Climate: An Environment of Energy

Is the climate of an organization important?  In a similar fashion to the physical climate of an area, the communication climate of an organization affects the way we live:  to whom we talk, whom we like, how we feel, how hard we work, how innovative we are, what we want to accomplish, and how we seem to fit into the organization.  Redding has claimed that "the `climate' of the organization is more crucial than are communication skills or techniques (taken by themselves) in creating an effective organization" (p. 111).


Climate is important, also, because it links the organizational context to the concepts, feelings, and expectations of organization members and helps explain the behavior of organization members (Poole; Franz). By knowing something about the climate of an organization, we can better understand what impels organization members to behave in particular ways.


It has been pointed out that climate has features that make it appear to overlap with the concept of culture.  Poole explains, however, that "on the whole, climate seems to be a feature of, rather than a substitute for, culture. As a system of generalized beliefs, climate contributes to the coherency of a culture and guides its development" (p. 84). Kopelman, Brief, and Guzzo tend to concur with this view of the relationship between climate and culture when they state that "organizational culture . . . provides the context in which organizational climate is nested" (p. 8). Thus, an understanding of the climate of an organization can tell us much about the culture of the organization.


Some specialists in organizational communication also argue that the concept of "climate" is one of the "richest constructs in organization theory, generally, and organizational communication specifically" (Falcione, Sussman, and Herden).  Climate is rich because it has received a great deal of attention in theoretical and empirical literature; it is deceptively simple and complex at the same time; and, it has far-reaching explanatory powers.


Poole indicates that the climate arises from and is sustained by organizational practices (p. 82).  Kopelman, Brief, and Guzzo argue that the climate of the organization, which includes communication climate, is important because it mediates between human resource management practices and productivity.  They explain that "when an organization implements a new financial incentive plan or engages in participative decision making, a change in organizational climate may occur. This change in climate may, in turn, affect employee performance and productivity" (p. 12).  It would appear that although not all of the consequences of productivity improvement practices reflect changes in climate, many do. Climate in general, and communication climate in particular, serves as a strong mediating factor between elements of the work system and different measures of organizational effectiveness, such as productivity, quality, satisfaction, and vitality.


Communication climate is a macro, abstract, composite image of a global phenomenon called organizational communication.  We assume that the climate develops out of interaction between features of an organization and the individual's perceptions of those features. Communication climate is viewed as a subjectively experienced quality derived from perceptions of the relatively enduring characteristics of organizations (Falcione). 

PRIVATE 
Perceptions of Organization Elementstc  \l 2 "Perceptions of Organization Elements"

The basic elements of organizations (members, work, managerial practices, structure, and guidelines) are selectively perceived to create evaluations and reactions that indicate what is meant by each of the basic elements and how well they operate for the benefit of organization members.  For example, the availability of information is an indication to organization members of how well the basic organizational elements interact  to provide information for them.  Perceptions of information availability cue organization members to aspects of the organization that influences their lives and provides a set of judgments that constitute one part of the organizational climate.


Perceptions of work conditions, supervision, compensation, advancement, relationships with colleagues, organization rules and regulations, decision making practices, available resources, and ways of motivating organization members all combine to comprise a body of information that builds what we call the organizational climate (James and Jones).


Organization elements do not, directly, create an organization's climate.  For example,  an organization may have many rules and regulations, but their effect on the climate depends on perceptions of organization members of (1) the value of rules and regulations: that is, should rules and regulations always be accepted and followed or should some rules and regulations be ignored; and, (2) the activities that the rules and regulations affect: regulations about the use of a telephone may be inhibiting whereas a rule about when work starts may be facilitating (Poole).


Ultimately,  the organizational communication climate is a function of how activities that occur in the organization demonstrate to organization members that the organization trusts them and allows them the freedom to take risks; supports them and gives them responsibility in doing their jobs; openly provides accurate and adequate information about the organization; attentively listens to and gets reliable and candid information from organization members; actively consults organization members so that they see that their involvement is influential in decisions in the organization; and has a concern for high standards and challenging work (Redding).


