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Journal of the North American Management Society 
Editor’s Preface 

 
 
The Journal of the North American Management Society [JNAMS] is an online journal published 
by the North American Management Society [NAMS].  NAMS is a scholarly organization that 
focuses on management scholars and practitioners, primarily in North America–the United States 
and Canada–but also from other nations in the global economy.  Most members are from smaller 
educational institutions and from practitioners in for-profit and not-for-profit organizations.  
 
NAMS is an inclusive “group” of “management” scholars in learning and practicing 
organizations.  The Society fosters the development and distribution of new knowledge in 
management. Our mission statement states that we are an inclusive group of management 
scholars and practitioners who foster the development and distribution of new knowledge in all 
fields of management.  We value new knowledge that comes from practitioner innovations as 
well as formal and informal research activities in schools, colleges, and universities.  We 
recognize that new knowledge in management occurs as the result of dialogues between 
individuals as well as experimentation in the field by scholars and practitioners; by studies in 
laboratories; and by observations of individuals, groups, and institutions. 
 
In support of the NAMS mission, the Journal of the North American Management Society is a 
multidisciplinary, online journal of interest to scholars, professionals, students, and practitioners 
in a broad range of management thinking.  The fields of study that JNAMS encompasses include 
human resources, general management, organizational, ethics, leadership, entrepreneurship, 
global strategy, nonprofit, and public administration.  JNAMS is committed to the development of 
theoretical and practical knowledge about management in all its forms. 
 
This issue contains five papers presented at the 2007 meetings of the North American 
Management Society in Chicago on March 28 - 30, 2007.  NAMS annual meeting is held in 
conjuction with the annual meetings of the affiliates of MBAA International.  These papers were 
selected through a double-or-triple blind review process and determined to be the best papers 
submitted in their category. 
 
David O’Gorman’s paper, “Bridging the Gap Between Theory and Practice: The Role of Protocol 
Materials in Business Education for 2010 and Beyond,” received the Best Overall Paper Award 
on the Conference Theme by MBAA International.  The paper proposes a way to significantly 
reduce the gap between theory and practice through the use of new technology and a thiry-year 
old concept called protocol materials. 
 
Linda Balsamo received the 2007 Distinguished Paper Award in Human Resources for her paper, 
“The Efficacy of Accommodating Deaf and Hard-of-Hearing Employees in the Workplace via 
Note-Taking.”  Dr. Balasamo’s examines information which is impromptu or short in duration 
that is transcribed by note takers.  Her study results provide organizational managers with 
additional information when making decisions regarding accommodations for their deaf or hard-
of-hearing employees. 
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Tung-Chun Huang received the 2007 Distinguished Paper Award in Management for his paper, 
“The Relationship of Quality Work Life Programs and Organizational Commitment: The 
Moderating Effects of Personal Traits.”  This paper also received a McGraw Hill Irwin Award.  
This study examines the impact of quality of work life on organizational commitment and 
explores the moderating role of personal attributes such as gender, age and educational level on 
the relationship between quality of work life programs and organizational commitment.  The 
findings of his research provide managees a meaningful decision choice on QWL program design 
to get a better organizational commitment outcome. 
 
Jim Maddox received the 2007 Award for Best Global Strategic Employee Impact for his paper, 
“Strategic Alignment: A Model for Linking Behaviors to Strategy to Drive Organizational 
Success.”  He examines a model linking behavior to strategy to help drive organizational success.  
To effectively implement stategy, all areas of the organization and all employees must be aligned 
and linked to the strategy.  His model takes the linkage one step further and links strategy to 
specific employee behaviors. 
 
Jacqueline Stavros, Jane Galloway Seiling, and Patricia Ann Castelli received the 2007 Award for 
Best Nonprofit Management submission.  Their paper, “Capacity Building for Organizational 
Accomplishment: Lessons from a Network of Nonprofit Organizations,” undertakes a study to 
capture the essence of capacity building specifically for nonprofit organizations.  They employed 
an “appreciative inquiry process” with favorable results toward assisting an organization to 
accomplish its mission of serving stakeholders effectively by building on collaborative strengths, 
talents, and skills of the human resources of nonprofits. 
 
We solicit all of you who read this journal to let us know your interest in reviewing papers 
submitted for publication.  Please send your resume and a paragraph or two emphasizing your 
area of expertise in order to help us assign manuscripts or other submissions appropriately.  The 
review process is viewed as an important way to nurture up-and-coming authors by giving them 
the opportunity to be mentored as their articles are improved for publication in JNAMS.  Our 
Guidelines to Contributors may be found at the end of this issue.  We seek your suggestions, 
ideas, and critique to assist in making this journal best serve your interests and needs. 
 
Specific recognition must be given to Baker College Online and Dr. Julia Teahen, its President, 
for accepting the important role of host and technical editor for this online publication.  Needless 
to say, you would not be reading this journal if not for Baker College’s willingness to provide the 
technical expertise and computer servers to facilitate JNAMS publication. 
 
Edward Heler, Ph.D. 
Journal and Proceedings Editor 
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Bridging the Gap Between Theory and Practice: The Role of 

Protocol Materials in Business Education for  
2010 and Beyond 

 
 

David O’Gorman, Ph.D.; University of Illinois at Springfield 
 

 
Abstract:  This paper proposes a way to significantly reduce the gap between theory and practice through 
the use of new technology and a thirty-year old concept called protocol materials.  Protocol materials are 
video recordings of the real world that can be used in the classroom.  Technology is evolving rapidly, and 
in a few years it will be possible to easily bring the real world of business into the classroom.  This paper 
traces the origins of the protocol materials concept in the field of teacher education, and suggests the 
time is right for business education to adopt the Protocol Materials Process as a way to bridge the gap 
between theory and practice. 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
  

After graduating from college with a degree in marketing, I was fortunate to get a job in marketing 
research with a consumer products division of a major corporation.  Because I was 22 years old, I knew 
everything about everything.  Several weeks into the job, I had a philosophical discussion with my boss 
about the gap between theory and practice.  I asserted that businesses needed to practice more of good 
theories such as those I just learned in business school. 

My boss, Jack Richardson, (the best boss I would ever have), politely asked whether it might be 
possible that I might have it backward.  Was it possible that that the true gap was between practice and 
theory—with practitioners being more advanced than business theoreticians?  I said no, the gap was 
between theory and practice, and I resolutely defended my position as only a 22 year-old can do. 

I did not think much more about the gap between theory and practice until years later when I was 
working for a major oil company and in charge of developing a marketing information system.  The 
complex nature of petroleum marketing presented a number of unique conceptual and practical problems 
for the design of this marketing information system.   I had some of the best of our 500 systems people 
working on my project.  Many had MBAs in addition to their degrees in computer science.  As good as 
they were with the technical execution of the project, they were not much help on the conceptual aspects.  
I searched the information systems literature for guidance on how to handle the unique issues we faced, 
but came up empty.  We then developed our own original solutions to these complex problems 
(O’Gorman 1999).  

Then I remembered my previous conversation with my old boss, and came to the realization that the 
innovative things that we were putting into practice were indeed well ahead of information systems 
theory.  I realized then that the gap goes both ways.  Yes, there is a gap between theory and practice, but 
there is also a gap between practice and theory. 

Years later when pursuing my Ph.D., I again encountered the issue of the gap between theory and 
practice.  This time it was in a most unlikely context—how to train prospective teachers for the real world 
they would find themselves in after graduation.  (How a business guy like me got involved in teacher 
education is quite another story.  For our purposes, it was as if someone had waived a magic wand and 
said, “You—yes, you, the business guy—you are now an expert in teacher education.”) 

 



Bridging the Gap Between Theory and Practice  Volume 2, Number 1, 2008   5 

 

INTO THE FIELD OF TEACHER EDUCATION 
 

My stint in the field of teacher education came about because, as a starving grad student, I took a job 
as a graduate assistant for a consortium of 20 colleges and universities funded by the U.S. Office of 
Education (USOE).  The purpose of the consortium was to improve the education of teachers for urban 
schools.  The director of the consortium was the Chair of the Department of Elementary Education at the 
University of Pittsburgh.  One day he came into my office, threw a copy of “Teachers for the Real World” 
(Smith  1969) on my desk, and said, “USOE wants our consortium to implement the concepts in this 
book.  I sent a copy to each of our 20 institutions.  Now I have people at 20 colleges and universities 
asking me how to implement the chapters on protocol materials.  I don’t have a clue.  I want you and your 
buddy here to figure out how to do it.” 

I tried to squirm out of the assignment by pointing out that my background was in business, that I had 
never had any courses in education, and knew absolutely nothing about the training of teachers.  My boss, 
Horton Southworth (the second best boss I ever had), presaged Nike when he said, “Just do it!”   

And we did.  My colleague and I prepared a paper that provided a conceptual foundation for how 
protocol materials could be produced and used in teacher education (Innerd and O’Gorman 1970).  Key 
people at USOE liked it, and I was appointed to the new U.S. Office of Education Task Force for Protocol 
Materials. The first meeting of the Task Force was surreal.  Our little paper was the main focus of the 
Task Force.  Here I was, a business guy grad assistant with no background in teacher education telling 
some 15 deans of leading schools of education how they should train teachers.   

The USOE took the protocol materials ball and ran with it.  They made it into a federal project with 
millions of dollars of funding going to 10 different universities to produce protocol materials.  
Unfortunately the federal project became a classic “federal project,” (which of course meant that they 
totally screwed it up by changing our original conception.)  It was a total failure (Orlosky 1974).  
Although the potential of protocol materials was never realized in the field of teacher education, I was 
gratified to see that a recent paper (Holloway and Longfield 1989) suggested the field of teacher 
education should restart the protocol materials movement, but this time sticking with the original 
conceptualization proposed by Smith (1969) and further developed by my colleague and me (Innerd and 
O’Gorman 1970). 

Regardless of what the field of teacher education does regarding protocol materials, on a personal 
level the protocol materials concept has served me well in teaching a variety of business courses over the 
intervening years.  And now that I am teaching Organizational Theory, I find it particularly useful for 
bridging the gap between organizational theory and the real world, and believe it has significant potential 
for the education of business professionals for 2010 and beyond. 
 

ORIGINS OF THE PROTOCOL MATERIALS CONCEPT 
 

To understand the potential for the use of the protocol materials concept in business education, it will 
be useful to examine the original concept as it emerged in the field of teacher education. 

In 1969, the American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education published Teachers for the 
Real World.  The principal author was B. Othanel Smith, an educational philosopher then at the 
University of Illinois at Champaign-Urbana.  The intent of the book was to stimulate the improvement of 
teacher training programs for urban schools, because it was felt there was a rather large gap between what 
prospective teachers were taught in their college classrooms and what they encountered in the real world.  

Chapters 4 and 5 of Teachers for the Real World dealt with the theoretical preparation of teachers.  In 
those chapters, Smith proposed the use of video recordings of actual elementary and high school 
classroom in college teacher education programs.  He called those recordings protocol materials, as in “a 
statement reporting an observation or experience in the most fundamental terms without interpretation” 
(Random House Dictionary 1968). This led to the following working definition of protocol materials. 
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Protocol materials are record or recordings of real, as opposed to simulated events, concerned 
with the fundamental data of human experience….It is clear that if protocol materials are to be 
recordings of human behavior without interpretation they cannot, by definition, be simulations, 
either scripted or improvised, or staged re-enactments, rehearsed or otherwise, of previously 
observed or assumed events.  (Innerd and O’Gorman 1970,  p. 2). 

 
The above quote is in accord with B. Othanel Smith’s observation that “Protocol materials should not 

be used merely to illustrate points in education courses.  The whole procedure should be turned about so 
that the principles of the psychological, sociological, and philosophical studies, as well as those of 
pedagogy, are brought to the analysis of protocol materials, not the other way around (Smith 1969, p. 63). 

As mentioned above, the federally funded protocol materials project failed.  One of the reasons it 
failed was the lack of technology that would permit local teacher educators to make video tapes of real 
classrooms and readily use them in their college classrooms.  Although Sony had introduced a line of 
portable video recording equipment in the late 1960’s, it was very primitive by today’s standards.  The 
recording medium was ½ inch reel-to-reel tapes, and the battery life of a portable camera was about a half 
hour. Although using the available technology to record the reality of classrooms was difficult enough, it 
was even more difficult to find what you were looking for on a tape (much more difficult than even 
finding something on today’s VHS cassettes), and editing was done primarily by physically cutting the 
tape and taping it back together.  Capturing the sound in a classroom was also a problem.  Although 
teachers could be equipped with wireless microphones, picking up sound from the rest of the classroom 
was problematic.     

The federally-funded protocol materials project attempted to get around these constraints by 
essentially funding professionally produced films in simulated classroom environments.  Multiple 
cameras, professional sound equipment, and professional editing solved the production problems.  
However, in doing so it destroyed the essential concept of protocol materials, e.g., capturing reality.   

The scripted films were called protocol materials but they were not protocol materials.  Rather, they 
were part of a different category of videos known as training films.  There is nothing wrong with training 
films, but one should not confuse training materials with protocol materials.  Protocol materials address 
the issue of “What is going on here?”, whereas training materials deal with the issue of “This is how to do 
it.”  As Holloway and Longfield say, “The fact that protocol materials were transformed from a 
conceptual tool to a training tool played a significant role in the disappearance of their use from teacher 
education (Holloway and Longfield 1998, p. 22).”  

In their paper, “Protocol Materials:  Passing fad or an idea whose time has not yet come?,” Holloway 
and Longfield trace the history of protocol materials, describe how the protocol materials trolley got off 
the track, and suggest that the field of teacher education should revisit the idea of using protocol 
materials: 
 

If protocol materials are to become an integral part of teacher education in the near future, this 
new group of advocates will benefit greatly by becoming familiar with the principle paradigm and 
production designs originated by creators like B. O. Smith, Innerd and O’Gorman.  In their 
paradigm, protocol materials were used as one component of a much larger system of teacher 
education designed to develop greater theoretical/conceptual understanding, interpretive 
competence, critical analysis, and pedagogical art.  (Holloway and Longfield 1998, p. 24) 

 
THE PROTOCOL MATERIALS PROCESS 

 
The following are the essentials of the Protocol Materials Process as originally described by Innerd 

and O’Gorman (1970, p. 8).  
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1. Information.  The information box in the diagram has a function that might best be 
described as “cognitive input.”  Teaching relevant theory would be available in the 
form of books, magazines, videos, films or other information.  [In today’s world, this 
would include all the information on the Internet and online bibliographic sources.] 

2. Protocol materials.  The protocol materials will probably be video tapes and will be 
recordings of real behaviors and events which can be related to input from the 
information box. 

3. Analysis.  While identified as a separate activity, analysis [by individuals] will in 
reality take place to a large degree at the same time as the viewing of the protocol 
materials. 

4. Discussion.  This is perhaps the most critical part of the process.  Discussion will 
focus around the question of whether or not the protocol materials tend to confirm or 
deny the hypothesis or hypothetical construct.   

