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ABSTRACT 

A theory about how an organization's culture influences decisions made within 

that organization is described and a new, easily administered instrument for rapidly 

assessing an organization's culture is introduced. Then a series of studies is presented, 

some of which assess the reliability and validity of the instrument and others of which test 

some of the implications of the theory. The instrument is shown to be a reliable and valid 

measure of organizational culture, and the research results support the predictions of the 

theory on both a group and an individual leveL Finally, the instrument is used as part of an 

organization development intervention. It is concluded that the theory and the instrument 

provide a promising foundation for further research on the role of organizational culture 

in organizational decision making and for use as a tool for organization development. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

Wenn ich Kultur hare ... enstichree ich meinen Browning! (Whenever I 

hear the word 'culture ' ... I release the safety-catch on my pistolJ)-Hanns 

Johst (Schlageter, 1933:1.i.) 

Although writing about a different use of the word "culture," Johst's sentiments 

are reflected by several current organizational researchers and practitioners who react 

vehemently and dogmatically to the concept of organizational culture (Frost, Moore, 

Louis, Lundberg, & Martin, 1991; Utta!, 1983). The literature on organizational culture 

proliferated during the 1980s (e.g., Deal & Kennedy, 1982; Kilman, Saxton, Serpa, & 

Associates, 1985; Ouchi, 1981; Pascale & Athos, 1981; Peters & Waterman, 1982; Sathe, 

1985; Schein, 1985), but some organizational researchers have questioned whether the 

focus on organizational culture is a profitable area for scientific inquiry or merely a 

management fad (Calas & Smircich, 1987; Smircich & Calas, 1987). 

Even though organizational culture gained popularity in the management press 

during the 1980s, the systematic study of organizational culture by organizational scholars 

dates back several decades (e.g., Clark, 1972; Pettigrew, 1973; Trice, Belasco, & Alutto, 
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1969). Even earlier, anthropologists and sociologists began studying the cultures of work 

organizations (Baba, 1986; see also Dalton, 1959; Roy, 1960; Whyte, 1948). 

Organizational culture remains a popular topic of study among organizational researchers 

and will likely continue to be popular for a long time to come (Frost et aI., 1991). 

Recent reviews of the literature on organizational culture indicated that this body 

of work is entering a new stage of maturity marked by a several foci: (1) the underlying 

assumptions and perspectives of researchers who study culture, (2) the methods used to 

study culture, (3) th~oretical and conceptual development of the organizational culture 

construct, and (4) generalizations and conclusions which can be made about 

organizational culture based on the available literature (Frost et. a1, 1991; Hatch, 1993; 

Martin, 1992; Schneider, 1990; Trice & Beyer, 1993). 

The purpose of the present research is to develop a method for assessing 

organizational culture that can be used for both scientific inquiry and practical application. 

In the following sections, I review the literature on organizational culture to define the 

concept, identifY the main methods being used to assess organizational culture, and 

develop a conceptual framework for thinking about how the culture of an organization 

can be assessed. 
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What is Organizational Culture? 

One thing most organizational culture researchers agree on is that organizational 

researchers do not agree on a single definition of organizational culture. Ott (1989), for 

example, lists over 40 definitions of organizational culture. The lack of agreement on a 

definition of organizational culture stems from the lack of agreement within anthropology, 

the original domain of the culture construct. Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952), for example, 

devoted an entire book to various definitions of culture in the anthropology literature, 

including over 250 definitions in use when the book was published. (For an excellent 

review of the various definitions of culture from an anthropological perspective and a 

description of the historical development of the construct within anthropology, see 

chapter 2 of Sackmann (1991a), especially Table 2.1.) 

The research to be descn'bed here has its roots in the psychological anthropology 

tradition (cf, Beals, Spindler & Spindler, 1967; Benedict, 1934; Geertz, 1973; Kroeber & 

Parson, 1958; Spradley, 1972). This approach has also been referred to as the cognitive 

perspective in anthropology (Sackmann, 1991a; Spradley, 1972). 

At an intuitive level, Mintzberg's (1989) description of organizational culture best 

captures the essence of this cognitive perspective on the organizational culture construct: 

Every organization has a culture, which describes its own way of doing 
things. Our concern here is a very special culture-a richly developed and 
deeply rooted system of values and beliefs that distinguishes a particular 
organization from all others. I prefer to call this an ideology .... The group 
is said to develop a ')nood," an "atmosphere," to have some kind of 
"chemistry. " In organizations, we talk of a "style," a "culture," a 



"character." One senses something unique when one walks into the offices 
ofIDM; the chemistry of Hewlett-Packard just doesn't feel the same as 
that of Texas Instruments, even though the two have operated in some 
similar businesses. All these words are used to describe something
intangible yet very real, over and above the concrete components of an 
organization-that we refer to as its ideology. Specifically, an ideology is 
taken here to mean a rich system of values and beliefs about an 
organization, shared by its members, that distinguishes it from other 
organizations. For our purposes, the key feature of such an ideology is its 
unifying power: It ties the individual to the organization, generating an 
"esprit de corps," a "sense of mission," in effect, an integration of 
individual and organizational goals that can produce synergy (pp. 221-
224). 
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Earlier, Kroeber and Parsons (1958) proposed the following definition of culture 

which has implications for the study of cultures in organizational settings: 

... we suggest that it is useful to define the concept of culture for most 
usages more narrowly than has been generally the case in the American 
anthropological tradition, restricting its reference to transmitted and 
created content and patterns of values, ideas, and other symbolic
meaningful systems as factors in the shaping of human behavior and the 
artifacts produced through behavior (p. 583). 

The most widely-used definitions of organizational culture share this perspective. Peters 

and Waterman (1982), for example, use "culture" and "shared values" interchangeably 

(pp. 9, 75, 103-105). Schein's (1985) conceptualization of organizational culture similarly 

focuses on the pattern of assumptions, beliefs and values that is shared among 

organizational members. 

Kotter and Heskett (1992) similarly describe organizational culture: 

At the deeper and less visible level, culture refers to values that are shared 
by the people in a group and that tend to persist over time even when 
group membership changes. These notions about what is important in life 



can vary greatly in different companies; in some settings people care 
deeply about money, in others about technological innovation or employee 
well-being (p. 4). 

Beach (1993a) in his book on organizational culture and decision making 

describes culture as the ''underlying core of fundamental beliefs that are shared by the 

organization's members" (p. 10, emphasis in the original). In the context of decision 

15 

making, these beliefs ''include values about what is desirable and undesirabl~how things 

should be and should not b~they dictate the kinds of activities that are legitimate and 

the kinds that are illegitimate" (Beach, 1993a, pp. 10-11). 

This view of culture and its implications for decision making within groups has 

also been noted by earlier researchers in anthropology. Beals and his colleagues, for 

example, used the group's decision-making activities to define the boundaries of the 

group in terms of its culture: 

A cultural system exists as an independent entity by virtue of the fact that 
its members come together and make decisions as a unit. ... Any group, no 
matter how undistinguished its characteristic behaviors, no matter how 
dependent it is upon other cultural systems, is a true cultural system ifit 
possesses the decision-making capacity. (Beals, Spindler & Spindler, 1967, 
p.23.) 

Although other definitions of organizational culture are present in the 

organizational literature and in the anthropological literature, the definition used for this 

research has its roots in the similarities of the previously cited defi:illtions of organizational 

culture, with emphasis on the cognitive components of cultural ideology: shared values, 
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beliefs and norms. More specifically, I am using the following definition of organizational 

culture for this research: Organizational culture refers to the content and pattern of the 

values, beliefs, and norms that are shared in varying degrees by the members of an 

organization. 

Just as an organization can be defined by the pattern of activities performed by 

members ofan organization (Katz & Kahn, 1978, p. 20), an organization's culture can be 

defined by the pattern of the values, beliefs, and norms held in the hearts and minds of the 

members of an organization. For organizational research, the content and nature of an 

organization's activities are not the only areas of interest to organizational researchers, 

but also the pattern of those activities can reveal information about the organization's 

character. In the same way, both the content of the organizational culture and the pattern 

represented in the ideology held by organizational members can be profitable areas of 

inquiry for organizational scholars. This emphasis on the content and the pattern of 

culture is consistent with the conceptualizations and methods present in the cognitive 

perspective in the anthropological literature (cf, Spradley, 1972). 

How is Organizational Culture Assessed? 

The study of culture for anthropologists has been mostly "an elaborate venture 

in .... 'thick description'" (Geertz, 1973, p. 6). This kind of ' 'thick description" of a culture 

describes, profiles and catalogues the "sort of piled-up structures of inference and 

implication" inherent in the minds of the people being studied (Geertz, 1973, p. 7). The 
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traditional goal, then, of anthropological study has been ''to grasp the native's point of 

view, his relation to life, to realize his vision ofhis world" (Malinowski, 1922, p. 25, 

emphasis in the original). Anthropologists call this approach ernic and contrast it with the 

etic approach, the latter referring to the outsider's understanding of the native's culture. 

(Edgerton & Langness, 1974). 

This understanding of different cultures often has been the goal of anthropological 

research. Edgerton and Langness descnoe the goal of much anthropological research as 

follows: 

Anthropologists have many reasons for wishing to discover and 
understand the cultural patterns of societies they study. Some want to 
describe the patterns before they pass out of existence. Some want to 
examine a particular theory. Others are interested in how cultural patterns 
change, how they relate to each other in a functional system, or how 
people learn these patterns. (Edgerton & Langness, 1974, p. 30). 

To achieve these ends, anthropologists have developed a variety of methods and 

techniques to help aid in the understanding of cultures (Edgerton & Langness, 1974). 

Many of these same methods have been used to study organizational cultures (Sackmann, 

1991a,b). In addition, organizational researchers have borrowed methods from other 

areas of social science inquiry (Sackmann, 1991a,b; Schein, 1985; Schneider, 1990). 

A review of the literature revealed that organizational culture has been studied 

using a variety of methods. A description of the main methods of inquiry follows. 
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Participant obselVation 

Participant obseIVation (Spradley, 1980) is a method used mostly by 

anthropologists and ethnographers. The goal of the research is to obtain a holistic 

understanding of the culture from the insider's perspective (ie., the ernie perspective) by 

living among the members of the culture for an extended period of time. The researcher 

becomes a quasi-insider by acting as a native in the research setting. A major benefit of 

this kind of research is that the investigator need not have any prior knowledge of the 

culture being studied. The investigator withholds value judgments and attempts to make 

inferences about the culture inductively. Often, the accuracy of the investigator's 

obseIVations and inferences are checked by an insider who confirms, denies, or comments 

on the investigator's work. A major advantage of this type of investigation is that it 

results in a ''thick description" of the culture. On the other hand, a major drawback of this 

approach is that it is costly and time consuming for both the researcher and the 

organization(s) being studied. Examples of this approach to studying culture include 

Kleinberg'S (1989) analysis of culture clash between Japanese and American management 

styles and Sapienza's (1985) investigation of organizational culture and decision making. 
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Depth interviews 

Depth interviews (Douglas, 1985; Spradley, 1979) are used to uncover the values, 

beliefs, and norms that are part of a culture by using broad, open-ended questions. These 

questions allow the informants to discuss culturally relevant topics from their own point 

of view using their own language. Depth inteIView techniques may be used with a single 

informant (McCracken, 1988) or with groups (Goldman & McDonald, 1987). For this 

kind of investigation, the researcher acts as a clinician (Schein, 1985), i.e., as an 

intelligent but culturally ignorant onlooker seeking to "get inside" the head(s) and heart(s) 

of the one(s) being interviewed (Douglas, 1985). This kind of cultural analysis yields a 

product similar to participant observation with the exception that, in the end, the 

investigator's knowledge of the culture is a little more removed and not quite as intimate. 

Cultural inquiry based on depth inteIViews also yields a ''thick description" of the 

culture-though not as ''thick'' as might be the case with participant observation. Depth 

inteIViews can also be so time consuming and costly that they also are too expensive for 

many kinds of research. 

Surveys 

Survey methods comprise the third major category of approaches for studying 

organizational culture. The swvey methods range from structured inteIViews through 

detailed questionnaires to "quick and dirty" questionnaires of questionable value 

(Sackmann, 1991a,b). Prestructured questionnaires can cover a large number of people at 
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relatively low cost (Fowler, 1984). However, a major disadvantage of the questionnaire 

method for assessing organizational culture is the presumption that an a priori 

understanding of the culture informed the questionnaire design process. The respondents 

are forced to express their culture using concepts and language provided by the 

researcher, sometimes missing key relevant cultural issues from the respondents' 

perspective. Questionnaires are constructed from the outsider's perspective (etic) rather 

than from the insider's perspective (ernic) causing some researchers to question whether 

the questionnaire actually measures culture or something else such as organizational 

climate. (Frost et at, 1991; Schneider, 1990). Gordon's (1985) study of organizational 

culture, industry performance and corporate performance is a good example of research 

using structured survey interviews. Hofstede's work (Hofstede, 1984; Hofstede, Neuijen, 

Ohayu, & Sanders, 1990) provides a seminal example of scientific inquiry into the 

dynamics of national and organizational cultures using prestructured questionnaires. The 

Organizational Beliefs Questionnaire (OBQ) developed by Sashkin and Fulmer (1985) is 

an example of a "simpler" questionnaire designed to assess organizational culture. The 

OBQ is comprised of twenty statements describing beliefs echoing those held by 

"excellent" companies according to Peters and Waterman (1982). Response options range 

from "strongly agree" through "neither agree nor disagree" to "strongly disagree. " 

Whether the OBQ and instruments like it actually assesses some component of 

organizational culture or organizational climate is debatable. Some of the questionnaires 
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used to assess organizational culture actually assess organizational climate and vice versa 

(Cooke & Szumal, 1993; Frost et al., 1991; Schneider, 1990). 

Although organizational climate is defined in as many different ways as 

organizational culture, the two concepts are distinct despite some of the overlap of the 

domain of the two constructs during the development and evolution of each (Reichers & 

Schneider, 1990). While the culture concept has grown mostly out of cultural 

anthropology and sociology, the climate concept developed out of traditions in 

organizational psychology and social psychology. Early conceptions of climate did not 

differentiate between shallower aspects (e.g., perception & attitudes) and deeper aspects 

(e.g., norms, values & beliefs) of group cognition (see Katz & Kahn, 1978, pp. 50-51, for 

example). Currently, climate is generally described as ''the mood around here," or ''how 

things are around here." More specifically, climate has be defined as the group's "shared 

perceptions of organizational policies, practices, and procedures, both formal and 

informal" (Reichers & Schneider, 1990, p. 22). Climate measures 

generally focus on perceptions of organizational structures, reward
punishment processes, human resource management systems, decision
making processes, job design, and members' valuations of these and other 
environmental attnl>utes. In contrast, measures of culture focus on the 
patterns of values and beliefs that lead to the emergence of these structures 
and systems and on the behavioral norms that are communicated and 
reinforced by these systems and structures (Cooke & Szumal, 1993, p. 
1323). 

An analogy from psychology may aid in understanding the difference between 
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organizational climate and organizational culture and the various techniques used to 

assess them While organizational culture can be compared to the personality of an 

individual (Beach, 1993a), organizational climate is more like the individual's attitude and 

mood. The personality is relatively stable and is more deeply embedded in the individual. 

Both the attitude and mood of the individual are more transitory, are more reactive to the 

external environment, and may be considered an interaction between the individual's 

personality and their perception of their environment. Likewise, paper-and-pencil 

assessments of attitude and mood are similar to the questionnaires designed to assess 

organizational climate. The personality of the individual may be assessed using a variety 

of techniques, depending on the pmpose of the assessment. For some pmposes, a 

standardized personality test may be used to give the necessary description of the 

individual. However, if a deeper understanding of the individual is needed (i.e., a ''thick 

description," in anthropological terms), the individual may undergo Freudian 

psychoanalysis or some other technique designed to probe deep into the individual's 

psyche. The personality test is analogous to the standardized questionnaire approach to 

studying cultures, and psychoanalysis approximates depth-interviewing and observation in 

anthropology. Each of these methods vary in terms of the depth of understanding they 

yield, the costs of using the technique, and the reasons one might have for choosing each 

of them. The methods descnoed above can be placed on a continuum in terms of the 

''thickness'' of the cultural description yielded by each method (see Figure 1.1). 
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The Need For More Practical, Useful Methods 

Even though organizational culture has recently been a "hot" topic in behavioral 

science, not much empirical research has been conducted on organizational culture (Frost 

et al., 1991; Sackmann, 1991b). This may largely be due to the lack of practical methods 

for assessing organizational culture in such a way that allows culture to be linked to other 

issues of interest in organizational research (Cooke & Rousseau, 1988; Sackmann, 

1991a,b). 

To develop a method for assessing organizational culture that is useful for both 

research and practice, I also reviewed two other areas of scholarship. These areas deal 

with rapid assessment: Rapid Assessment Procedures in applied anthropology and Rapid 

Assessment Instruments in clinical psychology. Both of these areas share the goals and 

philosophy of applied management research. 

Management Research 

While striving to maintain scientific rigor and discipline, management research is 

also subject to other norms which sometimes are at odds with mainstream science 

(Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, & Lowe, 1991). Organizational research often must lead not 

only to insights about organizational processes but also to practical, prescriptive 

philosophies and practices for organizational intervention (Alderfer, 1991). Not only must 

organizational researchers increase understanding of organizations, they should also 

contribute to the applied management discipline in such a way as to improve practice 



(Lawler, 1985). Elaborating on this idea, Lawler (1985) noted: 

Organizational behavior research has numerous characteristics that make it 
different from research in the physical and biological sciences. The study 
of organizations and people in them is a much more complex interactive 
process than the study of most physical and biological phenomena. People 
in organizations do not become subjects in the same sense that animals, 
neutrons, and chemical substances become subjects. They are an active 
part in the research process, and as such, they influence it very directly. 
Given this difference, it seems quite possible that what is a good research 
approach for contributing to theory and scientific knowledge in traditional 
fields of science may not be a good research approach in dealing with 
organizations (p. 3). 
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In the extreme case, he argued that we must be careful that our organizational research is 

not merely a product of methodology rather than of the phenomenon under investigation. 

