lewinian field theory (Lewin, 1951) with the roots of the culture
literature in the symbolic interaction and social construction perspectives (Mead, 1934; Berger
and Luckmann, 1966; Weick, 1969; 1979).

Many of the differences between climate and culture can be understood by examining
Lewin's basic concept of the relationship between individuals and their social environment and
then considering the implications of this framework for the study of organizations. Lewin

expressed his basic concepts in terms of an equation:

B =t(p.e)

in which B = behavior, e = the environment, and p = the person.

Quite apart from the unending complexities of actually "computing” the predictions of
such an equation, Lewin's framework makes the far more basic assumption that the social world
can be neatly divided into Bs, ps, and es. Thus, in order to study a phenomenon such as
organizational climate (or culture) from Lewin's perspective, the person must, by definition, be
separate from the environment. This perspective characterizes the approach taken in the climate
literature quite well. The "agents” of an organizational system, such as management, are often
assumed and not studied. The "subjects" of that system, most often employees, workers, or
subordinates, are the primary objects of study. The impacts of the system on its subjects is
examined with a non-recursive logic that conveniently neglects the process by which the social

environment is constructed by the individual members it comprises.
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In contrast to the Lewinian logic that analytically separates the person from the
environment and tends to assume that individuals are either subjects or agents of a social system,
the symbolic interaction perspective (Mead, 1934) or social construction perspective (Berger and
Luckman, 1966) underlying the organizational culture literature assumes that the person cannot
be separated from the environment and that the members of social systems are simultaneously
subjects and agents. Furthermore, this literature often defines the primary topic of interest as the
recursive dynamics between the individual and the system (Riley, 1983; Giddens, 1979; Lave and
Wenger, 1990), rather than the impact of the system on its members.

These seemingly modest theoretical differences have wide-ranging ramifications. Three of
these are examined here: First, the capacity of each of these perspectives for understanding the
evolution of social process over time; Second, the potential of each of these perspectives for
comparison across organizational settings; and Third, the connection of each of these perspectives

to the ideology of managerialism.

The Evolution of Social Process

One of the advantages of the symbolic interactionist and social constructionist framework
is the perspective that they provide on the evolution of social process over time. The
simultaneous creation of meaning and social structure, the evolution of interaction patterns into
systems of normative control, and the close connection between the symbolic and the material
world can all be understood through the culture perspective. This facet of the culture perspective
has been elaborated by authors such as Rohlen (1974), Van Maanen (1979), Mohr (1982), Schein
(1985; 1990), Kunda (1992), and Hatch (1993).

The Lewinian perspective, in contrast, provides an awkward framework within which to
understand the evolution of social process. By analytically separating the person from the social
environment, it becomes quite difficult to devise a theory of how that social environment evolves.
Despite several noteworthy attempts at conceptualizing the formation and evolution of climates

(Schneider and Reichers, 1983; Ashforth, 1985) the Lewinian perspective still appears to be better
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at framiné the problem of the influence of context on human behavior than at understanding the
process by which social context develops.

Nonetheless, there are particular types of social processes -- mainly those that involve the
influence of an established context on organizational members who are in subordinate positions of
power -- that the Lewinian framework conceptualizes quite clearly. Thus, studying the impact of
the system on individual members, even with a modest time lag between the systemic stimulus and
the individual response, the Lewinian framework is a highly useful perspective.

Two substantive examples help to illustrate the utility of this contrast. Research on
socialization (Van Maanen, 1973; Van Maanen and Schein, 1979; Schneider and Reichers, 1987;
Chatman, 1991; O'Reilly, Chatman, and Caldwell, 1991) illustrates a phenomenon in which the
"agents" of socialization, who are representatives of the system, are quite distinct from the
"subjects'; of the system who newcomers being socialized. Within this context, Lewinian field
theory with its core concept of separate individuals and environments provides a useful
conceptual framework. Interestingly enough, even those authors who write about socialization
from a clinical perspective (eg. Van Maanen, 1973; Van Maanen and Schein, 1979) and view
socialization as a process of learning a culture, maintain a clear distinction between agents and
subjects of socialization. At the beginning of this process the newcomer is highly distinct from
other organizational members, while at the end, they are much less so.