 
As Holloway and Longfield observe of the Protocol Materials Process proposed by Innerd and 

O’Gorman:    
 

This non-linear process allows entry into the process at any point and also permits the student or 
groups of students to move to any other point in any order at any time.  It is of its nature highly 
flexible and dynamic….This [Innerd and O’Gorman] archetype could, therefore serve several 
needs in our present efforts to reform teacher education.  Chief among the benefits of such a 
model would be its versatility, its valuing of interpretative dialogic processes, and its linking of 
theory with practice.  The open recursive nature of the design allows students to move through 
the process in a variety of ways at a wide variety of times.  Such flexibility enables groupings, 
discussions, and leadership to work together much more effectively—particularly if the program 
is focusing on building depth of understanding, intensity of commitment, and habits of analysis 
and practice that are consistent with one another (Holloway and Longfield 1998, p. 26). 

PROTOCOL MATERIALS PROCESS  

 Information 

   Protocol  
   Materials 

    Analysis 

 Discussion 
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EXAMPLE OF PROTOCOL MATERIALS IN AN ORGANIZATIONAL THEORY 
CLASS 

 
The same potential of protocol materials to help bridge the gap between theory and practice in teacher 

education also exists in the field of business education.  This section describes the use of protocol 
materials in an Organizational Theory course.  This description is linked to the protocol materials diagram 
shown above by an embedded reference to the relevant “box” from the Protocol Materials Process. 

One of the theories I teach in my Organizational Theory course is that of single loop and double loop 
behavior in organizations (Argyris and Schon 1978).  I provide to the students lecture notes and a copy of 
Argyris’ (1977) classic Harvard Business Review article “Double loop learning in organizations.”  These 
become key components of the [INFORMATION BOX].  The lecture notes include a summary of the 
defining characteristics of single loop and double loop behavior as shown below:   

Single Loop Characteristics 

1. Thou shalt not confront the policies and objectives of top management. 

2. Those doing so are labeled “troublemakers.” 

3. The upward flow of information is edited so as not to upset upper management. 

4. Bad news is camouflaged using organizational games that everyone knows but no one discusses. 

5. Decisions are based on subjective opinions, and when “facts” are used they tend to be selected in 
order to justify decisions that have been made on a more subjective basis. 

6. There is a win/lose culture in the organization. 

7. There is a gap between what single loop organizations espouse and what they actually do. 

Double Loop Characteristics 

1. Assumptions are openly surfaced and validated. 

2. Employees are encourages to discover gaps between what the organization espouses and what it 
actually does. 

3. Facts are used for decisions rather than subjective opinions. 

4. There is a win/win culture in the organization. 
 

Students have no trouble doing well on a test on these characteristics.  In other words, by some 
standards, they “know the material.”  From the Protocol Materials Process standpoint, it is not clear that 
they “know” the concept until they can use the concepts to identify such characteristics in a real 
organization (via videos).  

Real world organizations do not come with a sign in front of the building that says “Entering a Single 
(Double) Loop Organization.”  Individuals need to be able to decipher the culture in the context of real 
behavior.  Unfortunately, at present there are few recordings readily available of actual behavior in 
business organizations.  Some videos that purport to show actual meetings are instead scripted, and in the 
parlance of the Protocol Materials Process, would be called training materials rather than protocol 
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materials.  (The difference between the two is that protocol materials ask the question, “What is going on 
here?” whereas the focus of training materials is, “Here is what to do.”) 

One piece of non-scripted protocol materials that I use in my Organizational Theory class is from the 
In Search of Excellence (1985) video. The entire tape contains vignettes of Disney, Apple, 3-M, and 
several other companies.  I use the 3-M segment because it contains footage of an actual executive 
committee meeting in which a division head is making a pitch for a multi-million dollar scale-up 
allocation to expand production of laser disks.  Here is how I use it: 

 
1. I play the entire 3-M vignette in entirety.  Then I tell the class I am going to play the laser disk 

segment again, and that I am going to ask them when it is finished whether they think the laser 
disk meeting exhibited single loop or double loop behavior.   I then play the laser disk segment 
[PROTOCOL MATERIALS BOX].  After showing it, I ask for a show of hands regarding 
whether the segment exhibits single loop or double loop behavior [ANALYSIS BOX]. 
Typically about 80 % of the students say double loop behavior.   

 
2. Then I encourage a debate between those who think the behavior shown on the tape is single 

loop and those who think it is double loop [DISCUSSION BOX].  As students argue their 
points of single loop vs. double loop, I refer them back to the lecture notes and article 
[INFORMATION BOX], and I replay any parts of the tape [PROTOCOL MATERIALS] that 
they might be arguing about.  I again ask for a show of hands regarding whether the segment 
exhibits single loop or double loop behavior. Typically the percent saying it was double loop 
behavior decreased from the original 80% to about 30%.   I leave it at that, and say “Well, 
looks like we will not reach agreement on this.”   

 
This illustrates the iterative nonlinear process of using a combination of protocol materials, relevant 

cognitive inputs, and group discussion.  My role is to remain neutral and facilitate the process of 
discovery.  Note that this role is different than the typical instructor’s role, i.e., telling the students “the 
answer.”  For example, I could have simply decreed that in my option it is single loop behavior.  The 
problem with doing that is that students would not internalize it because they personally have not 
analyzed the situation.  It is the in-depth analysis of protocol materials that sets the stage for a more 
advanced exercises in organizational design that comes later in the course. 

I use protocol materials for a more sophisticated follow-up assignment several weeks after the initial 
exercise.  After covering other topics related to the question of how to implant double loop behavior in 
organizations, I then return to the 3-M laser-disk project.   I form small groups, and replay the laser disk 
segment and say something like, “Regardless of whether you believe this represent single or double loop 
behavior, for this assignment assume 3-M is a single loop organization.  How would the approval (or 
disapproval) of the laser disk project have been different if 3-M had been a double loop organization?”  

The insights generated weeks earlier in the Protocol Materials Process sets the stage for creative ideas 
about how 3-M could change their structure and processes to become a double loop organization.  
Without the prior in-depth analysis using protocol materials, students would simply have only tinkered 
with the prior traditional executive decisionmaking process (because they believed it was double loop to 
begin with) rather than seeing the need for major changes from single loop to double loop. 

In summary, the protocol materials were used to help students analyze a real world situation using 
concepts presented in a lecture and readings.  The protocol materials were then used a second time in 
relation to the redesign of a real world decisionmaking process.  This sets the stage for students to apply 
these analytical skills to real world situations they will encounter after graduation. 
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2010 AND BEYOND 
The conditions for the successful development and use of protocol materials have improved 

significantly in the last three decades.  In 1970, the protocol materials concept was there, but the 
technology to support its implementation wasn’t.   

In the early 1970’s, the development of protocol materials was impaired by the difficulty of 
producing them.  Locally produced protocol materials could only be made using relatively primitive ½ 
inch reel-to-reel video tapes, which were difficult to edit and difficult to use in the college classroom.   
Even with editing, finding a particular scene and replaying it for a class required patience because the 
counters on a reel-to-reel tape deck were not as accurate as they are on a modern VHS tape player.   

Capturing sound was also a problem in the 1970’s.  Although teachers then could be equipped with 
wireless microphones, picking up sound from students as they responded to questions was a problem.  All 
of this had to occur as unobtrusively as possible in elementary and high school classrooms because the 
whole objective of protocol materials is to capture the real world. 

Things have changed in terms of video and audio recording capabilities.  There has been an enormous 
improvement in video recoding technology in the past 35 years.  Technology currently exists that allows 
the production and editing of locally produced protocol materials feasible by any college of business.  For 
example, there is quite a variety of options available for small unobtrusive cameras that record on DVD’s 
or hard drives in the camera.  Several well known companies offer small one-pound camcorders that 
operate in low light and can record in digital format over 7 hours non-stop with images that can be easily 
downloaded for editing.  The $1,000 price tag can be expected to decrease, and the capabilities increase, 
in the future.   

There are a number of new options for capturing sound.   Wireless collar microphones are very 
unobtrusive.   New shotgun mikes are ideal for picking up conversations from across a room.  Audio 
technology can also be expected to improve in the future, such as new Bluetooth-based wireless 
microphones.  Keep in mind protocol materials won’t be shown at the Sundance Film Festival, so the 
video and audio need not be professional quality, but merely adequate for viewing in a college classroom.   

The potential applications of protocol materials to business education are substantial.  Here are a few 
examples of the type of protocol materials that could be produced by a business college for its own use: 

 
• Sales Management Course (Unit on supervision):  Recording of a meeting of a District Sales 

Manager with his or her sales representatives at a local restaurant. 
 

• Operations Management Course (Unit on linear programming):  Recording of a refinery 
scheduling meeting at the local refinery. 

 
• Personal Selling Course (Unit on the use of effective questioning techniques):  Recording of a 

sales representative making a sales call. 
 

• Financial Management Course (Unit on treasury operations):  Recording of a lunch meeting 
of a corporate treasurer with his or her bank during which the bank makes a presentation of a new 
cash management system. 

 
These are just a few examples of the kinds of things that could be recorded in the real world and 

brought into the classroom, each of which would help reduce the gap between theory and practice.  If, for 
example, most of the classes in a business school used protocol materials, students would have a 
significantly enhanced understanding of the real world of business by the time they graduated.   

The nature and extent of potential recordings is unlimited.  And editing technology, which is getting 
more sophisticated every day, permits the rapid editing, storage and use of recordings of the real world.  
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Although protocol materials can be developed and used now, the potential for 2010 and beyond is even 
more significant because of expected technological advances. 

CONCLUSION 
 

For our pre-literate ancestors, there was no gap between theory and practice.  Learning and doing 
were intertwined.  During the last several thousand years, as formal educational processes emerged, 
theory became disconnect from practice.  Theory is something we learn “at school.”  Practice is 
something we do “at work.” 

Looking ahead to 2010 and beyond, we will have the ability, through protocol materials and other 
technology, to increasingly bring the workplace into the classroom, and bring the classroom into the 
workplace.  The many online business and management courses being taken by working students is just a 
small initial step toward bringing the classroom into the business world.   Bringing the real world of 
business into the classroom via the use of protocol materials is possible now, and will be even more 
feasible in the near future.  At some point after 2010, we will progress to an era in which learning and 
doing are once again closely intertwined, and the gaps between theory and practice, and practice and 
theory, are greatly reduced and perhaps someday totally eliminated.   
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The Efficacy of Accommodating Deaf and Hard-of-Hearing 
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Abstract:  Deaf and hard-of-hearing employees often find it difficult to learn about important 
information, which is disseminated informally in their employing organizations. The purpose of this study 
was to examine information, which is impromptu or short in duration, that is transcribed by note takers. 
It examined the quality of the note taking both in quantity and content. The participants included 65 
individuals with varying levels of contact with deaf and hard-of-hearing co-workers. Results indicated 
that note takers attend to verbal messages more than to textual or visual messages. Note takers tend to 
prioritize messages and transcribe those with a higher perceived level of meaning given the temporal 
limitations present. Participants transcribed accurately or modified an average of 33 semantic units out 
of a possible 237 (14%). Participant transcriptions using a conceptually broader scoring method based 
on themes averaged 17 themes out of a possible 25 (68%). Study results provide organizational managers 
with additional information when making decisions regarding accommodations for their deaf or hard-of-
hearing employees. 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Formal and informal channels of communication may become blurred for deaf and hard-of-hearing 
employees. This is often due, in part, to the pragmatics of disseminating information (Foster 1992). The 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) requires that, when necessary and appropriate, large employers 
must provide the accommodations that are necessary to ensure all employees have equal access to 
information (Department of Labor 1992). While most companies attempt to comply with this mandate, 
impromptu staff meetings and other less formal gatherings often occur without sufficient notice to bring 
in a certified interpreter for deaf employee (Scherich Apr/May/Jun 1996) or to provide word-for-word 
transcriptions for late-deafened employees. Often, the deaf and hard-of –hearing employee receives the 
information from a co-worker through note taking, either asynchronously or at a later time. 

The purpose of this study was to determine whether the meaning of an original message sent within 
an organizational context is adequately conveyed when hearing people are used as note takers to 
transcribe short impromptu meetings or demonstrations. The effects of the dynamics of the act of 
transcribing (i.e. temporal issues, social exchange aspects, experience working with deaf people, and 
language barriers) have already been established (see S. Foster, (1992); Glass & Elliott (Fall 1993); Hetu 
& Getty (Fall 1993); Mowry & Anderson (Fall 1993); Scherich (Apr/May/Jun 1996); Schroedel, Mowry 
& Anderson (1994)). This study expanded upon these aspects and attempted to capture information 
regarding written transcription and its efficacy for translating meaning. Having equal access for deaf and 
hard-of-hearing employees to information (an ADA requirement) was essentially the ultimate intent of 
this exploration. 

Considering the ADA requirement that all employees have equal access to information in the 
workplace, does the deaf or hard-of-hearing employee truly have equal access to information when that 
information is received in written English in the form of note taking by a co-worker? One could argue that 
there are indeed levels of access, some more adequate in certain situations than in others and often vary 
depending on management’s idea of what is deemed reasonable and the employee’s needs. For instance, 
formal meetings in large group settings would most likely mandate the use of a certified interpreter or 
simultaneous closed captioning. Benefit information might lend itself to a written form, giving the 
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employee an opportunity to ask for clarification if necessary. A video presentation to the general work 
population might lend itself to closed captioning as a means of accommodating deaf and hard-of-hearing 
individuals. Training might be accomplished through visual demonstrations, supplemented with written 
instructions. In all these cases, the judgment of the manager and needs of the employee must be assessed 
to determine what is appropriate for the situation. Very often, the most pragmatic solution is to have a co-
worker transcribe a verbal message into written English while the message is being presented. The nature 
of this type of transcription often demands that decisions be made with regard to what is produced on the 
written page. One must consider that a co-worker’s ability to actively participate in the group process may 
diminish as they listen to a verbal message and transcribe the message into written form while listening to 
the next portion of the verbal message. This can be a demanding task for some, impossible for others. 

Departmental staff meetings are common forums utilized to disseminate both formal and informal 
information in the workplace. These meetings are also the most likely situation where misunderstandings 
may occur for deaf and hard-of-hearing employees who may not hear all the information being presented. 
The use of a certified interpreter would appear to be an ideal accommodation for a deaf employee. 
However, hiring a certified interpreter is often foregone for a variety of reasons. Hard-of-hearing 
employees who do not know sign language do not have the option of using a sign language interpreter, 
regardless of whether one is available. The actual impact of this situation has not been measured on either 
the deaf or hard-of-hearing employee or on the hearing co-worker who is asked to transcribe. In fact, the 
deaf or hard-of-hearing employee may not even be aware that they may be missing information. 

This study examined the information that is passed from a hearing co-worker, who is acting in the 
role of transcriber, to his or her deaf or hard-of-hearing co-worker during a videotaped demonstration. 
Content analysis was used to examine the material that was transcribed to the written page to determine if 
the meaning of the original message was adequately conveyed in written form.  
 