Instead, Lawler called for research that is useful for both theory and practice-by design. 

This, of course, involves a series of judgment calls and decisions about the value of 

certain research questions and the appropriateness of the methods used (Lawler, 1985; 

McGrath, Martin & Kulka, 1982). 

Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, and Lowe (1991) argued that management research is 

different for three main reasons: First, the management discipline in terms of both theory 

and practice is very eclectic, requiring organizational researchers to approach 

management issues from a cross-disciplinary perspective. Second, "management" tends to 

be a powerful constituency within organizations. Consequently, organizational researchers 

will find it difficult to gain access to organizational members for research unless 

"management" sees some commercial or personal advantage from the research. [The 
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obvious exception to this is the rare case of the researcher who gains access to the 

organization by calling in a personal favor (Gummesson, 1991).] Third, the practice of 

management requires the combination of thought with action. As a result, most managers 

view the value of organizational research based on whether or not it has practical, 

"actionable" consequences. 

Therefore, the research presented here seeks to balance good scientific discipline 

with the need for practical tools for organizational intervention. The method for assessing 

organizational culture described here needs to be not only scientifically rigorous

empirically tying organizational culture to other organizational issues of interest, but also 

practical in terms of its cost, ease of use, and utility for providing managers and 

consultants with relevant and meaningful insights into the cultures of organizations. For 

similar reasons, anthropologists who study family and community health issues have 

developed Rapid Assessment Procedures for studying culture, and clinical psychologists 

have developed Rapid Assessment Instruments for assessing their clients, both of which 

will be descn'bed in turn. 

Rapid Assessment Procedures 

Manderson and Aaby (1992) reviewed the rapid increase in the development and 

use of Rapid Assessment Procedures (RAP) in applied health research. In short, RAP are 

a set of social science techniques developed to provide culturally-based insights into 

communities for the pwpose of creating, implementing and evaluating community health 



interventions. This sometimes uneasy partnership between health care practitioners and 

social scientists (more specifically, cultural anthropologists) provides a good model for 

the partnership between organizational researchers and management practitioners. RAP 

are research tools that are useful for both theory and practice. 
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RAP developed in response to the needs of health-care workers, focusing first on 

health-seeking behavior in sixteen developing countries (Scrimshaw, 1993; Scrimshaw & 

Hurtado, 1987). Since the original RAP handbook was developed for the United Nations 

University, the use of the RAP methodology has proliferated and been applied to a variety 

of health-related issues. For example, RAP has been used to study beliefs and practices 

related to the transmission ofIDV and AIDS (Scrimshaw, Carballo, Ramos, & Blair, 

1991), maternity and child care (Scrimshaw, 1993), and water-related hygiene behaviors 

(Hurtado, 1994). 

The essence of RAP is the use of multiple techniques that quickly yield accurate 

insights into the culture being studied (Manderson & Aaby, 1992). Typically, RAP have 

been used to provide three kinds of information: (1) general information about the 

cultural context of the proposed health-related intervention; (2) baseline data for the 

evaluation of the effectiveness of the intervention; and (3) follow-up information to 

facilitate the assessment of the intervention's effectiveness (Manderson & Aaby, 1992). 

Although there is no standard "set" of procedures that comprise RAP, the 

methods used in one RAP study provide a good overview of the combination of research 



techniques that may be used. They include the following methods (Scrimshaw, 1993, p. 

142): 
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• Formal interviewing-A fixed written set of questions on specific topics is asked and 

recorded in detail. 

• Informal interviewing-Open-ended questions are asked and recorded about specific 

topics, following a general outline and allowing additional subjects to be incorporated 

in the data. 

• Observation-Careful documentation of observed events and behaviors provides 

valuable clues as to what is actually occurring. 

• Participant observation-This term implies participating in and observing the daily 

sociocultural context of a household or ::;ommunity. 

• Focus groups-Small homogenous groups are gathered for group discussions of 

appropriate research topics. 

• Collection of data from secondary sources-Previously published and unpublished 

research, government and community records, and health-services records are 

collected and reviewed. 

RAP developed as a pragmatic response to the desire of health care professionals 

to incorporate good social science information in the development, implementation and 

evaluation of health care interventions because they realized that the effectiveness of the 
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inteIVentions depends on the degree to which the inteIVention "fits" the local culture 

(Manderson & Aaby, 1992). Key to their success has been ''the maintenance of a flexible 

study design in order to take advantage of serendipitous information for further enquiry; 

and a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods" (Manderson & Aaby, 1992, p. 841). 

Their proliferation has occurred because of the importance of obtaining appropriate and 

useful information within a short time frame and yet maintaining a relatively small cost. 

Rapid Assessment Instruments 

Rapid Assessment Instruments (RAJ) are standardized, paper-and-pencil 

instruments designed to assess a variety of psychological issues for couples, families, 

children, and adults (Fischer & Corcoran, 1994a,b). RAI are adapted from a variety of 

sources including the scholarly psychological literature, practitioner-oriented journals and 

publications, and private-party measures. The common characteristic shared by RAI is 

their usefulness to clinical practitioners in obtaining information about clients and their 

problems (Fischer & Corcoran, 1994a). RAJ are used to provide diagnostic and baseline 

information on clients, aid in the design ofpsychological inteIVentions, and provide 

feedback on the usefulness of the inteIVentions. 

In addition, Levitt and Reid (1981) described eleven characteristics of RAJ that 

distinguish them from other fonns of standardized psychological measures: 

(1) They are self-report measures, filled out by the client. 

(2) They tend to be short (generally, one to two pages), easy to administer, and 
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easy to complete (usually in less than 15 minutes). 

(3) They are usually written in simple, clear language that is easily understood by 

the client. 

(4) They can be scored rapidly, often in the presence of the client. 

(5) The interpretation of the measure is straightforward and clear. 

(6) Strict psychometric knowledge and training is not required by the practitioner 

in order to be able to use the instrument. 

(7) The instruments do not require that the practitioners hold to any particular 

theoretical perspective or be a disciple of any particular school of psychology. 

(8) They provide a systematic overview of the client's problem along with specific 

information that may lead to useful discussions with the client. 

(9) The instruments provide some kind of index about the degree, intensity, or 

magnitude of the client's situation. 

(10) They provide a systematic means for collecting data that are standardized and 

comparable across applications of the measure, for both individual clients and across 

groups of clients. 

(11) They provide useful information whether they are used on a one-time basis or 

as repeated measures. 

The Rapid Assessment of Organizational Culture 

Just as health care practitioners and psychological practitioners have teamed with 
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social scientists for the development of Rapid Assessment Procedures and Rapid 

Assessment Inventories, management practitioners and organizational researchers need to 

work together to develop methods for rapidly assessing organizational culture. A ''thick 

description" of the culture may not always be necessary. Instead, an appropriate ''thinner 

slice" of the organizational culture may be more helpful. RAP and RAI were designed to 

provide quick and useful bits of information about ''high-leverage'' issues relevant to the 

intervention being considered. Similarly, a method or set of methods designed to yield a 

''thinner, high-leverage" slice ofan organization's culture could be useful to both 

researchers and practitioners. The development of methods for Rapid Organizational 

Culture Assessment have at least as much potential for usefuiness as RAP, given that 

organizational cultures are not likely to be as ''thick'' as tnoal cultures anyway 

(Sackmann, 1991a). 

Discussion and Summary 

In this chapter, I have reviewed the organizational culture literature to derive a 

definition of the construct that is useful for both research and practice. Most of the 

definitions cited focus on the key values and beliefs shared by the organization's 

members. The definition I am using for this research is as follows: Organizational culture 

refers to the content and pattern of the values, beliefs, and norms that are shared in 

varying degrees by the members of an organization. 

In addition to defining organizational culture, I presented a broad survey of the 
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variety of methods used to assess it. They range from anthropological methods that yield 

a ''thicker'' description to psychological methods that yield a ''thinner'' description of the 

culture. Perhaps the ''thinnest'' description ofan organization's culture would be a climate 

study which shows how the culture interacts with the perceptual environment of the 

organization's members to create an indication of the group's "mood." 

Next, I reviewed two areas of literature that focus on low-cost, practical methods 

for rapid assessment. Rapid Assessment Procedures use ethnographic methods to yield a 

description ofa group's culture, and Rapid Assessment Instruments use psychometric 

methods to yield a description of an individual. Both areas share goals common to 

management research. The argument was made that similar methods should be developed 

for the rapid assessment of organizational cultures. 

In the next chapter, I introduce and describe the Organizational Culture Survey as 

a relatively 'l"apid" method of assessing the ''thin, high-leverage slice" of shared values as 

part of an organization's culture, and I describe Image Theory as its underlying 

theoretical framework and foundation. 



CHAPTER 2 

IMAGE TIlEORY, ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE AND DECISION 

MAKING 

A cultural system exists as an independent entity by virtue of the fact that 

its members come together and make decisions as a unit .... Any group, no 

matter how undistinguished its characteristic behaviors, no matter how 

dependent it is upon other cultural systems, is a true cultural system if it 

possesses the decision-making capacity. (Beals, Spindler & Spindler, 

1967, p. 23.) 
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The work described in this chapter has its roots in the view of culture and decision 

making expressed in the above quotation, namely, the interaction between an 

organization's culture and the decisions that are made within that organization. To this 

end, this chapter has three putposes. The first is to provide a theoretical foundation for 

examining culture and organizational decision making. The second is to introduce a new, 

easily administered instrument for the rapid assessment of organizational culture. The 

third is to demonstrate the usefulness of the new instrument by using it in tests of some of 

the theory's implications. 

An organization's culture consists of the organizationally relevant beliefs and 
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values that are mutually understood and subscribed to by its members [see Schein (1985), 

Schneider (1990), and Trice & Beyer (1993) for detailed discussions]. As such, the 

culture prescribes what is true, necessary and desirable and, therefore, the goals one 

ought to pursue and how one ought to go about pursuing them (Beyer, 1981; Campbell & 

Nash, 1992). By the same token, it proscribes what is false, unnecessary and undesirable, 

and, therefore, the goals and actions that one ought not pursue oneself and that one ought 

to resist when proposed by others (Beyer, 1981; Sathe, 1983). 

Building upon earlier work by Mitchell, Rediker and Beach (1986) and Beach and 

Mitchell (1990), Beach (1993a) analyzed the implications of culture and its imperatives 

for decision making and decision implementation within the context of Image Theory, a 

descriptive behavioral decision theory (Beach 1990; Beach & Mitchell, 1987). This 

analysis focused upon the ways in which an organization's culture influences decisions 

made by its members and the ways in which it influences its members' acceptance or 

rejection of decisions made by its leaders. The theoretical mechanism of primary interest 

involves assessment of the compatibility ofa decision option with the organization's 

culture-where an option is defined as a possible course of action, in the case of a 

member who is making a decision, or a proposed course of action, in the case of a 

decision that has been made by leaders. Image theory predicts that when compatibility is 

low the option will be rejected. This means that when an enculturated member is making 

decisions for the organization, he or she will tend not to make decisions that are 



incompatible with its culture; when leaders make culturally incompatible decisions, the 

organization's members will tend not to support implementation of the decision. 
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At the level of the individual decision maker, there is a growing body of research 

on the implications of incompatibility for one's own decisions (Beach, 1993b) and for 

l!ccepta1'.ce of others' decisions (Van Zee, Paluchowski & Beach, 1992), all of which is 

congruent with the Image Theory predictions described above. On the other hand, only 

two Image Theory studies of organizational decision making have been done (Beach, 

Smith, Lundell & Mitchell, 1988; Rediker, Mitchell, Beach & Beard, 1993), which in part 

is what motivates the research reported here. 

Image Theory 

To begin, I will briefly describe the basic formulation of Image Theory, which was 

originally conceived as a behavioral description of decision making by individuals. Then I 

will show how the basic theory maps on to organizational decision making, outline what 

follows from this mapping, and discuss some of the managerial implications. 

At both the individual (Beach, 1990; Beach & Mitchell, 1987, 1990) and 

organizational (Beach, 1993a; Mitchell, Rediker & Beach, 1986) levels, Image Theory 

divides decision-relevant knowledge into three categories, called images, and descnoes 

mechanisms by which that knowledge is used to guide decision making. A schematic of 

the theory is presented in Figure 2.1. 

Individual Level Theory 
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Images. The first of the three nnages is the value image, which consists of 

knowledge about how the decision maker feels things ought to be, about how people 

should behave and about how events should transpire. This image consists of the decision 

maker's guiding beliefs and values, the violation of which always provokes concern, 

sometimes arouses guilt, and usually results in attempts to set things right. It provides 

answers to the existential question, ''Who am I and what do I stand for?" 

The second image, the trajectory image, consists of the decision maker's 

knowledge about what he or she wants the future to hold. This image is the decision 

maker's agenda of goals, his or her vision of the future toward which effort and activities 

are directed. Goals can be concrete events, such as getting a specific job or selling so 

much insurance in a given year. They also can be abstract states, such as being a success 

or being happy. This image provides answers to the question, ''Where am I going and 

what am I striving to become?" 

The third image, the strategic image, is the decision maker's knowledge about 

how he or she is striving to secure the future defined by the goals in the trajectory image. 

This image is the decision maker's slate of plans, the implementation of which is aimed at 

achieving his or her agenda of goals. It provides answers to the question, ''What am I 

doing to achieve my goals and shape my future?" 

Decision mechanisms. Images guide decision making. To be acceptable, new goals 

and plans cannot substantially violate the beliefs and values that comprise the value image, 
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nor can they violate existing goals and previously adopted plans. ''Violate'' means that 

potential goals or plans cannot negate, contradict, contravene, prevent, retard, or interfere 

with actualization of the constituents of the three images. "Substantially" means that while 

a few minor violations are permitted, beyond some threshold the decision maker is 

unwilling to accept the lack of compatibility between the images and the potential goal or 

plan and therefore rejects the latter as unsuitable. 

The mechanism for assessing the suitability of a potential goal or plan is called the 

compatibility test. It is simple and quick; when the sum of violations (each weighted by its 

importance to the decision maker) exceeds some threshold value, called the rejection 

threshold, the potential goal or plan is rejected, otherwise it is accepted. If only one 

alternative is under consideration and it passes the compatibility test, it is accepted and 

added to the trajectory or strategic image. If two or more alternatives are under 

consideration and only one passes the test, it is accepted. However, if two or more 

options are under consideration and more than one passes the compatibility test, the tie 

must be broken by use of the second decision mechanism, the profitability test. 

In contrast to the compatibility test, which is a single (noncompensatory) strategy 

for screening out unsuitable options, the profitability test is an inclusive name for the 

decision maker's repertory of (compensatory and noncompensatory) strategies for making 

choices among multiple survivors of screening (Beach & Mitchell, 1978; Payne, 1976). 

This repertory might include such strategies as maximization of subjective expected 
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utility, application of the lexicographic rule, use of the additive difference ~rategy, or any 

of a number of other choice strategies (Svenson, 1979), but most strategies for most 

people tend to be rather simple-rules of thumb, asking advice, tossing a coin (Beach & 

Mitchell, 1978). 

Research. The research on Image Theory at the level of the individual decision 

maker has focused on the compatibility test and implications of violations for the adoption 

ofaltemative goals and plans (summarized in Beach, 1990, 1993b). Results show that 

decision makers are sensitive to such violations, that they have consistent thresholds for 

rejecting faulty alternatives, and that compatibility is a useful concept for studying 

decision behavior. 

Organizational Level Theory 

Images. The labels in parentheses in Figure 2.1 are the organizational counterparts 

of the individual decision maker's three images. The organization's culture becomes the 

beliefs and values that are shared, to one degree or other, by the members of the 

organization. Like the value image at the individual level, at the organizational level this 

image provides answers to the question, ''Who are we and what do we stand for?" The 

trajectory image becomes the organization's vision; the concrete and abstract goals that 

the organization is seeking to attain. This image provides answers to the question, 

"Where are we going and what are we trying to become?" The strategic image becomes 

the organization's strategic plan; the blueprint for actions aimed at attaining the goals that 



comprise the organization's vision. This image provides answers to the question, ''How 

are we striving to achieve the goals that constitute our vision?" 
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Decision mechanisms. As is the case for individual decision makers, images guide 

organizational decision making. Potential goals for inclusion in the vision and tactics for 

inclusion in the strategic plan must not violate the organization's culture, its existing 

vision, or its existing p1an( s). That is, new ideas about where to go and how to 

accomplish things must be compatible with the members' image of themselves as an 

organization, their image of what the organization is to become, and their image of the 

path the organization has laid out to pursue its future. 

Image theory views decision making in organizations as being accomplished by 

application of both the compatibility test and the profitability test, in precisely the same 

way it is for individual decision makers. This is because the organization's culture, vision, 

and strategic plans are possessed by its members; there is no "organizational mind" that 

retains these images and makes decisions. 

The primacy of individual members as possessors of the organizationally-relevant 

images is crucial to the theory. Indeed, much turns upon the degree to which the various 

individual members possess similar images. Specifically, the key element is the extent to 

which the culture is shared among an organization's members and the implications of this 

for decision making within the organization, particularly for acceptance or rejection of 

proposed courses of action. 
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Research. There are only two studies of Image Theory at the organizational level. 

Beach, Smith, Lundell and Mitchell (1988) examined three businesses that varied in the 

degree to which their cultures were broadly shared by their executives. After the general 

dimensions of the cultures were captured, hypothetical plans for introducing a new 

product were presented to the executives who were asked to rate each plan's 

acceptability. It was found that the less broadly the organization's culture was shared by 

its members the greater the disagreement among the organization's executives about the 

acceptability of the various plans [a culture in which values are broadly shared is called 

''unified,'' and one in which they are not is called ''fragmented'' (Beach, 1993a)]. The 

implication is that coordinated action among executives may be made more difficult when 

they do not share images about what is of fundamental importance to the organization. 