Innovation, in contrast, provides an example in which it may be less useful to separate the
individual from the environment that they are a part of. For example, Kidder's (1981) analysis of
a team that designed a new computer makes a good case for the co-evolution of team culture and
individual identity. The innovation process thus becomes difficult to understand when studied
within a framework that analytically separates the individual from the environment. Barley (1986)
reaches a similar conclusion from his study of the adoption of a new form of technology. Thus,
the evolutionary processes in innovation are difficult to understand unless there is a core concept
of the co-evolution of the individual and the environment as suggested by the social

constructionist perspective.
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The Viability of Comparative Research

The differences between these two theoretical perspectives also have strong implications
for a second point, the viability of comparative research. If "environments" exist independently of
individuals, as they do in LeWinian field theory, then they may be conceptualized, dimensionalized,
measured, and compared as social entities. In addition, the relationship between organizational
contexts and individual perceptions can also be conceptualized and operationalized in a way that
allows for generalization across social settings. This logic fits well with the climate metaphor, and
is congruent with the idea that the social environments exist separately from the individuals that
comprise them. In contrast, the idea of comparing, generalizing, and dimensionalizing cultures
clashes quite badly with the concept of cultures as unique social construction that create unique
meaning systems for their members. Thus, if all social action is situated, as suggested by the
social construction and symbolic interaction perspectives (Lave and Wenger, 1991), then
comparison across settings becomes a much more questionable enterprise.

Some examples from the two literatures help to illustrate the different logics of
comparison that derive from the Lewinian and social construction frameworks. For example,
Joyce and Slocum (1984) present an argument that individuals who experience a similar set of
social psychological conditions should be regarded as sharing the same "climate,” even if they
have no interaction, interdependence, collective history, or identity. In this example, climate is
conceptualized as a characteristic of individual-organizational "dyads" that can be disaggregated
or reaggregated with little attention to the original situation in which the "climate" originated.
Not only can climate be generalized and dimensiionalized, but the climate itself can be detached
from the social setting and reaggregated.

In contrast, many culture researchers have argued that meaning and symbolic
representation can only be understood with respect to specific settings. All cultures are thus
unique, and all attempts at generalization are inherently futile. Thus the goal of research must be
to understand and describe individual cultures at a level that allows for an understanding of

individual meaning and organizational symbolism (i.e. "thick description," [Geertz, 1973]). In this

14




case, generalizations about the relationship between the individual and the organizational
environment cannot be carried béyond the situations in which they arise.

The recent turn of organizational culture research to the comparative and quantitative
approaches noted earlier in this paper is interesting in this regard. The issues posed above raise
the question, "what is the phenomenon that these studies are comparing and generalizing about?
Each of these studies acknowledges the existence of "levels of culture," and also acknowledges
the limitations of generalizations about deeper levels of culture such as assumptions and beliefs.
Interestingly enough, however, each of these studies selects an "intermediate” level of culture,
such as values or cultural traits about which to generalize. This approach does not deny the
existence of either deeper level assumptions unique to a culture, or more surface level practices
that may have situationally specific meaning. Instead, each of the studies has attempted to
generalize about cultures at an intermediate level that examines values or traits, and perhaps

represents an interesting middle ground between the culture and climate traditions.

The Ideology of Managerialism

A third ramification of the theoretical differences between these two perspectives is their
contrasting approaches to managerialism. Once again, the key step of analytically separating the
person from the environment has many implications. A "separate" environment, as suggested by
the Lewinian framework, is more consistent with both the illusion and the reality of unidirectional
managerial control. The complexities of the social construction and symbolic interaction
perspectives suggest a much more indeterminant form of social process, and a host of challenges
to both the illusion and the reality of unidirectional managerial control.

Empirical climate research often has maintained a classic Lewinian distinction between the
managerial creators of the organizational context and the survey respondents who are the
perceivers of the context. This distinction may indeed reflect a managerial bias, but it is important
to note that climate researchers often counter this bias by reflecting the interests of their non-

managerial respondents. This often leaves climate researchers in the position of playing both sides
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of the managerial issue. They seldom contest the managerial creation of organizational contexts,
but they most often represent the perspective of non-managerial employees within that context.

In contrast to the climate literature in which the issue of managerialism is seldom
addressed, culture researchers frequently address the connection between their work and the
ideology of managerialism. Because the social construction framework that serves as a
foundation for most culture research presumes that the social environment is created through an
emergent social process, managerialism is a much more salient issue which focuses on the central
question, "Who controls the process?" Top management? Labor? Occupational cultures?
National cultures? Women? Men? Ethnic, regional, or industry cultures?

In short, with social construction as an organizing framework, competing cultural
influences are engaged in a power struggle to define the "organizational culture." Thus, sub-
cultures (Van Maanen and Barley, 1984; Martin , 1992) are of as much interest as organizational
cultures and the value system espoused by the organizational elite is but one influence on the
ultimate form of the organization. Thus, the political agendas of culture researchers range from a
focus on the "emancipatory interests" of organizational members (Staeblein and Nord; 1985) to a
focus on "building corporate character” (Wilkins, 1989). Culture researchers present a variety of
viewpoints on the issue of managerialism, but these are most often rooted in the inherent
pluralistic diversity of social construction instead of the tidy distinction between person and . -
environment provided by the Lewinian framework.