Organization members define and confirm the existence of communication effects. Through interactional processes, organization members verify the existence of trust, support, openness, consultativeness, concern, and candidness. Thus, communication effects may vary and change according to the manner in which they are defined and confirmed through interaction among organization members.


Communication effects combine in different ways to evolve a belief and value system that is recognized by organization members as the climate of the organization. Each climate may be characterized by different combinations of communication effects  so that they may be called by different names, such as participatory, apathetic, supportive, hostile, invigorating, defensive, positive, or negative.


A particular communication climate provides guidelines for individual decisions and behavior.  Decisions by organization members to do their work effectively,  to commit themselves to the organization (Guzley), to behave honestly at work, to vigorously pursue opportunities in the organization, to support colleagues and other members of the organization, to perform tasks creatively, and to offer innovative ideas for the improvement of the organization and its operations are influenced by the climate.  A negative climate may decisively undermine the decisions organization members make about how they will work and contribute to the organization (Dillard, Wigand, and Boster).


The climate may be one of the most important influences on productivity in the organization, because climate affects the effort of organization members. Effort refers to both physical exertion of the body in the form of lifting, speaking, or walking, and mental exertion of the mind in the form of thinking, analyzing, and solving problems (Frantz).


A willingness to exert considerable effort on behalf of the organization is one of the factors of organizational commitment (McMurray, Scott, and Pace), along with a strong belief in and acceptance of the organization's goals and values, and a strong desire to maintain membership in the organization. In Guzley's research, participation emerged as a predictor of commitment for employees with five or more year’s tenure in the organization. She reasoned that participation was of greater importance to employees who had established a sense of control over their job situation, which occurred only after they had some degree of tenure in the organization. "Once a sense of control and acceptance has been established, employees' need to feel that their communication has influence may gain importance. In fact, without a sense of such influence employees may become dissatisfied and leave the organization; that is, their organizational commitment is likely to decrease" (p. 397).


Thus, we may conclude that the climate in the organization may have important consequences for employee turnover and tenure in the organization. A positive communication climate tends to encourage and support commitment to the organization.


As an interactive process, changes in the work system or organization may, conversely, have negative effects on perceptions of the climate of an organization. For example, the introduction of training programs, self-directed work teams, mentoring programs, special newsmagazines, and organization symbols may influence the perceptions of workers concerning how the organization is demonstrating trust, supportiveness, or consultativeness.  Self-directed work teams appear to have a variety of good effects in organizations, including the enhancement of work effort and productivity, but the most noticeable may be the creation and maintenance of positive perceptions of the organization.


The process of measuring communication climate of an organization involves securing perceptions of organization members about the status of communication effects (Pace & Faules). As a perceptual concept, communication climate is measured by securing perceptual reactions of organization members to macro properties of the organization that are relevant to communication and meaningful to organization members (Dennis). Although the unit of analysis is individual perceptions, aggregate perceptions provide a useful description of the organization's communication climate when the measures are of macro characteristics. Jackofsky and Slocum provide support for these premises in their research on the general concept of organization climate (pp. 320, 331). 

Climate,  Energy & Growth

According to Steele and Jenks, climate has an effect on four aspects of organizational life:

1. How much total energy people have available to them.

2. How the human energy is distributed or used.

3. The extent to which people get pleasure and enjoyment from time spent in the organization.


    4.  How much people grow and develop within the system. (pp. 3-15)

.


All of these effects relate directly to the issue of dynamism and vitality in workers and organizations. Steele and Jenks argue that different climates produce different consequences in the four areas, and it is the mix of consequences that makes the climate feel desirable or undesirable for a particular person. The kinds of organizations and types of people who inhabit different geographical areas are influenced by the prevailing weather patterns, or climate. The same can be said of organizations: the kinds of work groups and types of individuals differ from organization to organization as a consequence of each system’s internal climate (p. 3-4). One important way to increase dynamism in an organization is to stimulate the energizing dimensions of the organization’s climate.