Rediker, Mitchell, Beach and Beard (1993) had business students play the role of 

CEO of a firm that was considering six alternative candidate companies for acquisition. 

Information was provided about the degree to which the firm's culture was unified or 

fragmented. Considerable information was presented about the candidates for acquisition, 

in which it became clear that some candidates were more compauDle with the culture of 

the firm than others. The subjects rated the attractiveness of each candidate and selected 

the candidate or candidates about which they would like to have more information prior 

to choosing one for acquisition. 

Results showed that, across subjects and conditions, as compatibility between the 
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candidates and the firm decreased, evaluated attractiveness also decreased (r = .95, P < 

.01). However, the variance in the attractiveness evaluations was I.SI times greater when 

the firm's culture was fragmented than when it was not. Most subjects rejected the three 

least compatible of the six candidates and retained the three most compatible candidates 

for further investigation. 

Implications 

The foregoing discussion suggests two important implications to two predictions 

about organizational decision making: The .first is that when members of an organization 

make decisions on their own, the decisions will be coordinated if they are guided by a 

common set of beliefs and values. The common-sense notion is that with a highly shared, 

unified culture, all of the members are "reading off the same page" when they make 

decisions for the organization. 

The second implication is that an organization's members will be more willing to 

accept decisions made by its leaders if the decided-upon goal or plan is congruent with its 

culture. That is, proposed options that violate the members' shared beliefs and values 

threaten the integrity of the organization, as represented by its culture, and therefore are 

resisted. 
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Management Implications 

A unified culture could be valuable when there is a desire to increase the decision 

making autonomy (i.e., "empower") of the organization's members. Many organizations, 

for example, are seeking to flatten the management hierarchy, removing layers that exist 

solely to communicate between top management and the bottom of the organization and 

to exercise control over the behavior of members ~fthe organization. If the first of the 

two theory implications given above were sound, it would imply that a unified culture 

would permit reduction of middle management while assuring that the greater autonomy 

of people at the bottom would not result in anarchy. In addition, if the second implication 

were sound, knowing about the culture of their organization would inform top 

management about the constraints on their proposals for change. Proposals that were 

compan"ble with the culture would have easy sailing. Proposals that violated the culture in 

minor ways might be harder to implement, but would not be impossible. Proposals that 

grossly violated the culture would be likely to fail completely, inciting active resistance 

and, in the extreme, sabotage. 

On the other hand, a unified culture could be as much a obstacle to an 

organization's survival as a fragmented culture (Kotter & Heskett, 1992). A unified 

culture could be a determent if it promoted decisions by individuals that, however 

coordinated and unsmprising, failed to address the organization's internal or external 

problems. A unified culture also could be detrimental ifit promoted rejection ofleaders' 



42 

proposals for needed reforms, however large the consensus about rejection may be. 

Fragmented cultures also may have management implications. A highly 

fragmented culture may promote anarchy if supervisory control is insufficient to assure 

coordination among members' activities. In this circumstance, management would have to 

make decisions and work diligently to assure implementation, which would argue for a 

bureaucratic structure that could impose the necessary control. On the other hand, a 

fragmented culture may discourage coalescence of opposition to management decisions, 

although it might not promote their acceptance either. 

Of course, wholly unified cultures are rare, so degree of unity and fragmentation is 

more likely to be of interest more often than whether an organization has a unified culture 

or a fragmented culture. Because of this, it is important to be able to understand the 

pattern and content of the culture and to quantify the degree of cultural unity or 

fragmentation. 

The Organizational Culture Survey (OCS) 

Assessing Organizational Culture 

Of the many methods for studying organizational culture that have been proposed 

(see Sheridan, 1992), two are particularly notable because they yield quantitative data. 

The O'Reilly (1989; O'Reilly, Chatman & Caldwell, 1991) method is based upon a 

definition of culture as the common variance in descriptions of the organization's culture 

that are generated by members of the organization. In this case, the descriptions are 
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generated by having each member sort 54 value statements into nine categories, where the 

extreme categories represent statements that are most and least representative of the 

culture of the organization. Research results suggest eight factors underlie the sorts: 

innovation and risk taking, attention to detail, orientation toward outcomes, 

aggressiveness and competitiveness, supportiveness, emphasis on growth and rewards, 

collaborative and team orientation and decisiveness. O'Reilly, Chatman & Caldwell 

(1991) compared these factors to individuals' needs, as defined by a personality test, in 

order to study person-organization fit. They found that the greater the person

organization fit, the greater was reported commitment and job satisfaction, the lower the 

reported intent to leave the organization, and the lower the actual rate ofleaving. These 

results are interesting both in their own right and because they indicate the research 

possibilities afforded by a quantitative method of measuring culture. 

The Cooke method (Cooke & Lafferty, 1983, 1986; Cooke & Rousseau, 1988; 

Cooke & Szumal, 1993) is based upon an inventory of 12 ''thinking styles" proposed 

earlier by Lafferty (1973) for use in management development. The 12 thinking styles are 

regarded as having parallels in the culture of the organization, each style being 

represented in a questionnaire by 10 items, resulting in a total of 120 items. The 

respondent indicates on a scale of 1 to 5 the extent to which the behavior represented by 

each item "helps people to 'fit in' and 'meet expectations'" of the organization. The 

answers for the 10 items for a given style are combined to produce a score for that style, 
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and these become the data for subsequent analyses. It is assumed that behavior that the 

group members perceive as contributing to helping people fit into the organization and to 

meeting its expectations is more representative of the organization's culture than behavior 

that is perceived as contributing less. 

Cooke and Rousseau (1988) presented data, from a large number of respondents 

from numerous organizations, that revealed significant differences across organizations 

and between different ~eve1s in the organizations in the degree to which various of the 12 

styles are regarded as contributing to the cultures of the organizations. As was the case 

for O'Reilly's (1989) method, these results suggest the potential ofa quantitative 

approach to the study of organizational culture. 

Although both of these methods have contributed greatly to the potential for 

valuable research in organizational culture, the O'Reilly method is cumbersome and the 

Cooke method seems to me to be particularly oblique. The Q-sort procedure used by 

O'Reilly precludes rapid mass administration to members of an organization. Cooke and 

Lafferty's inference about the importance of various elements ofa culture from 

perceptions of what behaviors would integrate new members into the organization is 

unnecessarily round-about; why not just ask about the culture? In addition, both methods 

present respondents with a large number of items, 54 for O'Reilly's method and 120 for 

Cooke and Lafferty's method, all to obtain information about only 8 elements of the 

organization's culture, in O'Reilly's case, or only 12 elements, in Cooke and Lafferty's 
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case. Moreover, neither method has the respondents consider the relative salience (or 

importance) of the various elements of the organization's culture. Presuming that the 

relative salience of the elements ofa culture reflects the culture's priorities, relativity 

becomes of great importance in studying decision making in organizations. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, the desirable features of any instrument that 

must be administered to large numbers of people, in addition to reliability and validity, 

must include: (1) ease of administration, (2) simplicity of the task the respondent is asked 

to perform, (3) brevity, (4) clarity, and (5) directness in addressing the issue or topic in 

question. And, of course, if the relative salience of various cultural values represents the 

relative desirability of behaviors and states, then (6) the ability to measure the relative 

contribution of its elements is an additional criterion for an instrument designed for 

studying an organization's culture. 

These criteria, in view of the drawbacks of the two methods described above, 

prompted the development of the Organizational Culture Survey (OCS).l The OCS uses 

the operational definition of culture used by O'Reilly: the common variance in 

descriptions of the organization's culture that are generated by members of the 

organization. Its logic resembles the logic ofboth the O'Reilly and the Cooke methods, 

1 The Organizational Culture Survey (OCS) was called the Organizational Culture Inventory (OCI) in 
Beach (1993) and Beach and Weatherly (1993). The name has been changed to distinguish it from 
Cooke and Lafierty's (1983, 1986) OCI. 



but, in addition, it incorporates both techniques and logic from the behavioral decision 

literature. 

Development of the oes 
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The oes consists of three sets offive elements each. The elements are descriptors 

of organizational values (Table 2.1) and derive from a review of the literature on culture, 

from interviews with many organizations' members, and from pilot studies that ruled out 

earlier descriptors and prompted addition of new ones. 

Explaining the format of the oes (Appendix A), requires a brief detour: A major 

finding in cognitive science is that people are unable to process information about more 

than a few things at a time (Miller, 1956, Sperling, 1960). Thus, ifpresented with a list of 

objects or events and asked to state the relative importance, prevalence, desirability, 

priority, etc., of the items, respondents do not produce reliable results. The remedy is to 

break the task into smaller, more manageable tasks. To do this the respondent is 

presented with a subset of comparable elements from the list and asked to make relative 

evaluations of these elements. Then he or she is given another subset and asked to make 

relative evaluations among its elements, and so on. Finally, he or she is asked to make 

relative evaluations of the subsets themselves, treating each subset as an element of the 

larger list. The researcher uses the evaluations to derive an ordering across the entire list 

of elements (Beach, Mai-Dalton, Marshall & Beach, 1981; von Winterfeldt & Edwards, 

1986). 
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Research demonstrates that the effectiveness of this strategy for working around 

respondents' cognitive limitations lies in appropriately grouping the elements of the list 

into subsets. The subsets must be (1) reasonable to the respondent and (2) small enough 

for them to make mental comparisons. The first requirement is met by creating subsets of 

logically related elements and by pre-testing their acceptability. The second requirement is 

met by following the rule that each grouping must contain fewer than 7 elements [the 

general rule is that the human mind can process roughly 7, and no more than 10, elements 

at a time (Miller, 1956; Sperling, 1960)]. 

While research is equivocal about the best way to present the elements, bottom-up 

or top-down, it is customary to use a bottom-up hierarchy, with one subset's elements 

being evaluated, then the next subset's elements, and so on through all subsets (with no 

more than 7 subsets). Then the subsets are presented simultaneously and relative 

evaluations of them are solicited. The evaluations at each level of the hierarchy 

(elements/subsets) are then combined mathematically by the researcher, rather than asking 

the person to do it, in order to reach a final evaluation across all elements (Beach, Mai

Dalton, Marshall & Beach, 1981). 

To make this concrete, the following section outlines the procedure that is 

followed when a respondent is asked to use the Organizational Culture Survey (OeS) to 

evaluate his or her organization's culture. 
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Using the OCS 

The respondent's task is to evaluate the relative salience of the 15 culture 

elements in his or her organization's culture. To do this the respondent is asked to divide 

100 points among the five elements in the first subset to reflect the relative salience of 

each element. Then he or she is asked to divide another 100 points among the five 

elements in the second subset. Then he or she is asked to do the same thing for the five 

elements in the third subset. Finally, the respondeiit is asked to regard the three subsets as 

three unitary elements and to divide 100 points among them to reflect their relative 

salience in his or her organization's culture. 

The researcher combines the respondent's point allocations to produce a relative 

evaluation of allIS elements by converting the allocated points to decimal numbers (e.g., 

5 points becomes .05). Then these decimal numbers for each of the three subsets in the 

final step above, are multiplied by the decimal numbers for each of the five elements in 

that subset. The resulting 15 products, which sum to 1.00, are then multiplied by 100 to 

convert them back into points. These final 15 numbers represent the relative salience of 

each of the 15 elements; they are called the salience scores of the 15 elements. 

For multiple respondents from the same organization, means of the salience scores 

can be computed across respondents for each of the 15 elements of the OCS to obtain a 

more stable measure of the organization's culture. The variances associated with these 

means reveal the degree of agreement among the respondents about each of the elements 
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for their organization. The mean salience of the 15 elements is summarized as a profile. 

Information in the profiles consists of three things: high points, low points, and 

variation around the neutral point of 100115 = 6.67. High points indicate those elements 

that the respondents see as more salient in the organization's culture. Low points indicate 

the elements that they see as less salient. Points that fall in the vicinity of 6.67 are neutral 

relative to the high and low points. It should be noted that when different respondents 

disagree among themselves and assign grossly different degrees of relative salience to an 

element, the mean across their answers will ten~ ~oward 6.67. This means that care must 

be taken with apparently neutral points on the profile; the variance must be checked to see 

if the neutrality is agreed upon by respondents or ifit merely results from averaging 

grossly different evaluations of the salience of the elements in question. 

The Research 

Study 1 

The first study had three parts, all designed to examine the reliability and validity 

of the OCS as a measure of culture. 

Study la 

The goal of the first part of Study 1 was to make sure that OCS results were not 

the same for all organizations. That is, if the OCS merely elicited stereotyped responses, 

the profiles of different organizations should be much the same. By the same token, if an 

OCS element fails to discriminate among organizations, it should be dropped. 
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Procedure. Fifteen corporations participated in this study. They varied greatly in 

size and industry; ranging from fairly small corporations of about 150 employees to 

multinational organizations. They were drawn from five industries: Health care, mining 

and mining support services, utilities, financial services and venture capital, management 

systems, and manufacturing. 

Contact was made through each corporation's CEO, who supplied a list of the 

executive officers, each of whom was sent a letter explaining that I was attempting to 

devise a measure of corporate culture and instructions about how to fill out the OCS, a 

copy of which was enclosed. The completed OCS was returned by about 80% of the 

officers. Given the relatively high response rate for this kind ofrespondent pool (Kalton 

1983), there was no follow-up when the OCS was not returned. 

Results. Figure 2.2 contains the profiles for the 15 corporations grouped by 

industry. Clearly, stereotypy was not obtained, either within industries or between 

industries. 

The variance among the profiles in Figure 2.2 for each of the 15 OCS elements 

was computed. These variances are presented in Table 2.2, and none of the 15 appeared 

to me to be low enough to warrant dropping elements from the OCS, although innovation 

and judgment are perhaps borderline. 



Study Ib 

The second part of Study 1 examined the test-retest reliability of the OCS for 

individual subjects. 

Procedure. Twenty MBA students who had been employed prior to returning to 

school participated for $10 each. They twice filled out the OCS for the organization for 

which they had worked, with four days between sessions. 
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Results. The mean correlation between the test and retest culture profiles for each 

subject (computed under Z-score transform) is .72, range = .10 to .99. While the mean is 

not exceptionally high, it is comparable to reliability figures reported elsewhere for 

instruments that use the same structure as the OCS (Beach, Campbell & Townes, 1979). 

Study lc 

The third part of Study 1 addressed the question of the OCS's validity, i.e., how 

well it measures what it is intended to measure (Carmines & Zeller, 1979). Ifmultiple 

groups of subjects from an organization yield similar profiles for that organization's 

culture, particularly when there is reason to think that the organization may have a fairly 

unified culture, one can assume that the OCS is capable of validly measuring that culture. 

In other words, given that the OCS is not prone to stereotypy, if different groups within a 

single organization present a fairly unified profile of the organization's culture, the 

construct validity of the instrument is supported (Carmines & Zeller, 1979). This 

inference is particularly compelling if there is supporting evidence about how well the 
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organization's culture is characterized by the obtained profiles. 

Procedure. The University of Arizona's College of Business and Public 

Administration has a program in which a corporation may contract for a series of tailor

made management courses for its employees. The corporation of interest here, the 

Greyhound Financial Corporation (GFC), was the first to take advantage of this program 

The courses were offered first to the executives, then to the top level managers who 

report directly to the executives, then to the managers who report to the top level 

managers, etc. The result was that six levels (all non-clerical employees) of the 

organization took part in the program, one level at a time, over a period of more than a 

year. 

The OCS was administered to each class (level) of employees during a session 

prior to the session in which organizational culture was discussed. 

Results. The top panel of Figure 2.3 contains the profiles for the six levels of 

GFC. As can be seen, with the exception of one point for one group, the six profiles are 

remarkably similar. The mean variance among the profiles across each of the 15 elements 

of the OCS is .86 (see Study 2 for comparison with the variance for the other graph in 

Figure 2.3). 

The profile for each class, and for all classes that had been administered the OCS 

up to that point, were presented to the employees in that class to critique. With minor 

quibbles, each level decided that their profile accurately descn'bed their opinion and that 
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the cumulative picture for GFC as a whole was valid. Together with the obtained 

similarity among the six profiles in Figure 2.3, the subjects' views about the accuracy of 

the profiles supports the validity of the OCS as a measure of organizational culture. 

Study 2 

The pwpose of Study 2 was to demonstrate that different organizations may have 

different degrees of cultural fragmentation. 

Procedure. This study was a replication of Study Ie, which used GFC employees, 

using employees of a second corporation for which less similarity among levels was 

expected. GFC is a corporate financial services business. It is fairly small (approximately 

150 employees), and is housed on one floor of an office tower. It prides itself on good 

communications, and its CEO has made a point of articulating GFC's mission and its 

values. 

The second organization, which I will call XQC, is a small utility company. It is, 

however, much larger than GFC (approximately 1400 employees). It is housed on many 

floors of its own building. XQC has had difficulty in recent years, narrowly avoiding 

bankruptcy by the adroit actions of new members of its executive team. Its employees 

perceive there to be a gulfbetween themselves and XQC's upper management, a view 

that is not shared by upper management. 

In contrast to the procedure for GFC, the data from XQC management and 

employees were gathered at the work site, rather than in the classroom Using its 
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organization chart it was possible to stratifY XQC into six levels, roughly comparable to 

the levels in GFC, although an exact matching by level is impossible due to differences in 

size and in how the two corporations are organized. 

Results. The bottom panel in Figure 2.3 contains the profiles for the different 

levels ofXQC. While it is not readily apparent from this figure, close examination of the 

profiles revealed that there are two fairly distinct cultures in this organization. The 

executives and top level managers see responsibility and personal growth as the most 

salient aspects of the culture while the lower level employees see the company's 

achievement and competitiveness as most salient. That is, there appears to be at least two 

cultures in XQC as perceived by the employees at the top and by the employees at the 

bottom of the organization. The existence of these two cultures in XQC also was revealed 

in the results of an employee survey done by an independent consulting company. These 

results are in marked contrast to the similarity of views in GFC, as evidenced by the 

profiles in the top panel of Figure 2.3. 