BACKGROUND 
 
Temporal Aspects of Conveying Meaning 
 

Much of the research (Crampton, Hodge, & Mishra Winter 1998; Kurland & Pelled Apr 2000; Monge 
& Eisenberg 1987; Nelson 2001; Young Fall 1998) on informal communication uses common adjectives 
and adverbs to describe the unique aspects of this form of communication. They include: dynamic, face-
to-face, discretionary, lacking hierarchy, off the record, unregulated or uncontrollable, fluid, spontaneous, 
and fast. Given these descriptors, the very idea of purposefully interjecting an interpretation in the midst 
of the flow of information has the potential to create a great deal of dissonance for the hearing co-worker. 
They are simultaneously challenged with the task of interpreting or transcribing a message on behalf of 
the deaf or hard-of-hearing employee while maintaining his or her own participation in the dialog. Not 
only is the temporal flow of information disrupted, the hearing employee faces the prospect of partially 
removing him or herself from the stream of communication by their very intervention. This important 
concept suggests a major reason informal communication in the workplace often fails or is less than 
adequate for deaf and hard-of-hearing employees compared to formal communication (Foster 1992). 
Goffman (1981) suggests that during verbal interaction, norms regarding interruptions, simultaneous talk 
and withholding answers help facilitate the smooth flow of information. When the flow is punctuated by 
the act of interpreting or transcribing, these norms are disrupted – that is unless interpreting and 
transcribing has become part of the norm. Despite this possibility, the interjection of interpreting into the 
conversation alters the dynamics of the exchange for both the interpreter and the deaf employee.  
    
Bridging the Gap of Access to Informal Networks 
 

Deaf employees who sign often report feelings of isolation when they work in environments where 
the primary language is English (or some other spoken language) (Foster July 1987; Glass & Elliott Fall 
1993). When we consider the different means of disseminating formal versus informal information in the 
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workplace, it is not surprising to learn that deaf employees are generally more successful at accessing 
formal rather than informal information (Foster 1992). It is not unusual for vital information that readily 
flows through the informal communication network not to reach deaf and hard-of-hearing employees, 
furthering his or her feelings of isolation and promoting feelings of anger and resentment. Having access 
to informal communication in the workplace is vital to employee well being, especially when dealing with 
a highly stigmatized condition such as hearing loss. 

Despite the best efforts of the hearing co-worker acting as interpreter or transcriber, the information 
emanating from the informal communication network still may not reach the deaf or hard-of-hearing 
employee. The information that does reach the employee may be colored by the choices the hearing co-
worker makes as to the way they convey the message and the verbiage he or she chooses to use. The role 
of interpreting or transcribing places the information source (a single person or group of people), the 
hearing co-worker who is accommodating the deaf or hard-of-hearing employee, and the deaf or hard-of 
hearing employee in an interactive discourse that is heavily weighed by the interpreter or transcriber’s 
influence on the way he or she translates meaning. A variety of factors influence the message that is sent 
and received including the language used; the tempo of the original message; whether there is a 
disconnect between the original message, the interpreter’s personal style, and the requirements needed to 
accomplish the task of interpreting; conscious and subconscious decisions regarding what is important 
and what can be discarded; and the determination of what is in the best interest of the interpreter and in 
the best interest of the deaf or hard-of hearing co-worker, which may conflict. A tension may exist 
between an interpreter or transcriber’s desire to help his or her co-worker by accommodating the 
employee and the interpreter or transcriber’s desire to be an active part of the discourse. During the act of 
interpreting or transcribing, the hearing co-worker must momentarily step back from active participation 
in the exchange of information. 

Departmental meetings are a common activity in most organizations. During departmental meetings, 
the informal and impromptu nature of the meeting often makes hiring an interpreter impractical. The 
timing or duration of the meeting often preempts the amount of time it takes to schedule or expense of 
hiring an interpreter to accommodate deaf or hard-of-hearing employees. This situation also has the 
potential to limit a hard-of-hearing employee’s access to all the information being disseminated. This 
scenario is an ideal setting to be studied due to the relatively high frequency in which departmental 
meetings occur and their common use to disseminate informal information in a top-down fashion. The 
different types of information that are disseminated constitute part of the decision-making process to 
determine whether a certified interpreter would be appropriate during informal meetings in the workplace. 
Anecdotally, it has long been assumed that using a co-worker instead of a certified interpreter to 
accommodate the deaf or hard-of-hearing employee puts the employee at a very distinct disadvantage to 
his or her hearing co-workers in terms of the nature, extent and accuracy of the information the employee 
receives. 

 
Temporal Flow 
 

One of the reasons for the less than desirable results of interpreting informal information by a hearing 
co-worker may lie in the very nature of informal communication networks. This is because the very act of 
interpreting by a hearing co-worker disrupts the flow of information, slows it down, and removes some of 
the spontaneity of the thought process. Not only does the flow become “unnatural” for the deaf or hard-
of-hearing employee, this is also the case for the hearing co-worker who is interpreting or transcribing. 
For instance, while the hearing co-worker is engaged in the act of transcribing, he or she may find that 
they are temporarily disconnected from the conversation. Re-establishing participation in the conversation 
is not an impossible task but requires an effort that may quickly become tiresome. While the deaf or hard-
of-hearing employee may be grateful for the disruption in that, as flawed as it may be, the disruption has 
provided them access to the information exchange, the hearing co-worker may feel conflicted by the level 
of dissonance the disruption can create. 
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Hall (1989) argues that there is a highly patterned hidden level of culture with unspoken, implicit 
rules of behavior and thought that controls everything we do. Conversations in any language have a 
tempo. Entraining yourself (synchronizing rhythms) to this tempo is critical to the group process. 
Bluedorn (2002) makes the claim that entrainment is necessary to achieve at least a minimal level of 
organizational functioning and effectiveness. Who has not felt the dissonance created by the disruption of 
the tempo of a comic’s routine by a heckler or the lack of timing in a punch line? Another example might 
be the desire to silence a co-worker who constantly interrupts a group meeting. Hall is convinced that few 
people can function outside the narrow limits of their own rhythm system. There is a tendency to 
deliberately attempt a calibration of the two different systems and bring them in phase. 

Add to this the idea that conversations tend to be monochronic – that is, they are linear. One idea 
follows another and once it is conveyed, turning back to convey ideas already verbalized throws off the 
tempo of the conversation. Given that human nature tends to minimize interruptions that inhibit the 
natural flow or rhythm of information, we can begin to understand why the act of transcribing runs 
contrary to this norm. 

The temporal flow plays a key role in the length and depth of most conversations. The same may be 
true for hearing co-workers transcribing informal information in the workplace. The dissonance felt by 
the hearing person due to the unnatural temporal flow of information may prompt a shorter transcription 
of the original message. The truncation of the message may also be an unconscious attempt to minimize 
the loss of the hearing co-worker’s own participation within the informal communication discourse. 

 
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 
The complex nature of the workplace demands several theoretical frames. On the surface, Blau’s 

(2003) social exchange theory helps describe the economics of the act of interpreting or transcribing, 
regardless of whether it is done willingly or because it is assigned by a manager. Aspects of entrainment, 
tempo, flow, communication norms, and decision processes regarding what to write down and how to 
convey meaning all play a role in what the hearing co-worker puts on the written page. Setting language 
barriers aside for the moment, what is written directly impacts what is understood by the deaf or hard-of-
hearing co-worker.  
 
Social Exchange Theory 
 

Blau (2003) defines social exchange as the “voluntary actions of individuals that are motivated by the 
returns they are expected to bring and typically do, in fact, bring from others” (p. 91). The relationship 
between the deaf or hard-of-hearing employee and their hearing co-workers develops within a larger 
social environment where other relationships both cause and affect the processes within the social system 
(Scanzoni 1979). Social exchange theory posits that close relationships, whether referring to friendship, 
kinship, or intimate relationship, are characterized by high interdependency (Huston & Burgess 1979; 
Scanzoni 1979). There is an assumption that social interests are anchored in self-interest and that social 
exchange always entails elements of both intrinsic and extrinsic importance for the participants (Blau, 
2003). 

Social exchange theory proclaims that an individual will do a “favor” for another with the expectation 
that the favor will be reciprocated in the near future (Blau 2003). And if it is not and the relationship 
becomes “one-sided”, the individual who feels the inequity will try to restore the equity (Scanzoni 1979) 
or the attachment will eventually dissolve. However, Blau (2003) also states that a person may obtain 
social rewards from a co-worker without incurring an obligation to reciprocate. Rather than obtain some 
extrinsic reward for their actions, the act itself can be considered a net gain as opposed to a net cost. A co-
worker of a deaf or hard-of-hearing employee may be assigned the task of transcribing by his or her 
manager or he or she may volunteer. If the co-worker is asked to do this often and is not doing so 
voluntarily, feelings of inequity may develop over time particularly if the task is not shared equally 
among the rest of the hearing co-workers within the group. However, the reward may be in pleasing the 



16  Journal of the North American Management Society Balsamo 

manager by doing what is asked. For those who volunteer, the action may be rewarding enough to 
motivate its continuation. The fact that equity can be obtained through the act itself implies a more 
complex situation than merely quid-pro-quo. 

In an actual office situation, the deaf or hard-of-hearing and hearing co-workers would normally have 
some sort of working relationship. They may have been co-workers for days or years. They may be 
friends with an affinity towards each other or they may not like each other at all. For whatever reason, the 
manager may think he or she is assigning the task to the appropriate person or the assignment may be 
random. Some individuals might take the assignment seriously and do their utmost to transcribe to the 
best of their ability. Some may not and do as little as they think they can get away with without incurring 
the wrath of their manager. Each of these behaviors incurs benefits and costs. The equity the employee 
seeks will be determined by what the employee values and is unique to each individual. 

 
Temporal Norms 
 

The hearing co-worker, naturally, has a desire to be part of the discourse. In fact, they have a vested 
interest in paying attention since some of the information may pertain to them. They may also have a 
desire to transcribe well either for the benefit of their co-worker or because his or her manager would 
approve. They may be able to do both at a level that is satisfactory to everyone involved. Or they may not 
be able to do both at the same time, in which case choices throughout the discourse need to be made. 

The tempo of the discourse plays a key role in what is transcribed and the way the meaning is 
conveyed. Goffman (1981) argued that norms exist that help facilitate the smooth flow of information 
which may include unwritten rules about interruptions, even if clarification is needed. Hall (1989) takes 
this further by adding that our culture is “highly patterned” with unspoken, implicit rules of behavior. He 
noted that each person has his or her own rhythm that each tries to calibrate to the system he or she is 
presently in. Sometimes we are successful and sometimes we are not. When the latter occurs, dissonance 
is felt. Similar to Hall, Bluedorn (2002) describes communication as highly entrained, with a tempo and 
flow that does not feel right when it is disrupted. 

These everyday aspects of communication are punctuated when the act of transcribing comes into 
play. It does not matter if the person asked to accommodate the deaf or hard-of hearing employee is 
highly trained or is a layperson. Both need to cope with the tempo, flow, and entrainment aspects of 
communication. Paraphrasing often becomes necessary in an effort to keep up with the discourse. Some 
individuals may not be good at writing and listening at the same time. The transcriber may be interrupted 
by the deaf or hard-of-hearing co-worker when clarification is needed. This momentary absence from the 
discourse might prove difficult to recover from as they try to entrain themselves back into the flow of 
information. They may even lag in their level of transcription due to an overwhelming interest in the 
information they are listening to, fatigue, or forgetfulness regarding the duty they have been assigned. All 
these possibilities have the potential to affect what is transcribed, including the language used to convey 
meaning and, consequently, what is ultimately understood by the deaf or hard-of-hearing employee. 

While the temporal aspects of communication may force choices regarding what is conveyed by the 
hearing co-worker and how the meaning is conveyed, personal choice also comes into play. What one 
person thinks is important may not be the same as what someone else thinks. When we are forced to 
choose to convey one thing over another, we each bring a unique decision-making process to the table. 
Unfortunately, the deaf or hard-of-hearing employee is at the mercy of his or her co-worker and must 
assume that what is being conveyed accurately reflects the original message. 

The verbal English speech is being transcribed to written English so we will be able to examine the 
meaning behind the original message and the transcription. Whether or not the two messages are similar 
greatly impacts whether the deaf or hard-of-hearing employee has equal access to the same information 
his or her hearing co-workers do.  

In this study, meaning may be different for the researcher, the participant, and the deaf or hard-of-
hearing co-worker who is relying on the transcription both in terms of the conceptual meaning as well as 
the translation they may need to make from written English to their primary language of American Sign 
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Language (ASL). This study eliminates the variability of the deaf co-worker by not including their 
understanding of the meaning of the transcription. This leaves the meaning inferred by the researcher and 
the participant. To make this an easier process, the text is segmented into semantic units or propositions.  

 
Unit of Measurement  

 
The unit of measurement used in this study is a semantic unit. While the definition of a semantic unit 

varies depending on the application, what is critical to the analysis is consistency across coders. To 
accomplish this goal the researcher must remove as much of the ambiguity as possible. One way to do 
this is to clarify the definition of the variables used to quantify the accuracy of the semantic unit. Cokely 
(1992) draws on previous work done by Barik (1971) describing the omissions, additions, and errors 
present during simultaneous interpretation and applies them to his basic socio-linguistic model in which a 
target language message may deviate from a source language message. He calls these “miscues” and they 
include omissions, additions, substitutions, intrusions, and anomalies. Cokely used these deviations in a 
slightly different way than is needed for this study. The source language and target language (translation) 
in Cokely’s study were two different languages making intrusions and anomalies a necessary deviation 
choice. In the present study, the target language and source language are the same. The remaining three 
deviations defined by Cokely (and are similar to Barik) are Omissions, Additions and Substitutions. 

Cokely (1992) computed the error rate for each person being studied nominally. Each miscue is 
counted as a single unit and then totaled for each participant being measured. He then provided a 
percentage for each type of miscue based on the total number of miscues. Barik (1971), on the other hand, 
quantified the number and, consequently, percentage of omissions, additions and substitutions per 100 
words to arrive at a rating for each interpreter. While each of these methods provides an objective 
measure for evaluating an interpreter’s accuracy, their use as a means of calculating the error rate is not 
exactly appropriate for the current study. The present study adapted these two methods by taking 
advantage of whole sentence structure in arriving at the meaning of the transcription. 

The present study attempts to measure a transcribed message from verbal English to written English. 
In the case of note taking as a means of accommodation, a transcription is the only product available for 
study, making an objective as opposed to a subjective measurement applicable. 

 
METHODS 

 
Drawing on the variables Cokely (1992) identified as having a direct impact on the quality of an 

interpretation, the study recorded and examined the kind of information passed from a hearing participant 
acting in the role of interpreter (using transcription methods) to a deaf or hard-of-hearing person via 
written English during a videotaped presentation. The meaning of the transcriptions was examined and 
compared to the original message’s meaning to determine its accuracy.  

