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1. Why, for Chatman and O’Reilly, is there no clear understanding of organizational culture 

(p.200)? 

The authors begin the paper stating two reasons for the lack of clear understanding in organizational 

culture. Firstly, they argue that organizational interest in culture has opened up opportunities for 

consultants to work within organizations. However, these consultants may not necessarily be 

qualified to feedback to organizations on the subject of culture. Secondly, they argue that debates 

around cultures and what they mean have had a negative effect and have actually stopped 

generating information on what culture is.  

2. Why did academics begin to become interested in the study of organizational culture 

(p.200)? 

Chatman and O’Reilly argue that during the 1970s and ‘80s organizational culture began to interest 

scholars because it was felt that studying organizations and the culture within there could help us to 

understand how people interact and collectively achieve the goals of the organization, whether 

these are implicit or explicit.   

3. How have scholars defined ‘culture’? 

Chatman and O’Reilly point to a number of different definitions of culture highlighting the difficulty 

of defining an abstract term. 

 They initially point to Pettigrew’s definition, which talks about shared values and 

highlights culture’s importance to new organizations helping to create a 

commitment to the organization (p.201). 

 They go on to discuss the way a wide range of scholars have also attempted to 

define the term, pointing to 54 different definitions they have discovered which 

encompass a wide range of different aspects including emotion, language shared 

practices, etc (p.202). 

 The textbook also discusses the difficulty of defining culture, outlining work done by 

Giorgi et al., who argue that there are five models of culture: values, stories, frames, 

toolkits, and categories (see text book p.222 for more detail here). 

 

 

4. What do Chatman and O’Reilly outline as ‘roadblocks and distracting debates’? (p.202) 

The paper makes a call to academics to ‘reinvigorate’ research surrounding organizational culture 

and in doing this they outline what has stood in the way of progression in this area. Chatman and 

O’Reilly argue that: 

 The focus in this area has moved from developing and improving theory to helping 

managers. 

 The difficulties in defining culture (discussed in Q3) have impacted on research: 

because academics disagree on what culture actually is, it is difficult to compare 

research findings and apply them to other settings. Chatman and O’Reilly point to Ed 
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Schein’s work on conditions for understanding organizational culture, which includes 

arguing for a clear definition of what culture means in this area (p.202).  

 Questions over predictive vs construct validity stand in the way of debate. Chatman 

and O’Reilly argue that in studies of culture they are often substituted for each other. 

They define predictive validity as being about the relationship between theory and 

practice—does a variable behave in the way a theory it predicts it should. And 

construct validity is about whether a test actually measures what it claims to 

measure. They point to the way that both of these types of validity are used to 

measure a factor, but because ‘culture’ is an abstract concept there are relative 

issues with measuring it. Some degree of theoretical (p.203) lack of construct 

validity makes it difficult to measure.  

 Differences between organizational culture and climate stand in the way of research 

in this area, but these differences are also important. They argue that culture does 

not focus on observable perceptions of the work environment but instead on the 

norms and values that influence behaviour. Culture explicitly focuses on shared 

meaning as a source of collective identity; culture is less likely to focus on specific 

aspects of the workplace, as culture is more prescriptive (p.205). 

 Debates over qualitative (the type of research that deals with in-depth information 

from a smaller number of sources) vs quantitative (the type of research that deals 

with larger numbers of sources but in less depth) research are also problematic to 

the study of culture, as are debates within those two types of research over 

methodologies to study this. This results in research findings which are difficult to 

compare.  

 

5. What are the benefits and downsides of quantitative and qualitative research for studying 

culture? 

Both of these types of research have benefits and downsides, and it often depends very much on 

the types of questions the research aims to address.  

 Quantitative research usually explores the experiences of a larger number of 

participants than qualitative research, but qualitative research is usually able to explore 

the issue in more depth. Therefore it very much depends on the types of questions the 

research is aiming to answer, because there are benefits and downsides to both types of 

research.  

 

6. What are the different approaches they discuss to studying culture? What are some of the 

downsides of these approaches? 

Beginning on p.207, Chatman and O’Reilly detail a number of different frameworks used to study 

organizational culture.  

 Denison Organizational Culture Survey (DOCS) (p.207) 

Chatman and O’Reilly argue that the DOCS encompasses a wide range of organizational traits, some 

of which do not fall into traditional definitions of culture. Some of these traits are also more clearly 
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associated with definitions of organizational climate (see Q4 for more detail on the difference 

between culture and climate).  

 The Competing Values Framework (CVF) (p.208) 

Although this is a widely used framework for studying culture in a organization, Chatman and 

O’Reilly point to the ways in which the CVF has been criticized for many of the same reasons as the 

DOCS. In addition to this, it has been argued that the ‘competing values’ it measures do not 

necessarily need to be competing with each other and can co-exist within an organization. See the 

textbook (p.231) for more on the CVF.  

 The Organizational Culture Inventory (OCI) (p.210) 

Chatman and O’Reilly argue that this approach is more ‘organizationally relevant’ than the previous 

two approaches; however, it is not without criticism. Some have argued that the framework makes it 

difficult for participants to answer the questions unambiguously. Others have suggested that the 

framework relies on researcher-led definitions of culture being applied rather than using a specific 

definition across all research using this framework.  

 The Organizational Culture Profile (OCP) (p.211) 

This framework uses ‘norms’ to measure culture within an organization but has been criticized for 

the ‘norms’ chosen to represent different aspects of culture, as it is likely that an organization may 

have other aspects of culture outside of these norms that are not measured. Likewise, the norms the 

framework uses may not be important within an organization.  

This section of the article highlights the difficulties of studying and measuring organizational culture. 

The wide range of approaches to studying and measuring culture, coupled with the issues of defining 

the term, demonstrate the issues faced by those conducting research in this area. 

7. What do the authors think about recent research on organizational culture? 

In section 4 of the paper (pp.214-217) Chatman and O’Reilly outline a wide range of research that 

has been conducted in the broad area of organizational culture. They argue that while this research 

sometimes lacks the clarity of definitions and frameworks to work within, clearer definitions are 

beginning to emerge, and work is able to address some important and significant questions about 

the relationship between culture and other areas of organizations and work. Chatman and O’Reilly 

discuss Ed Schein’s theory of culture here (discussed throughout the paper) arguing that this 

presents a clear definition and framework to work within.  

8. What do they propose as an agenda for future research (p.217)? Why are these areas 

important? 

Chatman and O’Reilly argue that clear definitions of culture and clear theoretical frameworks for 

studying this could help us to further understand the relationship between culture and other aspects 

of organizations. They propose a number of key areas where future research could concentrate, 

including asking clear questions about the relationships between culture and organizational and 

individual performance and the relationship between culture and strategy within an organization. 

Research in these areas, they argue, could improve both the performance of organizations and the 

working conditions of employees.  
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Seminar questions 

1. ‘Organizational culture appears to be important, but what is it really?’ (p.201) Use examples 

from your own experience or from the article or textbook to answer this. 

2. Consider the organizations that you have studied or worked in. What sort of cultures exist 

there? 

3. Should scholarly work focus on theory or the needs of organizations? 

4. What are some of the issues with studying organizational culture? 

5. What do you think are the most important elements to address when defining culture? 

6. What do you think is the most appropriate theory or framework to use when studying 

organizational culture? 

7. If you were conducting research into organizational culture, what sorts of methods would 

you use? 

 

 

 

 

 

 