The overall degree of fragmentation in GFC's culture can be measured by 

calculating the variance of the six GFC groups' salience scores around each of the 15 

points on the profiles in the top panel of Figure 2.3, the mean of which across the 15 

points is .S6 (range = .06 to 3.91, median = .71). The comparable mean variance for XQC 

is 1. 74 (range = .OS to 5.14, median = 1.29). The probability that the difference between 

these two means is due to chance alone is .059 using the Mann-Whitney U test. GFC's 



variance exceeds XQC's on 5 of the 15 points by a mean of 1.08; XQC's variance 

exceeds GFC's on 10 of the 15 points by a mean of 1.87. 
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Based upon the mean variances (.86 for GFC and 1. 74 for XQC), XQC's culture 

is twice as fragmented as GFC's culture, thus illustrating that organizations that might be 

expected on prior grounds to have different degrees of fragmentation in their cultures, do 

in fact differ considerably in the profiles that they yield. Moreover, the two organizations 

do not have the same culture, although GFC' s profiles are more similar to the profiles for 

XQC's lower level employees than to the profiles for its higher level employees. 

Study 3 

The purpose of this study was to examine the theoretical implication that the more 

compatible an option is with the organization's culture, the greater will be the willingness 

of members of the organization to choose it. 

Study 3a 

The first part of Study 3 involved presenting groups of employees from two 

organizations (GFC and XQC) with a decision option that was or was not compatible 

with their views of their organizations' cultures and asking about whether that option 

should be chosen. The hypothesis was that the more compatible an option is with their 

culture's values, the greater the proportion of the organization's members who will 

endorse choice of the option. 

Procedure. The subjects were the 27 members of the sixth group from GFC and 
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27 volunteers from the Distribution Services group from XQC. Each of the subjects had 

anonymously completed the OCS a week or more earlier as part of Study 2. 

Subjects were asked to consider a hypothetical situation in which their Board of 

Directors decided to increase the size of the organization by acquiring a small company in 

the same industry and merging the two operations. The Board was currently looking at 

several acquisition candidates and the employees of each candidate company had filled 

out the OCS. Enclosed was a summary of the OCS results for one of the candidate 

companies. Participants were told that the employees of the candidate company were 

happy and satisfied in their present environment. The question was whether they would fit 

in well with GFC's (XQC's) culture, and whether the Board should acquire this company. 

Fit was measured on a 7-point scale (poor to good), and advice to the Board was either 

Yes or No. 

The descriptions of the candidate company differed for subjects from GFC and 

from XQC. For each group the five elements with the highest salience scores on their 

respective culture profile (Figure 2.3) were selected, and the sum of the five 

corresponding salience scores was computed (43.47 for GFC and 42.39 for XQC). Then 

the five elements with the lowest salience scores were selected and the sum computed 

(22.11 for GFC and 25.30 for XQC). 

Fourteen of the 27 GFC subjects were given a description of the culture of the 

candidate company in which the ''highly emphasized" elements were GFC's five highest-
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scoring elements and the ''less emphasized" elements were GFC's five lowest-scoring 

elements. The remaining 13 GFC subjects were given a description in which GFC's five 

lowest-scoring elements were the candidate company's ''highly emphasized elements" and 

GFC's five highest-scoring elements were the candidate's ''less emphasized" elements. 

The same procedure was followed for 13 XQC employees and 14 XQC employees, 

respectively. 

Results. Table 2.3 shows the relationship between the percentage of subjects 

endorsing acquisition of the candidate company and the mean ratings of how well the 

employees from the candidate company would fit with the subjects' organization, as a 

function of the computed compatibility of the ''highly emphasized" cultural elements in 

the description of the candidate's culture. 

One hundred percent of 14 GFC subjects and 92% of 13 XQC employees 

endorsed the acquisition of the candidate company when the description ofits culture was 

compatible with their perceptions of their own cultures, and they rated fit at means of 4.9 

and of 4.2 respectively. In contrast, only 64% of 14 XQC employees and 54% of 13 GFC 

employees endorsed acquisition when the description was less compatible, and they rated 

fit at means of3.4 and of3.5 respectively. 

The role of compatibility is further illustrated (Figure 2.4) by the percentage of 

subjects, across GFC and XQC and across descriptions, who endorse acquisition of the 

candidate company as a function of how well its employees would fit into the subjects' 
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company, i.e., the percentage of subjects endorsing acquisition at each level of rated fit. 

(Because few subjects used the extremes of the 7-point rating scale, levels 1 and 2 were 

combined, as were levels 6 and 7.) The results in Figure 2.4 indicate that an increase in 

the rated fit of the newcomers (which is a surrogate measure of the compatibility between 

the values purported to be held by the employees of the candidate company and the 

subject's perception of the values held in his or her own company) is accompanied by an 

increase in endorsement of acquisition of the candidate company. In short, these results 

support the hypotheses that the more compatible an option is with the organization's 

culture the greater the level of endorsement of that option by members of the 

organization. 

Study 3b 

The previous study, Study 3a, focused on the compatibility of options with the 

group's mean profile. This study focused upon the compatibility of options with 

individual subjects' profiles. The hypothesis was that the greater the compatibility 

between an option proposed by management (in this case, outside consultants hired by 

management) and individual subjects' perceptions of their organization's cultural values, 

the greater the individual subjects' degree of endorsement of the option. 

Procedure. Subjects were fifty-eight middle level managers from XQC who had 

completed the OCS one to two weeks before the experiment was conducted. They were 

told to consider the hypothetical situation in which XQC's management decided that the 
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Company's values should be more clearly articulated, particularly to help new employees 

understand the culture. Although management wanted to present XQC in the best light, it 

did not want new employees to undergo culture shock when they took up their jobs-that 

is, the values presented to them should accurately reflect the XQC culture. 

Management had hired two consultants, each of whom proposed a list of values 

that they thought characterized the most salient features ofXQC's culture. The Board 

decided that the XQC employees were the best judges of which list was most accurate 

and therefore decided to do a survey. 

Subjects were asked to read both lists and to distribute 10 points (votes) between 

the two to indicate the degree to which each list accurately reflected XQC's culture. 

Results. The first step was to calculate the degree to which each list of values was 

compatible with each subject's perceptions ofXQC's culture. To do this, each subject's 

profile ofXQC's culture was derived from an earlier administration of the OCS. Next, the 

salience scores from the subject's profile were summed for each of the (elements) values 

on each of the two lists, thus indicating each list's compatibility with the subject's 

perception ofhis or her organization's culture. Then the number of points the subject had 

assigned to each list was paired with the sum of his or her salience scores (compatibility) 

for each list. Finally, the mean number of points was computed across the subjects for 

ranges of compatibility (note that each subject is represented twice, once for each of the 

two lists). 
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The results are presented in Figure 2.5. As can be seen, the more compatible an 

option is with individual subjects' perceptions of their organization's culture, the greater 

the number ofpoints assigned to the option.2 

Study 4 

This study examined the influence ofan organization's culture upon its members' 

attitudes toward the organization and toward their present jobs. This was done by 

examining the discrepancy between how subjects' view their organization's culture and 

how they think that culture ought to be and their reported commitment to the 

organization, satisfaction with their job in the organization, and inclination to leave their 

present job. 

Procedure. Subjects were 49 XQC employees from throughout the organization. 

In addition to :6Iling out the OCS for XQC's culture as it is now, these subjects were 

asked to fill it out again for the culture as it ought to be. Profiles were constructed for 

both sets of answers for each subject and the absolute differences between each of the 15 

points on the two profiles were summed to yield a discrepancy score. 

After filling out the OCS twice, subjects answered a series of questions aimed at 

measuring their commitment to the organization, their satisfaction with their job, and their 

2 Further analyses showed that the spread of the points was not related to the difference in the sums of 
profile numbers for the two lists; indeed, the only relationship obtained between sums and number of 
points is the one shown in Figure 2.5. 



inclination to leave their job. Commitment was measured using O'Reilly and Chatman's 

(1986) 12-item organizational commitment scale. 
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Job satisfaction was measured using Kunin's (1955) Faces Scale together with a 

two-item measure from the University of Michigan Quality of Employment Survey (Quinn 

& Staines, 1979) used by Gutek and Winter (1990). The two items measure globaljob 

satisfaction: "All in all, how satisfied would you say you are with your job?" (answered on 

a 5-point scale from not at all to very), and ''Knowing what you know now, if you had to 

decide all over again whether to take the job you have now, what would you decide?" 

(answered on a 3-point scale from definitely would not take the same job, through would 

have some second thoughts, to would decide with any hesitation to take the same job). 

Job satisfaction was the sum of the three measures. 

Intention to leave was measured using a single item; ''How strongly do you feel 

about leaving or staying in your present job?" (answered on a 5-point scale from strongly 

inclined to stay to strongly inclined to leave). 

Results. The subjects were divided at the median of their discrepancy scores. Then 

t-tests were conducted between the scores on the commitment measure, the job 

satisfaction measure, and the intention to leave measure for subjects who had high 

discrepancy scores and those who had low discrepancy scores. 

For commitment, the high discrepancy mean was 44.20 and the low mean was 

55.12 (t = 3.40, P < .001 one tail, df= 47). That is, when there was a low discrepancy 
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between how the culture is now and how it ought to be, subjects reported themselves to 

be significantly more committed to the organization than when the discrepancy was high. 

For job satisfaction, the high discrepancy mean was 10.00 and the low discrepancy 

mean was 11.38 (t = 2.04, P = .02 one tail, d.f= 47). That is, when the now-ought 

discrepancy was low, subjects reported themselves to be significantly more satisfied with 

their job than when it was high. 

For intention to leave, the high discrepancy mean was 1.58 and the low 

discrepancy mean was 2.16 (t = 1.97, P = .03 one tail, d.f= 47). That is, when the now

ought discrepancy was low, subjects reported themselves to be significantly more inclined 

to stay in their present job than when the discrepancy was high. 

Discussion and Summary 

Using Image Theory, I presented a theoretical framework for examining the 

influence of organizational culture on decision making. Then I presented an instrument, 

the Organization eulture Survey (OeS), for quantitatively assessing culture. Finally, I 

presented a series of studies that, first, addressed the reliability and validity of the 

instrument, and, second, used the instrument to test some implications of the theory. 

Study la found that the oes does not yield the same results for different 

organizations in either the same or in different industries, eliminating the possibility that 

subsequent results were due merely to stereotyped responding on the oes. Study Ib 

showed the oes to have acceptable test-retest reliability for individual subjects. Study Ic 



showed that the OCS can yield highly similar profiles for different levels of an 

organization that on other grounds I would expect to have a unified culture. This result 

implies that the OCS results are valid and suggests that they are reliable for group data. 
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Study 2 found that the OCS is sensitive to cultural fragmentation, in that it 

produced different results for two organizations which, on prior grounds, were expected 

to differ in fragmentation. 

Study 3 found support for the influence of the organization's culture on members' 

endorsement of decision options proposed by the organization's leaders. On a group 

level, Study 3a found that the greater the compatibility between an option and the 

organization's culture, as measured by the mean of its members' profiles, the greater the 

level of endorsement of that option by members of the organization. On the individual 

level, Study 3b found that the greater the compatibility between an option and an 

individual members' perceptions of the organization's culture, the greater the individuals' 

degree of endorsement of the option. 

Study 4 found that the greater the difference between subjects' assessments of the 

organization's culture as they perceive it to be now and as they think it actually ought to 

be, the less committed they reported themselves to be to the organization, the less 

satisfied they reported themselves to be with their jobs, and the more inclined they 

reported themselves to be to leave their jobs. These results are similar to those obtained 

by O'Reilly, Chatman, and Caldwell (1991) for the relationship between person-
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organization fit and satisfaction and inclination to leave. 

These experimental results suggest that both the theory and the OCS hold promise 

for research on organizational culture. Moreover, by tying culture to decision making, the 

practical, managerial implications of studying culture become clearer. For example, in 

light of the trend in business to flatten organizational hierarchies and empower lower-ievel 

employees, the role of culture as a meta-level coordinator of decision making becomes of 

considerable interest. The research described above suggests one line of inquiry; 

empowerment should be more successful in organizations that have less fragmented 

cultures than in organizations that have more fragmented cultures. Moreover, practical 

methods of promoting cultural unity become important. 

Similarly, the results reported above suggest that leaders must know their 

organizations' cultures in order to obtain internal endorsement of the decisions they make 

for the organization. When their decisions are incompatible with the culture, members will 

be less inclined to accept them; at some point incompatibility may be so great that it 

engenders active opposition to implementation of the decisions. 

Organizational change, at best a difficult task, may be greatly complicated by the 

fact that significant change almost always requires cultural change. Techniques for easing 

organizational change may best be centered on ways of inducing cultural change, perhaps 

through appropriate design of a vision that will save the most important parts of the 

culture and change the peripheral parts. 
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In short, future research should focus on establishing the conditions under which a 

unified culture is in the best interests of an organization. Then it should study ways of 

inducing the changes necessary for creation of an appropriate unified culture for the 

organization, perhaps with emphasis upon constructing a vision that offers an attractive 

future which is a logical extension of what is most important about the existing culture. 

This should be followed by efforts to design methods for helping members understand the 

vision, accept it (and the cultural changes it will entail), and implement it in a manner that 

helps the organization prosper while retaining the integrity of the core beliefs and values 

in its culture. 



CHAPTER 3 

USE OF THE ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE SURVEY FOR THE 

RAPID ASSESSMENT OF ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE AT 

AMERICAN SOUTHWEST FIRE DISTRICT 

The answer to the question "What is our business?" is the first 

responsibility of top management. 

-Peter F. Drucker (1974, p. 78) 

A sense of direction begins to develop: "what we want to become. " This 

sense of direction, the agenda the organization perceives itself to be 

pursuing, is its vision. 

-Lee Roy Beach (1993a, p. 49) 
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The previous chapters discussed the importance of understanding an 

organization's culture as part of the strategic planning process. Through experiments 

involving hypothetical scenarios and ''real-world'' work groups, it was demonstrated that 

a group's culture is an important factor in predicting the kinds of strategic decisions that 

would be accepted and acted upon by the organization's members. Next, I wanted to test 
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the usefulness of the Organizational Culture Survey (OCS) in a ')-eal-world" organization 

as part of an organization development intervention. This case study addresses the use of 

cultural self-awareness as a means of helping an organization develop a clearer 

organizational vision. This case study also addresses the use of the OCS as part of a 

process for providing feedback to the members of an organization to increase their 

cultural self-awareness. When American Southwest Fire District (ASFD, not its real 

name) asked me to work with them in developing a vision statement, 13 agreed to work 

with them as a management consultant and as a researcher seeking to gain a better 

understanding ofth~ role of organizational culture in the vision-building process. 

As a management consultant, 1 served ASFD as an adviser, observer, and 

facilitator. Specifically, I worked with the organization's Vision Task Force, providing 

guidance and counsel as they administered a series of surveys and group depth interviews 

(i.e., focus groups). This chapter reports on the series of steps that led to ASFD's written 

3 Because of my close involvement in the process, I chose to break from the traditional academic writing 
style as detached observer and write in the first person as an active participant, more consistent with the 
action science paradigm (Argyris, Putnam, Smith, 1985). With action science (or "action research," as it 
is sometimes called) the researcher takes on the role of active consultant and influences the process under 
study. Consequently, this chapter is written in a more personal manner than other parts of this 
dissertation. This decision and this writing style is consistent with the tradition of qualitative research 
where ''the personality of the scientist is a key research instrument"(Gummesson, 1991, p. 3, emphasis in 
the original). 

This form of case study investigation provides the researcher an opportunity to understand 
organizational phenomena in depth. Action science is a particularly useful means for studying decision
making, implementation, and change processes within organizations (Gummesson, 1991). However, in 
such research, ''the borderline between the academic researcher and the management consultant becomes 
blurred, particularly as the role of the consultant provides opportunities for intensified inquiry into the 
behavior of business firms and organizations"(Gummesson, 1991, p. 2, emphasis in the original). 
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statement of their vision. 

ASFD was a relatively young organization, in operation just under two years, 

when I became involved with ASFD's Vision Task Force. When John (the chair of the 

Vision Task Force and my key informant) first approached me, he identified the main 

problem at ASFD as a general malaise manifested through low morale brought on by a 

definite vacuum of specific purpose and focus. The root of this problem, he asserted, lay 

in the organization's history. Indeed, ASFD's history provided a good background for 

understanding the organization's lack of consensus about its vision. 

The History of ASFD and the Legacy of RuraVMetro Corporation 

The American Southwest Fire Department was formed on July I, 1984, under the 

laws of the state as an independent fire district. The purpose of the fire district is to 

provide fire protection and life safety services for an unincorporated area near a large 

metropolitan area. The population selVed by ASFD numbers around 70,000 residents and 

roughly 1,000 businesses. They cover an area of about 70 square miles, protecting the 

area with five fire stations. The population of the area selVed by ASFD is growing 

rapidly. 

ASFD is governed by a board that consists offive elected members. Between 

1984 and 1992, the board of ASFD contracted with RurallMetro Corporation to provide 

fire and emergency medical services for the district's constituents. RurallMetro 

experienced rapid growth during the 1980s and stumbled over significant management 



problems. However, as they focused on identifYing, understanding and changing their 

corporate culture and as they made key changes in their services management practices, 

they regained their position as an industry leader (Manschot & Brossart, 1992). 
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RurallMetro's early growth was fueled by an emphasis on rapidly responding to 

the demands of the communities they served. RurallMetro's culture placed primary 

importance on the value of , 'responding," not only to :fires and emergency situations, but 

also to the demands and needs of their marketplace. Meeting the needs of their 

communities enabled RurallMetro to grow quickly. RurallMetro has replaced its emphasis 

on growth through reactive marketing strategies, seeking to grow through a variety of 

"aggressive, proactive and effective" services marketing and management strategies 

(Manschot & Brossart, 1992, p. 324). 