Each of 68 participants viewed a 13-minute prerecorded video presentation (Three participants were 
eventually removed as outliers leaving a sample size of 65 participants.). The subject matter of the video 
focused on the actions required in the event of a robbery in a retail store. The video was recorded using 
actors communicating in verbal English. The video was an actual training presentation that had been 
made to company employees in the past. The video was chosen because of its similarity to a short 
meeting that might not lend itself to hiring an interpreter due to its length.  
 
Data Collection Instrument 

 
The first measurement instrument was a modified version of one Strong and Rudser (1985) designed 

at the University of California’s Center on Deafness. The instrument was developed to provide an 
objective assessment of sign language interpreters. The instrument was based on prior the research 
conducted by Barik (1971) and modified by Cokely (1992) discussed earlier. The current instrument 
modifies the Strong and Rudser method because the current study is based on note taking, not interpreter 
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accuracy which was the focus of the Strong and Rudser method. The current version used in this study 
focuses on dividing the stimulus text (or verbal message) into “propositions” containing single semantic 
ideas.  

The response text (written transcription) was also divided into propositions and the two were 
compared. The initial assessment determined whether the proposition was accurate, inaccurate, modified 
or missing. If the proposition was modified, then further assessment was used to determine whether the 
modification included one or more substitutions, additions or omissions. For more detailed information on 
the scoring method, see full dissertation (Balsamo 2006). 

 
RESULTS 

 
Research Question 1 Results 

 
The first research question asked was: 
 
RQ1: What type of information is transcribed by a hearing participant during a verbal English staged 

video presentation in a workplace setting? 
 

Several observations could be made by analyzing the transcriptions about the process of note taking. The 
video contained some unique characteristics that help shed some light on what the participants attended to 
and what they did not. The term “attended to” is used to indicate what the participants transcribed as an 
indication of what they read, heard, or saw. It is quite possible to attend to two or more modes of 
communication and only transcribe one. It is assumed that what was transcribed was attended to at a 
higher level than what was not transcribed. 

First the mode of communication used in the video was examined to determine whether participants 
attended to the verbal, textual and/or visual messages conveyed. Further analysis was done to determine it 
there was a trend from beginning to end in the level of transcription rate. Finally, the content of the 
propositions was examined to determine if those propositions that were transcribed the most and the least 
differed in terms of perceived importance to the participants. 

 
Mode of Communication Transcribed 
 

The mode of communication in the video was primarily verbal. However, throughout the video, 
textual messages reinforced the verbal messages by being displayed on the screen while the verbal 
message was being presented. At other points during the video, visual examples were used to reinforce 
the verbal message by showing the participant how to display certain behaviors. 

In some instances, the words used in the verbal message were not exactly the same as the words used 
in the textual message. The words chosen for use in the transcription indicate which mode of 
communication was attended to the most during the presentation. Table 1 outlines the results of this 
analysis. As noted, the verbal message is transcribed at a significantly higher rate than the textual 
message. Although there are only three instances where verbal and textual messages varied, these 
instances give us a glimpse into whether the participant attends to the verbal message or the textual 
message by examining the terms used in the transcription. These results would support the notion that the 
verbal message was attended to more often than the textual message. In fact, anecdotal evidence from 
participant comments after data collection was complete supports these results. Quite a few participants 
commented that note taking was difficult under any circumstance and in many instances did not afford the 
opportunity to watch the video to see the textual messages.  

Another mode of communication that was used in addition to the verbal message included visual 
examples that served to reinforce the verbal message. On three occasions, role-playing was used to 
demonstrate techniques that should be used during a robbery. The first instance of role-play was indicated 
in the transcriptions by 16 of the 65 participants (25%). The second role-play incident was indicated by 3 
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participants (5%) and the third by 4 participants (6%). This would indicate that visual examples that serve 
to reinforce verbal messages are not attended to during note taking. In other words, participants may 
watch the visual message, but rarely does the message end up in some form on the written page. There 
does not seem to be any indication as to why the instance of the first role-play was transcribed at a much 
higher rate than the second two. 

 
TABLE 1 

RESULTS OF MODE OF COMMUNICATION ATTENDED TO BY PARTICIPANTS 
 

 Message Attended to 
 Verbal Textual Other No Transcription 
Proposition 53 20% 15% 27% 38% 
Proposition 54 71% 7.5% 7.5% 14% 
Proposition 111 40% 29% 3% 28% 

 
 
Transcription Rate From Beginning to End 
 

Due to the relative difference in size between the introduction, body and concluding section, it 
seemed appropriate to segment the propositions into equal parts analyze the transcriptions to see if a trend 
in transcription rate existed. When the propositions were segmented into 10 equal segments, it became 
very clear that no trend existed as the video progresses from beginning to end. By examining when the 
transcription rates rise and fall, we are able to see what may have been impacting them. When the 
propositions were sorted by transcription rate from high to low, nearly all of those that were transcribed 
by more than 50% of the participants were defined as primary propositions used to identify themes for the 
thematic scoring method used later in this study. 

Despite the assumption that writing fatigue may impact the transcription rate as we move from 
beginning to end, an overriding factor seems to be the decision-making process of transcribing primary 
propositions regardless of whether the task is at the beginning, middle or end of the time continuum. 
Based on these results, there is no decreasing trend from beginning to end. 

 
Transcription of Proposition Content 
 

The actual content of the top 5% of the propositions that were transcribed and the bottom 5% of the 
propositions was examined. In doing so, one can understand the decision-making process participants go 
through during the note taking process. It is virtually impossible for an individual to transcribe every 
proposition, even if done so with modifications. At some point, a complex decision must be made 
whether the proposition holds enough saliency to warrant an attempt to transcribe it given the temporal 
realities that are present. Time frames differ throughout the presentation. Pauses and duplicate 
propositions provide temporal breaks in the flow of information. At the same time, the transcribing 
process (i.e. the act of writing) may interfere with the act of listening (or reading or observing), causing 
time frames to overlap. 

By counting the number of participants who transcribed a particular proposition, we can rank their 
order from highest to lowest. In the case of the bottom 5%, 41 propositions (17.3%) were not transcribed 
by any of the participants. The data suggest that there is a qualitative difference in the content of the top 
and bottom 5% of the transcriptions. The top 5% of the transcriptions contain message content that seem 
more germane to the video topic than the bottom 5%. The top 5% could be characterized as “bullet point” 
items that could serve to outline the topic in question. These might also be characterized as “primary 
messages”. In fact, 10 of the top 12 propositions are directly related to one of the 25 themes developed for 
the thematic scoring method used later in this study. These themes are broader in meaning than the 
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propositions themselves and often span more than one proposition. However, the broad characteristics of 
the thematic units limit the amount of context that can be associated with the theme. 

 
The bottom 5% of the propositions can be characterized as “secondary messages” that add depth and 

context to the primary messages. These messages aid in creating a smooth transition from one theme to 
the next with an increased understanding of the main message point (i.e. bullet point). It seems that when 
a decision was made to transcribe a proposition, three factors may have come into play. Aside from the 
factor that a participant may have simply choose not to transcribe a message, he or she may have made a 
judgment as to the importance of the proposition to the overall subject matter of the presentation.  

A secondary consideration, which may override the “importance” factor, is the temporal aspects in 
play at the time the proposition was stated. If there is a temporal break in the message, secondary 
messages were sometimes transcribed until a primary message takes precedence. The temporal aspects of 
the task of note taking can interfere with the completion of the proposition. One proposition was started 
and documented until another more important message was heard, causing the participant to halt the first 
and transcribe the second. 

 
Research Question 2 Results 
 

The second research question asked was: 
 
RQ2: How accurate is the transcription by a hearing participant from a verbal English staged video 

presentation to written English in a workplace setting? 
 

This question was analyzed from several directions. The concept of accuracy varies depending on the 
definition used. In this study, accuracy was defined in three ways. At the most basic level, accuracy is 
measured as the number of transcribed propositions. A second method, and somewhat less mechanical 
measure, would include some measure for errors as defined in S & R’s method of scoring. Finally, a third 
measure can be achieved at a thematic level, which takes into account meaning at a broader level, but 
loses some specificity that is present using the S & R method. 
 
Accuracy by Proposition Count 
 

The maximum number of propositions in this study was 237. Each proposition represented a semantic 
unit derived from the original script of the video. One can compute the average number of propositions 
that were transcribed by the participants to ascertain a percentage of the total number of propositions. 
Here, the average number of transcribed propositions was 37.03 or 15.62%. This calculation includes 
propositions that were transcribed accurately, inaccurately, or modified in some way (Table 2). As noted 
in Table 3, some of the transcribed propositions were inaccurate. If these are removed, the total 
propositions that were transcribed accurately or modified in some way is reduced to 14.79%. 

 
TABLE 2 

Accuracy Based on Transcribed Proposition Results 
 

 Accurate Inaccurate Modified Total 
Transcribed 

Missing Total 
Propositions 

Avg. Score 18.26 1.97 16.80 37.03 199.97 237 
Percent 7.70% 0.83% 7.09% 15.62% 84.38% 100% 
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Accuracy by Strong and Rudser Scoring Method 
 

The S & R method of scoring takes into account the number of errors present when a proposition was 
transcribed. These errors were measured as a subset under the “modified” heading described above. The 
errors may include substitutions, additions, and omissions. An accurate transcription received a score of 
“10 points”. A proposition that was modified in some way had a point subtracted from 10 for each error 
that was made. The composite score is a reflection of the quantity and quality of the transcription as 
measured against the original script. 

The maximum number of points that could be scored using the S & R method was 2,370 (10 points 
each for 237 propositions). Each proposition is given equal weight regardless of its perceived 
significance. The participants in this study averaged 327.88 points or 13.83%. Table 3 illustrates the 
errors made and their average frequency. Note that the total error percentage is the difference between 
accurate and modified transcription count percentage and the average S & R method score. The frequency 
distribution for the total score using the S & R scoring method follows a normal curve with all the results 
falling within 2.396 standard deviations from the mean. 

 
TABLE 3 

ACCURACY USING STRONG AND RUDSER’S SCORING METHOD 
 

Modified Substitution Addition Omission Total 
Errors 

Average 
Score 

16.8 5.02 2.12 15.6 22.74 327.88 
7.09% 0.21% 0.09% 0.66% 0.96% 13.83% 

 
Accuracy Based on Themes 

 
Scores were calculated based on theme representation due to some concerns with the 

mechanical nature of the S & R scoring method. 25 themes were identified as germane to the 
video. Each participant’s transcription was read to determine whether each of the themes was 
present (1) or absent/incorrect (0) and scored accordingly. Then a total score was computed. The 
scoring for themes ranged from 0 to 25. The average score across all participants was 17.14 
points (68.56%) with a standard deviation of 2.904.  

The results above indicate three measures of accuracy and are representative of the amount 
and accuracy of information transcribed by hearing participants via note taking. The first two are 
based on transcriptions of propositions and the third based on transcriptions of thematic units. 
Accuracy based on accurate and modified proposition count averaged 14.79%. Accuracy based 
on the S & R scoring method averaged 13.83%. Accuracy based on thematic units averaged 
68.56 %.  

 
DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

 
Type of Transcribed Information 
 

   The modes of communication that were examined included those that were verbal, textual and/or 
visual. Verbal messages seem to be attended to more often than either textual or visual messages. All of 
the participants were able to hear the presentation. Taking notes forces the participant to rely on all their 
senses to receive the message. In this case, they had the opportunity to view the screen for textual and 
visual messages as well as hear what was being said. For most people, writing requires looking at the 
page to accomplish the task legibly. Since the task at hand required that someone else (the deaf or hard-
of-hearing co-worker) be able to read the transcription, some effort had to be made to make it legible. It is 



22  Journal of the North American Management Society Balsamo 

logical to assume that the participant would rely on the sense of hearing over the other senses.  In doing 
so, the participant is able to focus their effort on writing, resulting in a higher level of looking at the page 
instead of the video screen. 

   Based on the study results, writing fatigue can most likely be ruled out but there still might have 
been some initial enthusiasm that waned as time went on. There seems to be some decision-making 
process going on about what to write and what not to write. The proposition rate rises significantly 
whenever a primary proposition is present and falls whenever a secondary proposition is present. This 
would indicate that a decision is made to transcribe a proposition when it is perceived to be important by 
the participant.  

   The content of the transcriptions is critical to the overall level of understanding of the message for 
the deaf co-worker. Obviously, the more propositions that are transcribed accurately, the better. But some 
propositions seem to hold more saliency than others for the hearing participants. A decision process is in 
play as temporal realities interfere with one’s ability to write a proposition. Participants seem to choose to 
transcribe primary or “bullet point” propositions over secondary propositions. Figure 1 illustrates a 
conceptual model of what might be happening during this decision process.  

In Figure 1 the larger shapes represent the primary propositions or themes of the presentation. The 
pieces falling below the screen represent the secondary propositions. They also represent much of the 
context and details within the presentation. This is an important point to consider. Note taking is a means 
of accommodating deaf and hard-of-hearing people in the workplace. Note taking allows for a higher 
level of access to information. However, it does not translate to “equal access” that we strive for in the 
Americans with Disabilities Act. One can argue that note taking is a happy medium between the pre-
planning required and cost of hiring a certified interpreter or arranging for real-time captioning for more 
informal and impromptu presentations. But for the deaf and hard-of-hearing employee, it does not 
represent equal access to information. When we transcribe the themes without the context, have we given 
the deaf employee all the information needed for job success? Does this put the deaf employee at a 
disadvantage to the hearing people working in the same office? These are hard questions to answer. Since 
we have not measured what the hearing participants have understood from their participation in the 
presentation compared to the deaf participant’s understanding of the presentation from the transcription, 
we can only speculate that a disadvantage exists. 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 
FIGURE 1 

CONCEPTUAL DIAGRAM OF DECISION-MAKING PROCESS 
 
Accuracy of Transcriptions 
 

   The second research question asks about the accuracy of transcribing. Accuracy in this study is 
measured in three different ways. Accuracy based on proposition count (those that were accurate or 
modified) measured 14.79%. This is a somewhat mechanical way of measuring accuracy in that each 
proposition is assigned the same weight regardless of perceived importance or errors made in 
transcribing. 

 

Context 

Themes 
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   The modified S & R method of scoring takes into account these errors and reduces the accuracy to 
13.83%. Another way of looking at this is that 84.38% of the propositions are missing and have no 
representation in the transcription. While this figure may seem alarmingly high, this may not be the case 
when we consider the relative importance of each of the propositions to the participant. 

   The S & R method of scoring does not take into account any level of perceived importance of the 
propositions by the participant. What gets transcribed is a conscious decision as to its relative importance 
to other propositions given the temporal realities in play while the message is being conveyed. Given that 
decisions such as these are being made, we have to assume that not everything will be transcribed. In fact, 
it would not be possible for someone to transcribe even half of the propositions. 