These ramifications of the two theoretical perspectives do not necessarily imply that there
is a different phenomenon under investigation in the culture and climate literatures, or that only
certain data can constitute evidence under each perspective. They do, however, make it quite
clear thét the culture and climate literatures provide two very different frameworks for the

interpretation of the phenomenon and the evidence.
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Some Undesirable Consequences

The lack of integration between the cuiture and climate literatures and their research
traditions has a number of consequences that deserve further consideration. In general, a
tendency to view these two.research areas in the context of paradigm wars allows for less
integration than might otherwise occur based on the similarities of the substantive agenda. This
section of the paper focuses on three consequences of the separation between these two research
traditions.

Overplaying the implications of each perspective. Traditional culture researchers have
critiqued many aspects of positivist organizational research, including its comparative logic,
quantitative methods, and managerial bias. This critique has occasionally generated some
interesting epistemological epithets. A noteworthy example is provided by Siehl and Martin
(1990) in their commentary on the "pernicious social effects” (Siehl and Martin, 1990, p.273) of
research linking organizational culture and performance (eg. Denison, 1984; 1990; Gordon, 1985;
Hansen and Wernerfelt, 1989; Gordon and DiTomaso, 1992; Kotter and Heskett, 1992; Calori
and Sarnin, 1992; Denison and Mishra, 1993). Each of these studies, to varying degrees, is
quantitative and comparative, and they are good examples of a type of culture research that bears
some similarity to earlier research on organizational climate.

A brief analysis of their critique shows that Siehl and Martin question the contribution of
quantification and comparison and infer that research on the linkages between culture and
performance is intended to legitimate the direct managerial control of organizational cultures
(even though a more careful reading of this literature does not necessarily support this
conclusion). Interestingly enough, however, very similar research (eg., Kochan, Gobeille, and
Katz, 1983; Cutcher-Gershenfeld, 1991; Cooke, 1992; 1993) conducted from a labor perspective,
reaches very similar conclusions about the relationship between employee involvement,
cooperative labor management relations, and effectiveness criteria such as quality and
productivity. Thus, Siehl and Martin tend to group all of the elements that they view as

pernicious (managerial manipulation, comparitive research, survey data, and positivist
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epistemology) into one convenient target. A more thoughtful and fine-grained analysis might
reveal a more complex, yet more integrative set of dynamics underlying these issues.

In short, simplistic concepts of the distinction between these two research approaches tend
to create a contrast between the two literatures that may be more apparent than real. The
inadequacies of one approach often become the justification for the other. The interests of
researchers in each "camp" may in fact be served by maintaining the on-going paradigm wars,
even though these dynamics may detract from progress in understanding the underlying
phenomenon.

Ignoring issues that require integration of the perspectives. Many of the critical issues
in organizational culture research in fact appear to require the integration of these two
perspectives. Lack of integration between the two perspectives often means that these critical
issues are not addressed. To give but one example, consider the forementioned problem of the
uniqueness of social settings. While some progress has been made on this issue (Martin, Feldman,
Hatch, and Sitkin, 1983; Rentsch, 1990) there is still no real conceptual framework or theory
about generalization that helps to identify the conditions under which generalization may be
warranted. Progress on this issue would appear to require continued research that attempts to
hold both perspectives in play at the same time, while maintaining a clear focus on the
phenomenon.

And yet, there is clearly more attention given to the logical extremities of this issue. On
one hand, the literature presents a "radically de-situated” view of climate (Joyce and Slocum,
1984) which argues that individuals do not need to share the same social setting to experience the
same peréeived climate, while on the other hand it presents a "radically situated" view of culture
(LaTour, 1988; Parker , 1992) which implys that no generalization can be made outside of a
particular setting. Both of these extremes appear to receive more attention than does the central
question of the relative uniqueness and generality of culture.

As noted earlier, the work of Hofstede (1980; 1990) and his colleagues presents an

interesting paradox in this regard. Researchers interested in the influence of national culture on
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management and organization tended to accept Hofstede's comparative framework. Researchers
interested in organizational culture, however, tended to reject comparative research with similar
methods and measures for much of the 1980's. This was true even though even though nearly all
of the empirical research on organizational culture took place in western, English-speaking, or
even exclusively American organizations. Thus, comparative logic was rejected in a relatively
homogeneous setting at the same time that it was accepted in a relatively heterogeneous setting.

In either case, the issue of how and when researchers might generalize across settings
remains relatively unexplored, despite the obvious theoretical and practical value. Unfortunately,
this is unlikely to change until more researchers accept that the answer to the question of
uniqueness and universality is neither a clear "yes," or "no," but rather an indeterminant "maybe,"
"sometimes," or "it depends."

Distance from the phenomenon. Culture research originally gained great energy from
the observation that organizational research had lost much of it fidelity -- the verisimilitude with
respect to organizational life itself -- and suggested that the antidote to this problem was in
description, ethnography, and an attempt to understand the native's point of view.