RurallMetro built its business by working closely with communities to ''build, 

complement, or enhance their emergency services, custom designing systems to exactly 

meet a community's particular needs" (Manschot & Brossart, 1992, p. 324). Early in the 

company's history, RurallMetro began providing a variety of community services to 

augment their emergency services as a means of adding value to the communities they 

served. For example, firefighters have been frequently called to remove venomous desert 

reptiles--such as snakes--from customers' homes or property. If a customer's water 

pipes burst, Rura1lMetro firefighters would shut off the utilities and remove the excess 

water from the home. If a customer was locked out ofhis/her car, firefighters provided 
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"lock out" services. Also, RuraIlMetro would make regular visits to check on the houses 

of customers who were out of town as part of the company's "darkhouse program" 

Responding to community needs propelled Rura1!Metro into fast growth. 

Likewise, the company's traditional military-like management structure enabled the 

company to respond quickly and efficiently for fire fighting and other emergencies. 

However, its ability to respond to the demands of multiple consumers with diverse needs 

was diminished as the organization grew. As a result, RuraIlMetro began experiencing 

customer-service problems. Also, the company's focus on expansion caused some of the 

company's established customer base to perceive that they were not receiving the 

attention they deserved. ''Customer comments and complaints frequently fell on 

distracted, ifnot deat: company ears" (Manschot & Brossart, 1992, p. 327). 

Beginning in the late 1980s, RuraIlMetro lost several important, prominent 

emergency services contracts with local communities. Also, Rura1/Metro's preoccupation 

with expansion led its management to take relationships with employees somewhat for 

granted. As the company grew, more layers and hierarchy were added to the 

organization-consistent with its military model of organizational design. As the company 

grew, the front-line employees were further and further removed from the ideas, 

direction, actions and values of the company's top management. Also, top management 

was further and further removed from the employees who had regular interactions and 

relationships with the company's customers (Manschot & Brossart, 1992). 
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As a consequence of the shakeup brought about by these problems, RuraIlMetro 

began a re-organizinglre-focusing process that lasted from 1987 through 1991. The 

company's board of directors was reorganized, a new chairman was brought in, and 

RurallMetro worked with a variety of external management consulting resources, 

including the First Interstate Center for Services Marketing in the College of Business at 

Arizona State University. Careful introspection enabled the company to identify a number 

of service-oriented processes necessary for maintaining the company's competitive edge: 

• Developing a market orientation ... making RurallMetro more 
customer- and market-driven; 

• Concentrating on determining customer needs and how to better selVe 
those needs; and 

• Improving customers' perception of the value ofRurallMetro's 
services (Manschot & Brossart, p. 330). 

The new management group also established several critical success factors 

necessary for the enhancement of these processes: 

• The ability to interact favorably with public agencies; 
• The provision of all services in the most customer-oriented fashion 

possible; 
• The improvement of marketing and sales capabilities throughout the 

company; and 
• The empowerment of owners/employees (Manschot & Brossart, 1992, 

p.330). 

Also as part of the company's re-organizinglre-focusing process, the new 

management team crafted the company's first mission statement and identified key 
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corporate values and beliefs to guide future decisions and actions. The team proposed the 

following statement to summarize the mission ofRurallMetro Corporation: 

RurallMetro Corporation provides high quality fire, ambulance, 
health care and related services on an international basis. The Company is 
committed to custom-designed, efficient, innovative delivery systems to 
meet the needs of each of the communities and the people that it services. 

Rura1lMetro is proud to be an employee-owned company with a 
unique dedication to excellence in customer satisfaction. The Company 
recognizes its responsibility to provide fulfilling career opportunities to its 
employees, who are the essential element of its business. Their 
identification with Rura1/Metro is coupled with dedication to quality 
through the highest professional and ethical standards and is the 
cornerstone of the Company's value system. 

The Company's continuity and its overall direction is based on 
growth and sound financial performance; therefore, the strategy for 
financial success is based on a proactive, customer-oriented attitude. The 
Company believes that in order to be the best in the industry and maximize 
its shareholders' value, it has to meet customer needs effectively and 
efficiently to yield total customer satisfaction (Manschot & Brossart, 1992, 
pp.330-331). 

RurallMetro's key espoused beliefs and values included 

• Willingness to innovate 
• Employee participation in ownership 
• Employee development 
• Moral integrity and ethical standards 
• Technical competence 
• Customer-orientation 
• Profit motive 
• Cost-effectiveness 
• Social sensitivity (Manschot & Brossart, 1992, p. 331). 
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RurallMetro aggressively communicated these concepts to its employees as part of the 

process of preparing the company to maintain its competitive position in the marketplace. 

RuraI/Metro labeled the 1988-89 fiscal year, ''The Year of the Employee" and 

focused attention on enhancing employees' participation in the decision-making process 

and improving both pay and benefits for employees. The company restructured, removing 

several organizational layers. Several communicationl"reachout" programs were 

instigated (such as, ''Breakfast with the Boss") to facilitate two-way communication 

between the front-line employees and their management team. Fiscal year 1989-90 was 

labeled, ''The Year of the Customer," and training programs were implemented to ensure 

that their employees remained customer-focused. Finally, fiscal year 1990-91 was labeled, 

''The Year of Systems," and the management team worked on improving and/or 

developing systems that would support the kinds of behaviors they desired from their 

employees. All of these changes resulted in improved morale, productivity and customer 

satisfaction (Manschot & Brossart, 1992). 

Breaking Away from RuraVMetro Corporation 

Nevertheless, in 1992, the board of ASFD determined that fire and emergency 

services could be administered less expensively and with higher service levels by "going 

operational" (that is, operating its own fire department rather than contracting with a 

private provider). The board of ASFD decided to increase the service level provided to 

the residents of the district beginning in July, 1992. 



The ASFD board decided to enhance the level of service provided to its 

constituents in the following ways: 

• purchase all new fire equipment for vehicles; 

• replace older vehicles previously belonging to RurallMetro Corporation; 

• increase the number of firefighters on duty at all times from ten to twelve; 

• increase the number of paramedics on duty from three to four; 

• add a new fire station in the service area; 

• increase staffing levels to achieve parity with national averages for safety standards 

for the number of firefighters on duty and for the number of hours worked by 

firefighters; 

• add additional equipment to serve areas deemed unprofitable by RurallMetro; 

• increase prevention and education services, including monthly safety education 

programs for children in elementary schools within the borders of the district. 

Analyses commissioned by ASFD's board of directors indicated it would be less 

expensive (by approximately 12 percent) to provide ongoing service and to implement 

these increases in the level of service provided to the district's constituents by "going 

operational" and not renewing the district's contract with RurallMetro. 
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Many of the RurallMetro employees who worked in the ASFD left the company 

and went to work for ASFD. The Fire Chief: several captains, and numerous firefighters 
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were among those who made the switch. The net result was that many of their employees 

were now working for a ''new'' operation serving the same constituents. Of course, ASFD 

also added new employees who had not previously worked for RurallMetro. 

Nevertheless, the majority of ASFD's employees had once worked for RurallMetro and 

had been with the company during its time of growth and change. 

It was with an understanding of this background that I began working with ASFD. 

My charge was to guide the Vision Task Force through a process ofidentifying the 

organization's key values and beliefs and discovering similarities and patterns in their 

practices and decisions. These, in tum, were to provide clues about the overarching vision 

for ASFD. 

Rapid Assessment of ASFD's Organizational Culture 

Where there is no vision, the people perish. 

-Proverbs 29: J 8 

In one of the early focus groups, the fundamental problem quickly emerged; as is 

often the case, it was disguised as a conflict. 

The Fire Marshall began the conflict when she commented, "There is no honor in 

putting out a fire that could have been prevented." Immediately, one of the firefighters 

replied, ''Fire fighting is always honorable." As the discussion progressed, it became clear 

that the group did not share a common answer to the question, ''What business are we 

in?" The Fire Marshall and others in the group contended that ASFD's purpose is to 
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prevent fires. Other firefighters disagreed; while preventing fires is certainly important, 

the real job of a fire department, they argued, is fighting fires. This conflict epitomized the 

lack of consensus surrounding the organization's vision. 

Whether the group focused on preventing or fighting fires, either way, they were 

locked into the notion that they were in the ''fire business." Why then did they continue to 

engage in so many humanitarian, community-oriented programs that had nothing to do 

with either preventing or fighting fires? For example, ASFD routinely initiated and 

participated in the following activities: 

• collecting toys for children at holidays; 

• providing a safe Halloween Haunted House for area families; 

• responding to senior citizens' complaints that the plumbing in their homes was backed 

up; and 

• removing desert creatures from their customers' property. 

In addition to fire fighting, each of these tasks was considered important by ASFD's 

employees. 

The hodgepodge of activities performed by ASFD was consistent with the 

firefighters' sense of altruism but was not articulated as part of an overarching vision. At 

the same time that ASFD's employees were arguing over what kind of fire-fighting 

business they were in, they were involved in a variety of other altruistic, community

oriented programs that had little to do with fire fighting. Whether these activities were 
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viewed as some kind of addendum to their "real" business, as something to fill the time 

between fires, or as strategic marketing activities was unclear. What was clear, however, 

was that they had not thought much about how these activities fit within the scope of 

their vision. 

Consistent with the Rapid Assessment Procedures used in health care research 

(e.g., Scrimshaw, 1993), I began a six-step process for assessing ASFD's organizational 

culture. 

St~ One: Informal Interviews with a Key Informant 

My key informant, John, had taken a class as part ofhis :MBA program that used 

Beach (1993a) as a primary text. He seemed to have a good conceptual grasp on the ideas 

in the text and was concerned with the lack of a unifYing vision for ASFD. He had 

worked in the fire district as an employee ofRurallMetro Corporation and had changed to 

ASFD after the district "went operational." He was one of ASFD's eight fire captains, 

and he also chaired ASFD's Vision Task Force. 

Three themes emerged from my informal discussions with John. First, 

RurallMetro still cast a shadow over ASFD's organizational culture. Second, ASFD's 

culture was beginning to fragment due to a lack of a clear, unifying vision. Third, ASFD 

faced several serious threats to its long-term viability. 

''We're NOT RurallMetro. " Despite the obvious similarities between ASFD and 

RurallMetro, much of ASFD' s actual vision since "going operational" had been to 
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differentiate itself from RurallMetro to form its own identity and to justify its existence as 

an entity separate from it's ''parent'' company. John described this as an "anti-culture." 

Employees' statements about ASFD were marked by a strong emphasis on what 

ASFD was not: ASFD was not Rura1JMetro. However, when pressed to describe what 

that meant or asked to describe what ASFD was, most employees-including John

responded with a few comments about the difference(s) between a private, for-profit 

organization and a public, not-for-profit organization and differences in the quality of 

equipment and personnel between the two organizations. 

'We're fragmented." During the two years that followed ASFD's "going 

operational," the need to distinguish itselffrom Rura1lMetro (the "anti-culture") served as 

a rallying cry that unified ASFD's employees. However, the effectiveness of the "anti

culture" in uni:fYing ASFD began to wane due to the growing number of employees who 

had never worked for RurallMetro and due to the need to move beyond an 

entrepreneurial stage to a more mature stage in ASFD's life cycle (Kimberly & Miles, 

1980; Quinn & Cameron, 1983). 

John provided several examples that indicated that ASFD's culture might be 

fragmenting: 

• the fire captains were acting independently of one another; 

• several firefighters had expressed discontent (to John) about the Fire Chiefs unilateral 

decision making; 



• the spirit ofvolunteerism was dying at ASFD; 

• the employee association had just unionized, not for bargaining pwposes per se but 

for political pwposes; 
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• ASFD employees would take on extra assignments if asked by a union representative 

but not if asked by the Fire Chief or another ASFD authority figure. 

"We're fighting for swvival." John also expressed concerns about the long-term 

viability of ASFD. First, RurallMetro was competing aggressively with ASFD by 

subscribing clients who were located just outside of ASFD's borders. John perceived this 

to mean that they were intentionally trying to block ASFD from any future growth by 

making the district ''land locked." Second, the John perceived the internal fragmentation 

described above as a threat to ASFD's survival. He feared that precious r~sources would 

be consumed by internal conflicts and that strategic opportunities might be missed if 

ASFD employees were not in agreement about what kind of future they were trying to 

create together. Third, John sensed that ASFD was further threatened by the lack of 

acknowledgment on the part of the Fire Chief that ASFD faced either of these two 

threats. He commented, '''The swvivability of the district may be at risk. The employees 

are really concerned, but the Chief does not see it that way." He expressed concern about 

a lack of clear leadership in addressing these threats. 

At this point, it appeared to me that there were significant issues facing ASFD. 

For the most part, the issues raised by John were consistent with the kinds of issues one 
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might expect in any young organization. During the early, entrepreneurial stage in an 

organization's growth, survival, legitimacy and differentiation are key issues. As the 

organization becomes successful and grows, it moves into the collectivity stage. The 

collectivity stage is typically marked with concern for human resource issues such as 

cooperation, employee commitment, morale, cohesion, and leadership. If these issues are 

resolved during this stage, the organization's employees typically feel a part of the 

organization, identifY with the organization psychologically, and value its goals and 

objectives (Quinn & Cameron, 1983). 

Step Two: Review of Relevant Internal Documents 

Two internal documents were given to me to review before beginning the 

organization development intelVention. The first document (dated April, 1993) was an 

assessment of ASFD's culture, philosophy, threats and opportunities and contained 

suggestions for ASFD's strategic plan. The second document (undated) contained the 

results of an environmental scanning project with recommendations for ASFD's strategic 

plan. 

In reviewing the two documents, three issues emerged as relevant to 

understanding ASFD's culture and vision. First, one of the documents (ASFD, 1993) 

provided useful background on the professional culture of firefighters. Second, both 

documents (ASFD, undated; ASFD, 1993) contained examples of differences between 

ASFD and RurallMetro. Third, neither document articulated a compelling vision of what 
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ASFD sought to become. 

Firefighters as fiercely loyal and proud. Many of the practices in which ASFD 

firefighters engaged were carried over from their days with Rura1!Metro. For example, 

ASFD firefighters accepted, without question, snake-removal and water-pipe disaster 

recovery as part of their role with ASFD. Even though they could not articulate how 

these tasks fit into their vision, why they readily accepted their responsibility to perform 

these tasks may be explained by the professional culture of firefighters. 

The professional culture of firefighters can be summed up by the description found 

in one of ASFD's internal documents: 

To fully appreciate the culture of [ASFD], it is helpful to first look 
at the fire services industry in general. Today, there are more than 
1,200,000 firefighters in the United States who make it their business to 
extinguish fires that occur at a rate of more than 300 every hour. They 
perform one of the most dangerous jobs in the country. On average, one 
firefighter is killed every three days and nearly half of all firefighters are 
injured in the line of duty each year. Despite the dangers, these firefighters 
continue to follow a tradition of public service that spans more than 200 
years ... The life of a firefighter is one of commitment to his work and 
devotion to public service. Firefighters are a proud group taking great 
satisfaction in helping the community. 

The significant amount of time spent on the job and away from 
their families creates unique social challenges for the firefighters. In 
addition, the dangerous nature of the job forces them to rely heavily upon 
each other for their lives. This reliance creates a psychological closeness 
and camaraderie that is not seen in many organizations (ASFD, 1993, pp. 
2-3). 

The document also outlined several key beliefs held in general by firefighters and 
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specifically by ASFD firefighters. An example of a tangible manifestation of each of these 

beliefs is also described: 

• ''Fire fighters must be courteous and respectful in their contact with the public" 

(ASFD, 1993, p. 3). One result of this beliefis that any member of the public is 

welcome to stop by an ASFD fire station for a free blood pressure check or for a tour 

of the station. 

• ''The firefighters are expected to stay physically fit" (ASFD, 1993, p. 3). 

Corresponding to this belief: each fire station has a weight room that is heavily used 

by the firefighters. 

• ''To display pride in the department, firefighters should be properly attired at all 

times" (ASFD, 1993, p. 3). This beliefis manifested through department regulations 

that prohibit ASFD employees from wearing any portion of their uniforms while off 

duty. 

• ''The public should be selVed with the most reliable and effective equipment 

available" (ASFD, 1993, p. 4). ASFD had recently acquired several pieces of state-of

the-art equipment and continues to upgrade its physical resources. 

• Being recognized by one's peers as a first-class firefighter is a considerable honor, 

worthy of enduring difficulty and hardship (ASFD, 1993). New firefighters are 

subjected to a long and arduous initiation process (both formal and informal) before 



moving from probationary status to formal acceptance by ASFD's firefighters. 

"Firefighters choose their occupations out of a need to fuIfill their altruistic yearnings" 

(ASFD, 1993, p. 14). In short, firefighters tend to be service-oriented, tight-knit, and 

proud. 

ASFD v. RurallMetro. Regardless of the shared culture of professional 

firefighters, the documents' authors were definite in pointing out differences between 

ASFD and RurallMetro. 

The difference between the two organizations was pointed out in the 

environmental scanning report (ASFD, undated) under the guise of a ''turfbattle:'' 

What we are seeing today is a turfbattle between a tax-based 
governmental entity and a private for-profit corporation. RurallMetro's 
strategy has been to form 'lnini" districts in the areas contiguous to 
[ASFD]. They approach the homeowners in these areas with the idea of 
creating a district that, by including everyone in the paying base, would 
result in lower assessments. At the same time, RurallMetro uses the ''mini'' 
districts as a loss leader to ensure a rate lower than what [ASFD] could 
provide. These lower rates are then subsidized by ever increasing rate 
hikes to subscribers in the north and east portions of the county. (ASFD, 
undated, p. 2). 

The document also reported focus-group results that indicated a more 

favorable impression of ASFD because of its publicly-funded, not-for-profit status: 

The [ASFD] has a distinct advantage over Rural!Metro in this 
area .... Some people [in the focus groups] were concerned that a private 
corporation was in control of life safety .... The [focus group] participants 
questioned RurallMetro's priorities when profits are compared to life 
safety (ASFD, undated, pp. 8-9). 