With this in mind, it seemed logical to go back to the original script to identify the major themes or 
primary propositions that a participant might perceive as being important enough to transcribe. In doing 
so, we have a third way of measuring the quality of the transcriptions. The average score across these 25 
themes was 68.56%. This is a much higher score than the other two accuracy measurements. This is to be 
expected. The themes cast a wider net across multiple propositions so that the chance of a participant 
capturing it in their transcription is more likely. A participant has the potential to score very high using 
this method of scoring, but in the process may transcribe only part of the meaning and limit the level of 
understanding the deaf or hard-of-hearing co-worker achieves. The deaf or hard-of-hearing co-worker 
may understand at a very basic level what the proposition means, but may not be able to put it into the 
context of what to do during a robbery. 

 
FUTURE RESEARCH 

 
The end result of note taking lies not only in how much information a deaf or hard-of-hearing 

employee receives, but in how much they understand. Like the game where messages are relayed from 
person to person and the end message is far from the initial message in meaning, the same can be said 
about note taking. A hearing person has the opportunity to make judgments about the intended meaning. 
Misunderstandings may occur due to a poor message being conveyed or they may occur because of a lack 
of understanding on the part of the recipient. When note taking is used, the deaf or hard-of-hearing 
recipient not only has to contend with whether a good, concise message has been sent, the intermediary’s 
understanding of the message must also be considered. In addition, temporal realities may interfere with 
the level of understanding and interfere with what makes it onto the page in written form. 

Future research might include a post-test of the participants who simply view and listen to the 
presentation, those who take notes during the presentation, and those who read the transcriptions (the deaf 
and hard-of-hearing people) to see if one group has a higher level of understanding. Including both deaf 
and hard-of-hearing (including late-deafened adults) would provide an opportunity to control for language 
barriers (i.e. the primary language being sign language for most deaf people and English for most late-
deafened people in the United States). Finally, given the significance of sign language skills on the 
transcription score, more research needs to be done on the knowledge of sign language as it relates to 
transcription accuracy. The difference may lie in the learning styles or specific profiles of signers.  
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Abstract: This study aims to examine the impact of quality of work life on organizational commitment and 
further to explore the moderating role of personal attributes (gender, age, and education level) on the 
relationship between quality of work life programs and organizational commitment. Using a sample of 
1229 from a leading DIY retailer in Taiwan, this study achieves some meaningful conclusions. The 
programs of QWL have significant and positive impact on employees’ organizational commitment. 
Additionally, the effects of QWL practices on organizational commitment for different groups are 
distinctive. For example, the dimensions of QWL such as ‘promotion and career development’, ‘job 
characteristics’, ‘training and learning’ and ‘leadership quality’ have greater influence on male 
employees’ organizational commitment than that of female. On the other hand, the dimensions of ‘benefits’ 
and ‘salary and bonus’ have greater influence on female employees’ organizational commitment than 
male. The findings of this research provide managers a meaningful decision choice on QWL program 
design to get a better organizational commitment outcome. 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Nowadays improving employees’ quality of work life (QWL) has become an important issue in 
human resources management. This is because the improvement of QWL increases organizational 
communication, productivity growth and job satisfaction (Lukas, 1993). QWL also reduces the possibility 
of slowdown, absence, turnover, accident, and grievance (Havlovic, 1991). Fields and Thacker (1992) 
find that the programs of QWL enhance employees’ organizational commitment and harmonize industrial 
relations. However, the dimensions of QWL are multi-aspects includes equal rewards, safety of job 
environment, job security, benefits, communication, career development, employee participation, and 
esteem (Cascio, 1998). To find out which QWL practices have stronger effects than other practices on 
enhancing employees’ behavior and attitudes will be more meaningful for human resource managers.  

Additionally, different aspects of QWL program may have different attractiveness for different 
individuals. For example, to factory operators, the needs of salary, benefit and job safety may higher than 
meaningful and challengeable job characteristics. While for R&D and engineers, meaningful work and 
opportunities of decision participation are the main consideration for attaching to organization. Another 
example is that job security and health insurance programs may have higher effects on increasing aged 
workers’ commitment. Contrary, young workers may prefer growth and development programs than 
equitable rewards and benefits. Hence, it is meaningful to examine the impacts of different practices of 
QWL on organizational commitment and explore whether there is moderating effects of personal 
attributes on the relationship between QWL practices and organizational commitment. Findings of this 
study not only enlarge the knowledge of the impacts of QWL practices, but also brighten the strategic 
selection of QWL practices for different categories employees.  

 
Quality of Work Life and Organizational Commitment 
 

The term of “quality of work life (QWL)” was first introduced in 1972 and received more attention 
after United Auto Workers and General Motors initiated a QWL program as part of their work reforms 
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(May, Lau and Johnson1999). Danna and Griffin (1999) view QWL as a concept that includes life 
satisfaction, job satisfaction, and work-specific facet satisfaction such as satisfaction with pay, co-workers, 
supervisor, among others. May et al., (1999) defined QWL as the favorable conditions and environments 
of a workplace that support and promote employee satisfaction by providing them with rewards, job 
security, and growth opportunities. Although there is no formal definition of QWL, industrial 
psychologists and management scholars agree in general that the construct of QWL deals with the well 
being of employees (Sirgy et al., 2001). The basic objectives of QWL programs are to improve working 
conditions and promote organizational effectiveness.  

Based on need satisfaction and spillover theories, Sirgy and his colleagues (2001) measured QWL 
in terms of satisfaction of seven needs (safety and health, economic and family, social, esteem, 
actualization, knowledge, and aesthetic). They then categorized the sources of rewards into work 
environment, job requirements, supervisory behavior, and ancillary programs. Batt and Valcour (2003) 
argue that employers should take a broad range of human resource practices as components of systems to 
meet work and family demands. Following previous research, QWL in this study is viewed as the 
favorable conditions and environments of the eight work/life dimensions: promotion and career 
development, job characteristics, benefits, training and learning, work-family relationship, compensation 
and incentives, supervisor’s leadership and colleague’s relationship. 

Why is quality of work life important? Findings of previous studies (Andolsek and Stebe, 2004; 
Danna and Griffin, 1999; Fields and Thacker, 1992; May, Lau, and Johnson, 1999; Parker and Kohlmeyer, 
2005) indicated that implementing better work and life quality practices resulted in improved job 
satisfaction, higher organizational commitment, higher productivity and efficiency, reduced absenteeism, 
and lower turnover. This study focuses on the impact of QWL on organizational commitment. This is 
because extensive reviews of literature demonstrate that organizational commitment is related to high job 
performance (e.g., Mowday et al., 1974), overall organizational effectiveness (e.g., Steers, 1977), and low 
employee turnover (e.g., Porter et al., 1974).  

The concept of organizational commitment is based on the assumption that commitment is 
comprised of three factors: (1) a strong belief and acceptance of the organizational goals and values; (2) a 
readiness to exert effort on behalf of the organization; and (3) a strong desire to remain a member of the 
organization (Mowday et al., 1979).  It is expected that a worker who enjoys a better quality of work and 
life via the QWL practices of his/her employing organization may bearing a positive attitude to the 
organization, and this attitude results in commitment to the organization. Based on that logic, it is 
hypothesized that QWL has a positive and significant impact on organizational commitment (Hypothesis 
1 or H1). Beyond testing H1, this work wants further to investigate which components of QWL are more 
important in explaining the variance of commitment than other components. 

 
The Moderating Effect of Personal Attributes 
 

As we mentioned that QWL program is the design and implementation of favorable conditions and 
environments in a workplace that support and promote employee satisfaction by providing them with 
rewards, job security, and growth opportunities. However, people pursue what kind and what level of 
needs is contingent on individuals’ attributes. Some may prefer pay, job security, and other family needs. 
Some may hope organization provides him/her the realization of one’s potential within the organization 
and as a professional. Also some others may put knowledge and aesthetics needs as the priority. In 
general, people will pursue what kind and what level of needs is based on ones’ own personal attributes. 
If one’s needs are fulfilled by the organization, he or she may have higher organization identification. 
Hence, we may infer that personal attributes play the moderating role in the relationship between quality 
of work life and organizational commitment.  

 
1. Gender Effect 
 
 Warr and Payne (1982) mentioned that the source of job satisfaction and concerning aspects are 
different between male and female. Female pays more attention on interpersonal relationship, health and 
wellness program, job security, and family activity. On the other hand, male are more concerning job 
characteristics, promotion and development, salary and compensation. From the viewpoints of needs 
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theory, it is reasonable to expect that the influence of the object on one’s attitude and motivation will be 
stronger when the person has higher demand on that object. Therefore, it is assumed that:   

                     Hypothesis 2-1: The components of ‘promotion & career development’ and ‘job characteristics’ 
have greater influences on male employees’ organizational commitment than that of female; while 
‘colleague’s relationship’ and ‘work-family balance’ have stronger impact on female employees’ 
organizational commitment than that of male (H 2-1) 

 
2. Age Effect 
 

Wilcock and Wright (1991) examined Canadian textile industry employees found that the 
expectation and satisfaction on the aspects of quality of work life varied by ages. Investigated American 
computer industry employees, Manz (1992) got the same conclusions as Wilock and Wright did. In 
Taiwan, Lee’s (1999) research result suggested young workers think job achievement, growth and 
learning opportunity are more important than other QWL aspects. Contrary, aged workers pay more 
attention on job security, health care and benefits. Thus it is suggested that: 

             Hypothesis 2-2: The components of ‘compensation and incentive’, ‘training & learning’, and 
‘promotion & career development’ have greater influence on younger employees’ organizational 
commitment than that of elder workers; while ‘benefits’ have stronger impact on elder employees’ 
organizational commitment than that of younger workers (H 2-2). 

 
3. Educational Level Effect 
 

Research indicates that low education level workers concerning compensation and benefit, and 
training and learning than high educational level counterparts. On the other hand, high educational level 
employees pursue the needs of job characteristics and growth and development more than their low 
educational level colleagues (Pai, 1997). This may be owing to low educators have difficulty to get a 
sound job, training and learning opportunity are important for them. In addition, low educators’ earning 
generally lower, which in consequence press them to care more about wage and benefits. High 
educational level employees may have high employability, self efficacy and self expectation. Therefore, 
job challenge, growth and learning opportunity, promotion development may be more attractive for high 
educators than for low educators. Based on needs theory, we may expect that important needs will have 
stronger effects on attitude than that of less important needs. Thus it is suggested that: 

Hypothesis 2-3: The impact of ‘training and learning’, ‘compensation and incentives’ and ‘benefits’ 
on organizational commitment is stronger for low educators than that of high educators; while ‘job 
characteristics’ and ‘promotion & development’ have greater influence on higher educators’ 
organizational commitment than that of low educators (H 2-3). 
 

METHODS 
 
1. Sample 
    

A sample of 1755 from a leading DIY retailer in Taiwan received the questionnaire. Of them, 1229 
validated responses were returned, which represents a 70 percent response rate. Among the respondents, 
56.9 percent are male and 43.1 percent are female. The average age is 28, respondent age under 25 
represents 43.1 percent, 28.6 percent between the ages 26 to 30, and age 31 to 40 represents 23.3 percent, 
the rest 5 percent are older than 41 years old. College graduated or under represents 73.8 percent. Only 
26.2 percent of the respondents are married.  
 
2. Instrument Measurement 
 
 The measure of organization commitment adapted from Organizational Commitment Questionnaire 
(OCQ, Mowday et al., 1979). Respondents express their perception to six statements on a 5 point Likert 
scale from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). These statements deal with individual’s belief in 
and acceptance of the values and goals of the organization, and his/her willingness to exert considerable 
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effort on behalf of the organization. The internal consistency indicator for the construct of organizational 
commitment (Cronbach Alpha = 0.867) is acceptable. Therefore, the six statements were averaged to 
create a single measure of an individual’s commitment to the organization. 
 The measure of quality of work life (QWL) includes eight components which adapted from the 
studies of Sirgy et al., (2001) and Batt and Valcour (2003). Each component of QWL practices contains 4 
to 8 statements. Respondents express their perception of each statement on a 5 point Likert scale from 
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). The eight components and their contents are followings: 

1. Job Characteristics: Contains 4 statements to deal with the perception and satisfaction on the 
job characteristics such as the autonomy, integrity, feedback, and importance. 

2. Work-family balance: Six statements in this construct. The statements deal with the perception 
on work time, overtime, work and family life balance, work schedule and work-family life balance. 

3. Training and Learning: Includes 6 statements to deal with the perception on the training 
programs and mentor systems, and the opportunities of learning and growth in the organization. 

4. Promotion and Career Development: This construct includes 7 statements to deal with the 
perception on whether the promotion based on performance and competences, and the opportunity of 
career development in the organization.  

5. Compensation and Incentives: Includes 6 statements deal with internal and external equality of 
compensation, and performance related to pay.  

6. Benefits: Contains 5 statements deal with the satisfaction perception on the practices of 
employee benefits such as vacation, traveling subsidiary, workers compensation, wellness programs and 
so on. 

7. Supervisor’s Leadership: Includes 8 statements which deal with the satisfaction on the leading 
and managing styles of supervisors such as communication, consideration, job assignment, delegation, 
and participation management. 

8. Colleague’s Relationships: Contains 4 statements about the perception on the climate in the 
work department such as cooperation, communication, and automotive assistance between colleagues.  

Since each of the eight components of QWL practices contains multiple statements, the reliability 
analysis is applied to test their internal consistency. The internal consistency indicators for the eight 
constructs of QWL practices are listed on Table 1. The Cronbach Alpha coefficients for the 8 components 
range from 0.702 to 0.935. While the coefficient for overall quality of work life is 0.954. All of them 
higher than the critical of 0.70 and within the acceptable range (Hair, et al., 1995).      

 
Table 1 

Results of reliability analysis for QWL programs and commitment 
 

Dimension Items Cronbach’s α 
Overall QWL Programs 46 0.954 
  Job Characteristics 4 0.702 
  Work-family balance  6 0.848 
  Training & Learning 6 0.829 
  Promotion and Career Development 7 0.904 
  Compensation and Incentive 6 0.909 
  Benefits 5 0.806 
  Supervisor’s Leadership 8 0.935 
  Colleague’s Relationship 4 0.770 
Organizational Commitment 6 0.867 

      
Multiple regression method is applied to estimate the impacts of the eight QWL components on 

organizational commitment. The moderating effects are investigated by regressing the perception of the 
eight QWL practices on organizational commitment for different groups of gender (male vs. female), age 
(under 30 vs. over 31 years old), and educational level (college graduated or under vs. university 
graduated or above) respectively. Suppose the influence of QWL practice is significant for one group but 
insignificant for another, then the differential effect is recognized. If the influential factor on both groups 
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is significant simultaneously, Chow test will be further applied to examine whether there is a significant 
difference between the two effects. The formula of Chow test is:  

 
F（k, n+m-2k）= (SSE-SSE1-SSE2)/k 
   (SSE1+SSE2)/N+M-2k)  
 

Where, 
 k: the number of independent variables  
 n: the number of observations of group 1 
 m: the number of observations of group 1 
    SSE: the unexplained variance before splitting into groups 
 SSE1: the unexplained variance for group 1 
    SSE2: the unexplained variance for group 2 
 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 
 
1. Original Full Model  
 

The output of multiple regression analysis for testing hypothesis 1 presents on Table 2.  The eight 
components of QWL practices can explain the variance of employee’s organizational commitment 59.2%. 
The full regression model is significant at p<0.01. This means that the QWL practices do enhance 
organizational commitment remarkably. The result confirms Hypothesis 1: QWL program has a positive 
and significant impact on organizational commitment. Findings of this study imply that in case firm wants 
to promote its workers’ commitment to organization, introduces a better design program of QWL is a 
good strategy.  