How to Stimulate an Increase in the Amount of Human Energy in the Work System

           Steele and Jenks provide a summary of some specific techniques that might be used to make more energy available in an organization. You might consider some of these ideas for your own organization:

1. Enhance energy by creating a more visually exciting environment using new 


graphic designs to create surprise and excitement. 

2. Increase the number of usable settings where contact can take place: new meeting rooms, lounge areas, central gathering places.

3. Alter the amount of space to fit task needs by not having excessive space or too little space.

How to Distribute the Human Energy in the Work System

              Energy may be concentrated in just certain areas of an organization, much like thunderstorms are concentrated over certain mountainous terrain. To distribute the energy to more areas of the work system, you might try some of the following ideas:

1. Re-shape boundary areas by reducing physical barriers such as walls and equipment.

2. Move groups closer together and remove obstacles that restrict movement.

3. Create symbolic messages, such as welcome mats, that encourage contact  between groups, or add another door, for example, to admit more people.

4. Reduce distances between people to lessen the amount of time and energy 

      spent in travel, and to reduce the degree of hassle, such as having to take 

      an elevator to get to another floor.

5. Reduce the emphasis on status as represented by physical settings that 

       distract from productive efforts; for example, distribute facilities and 

       equipment around on the basis of who needs them rather than on the basis of 

       status level.

6. Place policies having to do with the use of facilities in the hands of the users; 

this avoid having to justify use to higher management and reduces energy devoted to inventing ways to get around the constraining and inefficient rules. 

7. Build in more flexibility when creating new facilities or remodeling old ones;  

      use more movable walls and partitions, and install electrical/mechanical grids 

      that do not require fixed locations for work  stations.

How to Increase Energy through Personalization of the Work Place

              Some managers and executives become both offended and paralyzed when workers attempt to create their own personal energizing workstations. Personalization of the workplace, however, is one way to raise the level of dynamism in an organization. A number of actions should be taken to allow workers to personalize their places of work.

1. Eliminate all rules that prohibit people from  personalizing their workspaces

2. Institute policies and design work places that encourage workers to include indications of family, hobbies, and values in their surroundings.  

3. Provide a selection of different furnishings so that employees may choose different ways of decorating their areas, such as desks, chairs, fabrics, and colors that allow for individualization.

4. Decorate areas such as corridors, supply rooms, and reception zones so they are also visually stimulating.  Avoid stretches of wasteland by having employees adopt areas and decorate them. Hang sculptures and graphics, and install lighting to brighten areas.

5. Maintain a demanding environment that promotes problem solving where people are required to think about how the physical facilities could be used to support their work.

6. Share decision making about facilities with users.

7. Institute policies that encourage people to tinker by moving furniture around and changing other aspects of their workplaces.

A General Strategy for Enhancing the Climate of a Workplace


Although making changes in workplaces and in organization policies are good ways to begin the process of revitalizing an organization and its workers, it is equally important to come to grips with interpersonal relationships as well. A key act is to get a handle on the communication climate as it currently exists (Mills, Pace & Peterson).  The Communication Climate Inventory (CCI) may be used to determine the general status of your organization’s communication climate.  With only twelve items, it doesn’t take long for employees to complete the CCI. After it has been scored and analyzed, you might want to interview as many employees as possible about what needs to be done in the six areas of the CCI to enhance the climate of their workplace.


Identify what’s wrong with the climate from the point of view of workers.  Look closely at what might be constraints that exist in the work system, in terms of both number and kind constraints.  That is, what keeps employees from doing what they’d like to do? What’s preventing them from changing things? Why do they think that management is untrustworthy or not supportive? Why do they think they are not consulted, or asked to be involved in decisions that affect them?


You must be prepared to act on the information that you get from the CCI. If top management doesn’t respond to the concerns of the workers, they will only feel that management levels are more negligent and less trustworthy. Finding about a problem and then avoiding taking action only worsens the climate of an organization.  Prepare a plan to tackle the factors that lead to an unhealthy climate.
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