83 
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The contrast between ASFD and RurallMetro is even more poignant in the other 

internal document. To illustrate the emphasis on differentiating the two organizations, I 

quote at length from the cu1ture/philosophy/tbreatslopportunities document: 

Since the [American Southwest Fire District] is a not-for-profit 
public service organization, any residual monies that accrue are reinvested 
in the form of increased service levels and/or capital acquisition. This is in 
stark contrast to RurallMetro, which is a for-profit entity and therefore 
concentrates on the bottom line. The difference in these two organizations' 
philosophies is best illustrated by the following examples. 

The first occurred while the fire chiefof[ASFD] was an employee 
ofRurallMetro at the time when they were under the service contract with 
the [American Southwest Fire District]. The chief was asked by the district 
to perform a cost-benefit study assessing the possibility of operating 
independently and providing its own services. The results of the chiefs 
study indicated that it was economically feasible for [American Southwest 
Fire District] to better serve the community as an independent provider. 
The chief submitted his findings to RurallMetro prior to presentation to 
the Fire Board. RurallMetro, in tum, pressured the chief into inflating 
these figures. On. moral grounds, the chief refused to bow to the pressure. 
It was this incident that made the chief realize that RurallMetro did not 
share his philosophy of placing service to the community first and 
foremost. 

The next example further illustrates RurallMetro's lack of social 
responsibility. RurallMetro has a hurdle rate ofretum that must be met in 
order to provide or continue to provide service. In [a certain subdivision in 
an unincorporated region of the local county], RurallMetro had been 
providing service to the area's residents. After analyzing the profitability of 
servicing [the subdivision], RurallMetro discovered that the profit level did 
not meet its hurdle rate and, consequently, withdrew service from this 
area. This was done despite the fact that the region was profitable (albeit 
marginally). The net result was that these residents were left without 
adequate fire and emergency medical services. 

In contrast, the [American Southwest Fire District] feels that it has 
a moral obligation to provide service to everyone. It would be impossible 



for a situation such as this to occur with a municipal fire department 
because profit is not a motive, and the department answers to the 
taxpayers of the district rather than to an outside corporate entity. 

These two examples clearly differentiate the philosophical abyss 
that separates the two fire departments ... (ASFD, 1993, pp. 6-7). 

Regardless of the validity of the inferences made by the reports' authors 

concerning Rura1lMetro's actions, intentions and/or philosophy, these stories provide 
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compelling examples of the emotion and passion with which ASFD employees sought to 

differentiate themselves from Rura1lMetro. Furthermore, the stories are excellent 

exemplars of the kinds of stories that shape and perpetuate an organization's culture by 

conveying key values (Wilkins, 1983). 

Lack of vision. Neither document offered much in the way of answering 

Drucker's (1974) question, "What business are we in?" or Beach's (1993a) questions, 

''Who are we, and what do we want to become?" In fact, a clear sense of vision was 

conspicuously absent from both documents. While both documents proffered clues about 

ASFD's vision, neither went very far beyond differentiating ASFD from Rura1lMetro and 

analyzing the ASFD's business environment. 

The culture/philosophy/threatslopportunities document suggested that ASFD's 

vision was to "grow with the community and be the leading provider offire protection 

and comprehensive emergency medical care" to the communities it seIVed (ASFD, 1993, 

p. 4). ASFD's vision was described as providing "a wide range of services employing 



cutting-edge equipment and technology in an effort to protect the lives and property of 

the district's residents" (ASFD, 1993, p. 4). Very little was offered beyond a generic 

statement of what might be expected from any other public fire department. 

The environmental scanning report offered a glimpse of vision in its section on 

creating a clear brand image: 

The [ASFD] should consider altering its name to more accurately 
reflect its product offering. For calendar year 1992, [ASFD's] call ratio 
was 63.35 percent [emergency medical services] and 15.89 percent fire. 
The name change has the benefit of highlighting the services that the focus 
groups indicated were important... A suggested name is the [American 
Southwest] Fire and Life Safety Department (ASFD, undated, p. 23). 

86 

The authors of this report showed signs of recognizing that perhaps the business of ASFD 

was more than preventing and/or fighting fires. However, it was still unclear what that 

business would be. 

Stejl Three: Organizational Culture Survey 

Method. The Vision Task Force administered the Organizational Culture Survey 

(Beach, 1993a; Weatherly & Beach, in press) to the employees of ASFD. (See chapter 2 

for a description of the oes and for instructions on how the oes is administered and 

scored.) 

The survey was given to ASFD's three executive employees (the Fire Chiet: Fire 

Marshall, and Fire Inspector), three support staff employees (one administrative assistant 

and two secretaries), and 64 firefighters (36 full-time and 28 part-time). All three of the 
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executive employees, all three of the support staff employees, and 23 of the firefighters 

returned the completed survey for an overall response rate of 41.4 percent. ASFD did not 

track the respondents to determine differences in response rates between full-time and 

part-time fire fighters. In addition, there was no way to know whether the non-

respondents would have answered the survey in the same way or in a different way from 

those who did participate. 

Results. The results of the oes are shown in Figure 3.1. To test whether the 

variance in the profile was significantly different from chance, I compared each of the 

fifteen points on the profile to the baseline profile of X = 6.67.4 (A culture in which each 

of the 15 key values were equally salient would be represented by a straight line at X = 

100115 = 6.67,) The mean, standard deviation, t-score andpvalue for each of the fifteen 

points are listed in Table 3.1. Since five of the fifteen points were significantly different 

from 6.67 at p < .05, it appears that the oes was able to detect meaningful differences in 

what was emphasized and de-emphasized in the culture of ASFD. 

The standard deviations for each of the 15 elements indicates the degree of 

agreement among ASFD's employees. In other words, the standard deviations can be 

used to indicate the degree ofunificationlfragmentation in ASFD's culture. The standard 

4 The constraint that all of the points sum to 100 violates the assumptions for any statistical test. Even 
though this method increases the chances of a type II error due to multiple t-tests and alpha "slippage," 
the multiple t-tests at least provided an indication of whether the profile contained any statistically 
meaningful infonnation. 



88 

deviations for each of the 15 values on the oes were subtracted from the mean standard 

deviation to indicate the degree of relative agreement surrounding each of the values 

descnlJed in the OCS. This indication of the employees' cultural agreement is reported in 

Figure 3.2. 

Discussion. Competitiveness and Integrity were strongly emphasized in ASFD's 

culture, whereas Rewards, Fairness and Innovation were de-emphasized in the culture. 

The employees perceived that ASFD placed a high priority on seeking to increase the 

organization's standing relative to its competitors in terms of both its survivability and its 

ability to serve its customers and expand its market share. Additionally, ASFD's 

employees believed that the organization strongly emphasized adhering to both stated and 

unstated moral and ethical codes, and pursuing quality, honor, and trustworthiness in all 

ofits business transactions and personal dealings. 

On the other hand, ASFD was perceived to place less emphasis on rewarding 

superior performance with recognition, increased income, promotion, and privileges. 

Similarly, the employees expressed that ASFD did not place a premium on treating all of 

its employees equitably. Finally, ASFD did not appear to foster creative problem solving 

at all levels of the organization or support reasonable risk taking. 

In short, the culture at ASFD can be characterized as strongly emphasizing 

integrity, ethics, competitiveness and survivability. Receiving less emphasis in ASFD's 

culture was supporting employees through reward and recognition, equitable treatment, 
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and support for creativity and risk taking. 

As might be expected in light of my earlier comments, there was more agreement 

about what ASFD did not emphasize than about what was emphasized in the culture. The 

employees' responses indicated relatively strong agreement that Rewards, Fairness and 

Innovation were not emphasized in the culture. However, considerable disagreement 

existed about the importance of Effectiveness, Achievement, Competitiveness, and 

Integrity. Even though it was agreed that the ASFD culture emphasized Competitiveness 

and Integrity, there was widespread disagreement about how strongly these values were 

supported. Achievement and Effectiveness were not significantly different from the 

baseline of6.67, indicating that these were elements that were neither strongly 

emphasized nor de-emphasized in the culture. Nevertheless, there was some disagreement 

about the degree to which Achievement was emphasized and huge disagreement about 

the degree to which Effectiveness was emphasized in the culture of ASFD (see Figure 

3.2). 

Achievement refers to how the organization strives to accomplish its vision and to 

attain its goals. Effectiveness represents the degree to which the organization defines job 

success as contnouting to the accomplishment of the organization's general goals as well 

as to the accomplishment of specific departmental goals. Given the lack of clarity and 

specificity about the organization's vision, it is not surprising that these elements 

produced disagreement among the organization's employees. Again, it appeared that 
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ASFD had a stronger sense of what they were not than of what they were. 

Feedback. I met with the Vision Task Force and the executive leadership of ASFD 

to discuss these results with them They were not surprised by the emphasis on 

Competitiveness and Integrity. However, they were surprised at the lack of agreement on 

how much these qualities were emphasized in ASFD's culture. 

Additionally, the group was not surprised by the lack of agreement on issues 

related to ASFD's vision (Achievement and Effectiveness), given that they had already 

sensed a vacuum in this area. On the other hand, they were quite swprised by the finding 

that ASFD was viewed as not being very supportive of its employees in the areas of 

reward and recognition, fairness, and support for creativity and risk taking. Furthermore, 

the degree of agreement on these issues made it more difficult for the group to dismiss 

them as either erroneous or trivial. 

Finally, I pointed out to the group that it seemed as though ASFD's employees 

had more clarity about what was not emphasized in the culture than about what was 

emphasized. This was also consistent with the notion that ASFD's vision had more to do 

with what ASFD was not than ",mat it was. I recommended the group solicit the input of 

the organization's members to discover what, if any, pattern of sentiments might exist 

among ASFD employees that, in turn, could be used to gain insight about their beliefs 

concerning ASFD's vision. 

Ste.p Four: Group De.pth Interviews 
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I conducted two group depth interviews (or focus groups) to allow as many of 

ASFD's employees to participate as possible. Fourteen employees participated in the first 

session, and 16 participated in the second. ASFD's executive leadership and support staff 

were included in the focus groups along with the firefighters. 

The focus groups began with an introduction that outlined the pwpose of the 

session and discussed the importance ofidentuymg the group's extent vision based on 

their key values and their beliefs about what they would like to become (Beach 1993a; 

Weatherly & Beach, in press). I led the informants through a series of semi-structured 

questions to evoke descriptors that would provide clues about their sense ofidentity, 

pwpose, and values. The questions are listed in Table 3.2. 

''Who are we?" The first question dealt with the ASFD's collective identity. The 

descriptors elicited by the question are listed in Table 3.3. 

For the most part, responses during this stage of the focus groups centered around 

the themes of service and community. The second focus group quickly described ASFD 

as a provider of "emergency services broadly defined." The first focus group elaborated 

on the same theme, providing examples of the kinds of emergency services performed by 

ASFD: fire extinguishing, snake removal, fire prevention, medical care, specialized 

rescues, ''lockouts,'' hazardous material disposa~ and water removal. Both groups also 

expounded on a variety of services provided to the community that were not necessarily 

"emergency services." For example, ASFD provided the community with a broad range of 
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service ranging from classes in life-saving techniques and fire prevention to facilities for 

community group meetings and the "Safe House" program. The essence of ASFD's 

identity was clearly wrapped up in the notion of service and the primary audience for their 

services was their community. ASFD employees could be described as sharing a strong 

sense of altruism and service-orientation. 

''Who do we want to become?" The second question dealt with the group's 

idealized identity. The descriptors elicited by the question are listed in Table 3.4. 

Four themes emerged from the groups' responses to this question. First, ASFD 

employees gave several indications that they would like to secure an identity for ASFD 

separate from Rura1/Metro. The second focus group quickly and strongly emphasized 

their desire for a "separate identity from RMFD (Rura1/Metro Fire Department) in the 

public's eye." Similar comments were made by members of the first focus group who 

desired ''increased public awareness" of ASFD and "no color green vehicles" (since 

Rura1/Metro's vehicles were known by their lime-green color). 

Second, both groups expressed concern for ASFD's boundaries. "Secure 

boundaries" was mentioned by members of the first focus group, and "geographical 

security" was emphasized by the second focus group. In addition, some members of the 

focus groups indicated a desire for a larger area to serve. Not only was their some 

expression about a desire to grow, but several informants expressed serious concern 

about ASFD's survivability if external threats to ASFD's boundaries continued (e.g., 
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RurallMetro's '1nini" districts or possible annexation by a large city near ASFD's 

borders). As one informant in the second focus group commented, ''I wish we didn't have 

to constantly justify our existence." 

A third theme that emerged at this stage in the focus groups dealt with issues that 

were related to human resources issues in the organization. Participants in the first focus 

group mentioned ''higher salaries" and ''personnel harmony." Likewise, participants in the 

second focus group named ''team oriented," 'Job security," and wages as factors that 

would be addressed in an ideal situation. Again, these issues are consistent with 

organizations moving from the entrepreneurial stage into the collectivity stage of the 

organizational life cycle (Quinn & Cameron, 1983). 

The fourth theme revolved around an interesting dichotomy in the informants' 

ideal image of ASFD. While some members of the first focus group mentioned "no fires" 

as a descriptor of the 'ldeal world," others mentioned "more fires" as part of their ideal. 

Clearly, a tension existed in the group's culture around the notion offire fighting. Several 

of the firefighters expressed boredom with the relatively small number offires fought 

compared to the quantity of emergency and non-emergency calls that are not fire related. 

Fighting fires appeared to be highly valued by a portion of ASFD's employees. Without 

fires to fight, it seemed that they looked for something else to ''fight.'' On the one hand, 

the firefighters were prepared to ''fight'' RurallMetro for survival. On the other hand, the 

group gave clues that there was considerable internal fighting between the fire 
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suppression and fire prevention factions within ASFD. The iirgument between the Fire 

Marshall and a firefighter about preventing versus fighting fires is an example of this 

tendency toward conflict and fighting that seems to be inherent in the fire-fighting culture. 

''What barriers do we face?" The groups' descriptors concerning factors that 

might hinder ASFD from achieving its ideal image could be broadly classified into two 

themes: internal threats and external threats. The internal threats were largely 

organizational, such as growth, communication, the conflict between fire suppression and 

fire prevention, and leadership issues. (Some concern was expressed about managers who 

are inconsistent in their supervisory practices, who did not follow policies in making 

decisions, and who would not acknowledge their mistakes.) The external threats included 

concerns about "unfair" advantages perceived to be held by RurallMetro. These alleged 

advantages included having poorer ethics than ASFD employees, more resources for 

growth, and fewer regulations and less public scrutiny because of their private, for-profit 

status. A more detailed list ofresponses is shown in Table 3.5. 

''What is our pUl]ose?" Responses to this question during the focus group 

supported the altruism previously noted in the culture of firefighters. Responses are listed 

in Table 3.6. 

Basically, both groups described ASFD's purpose as service to the community, 

and through the services delivered to provide the local community"with peace of mind and 

a good quality of life. While other questions elicited a wider variety of descriptors, the 



group seemed to be in agreement about ASFD's overall purpose. It seemed to me that 

this sense of purpose was latent in the group but had not previously been articulated. 
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''How are we unique?" The next area of discussion in the focus groups dealt with 

ASFD's competitive advantage based on its distinctive competence (Kogut, 1985). In 

other words, how was ASFD different from its competitors? What was unique about 

ASFD that they could use to help them achieve their goals and fulfill their purpose? The 

informants' responses are shown in Table 3.7. 

The informants' answers to these questions could be summed up in two words: 

people and philosophy. The focus groups expressed their belief that ASFD's employees 

were simply the best to be found anywhere. Their dedication, pride and professiona1ism 

were part of what made them the best. In addition, they were committed to constant 

improvement, growth and education. While they may have been proud of past 

achievements, they were never content to rest on their laurels. Finally, the character of 

ASFD employees set ASFD a cut above other organizations. Focus group participants 

described ASFD employees with descriptors like "integrity," ''honor'' and "loyalty." 

Similarly, the philosophy of ASFD included a major emphasis on integrity and 

ethics. Informants also descnoed a "desire to be the best" as a part of their philosophy. 

They appeared to be proud that they were a socially-focused organization rather than 

profit focused. Finally, they noted their relationship with the public was marked by 

"openness." Not only were their facilities open to the public, so were their management 



practices and financial records. The informants described the uniqueness of ASFD in 

terms that implied a sense of moral superiority over their competitors. Their work was 

more than a job; it was a "cause." 
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''What do we believe in?" The questions that focused on ASFD's philosophy and 

key values elicited similar responses. Clearly, the informants valued altruism They 

characterized ASFD as driven by service and compassion (as opposed to competitors 

whom they described as "greedy," "selfish" and profit-oriented). Three other themes 

emerged in their answers to this question. Ethics, integrity and fighting for ''what is right" 

was an important part of ASFD's philosophy. Professionalism and pride were also key. 

ASFD's philosophy was rounded out with a focus on fiscal responsibility that manifested 

itself through a concern for efficiency and frugality. See Table 3.8 for a more detailed list 

of the participants' responses. 

''Whom do we serve?" The final stage of the group depth interviews focused on 

identifYing the constituents served by ASFD (see Table 3.9). The participants named a 

variety of constituents including direct consumers, governmental agencies, peer 

organizations, unions, the local media and the community at large. 

In sum, the results of the group depth interviews were consistent with results from 

the other organizational culture assessment procedures. The participants placed a strong 

emphasis on service and altruism; integrity was highly valued by the groups; and they 

sought to forge an identity separate from RurallMetro. 
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It appeared to me that asking the group to describe their key values and their 

beliefs about what they would like to become led the group to a heightened sense of self-

awareness about who they were and what they believed in. Going into the focus groups, 

the participants seemed to think of themselves as having something to do with fire 

fighting/prevention and as not being RurallMetro. After the sessions, the participants 

appeared to me to have a broader understanding of the scope of their organization's 

identity and purpose. The next stage in the inteIVention would test this hypothesis. 

Stejl Five: Vision Statement 

The Vision Task Force was given the charge of crafting a new vision statement 

based on the results of the focus groups, the OCS, and my obseIVations based on their 

internal documents. Their goal was to write a statement that would capture the extent 

vision inherent in the minds and hearts of ASFD's employees (Campbell & Nash, 1992). 