For managers, the important information is what kind of practices has more influences than others. 
The results indicate that the impacts of supervisor’s leadership and colleague’s relationship on 
organizational commitment are positive but not significant from zero at p<0.05. This sounds that 
leadership and interpersonal relationship may increase employee’s commitment but not that much. The 
rest six QWL practices are all have positive and significant effects on commitment enhancement. Among 
them, promotion and career development is the strongest influential factor (Beta=0.282) of organizational 
commitment, followed by job characteristics (Beta=0.278), benefits (Beta=0.142), training and learning 
(Beta=0.124), work-family balance (Beta=0.070), and compensation and incentives (Beta=0.065) in 
sequence.  

The coefficient of Beta is an important indicator for human resource managers in Taiwanese retail 
industry. In order to get the best result of HR intervention program, to adopt and implement the higher 
impact treatment is a wiser decision. The effect of one standard deviation progress in ‘promotion and 
career development’ on improving employees’ commitment is around two times (0.282/0,142≒1.97) of 
the same scale progress in ‘benefits’. Compare to the effect of ‘work-family balance’, the effect of 
‘promotion and career development’ is around 3 times higher. The managerial implication is that in case 
resources is limited, focus the QWL program on improving the promotion system, career development, 
and better job design can get a remarkable enhancement in organizational commitment.      
 
2. Moderating Model 
 

In order to test the moderating effects of gender, the respondents ware first separate into male and 
female samples. Then the eight QWL components are entered the regression to estimate their effects on 
organizational commitment for male and female groups respectively. Then comparing the individual 
QWL practices to see whether there is significant difference impact on female and male’s commitment. 
The procedure is the same for testing the moderating effects of age and educational level. 

 
a. The Moderating Effect of Gender 

Table 3 shows that for male employees, promotion & career development, job characteristics, training 
& learning, benefits, and supervisor’s leadership（in the sequential order of Beta coefficient）are positively 
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and significantly influence organizational commitment. As for female employees, promotion & career 
development, job characteristics, benefits, and compensation and incentive are the significant factors in 
influencing organizational commitment.  

 
Table 2 

Results of multiple regression analysis for the whole samples 
 

Model 1 
Independent Variables B Beta t-value 

Constant .158  1.468 
Job Characteristics .256 .278 9.195＊＊＊ 
Work-family balance .062 .070 2.583＊ 
Training & Learning .129 .124 4.702＊＊＊ 
Promotion &  Career 

Development .322 .282 11.221＊＊＊ 

Compensation and Incentives  .047 .065 2.353＊ 
Benefits .138 .142 5.408＊＊＊ 

Supervisor’s Leadership .030 .035 1.363 
Colleague’s Relationship .004 .004 0.163 
R2 .592 
Adjusted R2 .589 
F 186.780＊＊＊ 

＊ p＜0.05；＊＊p＜0.01；＊＊＊p＜0.001 
 

Since promotion & career development, benefits, and job characteristics have significant effects both 
on male and female employees’ organizational commitment, the chow test is applied to examine whether 
the impact coefficient between gender groups is different. Column 4 in Table 3 indicated that the three B 
coefficients for male and female are significant different from zero at p<0.05. Based on the size of B 
coefficient, it is concluded that promotion & career development and job characteristics have greater 
influence on male employees’ organizational commitment than that of female. This result is consistent 
with hypothesis 2-1. However, benefits have greater influence on female employees’ organizational 
commitment than that of male. The outcome is contrast to H2-1. The effects of ‘work-family balance’ and 
‘colleague’s relationship’ are not significant for male and female. This result is not consistent with our 
hypothesis either. Hence, Hypothesis 2-1 is only partly supported.  

 
b. The Moderating Effect of Age  

Table 4 shows that for younger employees (Under 30), promotion & career development, job 
characteristics, training & learning, benefits, and compensation and incentive have significant impact on 
their organizational commitment. As for elder employees (Above 31), the components of promotion & 
career development, benefits, and job characteristics are the significant influential factors of 
organizational commitment. As expected, the components of training & learning and compensation and 
incentive are more important factors for determining young workers commitment than that of elder 
workers. 

Since promotion & career development, benefits, and job characteristics have significant impacts on 
both younger and elder employees’ organizational commitment, the chow test was further applied to 
examine whether age has a moderating effect between the two age groups. The result shows that the B 
coefficients between younger and aged groups are significantly different at p<0.01. According to size of 
B coefficients, it is concluded that promotion & career development and benefits have greater influence 
on elder employees’ organizational commitment. The outcome of benefits is consistent to our expectation; 
however, the effect of promotion and career development is contrast to the original hypothesis 2-2. The 
component of ‘job characteristics’ has greater influence on younger employees’ organizational 
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commitment than that of elder workers. This result is consistent with H2-2. Thus, Hypothesis 2-2 is also 
partly supported only.  

 
Table 3 

 Results of multiple regression analysis for moderating effect — Gender 
 

Male (A) Female (B) Independent 
Variables B Beta t-value B Beta t-value 

Chow Test 
F-value 

Supervisor’s 
Leadership .085 .089 2.519* .003 .003 .079 － 

Promotion & Career 
Development .301 .303 7.449*** .243 .287 5.712*** 10.095＊＊＊ 

(A>B) 
Compensation and 
Incentive .012 .016 .438 .099 .143 3.051** － 

Work-Family 
Balance .065 .069 1.932 .035 .040 .891 － 

Training & Learning .193 .180 5.169*** .021 .022 .481 － 

Benefits .116 .110 3.152** .161 .184 4.153*** 5.069＊ 

(B>A) 

Job Characteristics .312 .279 6.522*** .266 .223 6.153*** 6.120＊＊ 

(A>B) 
Colleague’s 
Relationship .046 .038 1.109 .035 .037 .884 － 

＊p＜0.05；＊＊p＜0.01；＊＊＊p＜0.001 
 

Table 4 
Results of multiple regression analysis for moderating effect — Age 

 
Under 30 (A) Above 31 (B) Independent 

Variables B Beta t-value B Beta t-value 

Chow Test 
F-value 

Supervisor’s 
Leadership .048 .055 1.747 .022 .025 .446 － 

Promotion & Career 
Development .261 .284 7.788*** .340 .357 5.316*** 11.865＊＊＊ 

(B>A) 
Compensation and 
Incentive .060 .083 2.442* .018 .023 .401 － 

Work-Family 
Balance .051 .057 1.708 .064 .064 1.249 － 

Training & Learning .140 .134 4.223*** .109 .109 1.869 － 

Benefits .094 .097 3.011** .264 .265 4.806*** 7.480＊＊ 

(B>A) 

Job Characteristics .330 .280 8.855*** .210 .176 3.291** 6.162＊＊ 

(A>B) 
Colleague’s 
Relationship .031 .029 .916 .071 .059 1.132 － 

＊p＜0.05；＊＊p＜0.01；＊＊＊p＜0.001 
 
c. The Moderating Effect of Education 

As expected, the impact of benefits program on organizational commitment is positive and 
significant for lower educated (college graduated and under) but not for high educators (university 
graduated and above). As to the effects of compensation and incentives on organizational commitment for 
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both groups are not significant (see Table 5). The result is contrast to our hypothesis that salary and bonus 
influence lower educators’ commitment stronger than that of higher educated.  

Among other factors, ‘promotion and career development’, ‘job characteristics’, and ‘training & 
learning’ are all have significant effects on lower-educated and higher-educated employees’ 
organizational commitment. We further adopt chow test to examine whether the impacts are different for 
the two groups. The result shows that the effects of the three QWL components for different educational 
groups are significantly different at p<0.01. Based on the size of B coefficient, it is suggested that training 
& learning has greater influence for lower-educated employees’ organizational commitment than higher 
educators; while promotion and career development and job characteristics have stronger influence on 
higher-educated employees’ organizational commitment than that of lower educators. Findings are 
consistent with Hypothesis 2-3 proposed.  

 
Table 5 

Results of multiple regression analysis for moderating effect — Education 
 

College graduated and under 
(A) 

University graduated and above 
(B) Independent 

Variables B Beta t-value B Beta t-value 

Chow Test 
F-value 

Supervisor’s 
Leadership .036 .042 1.299 .065 .072 1.352 － 

Promotion & Career 
Development .269 .293 7.780*** .290 .308 4.935*** 5.375＊＊ 

(B>A) 
Compensation and 
Incentive .039 .054 1.594 .054 .074 1.261 － 

Work-Family 
Balance .040 .044 1.338 .070 .078 1.335 － 

Training & Learning .140 .130 3.893*** .109 .113 2.218* 6.175＊＊ 

(A>B) 
Benefits .165 .169 5.051*** .069 .070 1.359 － 

Job Characteristics .288 .246 7.587*** .293 .260 4.868*** 6.173＊＊ 

(B>A) 
Colleague’s 
Relationship .010 .009 .278 .099 .091 1.718 － 

＊p＜0.05；＊＊p＜0.01；＊＊＊p＜0.001 
 

CONCLUSIONS AND MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 
 

Employing the survey data of 1229 validated responses from a leading DIY retail firm in Taiwan, 
this study investigated the influences of QWL practices on employees’ commitment to organization. 
Findings indicate that QWL programs have strong power in predicting organizational commitment. 
Altogether, QWL practices explained 59.2% variance of organizational commitment in the equation 
model.  

A further contribution of present study is to identify the differential influences of QWL programs on 
commitment. According to Beta coefficients, the strongest impact factor for respondents’ organization 
commitment is promotion and career development program, following by job characteristics, benefits, 
training and learning, work-family balance, and compensation and incentives in consequence. In case 
firm’s resource is limited, manager may invest in improving the promotion system and establishing a 
better career development program first. This is because that the bright decision choice will yield twice 
result with half the effort.  

Findings of this investigation also confirm that personal attributes moderate the relationship of QWL 
programs and organizational commitment. Supervisor’s leadership style and training and learning 
improve male’s commitment but no effect for female. Contrary, compensation and incentive have 
significant impact on female’s commitment but not for male. In addition, the influences of promotion and 
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development and job characteristics on commitment are stronger for male than for female. On the other 
hand, the impact of benefits on females’ commitment is higher than that of males. For Taiwanese retail 
managers, they may design the QWL programs for different gender groups follow our findings to achieve 
the best cost-benefit ratio outcomes. 

As to the moderating effect of age, this work finds that better training and learning practices and 
higher compensation and incentives have positive and significant impact on younger Taiwanese retail 
employees’ commitment, while no effects for elder workers’. The contents of job characteristics have 
stronger influence for young workers’ commitment than elder ones. However, the effects of promotion 
and career development and benefits in elder workers’ commitment equation are significant higher than 
that in younger worker’s model. 

As expected, benefits improved low educators’ organizational commitment but not for high 
educators’. In addition, the impact of training and learning on commitment is significantly higher for low 
educated than that of high educated. Contrary, the effects of promotion and career development and job 
characteristics are more important in determining high educators’ commitment than that of low educators. 
The findings of this research provide managers a meaningful decision choice on QWL program design to 
get a better organizational commitment outcome. 
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Strategic Alignment:  A Model for Linking Behaviors to Strategy to 

Drive Organizational Success 
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Abstract: A model linking behavior to strategy to help drive organizational success is described.  To 
effectively implement strategy, all areas of the organization and all employees must be aligned and linked 
to the strategy.  This model takes the linkage one step further and links strategy to specific employee 
behaviors.  This creates line of sight and strategic alignment.  This is an important first step in beginning 
to identify the critical behaviors necessary to achieve the organization’s strategies.  Creating this line of 
sight communicates to each employee what their individual role is in helping to achieve the 
organization’s defined strategies.  This understanding is crucial.  The flow is from the mission or purpose 
to the accompanying strategies, to the necessary values to the specific employee behaviors.  The same 
process of operationally defining each of the values down to the level of individual employee behaviors is 
the key to successful attainment of organizational objectives.   
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

While much has been written in the literature about strategy and about individual behavior in 
organizations, very little has been reported or discussed concerning the relationship between the two.  
Much has been written about aligning various components of the organization such as management 
controls, culture, and human resource activities with strategy, but what appears to be missing is the 
explicit link between specific employee behaviors and organizational strategy.  The purpose of this paper 
is to propose a model of linking behavior to strategy to help drive organizational success.  The linkage of 
an organization’s strategy to individual employees’ behaviors should be a key component of strategic 
alignment.   

To discuss and explore this proposed relationship, some key assumptions must be made.  First is the 
idea that strategy plays an important role in organizational success.  The second is that employee behavior 
makes a difference in organizational performance.  These assumptions lead to some important questions 
to ask.  First, what contributes to successful strategies?  And secondly, what drives behavior in 
organizations? 

In the popular book, Good to Great, author Jim Collins’ discusses the notion of getting the right 
people on the bus to achieve organizational success.  What defines the right person?  One way to 
operationally describe this is the right person displays the right behaviors.  These are behaviors that match 
and are aligned with the culture of the organization.  In turn, the organization must define what these right 
behaviors are and model them.  Many organizations have espoused values or tenets, such as teamwork, 
cooperation, integrity, or communication, to name but a few.  The challenge arises because while the 
values are necessary and helpful to guide employee behavior, they do not specifically operationally define 
what the value “looks like” in action.  Values are unobservables and behavior is a visible expression of 
the value.  The key is come up with a mapping of values to behaviors with clearly defined values and 
specific .  What one employee feels is cooperation may not be the type of cooperation behavior necessary 
for the success of the organization.   What is being proposed is to clearly define the employee behaviors 
that demonstrate each value and link these behaviors to the strategies. 
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To discuss this proposed linkage of behaviors to strategy, this paper will first discuss the concept of 
strategic alignment.  Then the idea of behaviors in organization will briefly be described, leading to the 
construct of linking strategy and behaviors and some thoughts on how to create this linkage. 

 
STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT 

 
Kaplan and Norton (2001) state to effectively implement strategy, all areas of the organization  and 

all employees must be aligned and linked to the strategy.  While this alignment is desirable, Verweire and 
Van den Berghe (2003) state there is little agreement in the research as to what constitutes strategic 
alignment.  According to the researchers, the concept of strategic alignment has mainly been concerned 
with the link between management control and strategy.  The definition of strategic alignment needs 
clarification. 