But the epistemological nature of the culture literature has, over time, had a very different
impact. Discussion of research methods and approaches often outweighs the discussion of the
organizations themselves. Several authors even question whether organizational studies should be
the study of organizations or the study of discourse about organizations (Smircich and Calas,
1987, Parker, 1992). At the same time, the field research required to do "thick description"
represents a sizeable invesment of time. As Kunda (1993) points out, "thin description" may be a
more accurate description of much of the culture research in organizational studies.

Climate researchers, in contrast, seem inextricably wed to a limited form of contact with
the organizations that they study: questionnaire data appear to be the sine qua non of culture
research (Trice and Beyer, 1992). This approach may require contact with a research site (at least
by mail) but it does not always require direct contact with the social psychological phenomena

that are the primary objects of study.
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Distance from the phenomenon itself tends to sustain paradigm wars and deter integration.
The paradigm becomes the phenomenon rather than the organization. In contrast, a focus on the
phenomenon, drawing in an eclectic manner from the various theories, methods, and perspectives,

will make the greatest contribution to a substantive understanding of organizational cultures.

Discussion

This paper has attempted to address a remarkable paradox in the culture literature: With
the recent appearance of culture studies based upon quantitative survey research methods,
“culture” research has begun to emulate a substantive and epistemological research agenda that
served as its antithesis less than a decade ago. Culture research is now being published in the
leading 6rganizati0nal journals, but (ironically) only by emulating the same positivist research
model that culture researchers originally deplored. Furthermore, a comparison of this recent
culture research with the organizational "climate" literature of the 1960s and 1970s shows a
growing similarity and suggests that it is becoming increasingly difficult to distinguish current
culture research from the earlier climate paradigm on the basis of either the substantive
phenomenon or the methods and epistemology.

This paper has argued that one of the most enduring differences between culture and
climate stems from their respective theoretical foundations. Both are rooted in dominant
theoretical traditions of their time, climate research growing out of Lewinian field theory (Lewin,
1951) and culture research growing out of the social construction framework (Mead, 1934;
Berger and Luckmann, 1966). Even this boundary is not always so clear. The research of
Chatman (1991) and O'Reilly, Chatman, and Caldwell (1991) reflects many aspects of the
Lewinian framework, and Ashforth (1985) or Schneider and Reichers (1983) can easily be viewed
as describing the social construction of organizational contexts.

Nonetheless, a focus on the theoretical perspectives and epistemological differences as
differences in interpretation rather than differences in the underlying phenomenon may provide a

stronger foundation for integration than the current assumption, frequently taken, that culture and




climate are fundamentally different and non-overlapping phenomenon. Taking the assumption
that these two literatures primarily represent differences in interpretation has at least two
interesting implications:

First, both literatures can then be used to address the common phenomenon of the
creation and influence of social contexts in organizations. The internal social psychological
environment of organizations becomes a topic that spans epistemologies, methods, and theories,
and advocates multi-faceted interpretations of eclectic assemblages of evidence. Second, all data
become legitimate. Different researchers will, of course, generate different forms of evidence and
different ways of interpreting each other's results, sustaining a rich source of diversity. But the
debate about what constitutes the "right" kind of data can be given a decent burial. The debate
over whether rituals or regressions, or surveys or semiotics constitute the best data can become
subordinate to what these multiple data sources and strategies can reveal about social contexts
and their influence on individuals and organizations.

Finally, it worth returning to a question posed at the beginning of this paper; "What
implications does the similarity of recent culture research with traditional climate research have
for the future trajectory of research on organizational culture?" This discussion suggests at least
three ways to interpret this evolution and three views of what culture research might look like in
the future.

Another victory for the logical positivists. Culture researchers have made a valiant
effort to reform organizational studies, but it doesn't want to be reformed. In the end, the culture
perspective cannot resist the dominant positivist tradition in organizational studies. "Culture”
research will become increasingly traditional and comparative, and in fact will become "just
another variable in existing models of ... organizational performance"” just as Siehl and Martin
warned earlier in this paper.

Epistemological reform continues to expand, but under another name. In this second
scenario, the epistemological reform that characterized the early evolution of culture research

continues, but it becomes progressively less connected with culture as a topic. Epistemological
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reformists may “surrender” culture as their flagship, but the perspective will spread through a host
of other topics in organizational studies. Culture was a "beachhead" in the paradigm wars of the
1980s, but the battle has now spread.

Culture develops as a substantive topic area. The third scenario, and one to which
much of the attention in this paper has been devoted, is that culture establishes a stronger identity
as a topic area. The culture perspective subsumes and integrates the traditional climate literature
and embraces both the comparative and interpretive perspectives as complementary approaches to

understanding the complex and important topic of social contexts in organizations.
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