The statement drafted by the task force was then circulated among ASFD's leadership, 

employees and directors. Minor revisions were made based on the feedback received from 

these internal stakeholders. The final version of ASFD's vision statement seemed to 

capture much of the content of the culture and vision held by the organization's members 

(Beach 1993a; Weatherly & Beach, in press): 

The goal of [American Southwest Fire Department] is to be the 
Best Provider of Community, Fire, and Emergency Services to Meet the 
Diverse Needs of Our Customers. 

[American Southwest Fire District] is a public seIVice 
organization-created, owned, operated by the public-dedicated to 



ensuring our customers' peace of mind in the areas of both emergency and 
non-emergency fire, medical, and community services. 

[American Southwest Fire District] operates with the highest 
standards of ethics and integrity, providing the highest value and service 
for our internal and external customers. We believe fiscal responsibility 
and accountability are an important part of quality customer service. We 
act with professionalism, take pride in all we do, and continually strive to 
improve. We are service motivated; nothing is more important to us that 
the safety and security of the people we seIVe. 
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The Vision Task Force went on to define two key terms. ''Customer'' was defined 

as "anyone and everyone we currently or may interact with. This includes, but is not 

limited to, other employees, agencies, private businesses, taxpayers, and commuters." 

''Organizational member" was broadly defined to include "fire board members, employees 

and contractors." 

Ste.p Six: Structured De.pth Interview with Key Informant 

The final phase of the six-step organizational culture assessment process and 

organization development inteIVention was to conduct a structured depth interview with 

my key informant to help me understand the process from an insider's point of view. The 

questions that guided the interview are listed in Table 3.10. 

To begin the interview, I asked John about his involvement in the process of 

writing ASFD's new vision statement. In answering this question, he reiterated his belief 

ASFD suffered from low morale and apathy due to a lack of a clear vision. Before 

identifying ASFD's key values and key beliefs about what they wanted to become, 
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ASFD's primary goal was to ''put ~e screws to RurallMetro" since they were ''the big 

bad guy." He asserted that the solution to the morale and involvement problems would be 

found in having a strong vision to inspire and unify ASFD employees. During the 

interview, he went on to discuss three main issues surrounding ASFD's new vision: 

ASFD's organizational culture and key values, how the vision-building process linked 

their culture to their vision, and ASFD's new sense of vision. 

ASFD's organizational culture and key values. For the most part, John's 

description of ASFD's organizational culture and key values was consistent with the 

results of the oes and the group-depth interviews. He characterized ASFD's culture as 

emphasizing honesty and integrity, pride and professionalism, and public service. He 

descnoed as ASFD's employees as dedicated to and involved in the organization. He 

specifically noted the firefighters' commitment to off:.duty activities as an indication of 

their commitment to the organization. He cited ASFD's philosophy as another key 

ingredient in their success. He described ASFD as "always trying to do better, being 

better," which is consistent with the organization's emphasis on being competitive. 

On the other hand, he described ASFD's culture as "anxiously progressive," 

innovative, and "always trying different things in a new way." These descriptors were 

inconsistent with the results of the oes which showed that innovation was not highly 

valued or rewarded at ASFD. He also descnoed the organization as "dynamic," ''young'' 

and "chaotic." It is possible that the "growing pains" associated with moving beyond the 
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entrepreneurial stage were seen by John through the rapid rate of change and the 

uncertainty in the organization. In other words, change (and innovation) may not have 

been highly valued in ASFD's culture, but constant change and uncertainty may have a 

been key part of the daily e?qJerience of ASFD's employees. Of course, change is not 

necessarily innovation. 

From values to vision. John stated that focusing on the organization's key values 

made it easier to develop a clearer vision: 

We were doing all these programs, but we really didn't know why. It 
seemed like people were saying, ''Hey, this is a great idea; we ought to do 
this Toys for Tots program." And our leader would say, "Sure. Do it." We 
didn't really see how it tied into anything. But going through this process 
showed us that we were doing things right. Focusing on our values 
allowed us to think a little bigger in terms of our vision. It helped us see 
how the things we do fit together and serve a larger purpose. 

Looking at their activities and asking themselves why they did what they did 

allowed ASFD employees to see that their vision was ''larger than putting out fires." For 

example, John Doted that their organization also served their community through 

emergency medical services and through public education. He also stated that their 

visibility in the community caused people to seek them out for a variety of services: 

We are a caring organization, and we participate in an enormous amount 
of social services that have to do with the peace of mind of people in our 
community. When little Mrs. Johnson falls down at the retirement 
apartment complex and she's not really hurt (and she knows she's not 
hurt) or she might not have even really fallen down, but she calls us 
because she's lonely, we've got to talk to her and try and find 
organizations that can find somebody for her to talk to. We're not saying 
we're going to be in the counseling business, but what we are saying is we 
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try to be in the referral business. 

As a result, ASFD employees had to expand their thinking to include activities other than 

fire fighting and fire prevention in their vision: 

Our [vision] is more than putting out fires ... We're really there for our 
customers' peace of mind in areas we can affect: fire, medical, and in some 
cases, community services. 

ASFD's vision for the future. John stated that he believed the broader vision was 

more in line with the actual day-to-day activities engaged in by ASFD's employees. In 

addition, it would help prepare the organization for the future. The changes he anticipated 

for his industry included a larger commitment to social services and a larger role in 

delivering emergency medical services, in particular, and health care services, in general. 

John predicted that ASFD would become more involved in community service 

programs, internal training to increase ASFD employees' awareness of customers and 

customer service, and measurement programs to indicate how well they provide 

meaningful services to their customers. He also anticipated some internal conflict about 

the focus on customer service. He noted that many firefighters have a belief that the 

community should understand and value their services because of the noble history of fire 

fighting; they should not have to justifY their existence to their customers, and they should 

not have to engage in any marketing activities. Apparently, firefighters would be 

comfortable with high-visibility programs that engendered good will with the community 

as long as they viewed them as service-oriented activities rather than as marketing 
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activities. 

Discussion and Summary 

The purpose of this case study was to investigate the use of cultural self

awareness as a means of helping a group better understand its extent vision. Prior to the 

intervention, ASFD members had a narrow view of their culture and a correspondingly 

narrow vision of what they sought to become. For the most part, they described 

themselves simply as firefighters and/or fire ''preventers'' and as "not RurallMetro." The 

intervention was aimed at assessing the organization's broader, unappreciated culture in a 

relatively rapid manner, focusing mainly on the key values and key beliefs. They used the 

results of the cultural assessment in crafting a new vision statement. The new vision 

statement, therefore, was not intended to be a break from the status quo, but rather it was 

to reflect the existing culture and the vision that emerged from that culture. 

The process for rapidly assessing ASFD's culture was patterned after similar 

Rapid Assessment Procedures used in health care research (e.g., Scrimshaw, 1993). To 

assess the culture, a variety of methods were used including informal interviews, the 

review of internal documents, surveys, group depth interviews, and a key informant depth 

interview. The variety of sources were used to uncover ASFD's culture through 

"triangulation"; in other words, the consistency of information obtained through these 

methods indicated the relevant aspects of the culture had been adequately assessed 

(Manderson & Aaby, 1992; McGrath, Martin & Kulka, 1982). 
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The rapid organizational culture assessment process yielded information about the 

culture which ASFD's employees were able to use to help them understand, formulate 

and articulate their vision. Prior to the inteIVention, ASFD employees primarily saw 

themselves as being in the "fire business." They also worked hard at not being 

Rura1/Metro. As they reflected on their key values, the variety of activities they 

participated in, and their beliefs about what they wanted to become, they realized that 

they already had a strong sense of purpose in their work-beyond fire fighting and fire 

prevention. They realized they were a humanitarian organization in the business of seIVing 

their customers by helping them feel safe and secure from a variety of threats. The scope 

of their vision expanded beyond the ''fire business" into the "peace of mind business." The 

variety of activities in which they customarily engaged were already aligned with this new, 

expanded vision. Focusing on their culture allowed them to articulate a vision that was 

more consistent with their current values, beliefs and activities. The relationships among 

activities, culture and vision have been described by Beach (1993a, pp. 49-50): 

Activities, culture and vision become an interrelated whole, each 
interacting with and shaping the other. Culture embodies the 
organization's fundamental beliefs and the imperatives that are dictated by 
these beliefs. Activities flow from these imperatives, but they also 
influence the imperatives and the beliefs that give rise to them Vision 
defines the ideal future, perhaps implying retention of the current culture 
and the activities, or perhaps implying change. That is, the vision may 
require no more than the natural evolution of the present, or it may require 
radical changes in what the organization is doing-and perhaps, therefore, 
in the organization's culture. 
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More than likely, ASFD's new vision would be widely accepted and embraced by ASFD's 

employees given its congruence with their key values (Weatherly & Beach, in press). 

I conducted a follow-up phone conversation with the public information officer of 

ASFD one year following the original work. She had participated in the original focus 

groups and had been part of a team that was responsible for "rolling out" the statement of 

ASFD's vision and sharing it with their employees. I was not surprised to learn that 

ASFD's employees had embraced the statement of their vision. Apparently, many of the 

employees were able to paraphrase it from memory, and the thought of being in the 

"peace of mind" and community service business generated considerable excitement and 

enthusiasm among the organization's employees. On the other hand, the new vision 

apparently had not been clearly adopted by the Fire Chief While he affirmed his support 

for the statement after it had been written and approved by the board of directors, he had 

not incorporated it into his daily activities. He did not use images and language in his daily 

conversation that reflected ASFD's vision statement, nor did his day-to-day activities 

reflect any substantive changes that would indicate that the employees' vision was 

influencing his behavior or decisions. In this respect, he was out of step with the members 

of his organization. Furthermore, he was not offering any clear alternative vision for the 

group. As long as the leader does not directly contradict or violate the common vision 

shared by his followers, he is unlikely to encounter significant resistance to his leadership. 

Nonetheless, he is missing an opportunity to create a stronger sense of coh'~sion, 
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commitment and community among his firefighters by failing to tap into their common 

vision and using it as a rallying point to get the firefighters strongly behind him. 

ASFD's new vision is a natural extension of the status quo. Unless the 

organization is on the brink of disaster, this kind of evolutionary vision is likely to be 

more helpful in guiding ASFD into the future than a more radical, revolutionary vision. 

According to Beach (1993a, p. 61), 

The fact is, for most organizations most of the time, it is appropriate for 
vision merely to be an informed and reasonable extension of the present. If 
things are going well for the organization and the members (including, for 
example, shareholders, if it is a business, or voters, if it is a unit of 
government) are satisfied with what is happening, continuing with the 
present agenda may be in order; the vision may be merely to improve 
quality steadily or to reduce costs. Even though current success is no 
guarantee of future success, large change simply for the sake of change is 
not necessarily wise. Contrary to business world lore, sometimes the best 
advice is, ''If it ain't broke, don't fix it. " 

Of course, this implies that the group knows what 'It'' is. It is important that the group 

understand the current unappreciated and unstated vision that has been responsible for 

their present success so they can, in the future, make deliberate decisions and engage in 

activities that are consistent with that vision. The rapid organizational culture assessment 

process used for ASFD was a useful organization development intervention for helping 

the group understand and enhance their vision of the future as an extension of their 

present. 

Finally, the OCS provided useful information as part of the rapid organizational 
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culture assessment process. The survey identified both ASFD's guiding values and the 

degree of agreement surrounding those values. This ''thin'' slice of the organization's 

culture, supplied a framework within which to understand the other insights gained from 

the other assessment procedures. For example, looking only at the depth-interview with 

my key informant could lead one to believe that ASFD valued innovation and change. 

However, the oes indicated otherwise. Instead, a more reasonable conclusion is that 

ASFD e?gJerienced constant chaos, change and turmoil but did not particularly value 

innovation, risk taking and intentional change. On the other hand, other cultural issues 

uncovered through the qualitative, ethnographic procedures were consistent with the 

results of the oes. As a result, it is more likely that the issues raised were a reflection of 

the overall culture of ASFD and not just idiosyncratic to my key informant or the focus 

group participants. The quantitative, widely-administered survey and the qualitative, 

ethnographic methods for assessing culture complemented each other to yield a richer 

''map'' of the organization's culture in a relatively rapid, low-cost manner. Additionally, 

the congruence of the information obtained by using a variety of methods enhanced the 

likelihood that the ''map'' accurately reflected the actual cultural ''landscape.'' 

In short, the oes seems to be a useful tool for the rapid assessment of 

organizational culture, particularly when c~~bined with other qualitative methods, and 

the rapid organizational culture assessment process, when combined with feedback to the 

organization, appears to be beneficial as an organization development intervention. 



CHAPTER 4 

SUMMING UP 

This research has focused on organizational culture, its assessment, and 

implications. Each of the preceding chapters can stand alone and has its own summary. 

The purpose of this final chapter is to provide a brief overview of the dissertation as a 

whole and to highlight the implications and lessons learned along the way. 

Overview 
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The first chapter reviewed the literature on organizational culture and its 

assessment. Insights also were drawn from two other areas of applied scholarship: Rapid 

Assessment Procedures from anthropology and public health, and Rapid Assessment 

Instruments from clinical psychology and experimental psychology. The latter provide 

assessment methods that are relatively useful, quick and inexpensive, characteristics that 

are desirable in management research. The purpose of this dissertation was to explore the 

Organizational Culture Survey (OCS) as a method for rapidly assessing organizational 

culture in a way that provided useful information in a relatively quick and inexpensive 

manner. 

Chapter 2 descn'bed the theoretical foundation, Image Theory, for the OCS and 

reported the results ofa series offour studies aimed at testing the usefulness of the OCS 
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for obtaining quantitative information about a group's culture. The first study provided 

evidence of the reliability an4 validity for the OCS. The second study focused on the 

ability of the OCS to differentiate between unified and fragmented cultures. The third 

study showed that options were more likely to be accepted-at the organizational level 

and at the individuallevel--when the option was compatible with the culture. The fourth 

study showed that individuals whose values fit well with the group's culture experience 

greater job satisfaction, higher levels of commitment, and less desire to leave their jobs. 

The results of these studies suggest the OCS provides useful quantitative information 

about a group's culture that can then be tied to other organizational variables of interest. 

In Chapter 3, I used the OCS as part of an organization development (OD) 

intervention. The information obtained using the OCS was combined with both formal 

and informal individual interviews, focus groups, and secondary sources of information. 

The net result was a relatively quick, ''painless,'' and inexpensive assessment of the 

organization's culture. This information, in turn, was helpful to the organization as they 

brought into focus a sense of vision for their organization. Not only does the OCS 

provide me!'ningful quantitative data about an organization's culture, but it also can be 

combined with other, more qualitative, information about the organization's culture. The 

results of the OCS provided a framework for understanding and using the qualitative 

data, and the qualitative methods added richness and depth to the information derived 

from the OCS. 
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Implications and Lessons Learned 

The research presented here has several implications for managers. Each will be 

discussed in turn. 

• More unified cultures facilitate the coordination of the activities of 

organizational members, but more fragmented cultures may facilitate 

organizational adaptation. 

First, coordinating actions and decision among organizational members may be 

more difficult with a fragmented culture than with a more unified culture. A unified 

culture implies that the group members' key values and beliefs are similar. Therefore, the 

group's members are '1'eading from the same page," so to speak. Communication is also 

likely to be easier in this situation because one person's decisions will be more readily 

understood by another organizational member without the need for elaborate explanation. 

Further to this point, empowerment is likely to be easier to implement and more 

effective in a more unified culture. When the organization's members share the same basic 

beliefs and values concerning organizational initiatives as those ofupper management, 

their decisions and actions can be expected to be consistent with the desires ofupper 

management. Simply said, members who are immersed in the organization's culture can 

be more readily trusted to make decisions that are in the best interest of the organization. 

Less unification of the culture is likely to mean that the organization will have to control 
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its members through more formal, and more rigid, rules, policies and regulations. 

On the other hand, more fragmented cultures may allow organizations to be more 

creative and adapt to a rapidly changing marketplace since new ideas may have more of a 

chance of being considered by the organization instead ofbeing rejected outright by the 

majority of the organization's members. While the downside is that cultural fragmentation 

may cause the organization to degenerate into a state of near anarchy, the positive side is 

that the organization may be able to benefit from the variety of perspectives held by the 

organization's members. 

• Decisions compatible with the culture are lih:ely to be embraced and acted 

upon; incompatible decisions are likely to be rejeded by the organization. 

Initiatives are more likely to be embraced by the organization when they are 

compatible with its vision and culture. For a decision to be effectively implemented, it 

needs to be either congruent with the existing culture and vision or at least not too 

incongruent (in the case of decisions aimed at helping the culture and vision evolve). 

Decisions that are consistent with the organization's key values and beliefs are likely to be 

more widely accepted; less consistent options will require more external pressure (e.g., 

more "selling" of the option, or external enforcement through rules, rewards and 

penalties) for their acceptance. Managers who want their ideas adopted by the 

organization need to understand the organization's culture and position their ideas to be 
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congruent with it. Management and leadership "often consists of figuring out where the 

organization wants to go and then getting in front to lead it more firmly to its self

proclaimed goals" (Beach, 1993a, p. 60). 

• Uncovering an organization's latent vision can be a powerful part of leading and 

transforming the organization. 