One helpful definition comes from Semler (1997) who states, “Organizational alignment is a 
descriptive concept referring to the extent to which the strategy, structure, and culture of the organization 
combine to create a synergistic whole that makes it possible to achieve the goals laid out in the 
organizational strategy.” (p.27).  This definition moves closer to the role of behaviors by addressing the 
dimension of culture and structure.  According to Senge (1990), structure influences behavior and culture 
requires certain behaviors and other human resource components. 

Research has addressed aligning compensation with strategy (Balkin and Gomez-Mejia, 2000; 
Heneman, 2001) and examined the alignment between human resource activities and strategy in terms of 
developing matching organizational cultures to support the strategy (Tyson, 1997).  Both the dimensions 
of compensation and culture linked to strategy are in some ways precursors to the role of employee 
behaviors.  Linking compensation and culture to strategy brings in the concept of “line of sight”. 

Boswell (2000) defined “line of sight” as employee understanding of the organization’s objectives 
and how to contribute.  The effectiveness of two groups of employees, those with customer contact and 
those with an unclear link between their actions and results, were found in the empirical study to depend 
upon this idea of line of sight in order to successfully contribute to the organization’s objectives. 

By creating this line of sight, strategic alignment is achieved whereby employees have a direct view 
of how what they do relates to the organization’s strategies.  This direct view links employee’s tasks to 
higher, broader, organizational strategies.  While the focus is on tasks and individual goals, this can be an 
important first step in beginning to help to identify the critical behaviors necessary to achieve the 
organization’s strategies.  Creating this line of sight communicates to each employee what their individual 
role is in helping to achieve the organization’s defined strategies. 

Kittredge (2003) discussed how organizations can renew their strategic focus by identifying how 
employees understand their work in relation to strategy.  The author proposes a four step process that 
focuses on communicating organizational performance and managing it in relation to key processes and 
systems.  This links the employee’s role in these key processes and systems to organizational 
performance.  The critical focus here is on communication.  Once an employee and the organization 
understand this relationship, then the accompanying behaviors can be identified, articulated, and agreed 
upon. 

In a similar manner, strategic alignment is often viewed as a precursor to successful performance 
management (Verweire and Van den Berghe, 2003).  The researchers propose a model of integrating 
performance management linked to the strategy of the organization.  Again, this is a critical step in 
getting to the behavioral level of employee performance. 

Sung and Todd (2004) report that while many companies have linked employee goals to business 
strategy, there is still a disconnect occurring because a lack of training and lack of communication.  The 
authors propose that pay, line of sight, and empowerment combined, will lead to employee engagement 
which in turn will drive achievement of organizational strategies.  These are all components of 
organizational culute.  Semler (1997) discussed the cultural aspect of alignment and describes how 
cultural values and norms have an effect on actual employee behaviors.  What is therefore needed is the 



Strategic Alignment  Volume 2, Number 1, 2008  37 

next step, identifying the desired behaviors that specifically reflect the organization’s desired culture and 
values. 

 
BEHAVIORS 

 
 From these various models of strategic alignment, what is being proposed is the added component of 
employee behavior.  To discuss the notion of behaviors, it is helpful to start with a definition of behavior 
as it applies to organizations.  Robbins (2005) defines organization behavior “as a field of study that 
investigates the impact that individuals, groups, and structure have on behavior within organizations for 
the purpose of applying such knowledge toward improving an organization’s effectiveness.” (p. 9).  This 
infers that various components of an organization impact behavior, ranging from individuals, groups and 
the organizational structure, and likewise, that the resultant behavior may have some relation to the 
improvement of that organization’s effectiveness. 

One example of this can be seen in the various ethical meltdowns witnessed over the past few years, 
ranging from Worldcom to Enron.  Many of these organizations no doubt had statements that they valued 
integrity and ethical conduct.  But in terms of their stated values, what was most likely missing was a 
clear understanding of what these values actually looked like in terms of specific employee behaviors, 
especially in terms of what would be expected and would not be tolerated.  The concept of a value again 
is not observable and the organization must rely on the behaviors that accompany the value. Ethical 
decision making can be a slippery slope especially in the context of the pressure of competition and 
striving for organizational success.  Coupled with this challenge is the fact that ethical behavior guidelines 
are often vague. 

Robbins (2005) points out that “what constitutes good ethical behavior has never been clearly 
defined”. (p. 25).  While organizations as a whole would say they expect ethical behavior from their 
employees, this lack of a clear definition hinders achieving the attainment of ethical behavior by 
employees.  The key is to operationally define the desired attributes.  For instance, an organization may 
espouse that it values “teamwork” but what does this really mean to each employee?  What is needed is 
for the organization to clearly articulate what behaviors (both to pursue and to avoid) constitute 
teamwork.  This same process of operationally defining each of the values down to the level of individual 
employee behaviors is the key to successful attainment of organizational objectives.  For the organization 
to really live its values, the values must be translated into specific employee behaviors.  Likewise, the 
leadership must model the behavior. 

One example of this process was conducted by Edwards (1990).  Edwards conducted research in 
which 12 behaviors of CEO’s were identified as crucial for implementing strategic change.  This research 
demonstrated that for an organization to achieve its intended strategies, specific behaviors are required. 
 Gratton, Hope-Hailey, Stiles, and Truss (1999) developed the “people process model” to link 
individual performance to business strategy.  The focus was on linking procedures, policies and processes 
to strategy.  This linkage, according to the authors “creates and supports the individual behavior and 
competencies that have the potential to be a source of competitive advantage.” (p. 21). 
 

LINKING STRATEGY AND BEHAVIORS 
 

While the literature supports linking strategy with management controls, organizational culture, 
compensation and even organizational culture, what is proposed here is taking the linkage one step further 
and linking strategy to specific employee behaviors.  
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The flow is from the mission or purpose to the accompanying strategies, to the necessary values to the 

necessary specific employee behaviors.  Another way to describe this relationship is the behaviors visibly 
demonstrate the values.  The values are how the strategy is carried out and the strategy is how the mission 
and purpose of the organization are lived. 

Perhaps it is implied for many organizations that this linkage is present due to the linkage of 
performance appraisal processes and compensation systems.  However, what is often lacking is the clear 
identification of specific behaviors that the organization wishes from its employees.   
 It appears that few performance appraisal systems and/or compensation systems measure employee 
behaviors.  The focus is mostly on tasks, activities from job descriptions, and projects completed as well 
as other subjective assessments.  This may be due to our goal-oriented culture. 

To create the linkage, what is necessary is for specific values to be identified that are necessary for 
the successful achievement of each strategy and then for the organization to operationally define each 
value with the clear communication of what behaviors constitute exhibiting each value.  This needs to be 
in terms of both what the employee will do as well as what the employee will not do.  The organization 
must ‘spell out’ what behavior will be clearly avoided and what behaviors will be pursued.  This requires 
much time and energy to debate, discuss, and clearly identify the specific behaviors needed.  One 
challenge arises when the behaviors that begin to be identified are clearly contrary to current 
organizational practices.  This uncomfortable occurrence can be a real growth opportunity, especially for 
the leadership to begin to move towards changing the behaviors, to clearly match the espoused values. 
 This is very challenging for the organization to accomplish.  This alignment must be complete 
throughout the whole process.  The alignment must include each component:  Mission, Strategies, 
Culture, Structure, Values, and Behaviors.  The process must not end before the strategy meets the 
road…employee behaviors.  Once the alignment is in place, there needs to be mechanisms to keep it 
going and ensure that the appropriate behaviors continue. 
 

SUMMARY 
 

The proposed linkage of employee behaviors to organization strategies needs to be further explored 
and empirically examined.  One possibility is to begin with a survey to identify the relationship of 
strategy achievement and specific behaviors in organizational settings.  A key challenge is the lack of 
clearly defined behaviors desired.  Another key factor, not addressed here, is the question of if the 
behaviors can be actually adopted by each employee and can the behaviors be learned?  Furthermore, how 
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are the specific values and behaviors identified?  Will they be truly lived or will they just become a nice 
list of do’s and don’ts.   

Research needs to be conducted to determine if this linkage exists or if it does not could it drive 
organizational performance?  At the forefront of the race for organizational performance continues to be 
the contributions of employees and it is intuitive that their behaviors within the organization will have an 
impact, positive or negative, on organizational success.  If the organization has identified the “right” 
strategies for it to succeed, then it is necessary to identify the “right” behaviors to carry out these 
strategies. 
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Abstract: Organizational capacity is based upon internal relationships which exist within an organization with the 
goal of enhancing structure through the talents and competencies of its people.  Although at times used by profit 
organizations as a means to strengthen company performance and assist with strategic planning, the use of 
capitalizing on the value of organizational capacity in nonprofits has been largely ignored.  A study was undertaken 
to capture the essence of capacity building specifically for nonprofits.  An appreciative inquiry process was utilized 
with favorable results toward assisting an organization to accomplish its mission of serving stakeholders effectively 
by building on the collaborative strengths, talents and skills of its human resources.  
 
 

INTRODUCTION 

The most basic challenge for nonprofit organizations is to continually improve their capacity and 
capabilities for mission attainment.  For guidance, these types of organizations can look to the general 
management and organizational literature, such organizational learning (Senge 1990) or strategic 
management (Bryson 1995). At times, these concepts can be called into question. Strategic management, 
in particular, is the subject of much critique, chiefly as represented in the writings of Henry Mintzberg 
(1994, 2004), with alternative views of organizational adaptation and improvement being bottom-up 
strategy development (Mintzberg & McHugh 1985; Burgelman 1983), evolution that achieves reliability 
and accountability (Hannan and Freeman 1984), and processes that emphasize organizational 
competencies and continuity in change (Salipante and Golden-Biddle 1995). Nonprofits should build their 
capacities based upon concepts that are realistic, practical and appropriate for their distinctive nature and 
purpose.  

Fortunately, there is a knowledge base for organizational improvement that is being created through 
practice and study firmly grounded in nonprofit experience.  For the last 15 years the field of nonprofit 
development, populated by nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), has been attending explicitly to the 
development of organizational capacity (Korten 1990; Muchunguzi & Milne 1997; Fisher 1998; 
Brinkerhoff 1999; Offenhesier, Holcombe and Hopkins 1999). Very practical efforts have been made by 
nonprofit organizations to identify important capacities and to engage in processes, such as Appreciative 
Inquiry (AI) and sense-making, for capacity-building (Srivastva & Cooperrider 1990; Weick 1997; 
Cooperrider et al. 2004; Barrett & Fry 2005). Scholarly literature has recently begun to examine the 
efficacy of these processes (Cameron et al. 2003, Roberts 2006; Fineman 2006). This study proposes a 
relational process of building an organization’s future. In this paper, our relational capacity building 
framework introduces definitions, insights and guidelines that help organizations create capacity at 
different levels: organizational, multi-organizational and global. The original study is available for those 
interested in reviewing the results of the defined core capabilities at each level.  This framework helps 
nonprofit organizations to clearly understand their value base, direction, mission and capabilities to build 
capacity. 

This writing will present the Relational Capacity Building Framework that has resulted from 
examination of literature; over 100 interviews in the field with members from six North American based 
nonprofits familiar with capacity building efforts and a meta-ethnography analysis of six published case 
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studies in organizational capacity building.  A meta-ethnography is the detail synthesis of interpretive 
research based on published qualitative field studies (Noblit & Hare 1988). These synthetic analyses were 
then combined with fieldwork to produce revised definitions of terms and to generate propositions and an 
overarching relational theory framework that is both strategic and operational in nature for nonprofits 
involved in capacity building efforts. Results of the interviews and meta-ethnography, including the 
emergent model, were shared with the organizations interviewed, funding agencies and with other 
practitioners in the field to refine it and gauge its utility.   

The Relational Capacity Building Framework is supported by four propositions that resulted from the 
study as follows: 

 
Proposition 1:  Capacity-building is a multi-faceted process at three distinct levels -- organizational, 
multi-organizational and global -- that enables an organization to exist beyond its initial funding or 
program activity. 
 
Proposition 2:  Capacity-building is relational in nature, with an organization working in partnership 
with others that share its vision, mission or goals. 
 
Proposition 3:  Capacity-building is a participatory, mutual learning process where involved 
individuals value learning that takes place through direct interactions in decision-making and sharing of 
experiences.  Learning and capacity-building occurs for each organization that participates. 
 
Proposition 4:  Appreciative Inquiry (AI) can facilitate capacity-building by creating open dialogue that 
values an organization’s history and strengths, and that produces a shared vision of the future and allows 
the search for opportunities to sustain its membership and mission. 

 
The central concept that we propose is that of “multi-faceted capacity.”  This capacity enables 

nonprofit organizations to emphasize intra-organizational collaboration, and to learn from joint action 
within relationships inside the organization that occurs in ways that competitive organizations usually do 
not find possible because of their focus on individualized advantage. This focus on competitive 
positioning is seen as existing inside these organizations.  Theories of learning, capacity building and 
constructive accountability, it is proposed, should focus on relationships that make it mutually possible 
for members to see the advantage of cooperation and collaboration.  

In the view of these theories, people in organizational systems can be said to learn by creating 
local knowledge of effective practice through their everyday and seemingly mundane actions. They do so 
through engaging in dialogue (Gergen 2004) and in reciprocal action (Giddens 1984), learning from each 
other through processes such as the sharing of problem solutions (Orr 1990), and engagement in 
collaborative activities and sensemaking that create opportunities for constructive accountability (Seiling 
2005).  These approaches emphasize the simultaneity of doing and learning.  
 
 

CAPACITY BUILDING – DEFINITIONS & CONTEXT 
 

The term nongovernmental organization (NGO) is used to identify a variety of nonprofit 
organizations worldwide. It encompasses a vast array of organizations including charities, relief agencies, 
community-based organizations, environmental groups, women’s groups, religious groups, and think 
tanks.  NGOs are typified by a couple of common characteristics that they share with other nonprofits -- 
namely, they are operated as nonprofit entities and their members are unified and driven by commitment 
to a central mission.   

The emergence of capacity building as a critical element in strategic organizational development 
stems from the interdependency of these organizations. At the same time an increasing concern with 
organizational sustainability has created an imperative to build capacity (Stavros 1998). One dilemma for 
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nonprofits is to determine how to build capacity while continuing, on a daily basis, to deliver on their 
mission (Korten 1990; Stamberg 1997; Fisher 1998).  Literature review and fieldwork has produced a 
range of views and concepts about the nature of capacity and capacity-building, from which we developed 
the following definitions:  
 

Capacity is the ability or potential to mobilize resources and achieve objectives.  It provides all 
that is necessary to construct the relationships and locate resources needed to achieve an 
organization’s vision, mission and goals. 

 
Capacity-building is a social process involving interdependent relationships that sustain the 
collective existence and future of organizations committed to a common cause. 