Contrary to the conventional wisdom that leaders should thrust inspiring visions 

upon their followers, imposing a "new vision" from the top down may not be very 

effective. It is practically doomed to fail from the beginning unless it is consistent with the 

organization's culture or is so compelling that it can effectively "move" the culture into 

alignment with the new vision. Visionary leaders who can do the latter appear to be quite 

rare. A better approach might be to solicit the latent vision that already exists among the 

organization's members through an approach like the one used with the American 

Southwest Fire Department (ASFD). In some cases, this vision may be ''visionary'' 

enough to guide the organization into the future. If not, the existing vision and culture can 

provide clues about which elements of a more radical vision would be embraced by the 

organization and which ones would be rejected. Given the interrelationship between 

vision, culture and activities, the leader may want to effect the organization through its 

activities first to prepare it for the new vision. For example, consider the following 

scenario. TWe4ty years ago, firefighters spent a greater proportion of their time fighting 
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fires than they do today. During the last two decades, the activities of firefighters have 

changed due to improvements in building materials, fire codes and enforcement. They 

now spend more of their time in community service activities that are neith~r fire-related 

nor life-threatening emergencies. To have imposed a vision on firefighters twenty years 

ago that emphasized social services and medical services (like the one adopted by ASFD) 

would have largely been rejected by the firefighters. However, the natural change and 

evolution of their day-to-day activities affected their culture enough that they accepted a 

vision which claimed they were moving out of the ''fire business" and into the "peace of 

mind business." In the case of ASFD, the vision followed the culture, which followed the 

activities. Organizations that simply adopt a new vision statement, pmt it, frame it, and 

hang it on the wall with high expectations of change are likely to be disappointed unless 

the new vision is either consistent with the organization's culture and activities or unless 

they begin to work systematically to change the culture and activities to support the new 

vision. Declaring a new vision alone is not enough to effect widespread, sustained 

organizational change. 

On the other hand, leaders who desire to implement a new vision or create a new 

culture would be well advised to consider the present culture and look for opportunities 

to tie the new culture and vision. into key values and beliefs that are already salient in the 

minds of the organization's members. For example, a retail organization had become quite 

successful by delivering convenient products and services to its customers. However, the 
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company's management had not been overly concerned with careful financial management 

or enhancing operational efficiency. The company's growth was fueled by generous profit 

margins and seemingly endless consumer demand. Once competition in the marketplace 

heated up, however, the company found itselfin financial distress. A new CEO was 

brought in to "clean up the mess." He focused on slashing costs and closing stores. These 

actions alone were not enough. In fact, the CEO failed to win support for his plans from 

the employees of the company and it appeared that the company was headed toward total 

failure. A third CEO was brought in who emphasized both excellent customer service and 

financial accountability. The programs, initiatives and leadership of the new CEO were 

embraced by the employees who did not seem to mind ''tightening their belt" as long as it 

did not violate their commitment to customer service. The third CEO was able to lead the 

company through its financial distress and re-create a healthy, profitable organization. 

• The Organizational Culture Survey is a useful tool for creating cultural "self

awareness" for the organization's members. 

The OCS appears to be a useful tool for helping organizations discover and 

understand their own culture and vision, especially when combined with other methods of 

assessing culture. For example, ASFD had a latent vision that encompassed a variety of 

activities and initiatives. They simply needed some help "putting the pieces together" to 

be able to understand and articulate their vision. The methods used for the rapid 



114 

organizational culture assessment captured ASFD's culture and provided feedback to the 

organization's members as part of an 00 intervention. Similar to the process of 

psychotherapy for an individual, the 00 intervention resulted in the group's greater self

awareness that, in tum, helped them to resolve inner conflicts about ''who they were" and 

to prepare themselves to face the demands and changes in their environment. 
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APPENDIX A 

Organizational Culture Survey 

An organization's culture is its personality. Like the personality of an individual, it 
can be defined by the relative degree to which it exhibits various characteristics. Thus, 
one might say of a friend that he or she is very friendly, somewhat sensitive, not very 
aggressive, etc. So, too, one can say of an organization that it strongly displays one 
characteristic, has little of a second characteristic, and exhibits nothing of a third 
characteristic, and so on. 

The pwpose of this inventory is to let you descnoe the personality (the culture) of 
the organization for which you work. This will be done by independently evaluating three 
major parts of your organization's culture: the part of the culture that relates to employee 
welfare, the part of the culture that relates to doing the job, and the part of the culture 
that relates to the goals of the organization. 

Evaluation will be done, first, by considering each of these three parts of the 
culture separately and dividing up points among their elements in order to indicate the 
relative salience of each in your organization's culture as it is. not as you might with it to 
be. 

To fill out the survey, read each of the five short paragraphs about the part of the 
culture as it relates to the employees. Then divide 100 points among the five paragraphs 
to indicate the relative degree to which the topic of each is salient in your organization's 
culture - a greater percentage of the 100 points means more salience. (Please sum your 
points to make sure they add up to 100.) Then follow the same procedure for the part of 
the culture that relates to doing the job, :md for the part of the culture that relates to the 
organization's goals. 

Finally, please divide 100 points among the three parts of your organization's 
culture (employees, job, and organizational goals) to indicate their relative salience in the 
overall culture. 
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Part I 
The Culture as it Relates to How Employees Should Be Treated and the Opportunities 
Afforded Them 

Respect: Recognizes that employees are important and that they have a need 
to maintain their self-respect and dignity, and that they have a right to a voice 
in matters that concern them 

Growth: Encourages career development and personal growth through 
improvement of skills and knowledge. 

Rewards: Rewards excellence with recognition, increased income, 
promotion, and privileges. 

Communication: Promotes openness and the free flow of information 
among levels of the organization and between and within departments. 

Fairness: Emphasizes equitable treatment of all employees. 

Total Points (Should = 100) 



Partll 
The Culture as it Relates to Professionalism and to Organizational Support Efforts to 
DoaGoodJob 
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Effectiveness: Defines job success as contributing to the accomplishment of 
the organization's general goals as well as to the accomplishment of specific 
departmental goals. 

Efficiency: Emphasizes doing things correctly and well and adapting new or 
alternative ways of doing things if they contribute to efficiency. 

Support: Provides the necessary resources for doing the job well. 

Innovation: Fosters creative problem solving at all levels of the organization 
and supports reasonable risk taking. 

Enjoyment: Recognizes that obtaining pleasure from one's job is itself 
desirable and that doing so contnoutes to the climate and stability of the 
organization. 

Total Points (Should = 100) 
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Partm 
The Culture as it Relates to How the Organization Inteifaces with its Environment and 
Strives to Accomplish its Mission 

Achievement: Strives to accomplish the organization's mission and to attain 
its goals. 

Competitiveness: Seeks to increase the organization's standing relative to 
its competitors in terms both of its profitability and ofits ability to serve its 
customers and expand its market share. 

Resourcefulness: Attempts to create new concepts and recognize new 
opportunities, and to move quickly to take advantage of both of them. 

Judgment: Tries to identify and effectively deal with the rapidly changing 
hazards in the business environment as well as the challenges presented by 
competitors' special strengths. 

Integrity: Adheres to both stated and unstated moral and ethical codes, and 
pursues quality, honor, and trustworthiness in all business transactions and 
personal dealings. 

Total Points (Should = 100) 



All Three Parts Together 
The Organization's Overall Culture 

As related to employee treatment and opportunities: Respect, Growth, 
Rewards, Communications, Fairness 

As related to professionalism and support: Effectiveness, Efficiency, 
Support, Innovation, Enjoyment 
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As related to how the organization interfaces with its environment and 
accomplishes its mission: Achievement, Competitiveness, Resourcefu1ness, 
Judgment, Integrity 

Total Points (Should = 100) 
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Table 2.1 
The 15 elements of the Organizational Culture Survey (OCS) 

Values centering on how employees should be treated 

and the opportunities afforded them: 

1. Respect 

2. Growth 

3. Rewards 

4. Communication 

5. Fairness 

Values centering on professionalism and support of 

efforts to do a good job: 

6. Effectiveness 

7. Efficiency 

8. Support 

9. Innovation 

10. Enjoyment 

Values centering on how the organization interfaces 

with its environment and strives to accomplish its 

mission: 

11. Achievement 

12. Competitiveness 

13. Resourcefulness 

14. Judgment 

15. Integrity 
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Table 2.2 
Variances around the grand mean of the profiles of the 15 

corporations in Study 1a for each of the 15 elements of the 
OCS 

Elements Grand Mean Variance 

Respect 7.33 2.31 

Growth 5.30 1.24 

Rewards 5.73 1.50 

Communication 5.66 1. 86 

Fairness 7.05 3.21 

Effectiveness 7.79 1.36 

Efficiency 7.20 2.81 

Support 6.35 2.24 

Innovation 5.56 0.90 

Enjoyment 5.06 1.16 

Achievement 7.96 2.46 

Competitiveness 7.53 4.62 

Resourcefulness 6.61 2.58 

Judgment 6.08 1.07 

Integrity 8.79 4.97 



Table 2.3 
Compatibility (sum salience scores) of "strongly 

emphasized" elements of the hypothetical acquisition 
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candidate's culture, percentage of the subjects who 
endorsed acquisition, and the mean rating of how well the 
employees of the acquisition candidate would fit with the 
respondent's organization for each of the four sub-groups 

in Study 3a. 

Mean Percent Mean 
Group Compatibility Endorsement Fit 

GFC 43.47 100 4.9 
n = 14 

XQC 42.39 92 4.2 
n = 13 

XQC 25.30 64 3.4 
n = 13 

GFC 22.11 54 3.5 
n = 13 
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Table 3.1 
Mean, Standard Deviation, t-score, and p value for each of 

the 15 Values for ASFD's OCS Profile 

Value Mean Standard t-score p value 
Deviation 

Respect 7.1 3.7 0.618 0.271 

Growth 6.7 3.6 0.109 0.457 

Rewards 4.6 2.8 -3.964 0.001 

Communication 5.8 3.0 -1.537 0.068 

Fairness 5.4 3.5 -1.960 0.030 

Effectiveness 6.3 3.4 -0.592 0.279 

Efficiency 6.7 3.3 0.076 0.470 

Support 6.8 8.2 0.057 0.478 

Innovation 5.2 3.2 -2.449 0.010 

Enjoyment 5.9 3.2 -1. 246 0.112 

Achievement 7.5 4.9 0.940 0.178 

Competitiveness 8.3 4.5 1. 953 0.030 

Resourcefulness 7.2 3.8 0.744 0.232 

Judgment 7.9 4.1 1.580 0.063 

Integrity 8.6 5.1 2.012 0.027 



125 

Table 3.2 
Questions Used for Semi-Structured Group Depth Interviews 

with ASFD Employees 

• How would you describe your organization now? 

• What is it like here? 

• What do you do here? 

• How would you describe your organization in an ideal world-no limits, no 
constraints, anything's possible? 

• What blocks, barriers, and problems do you face that might keep you from your ideal? 

• What is your purpose? 

• What makes your organization unique? 

• What is your competitive advantage? 

• What is your philosophy? 

• What do you value around here? 

• Who are your stakeholders? 



126 

Table 3.3 
Group Depth Interview Results: Descriptors of "Who are we?" 

professionalism 
change 
provide emergency services 

snake removal 
medical 
fire extinguishing 
fire prevention 
specialized rescues 

hazardous materials 
professional consulting 
training services 
general maintenance 
safe house 
community projects 
public relations 
rewarding financially 
growth 
chaotic 
frustrating 
stressful 
progressive 
political 
testing 
cooking 
watching television 
good benefits 
good equipment 
demanding physically 
injury prevention 
building close relationships with co
workers 

progress 
knowledge 
customer service 
water removal 
firefighter-friendly board 
public education 
lockouts 
CPR classes 
trucks for inter-agency help 
non-emergency services 
code enforcement 
facilities for community groups 
very busy 
training 
cleaning 
variety 
hectic 
fun 
boring 
forward thinking 
ambulance wars 
competitive 
certification 
physical training 
good management 
qualified people 
good job 
demanding emotionally 
rewarding emotionally 
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Table 3.4 
Group Depth Interview Results: Descriptors of "Who do we 

want to become?" 

larger area to serve 
no color green vehicles 
interagency cooperation 
mcreased public awareness 
more proactive/preemptive influence 
higher salaries 
be industry model 
more staff 
continual improvement 
improved internal relations between 
suppression and prevention 
no external pressures from other 
organizations 
secure boundaries 
personnel harmony 
lots of office space 
computer on every desk 
fires 
no fires 
more community volunteers 
separate identity from rmfd in public eye 
geographical security 
more staff 
transport capable 
fans 

wouldn't have to constantly justify 
existence 
washer and dryer 
maid service 
summer uniforms 
shorts 
steel-toe tennis shoeteam oriented 
more good calls 
well run organization 
fires 
efficient 
financial freedom 
lOOk per year salaries 
80 ft. lap pool 
unlimited growth 
better way to wake up at night 
job security 
ambulances 
cooler climate 
100' aeria1ladder 
more public awareness 
105 platform 
harmoniouss 
fine tuned 
noRMFD 



Table 3.5 
Group Depth Interview Results: Descriptors of "What 

barriers do we face?" 

money 
politics 
competition 
unequal playing field 

differing rules and regulations 
ethics 
lack of knowledge/commitment 
morale 
working on internal issues 
lack of clear long-term goals/measures 
internal tension 
fire prevention v. fire suppression 
evolving organization 
leadership/followership 

supervisory inconsistencies 
no management by policies 
80/20 allocation of tasks/motivation 
learning curve/early mistakes 
lack of communication 
fear of failure 
fear of acknowledging mistakes (or 

lack ofits importance) 

4-shift paychecks 
power controllers 
self agendas 
tough to get shift qualified 
inconsistencies 
lots of demands 
slow communication 
new/young organization 
growing pains 
low call volume 
quick changes 
crisis management 
could lose life in line of duty 
lack of day to day energy 
staffing and scheduling 
no time for recovery from burnout 
me-first attitude 
lack of internal p.r. about how good 
it is here 
young organization 
growing pains 
inexperience 
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Table 3.6 
Group Depth Interview Results: Descriptors of "What is our 

purpose?" 

give the public peace of mind serve the public 
never ending - public image and ongoing bring good things to life 

education life saving 
competitors offer ''bargain plan" property conservation 
maintainers to improve quality of life in 

public image community 
equipment here as needed around the clock 
organization best value provider 

like insurance / pe~ple hate to pay ~;.;;,.o;;...r It;;,;;.· ___ ~fa~ce;;,..d,;;.;ail;;;;·l;.t.....;;yc;;;;hall=en~lg~le~s _____ ---I 
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Table 3.7 
Group Depth Interview Results: Descriptors of "How are we 

unique?" 

people 
loyalty to the cause 
willingness to live on the edge 
risk 
vision - future of fire fighting 
philosophy 
integrity 
ethics 
honor 
public record 
good business practices 
size - small = responsive with quality control 
training 
pay and benefits 
equipment 
prevention and public education 
visionary and open leadership 
progressive 
best equipment 
forward thinking 
sincere about serving public 
p_eople 

different from rmfd 
philosophy 
private 
social vs. profit 
protect and serve 
ethics, integrity, honesty 
professionalism 
patient care 
good service 
better service 
cost 
dedication 
continuing education/training 
size/largest fire district in arizona in 

terms of number ofpeople 
served 

reputation 
credibility 

ethics 
public record (everything 
open to public scrutiny) 
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Table 3.8 
Group Depth Interview Results: Descriptors of "What do we 

believe in?" 

ethics 
integrity 
truth 
stand for what is right 
won't respond to wrong in kind 
under constant scrutiny 
always on duty 
streamline 
constant improvement 
open lines of communication 
professionalism 
fairness and equity 
a good place to work 
pride in the organization 

we live here. it's our home and family. 
done right first time 
best money can buy 
best bang for the buck 
motivated for group/team 
desire to serve 
not greedy/profit oriented/selfish 
value and service oriented 
principle centered leadership 
true compassion 
fiscal responsibility is part of the service to public 
public-driven philosophy for service. 
family values 
security 
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Table 3.9 
Group Depth Interview Results: Descriptors of IIWhom do we 

serve? II 

union 
professional organizations 
customers 
legislature 
people who watch on tv 
suppliers 
families 
potential customers 
fonner customers 
~eenJconnpetnors 
other agencies 
district board / 5 selected members 
county 
dhs 
insurance connpanies 
out of towners 
commuters 
everyone who needs help 

peers 
taxpayers 

concerned 
nonconcerned 

supervisors (internal audiences) 
children 
family 
potential customers 
regulatory agencies 
other agencies 
news media 
news media's audiences 
local business 
neighborhood ~oups 
end-users 
non-users 
vendors 



Table 3.10 
Questions Used for Depth Interviews with Key Informant 

• Tell me about your title, responsibilities; what do you get paid to do? 

• What is your role in helping [ASFD] with its strategic vision? 

• What steps did you go through to come up with your final vision statement? 

• Describe your organization's personality -- or culture; Tell me the first words that 
come to mind to descnoe [ASFD]. 

• What best explains why [ASFD] is successful? 

• What are your organization's strengths? What are your organization's weaknesses? 

• What is [ASFD's] mission? Why are you in business? 

• What are your organization's values? What is important at [ASFD]? 

o How do the values of [ASFD] affect your mission and vision? 

• What are the biggest challenges facing [ASFD]? 

• Looking toward the next three years, what big changes do you forsee for your 
industry? 

• Looking toward the next three years, what big changes do you forsee for your 
organization? 

• What big changes do you foresee, if any, in your organization's mission and vision 
over the next three years? 

• Is there anything else you would like to tell me that would help me understand the 
organization's culture, vision or mission? 
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FIGURE 2.1 
Relationship Between Images and Decision Making 

as Described by Image Theory 
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FIGURE 2.2 137 
OCS Profiles for 15 Organizations Grouped by Industry 
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FIGURE 2.2, continued 138 
OCS Profiles for 15 Organizations Grouped by Industry 
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FIGURE 2.2, continued 139 
OCS Profiles for 15 Organizations Grouped by Industry 

Management Systems 
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FIGURE 2.3 140 
OCS Profiles for an Organization that Has Unified Culture 

(GFC Top Panel) and for One that Has a 
Fragmented Culture (XQC, Bottom Panel) 
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FIGURE 2.4 141 
The Percentage of Subjects Who Endorse Acquisition 

of the Candidate Company as a Function of Its 
Employees' Fit with the Subjects' Company's Culture 
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FIGURE 2.5 142 
Mean Points Assigned to a List as a Function 
of Its Fit with the Subjects' Company Culture 
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FIGURE 3.1 143 
OCS Profile for ASFD 
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FIGURE 3.2 
Degree of Agreement Among ASFD's Employees 

Concerning Euch Element in Their Culture 
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