 
 Part of the processes of capacity building is based in efforts to consider past, current and future 
strategies of development and sustainability. In recent years, sensemaking as a concept has become more 
prominent. Sensemaking is to notice something, match the new information with what is already known 
or suspected, reflect on what is considered, gain the input of strategic others (if there is time to get input), 
make a decision, take action and then to look back on it again to see if what was decided really made 
sense (Seiling & Hinrichs 2005).  It is to utilize as much new “good” and old “good” information as 
possible so that the most effective decisions and action can happen. Sensemaking is a process of capacity 
building as it is a recurring cycle that adjusts processes and predictions about current and future events 
(Weick 1997). Unless organizations are aware of the process of making good sense that occurs prior to 
and as a part of problem solving and decision making, performance can suffer.  
 As a partner to sensemaking in capacity building, constructive accountability (CA) will be 
highlighted. Research has identified current traditional practices of accountability as located after-the 
fault. Activities of traditional accountability are located in locating the fault, identifying the deficiency, 
finding the one who did it and taking corrective action “so it doesn’t happen again.” Although 
organizations are now attempting to motivate people to be open, share their concerns, and “be part of how 
the work is done” collectively oriented processes, traditional forms of deficiency based, punishing 
accountability, according to the study, are still unquestioned and in place (Seiling 2005). 
  Motivation is central to capacity development of ongoing efforts to apply the talents of the individual 
and organization.  Brehm & Wright’s energy theory of motivation assumes the readiness to exert effort is 
determined by the perceived difficulty of a task (Oettingen & Gollwitzer 2001). If there is a sense that the 
capacity does not exist to achieve a task (it appears too difficult), the motivation to put energy into 
accomplishment will diminish. The situational cues and goal directed behavior (Gollwitzer 1993) become 
highly activated bringing a comparison to non-intended situations (the possibility of failure) impacting the 
motivation of the person to engage. Thus, the motivation of the participant to engage is adjusted by the 
availability of the capacity to fulfill the obligation to exert effort. This lack of capacity influences the 
formation of unwanted responses that prepare them by setting antagonistic behavior goals that represent 
the inability to perform (Gollwitzer 1999). Thus, organizations must be aware of the capacity for 
performance that is available in the organization in order to locate those who can fulfill a task and/or build 
that capacity to address the lack of available skills. 

In the next section we will present the model that encompasses these propositions and briefly discuss 
the offered propositions. Together, the model and propositions provide an overarching conceptual 
framework intended to inform nonprofit leaders and their organizational members as they seek to build 
and/or enhance their capacities and capabilities—and to enhance researchers striving to understand 
processes for addressing issues regarding organizational capacity building for effectiveness.   
 

A RELATIONAL FRAMEWORK OF CAPACITY BUILDING 
 

No frameworks of capacity-building were found in the literature or retrieved from the interviews.  
When participants in the field were asked what would be the most useful product of this project, they 
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unequivocally noted the need for some framework to capture the essence of the capacity building process.  
Figure 1 offers this graphic depiction and illustrates the propositions associated with the framework. 
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FIGURE 1:  RELATIONAL CAPACITY BUILDING FRAMEWORK 
 

Several central themes emerged in the developing of this framework.  First was the multi-level nature 
of capacities. These levels are not mutually exclusive. Rather, they are highly complementary and inter-
dependent.  An organization can and often does operate at multiple levels at the same time.  Second, the 
building of capacity is a complex process, and one for which there is no single formula for success.  Many 
approaches can and have helped organizations build capacity. Finally, just as there is no one right way to 
build capacity, an organization does not necessarily proceed from one level to the next or sequentially 
through a process.  It is a very non-linear dynamic process. 

 
Proposition 1:   The Capacity Building Process is Multi-Faceted 

 
Capacity building is multi-faceted in the sense that people learn from each other, both from peers and 

across levels, with learning going both across and up and down.  Based on the analysis of data from the 
interviews, discussions of capacities were in need of some organizing categories. Capacity building is 
analogous to constructing a pyramid in which each layer is distinct yet the strength of each layer depends 
on the strength of the others, thus, it is nonhierarchical.  It is not necessary for any one organization to 
have great strength in all three capacity levels.  For depicting the capacities of a particular organization, it 
would be possible to put any one of the three levels as the base of the pyramid, as foundational for that 
organization. For the purpose of this article, we will focus on organization capacity.   
 
Organization Capacity 
 

The first level depicted is organizational capacity.  This occurs when individuals begin working 
together to build the internal relational and contextual components of the organization so it can better use 
it resources (e.g., people, time, money, facilities, climate) to achieve its mission; attain its vision and 
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goals/objectives to sustain its existence.  A large body of literature has considered the nature of 
organizational capacities (Garilao 1987; Holloway 1989; Korten 1990; Perlman 1990; Reilly 1995; 
Stavros & Johnson 1996; Stavros 1997; Jackson & Seydegart 1997; Muchunguzi & Milne 1997; Fisher 
1998).  The core capabilities identified in the case studies for this research included financial, governance, 
information sharing and use of technology, service delivery, social/human capital, and achieving a 
strategic focus. 

Organizational capacity is fundamental because it is at this level that the organization assumes its 
identity by discovering its values and defining its mission.  It is based upon internal relationships which 
exist within an organization and through which the organization’s structure is defined. Historically, 
capacity building interventions have focused at the organizational level, emphasizing the development of 
core capabilities and improvements in processes and organizational performance. Organizational capacity 
building does not fulfill a nonprofit organization’s mission, but it does contribute to the organization’s 
ability to do so.  This is an important point because it provides the basis for the distinction between 
organizational capacity and the two other levels: multi-organization and global capacity.  As important as 
the organizational capacity level is, it can become so inwardly focused that it does little to address 
opportunities, challenges and relationships that are external to the organization. Nonprofit sector can only 
achieve success on a token scale through their own direct action and, consequently, they must possess 
networking and influencing strategies to truly have significant impact (Edwards 1999). This shift in focus 
involves working with other organizations, as is captured in the concepts of multi-organizational and 
global capacity. 
 
Mission Capability 
 

As noted, central to the capabilities of a nonprofit organization is the ability to design and accomplish 
mission. Profitability is not judged by dollars in this arena but by mission performance. The mission must 
be clear and prominent because a nonprofit can be pulled off track by where funding for existence is 
originating. An important question relating to funding is: What resources do you want to attract to stay 
true to the mission? 

The design of a compelling mission is the work of many. And it must be written from a stakeholder 
view of the organization. Kotler (2002) suggests that missions must be simple—and hence powerful, 
reflected in language of social and organizational benefit. Part of learning is also to be willing to reject 
outmoded organizational policies, practices and services that are standing in the way of meeting 
obligations to internal and external participants. Hesselbein used Peter Drucker’s term, “planned 
abandonment.” “This involves reviewing the organization’s mission, what the customers’ value, results, 
and plans to attain organizational goals” (p.1). There is a need to regularly take stock, assess capabilities, 
measure them against a future orientation and discard what no longer works. 

Ultimately, it is the role of leaders to communicate the mission, vision and values of the nonprofit 
organization. They are strategists, ambassadors, evangelists, sensemakers and advocates for their 
organization and its cause—and they start on the inside. Leaders must articulate the dream and the needs 
of the organization to those inside the organization that represent the mission to those they serve—and do 
it well. It is the task of the leader to get everyone on board; the membership ultimately demonstrates the 
mission of the organization to those they serve. The organization’s mission is viewed through their 
performance every day, every time and every moment. There must be an exchange of value every time 
they serve the mission of their organization (Kotler 2002). Capacity building ultimately is possible 
through the relentless service of those being served. 

The mission must also be “marketed” to those external to the organization. Nonprofit CEOs serve, as 
noted above, as ambassadors and evangelists of their organization and its mission to outside individuals, 
groups and organizations. Maintaining the vitality of the nonprofit is often done both “outside in” and 
“inside out” through informing and exclamation of value by the leader of the organization.  
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Conceptually, it is important to see organizational, multi-organizational, and global capacity levels as 
interacting and over-lapping. In a relational capacity building framework, an organization’s efforts to 
build capacity is a function of the interplay of these three levels.  Capacity building does not begin with 
individual capacity nor end with organizational capacity. Rather, capacity building involves the whole 
network of relationships that make it possible for the organization to succeed and thrive. 
 
Proposition 2: Capacity Building is Relational in Nature  
 

Capacity is described above as everything needed to construct relationships to pursue an 
organization’s vision, mission and goals. Capacity building changes the nature of relationships in positive 
and uplifting ways.  In building capacity that is uplifting, accountability must be seen as constructive, a 
process of learning, being together that allows us to together create new future possibilities and to work 
together in ways that make contributive work possible. For the organizations that we have studied and 
worked with, building relationships has been the source of learning and the generation of information 
from and between one another. Relationships that are interdependent facilitate the capacity building 
process.  Capacity building occurs around relationships that make it possible to co-create and 
collaboratively accomplish goals and tasks. 

The definitions that we have shared on capacity and this discussion of its multi-faceted nature present 
capacity building as a relational construct  relates back to the social construction of capacity.  It is 
generally agreed that capacity building is a process designed to allow an organization to attain its vision, 
mission and goals, and sustain itself. But in a relational framework, capacity building is also seen as a 
dynamic social process, a socially constructed process of engagement and sensemaking.  It is dynamic 
because it continuously seeks to develop the organization and its stakeholders to higher and higher levels 
of capacity. It is social because capacity can only be built through interactive social and human capital 
developed though people.  

Tenkasi and Mohrman (1997) found that knowledge in building capacity must be collaboratively 
created and used. They found that the intentional and careful creation of what they call “interpretive 
spaces” is where joint meanings take place and joint learning is enabled. It is where the making and 
managing of sense becomes possible.  Knowledge (and sense) is constructed in relationships 
(Thatchenkery 2004). Knowledge is relational in that it is constructed and put into practice by people.  
Whether these relations are constructed inside or outside of the organization, the knowledge must end up 
inside the organization (Hosking & Fineman 1990). These connections are illustrated in Figure 2. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FIGURE 2:  CAPACITY BUILDING RELATIONAL CONNECTIONS 
 

Through relational processes of networking and negotiating meanings with others (upper right), and 
through engaging in projects and programs (bottom center) individuals create more-or-less shared 
understandings with their colleagues and stakeholders that adjust to future considerations. The knowledge 
base that they build through such processes (upper left) is not individual but collective. That is, the 
knowledge required for capacity in organizations and organizational networks is held by groups. It is 
constructed through interactions that are mediated by the quality of relationships within and across 
groups. 
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Networks and Dialogue  
Kogut and Zander proposed that organizations “be understood as a social community specializing in 

the speed and efficiency in the creation and transfer of knowledge” (1996, p.503). Vital to the ability of 
an organization to build capacity, the social communities within organizations are dependent on networks 
that are a combination of the characteristics of individuals, issues and the organization in which they are 
embedded. Networks are present at all levels of organizational organizing. Networks make it possible for 
one unit to gain knowledge from other work units, orchestrated by members who have relational 
accessibility to other units (Tsai 2004). The internal learning capacity of a unit is determined by the extent 
to which it can absorb new knowledge acquired through existing networks of connection (Cohen & 
Levanthol 1990). The ultimate outcome of being able to absorb, transform, apply and exploit new ideas 
and learnings positively impacts the ability to build organizational capacity. 

Dialogue is vital to the learning and absorptive capacities of the organizational members and the 
organization as a whole. “Dialogic talk” is a cooperative exchange, tapping the minds and energy of the 
participants. Without dialogue, people “fill in the blanks” without the information to do so accurately. 
People have a desire for knowledge about their environment (wanting to know what is expected), a desire 
for affirmation (wanting to be acknowledged as competent) and a desire for coherence (making sure that 
what they understand is consistent with what should be understood or known) (Dunning 2001). 
Maintaining ones desire to remain tightly connected to a group, network or organization requires talk that 
meets these three desires and to be motivated to perform the work with energy.   
 
Trust and Shared Objectives 
 In a very real sense, capacity building is the building of relationships between and among people 
inside and outside the nominal organizational boundaries, making it possible to build a series of 
relationships based upon trust and shared objectives. Without the ability to create relationships that 
transcend and transform available capabilities, suggested as relational capacity, gaps of capability will 
create vacuums of opportunity—and vacuums of trust, both individually and organizationally. 
Reconfiguring capabilities is a time consuming effort (Lavie 2006). Therefore, in order for nonprofit 
members to continue to work together effectively for the common good, people must believe in and trust 
each other. Unfortunately, states Gambetta, “Trust would seem to be one of those states that cannot be 
induced at will, with respect either to oneself or others” (1988, p. 230). A strong linkage exists between 
building trust and building capacity.  In Johnson’s (1992) research on global social change organizations 
(GSCOs), she concluded: 

 
Trust involves building dependable relationships and demonstrating one’s true 
commitments over time.  It means valuing the diverse cultures in which one is working, 
honoring traditional wisdom and permitting one’s own notions and concepts to be 
influenced to some extent. (p. 410) 

 
Judgments are made regarding the level of trust offered by others. Those judgments are anchored, at 

least in part, on priori expectations of the other’s behavior and one’s subsequent experiences that support 
or discredit those expectations. Interactions that reinforce increase trust offering opportunities for 
cooperation and resource availability; interactions that “violate” expectations of trust undermine trust 
enduring short and long term costs of feelings of violation and disconnection (Kramer 1999; Deutch 
1958; Messick et al. 1983; Rotter 1980). Thus, capacity building is likely more possible in an 
environment where organizational members are willing to offer trust to others and accept the trust offered 
by others. 

In order for trust to get grounded, policies and procedures (such as eliminating locks on supply 
cabinets and adopting flextime in a social service agency) must be considered that build a shared 
expectation of trust among the members that cooperation and trust will most likely be reciprocated 
(Kramer 1999). Kakabadse et al noted there are two dimensions of need – “the need behavior we initiate 
towards other people, our expressed behavior, and the behavior we should like other people to initiate 
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towards us, our wanted behavior” (1987, p. 101).  Seiling (2001) offers four “wants” of organizational 
members as to how they prefer to be treated in the workplace, ultimately impacting trust levels. 
Organizational members at all levels want: 
 

• To be treated with respect and dignity; 
• To be acknowledged and appreciated; 
• To know that their work matters to the success of the organization; and 
• To be proud of the organization they represent both on and off the job. 

 
These “wants” are especially significant in nonprofits. Compensation is often lower in nonprofits making 
it a sacrifice to serve in the organization. Avoiding the possibility of cynicism and signals of being taken 
for granted requires meeting these four wants—thus expanding trust levels and relational capacities. 
 
Constructive Accountability 
 The ability to trust and build dependable relationships can be at risk in the traditional approach to 
accountability. Because of member responses to these accountability practices, the desire to take risks, 
expand knowledge, and be accountable, research tells us, is to be avoided (Tetlock 1992). Status quo is 
less risky. In constructive accountability, accountability is moved inside the process of working with 
others and include account offering (approaching and being approached by others to seek information and 
experience of others regarding an issue or activity), account exchanging (engaging in exchanges that 
deepen knowledge and consideration of what is offered), and account advancing (those participating in 
account exchanging (as partners) take their agreement(s) to interested others—eliminating the secrecy 
element and inviting others to participate in another account exchange regarding the offering). 
Accountability is rightly so a shared ongoing activity of contribution and collaboration (Seiling 2005). 

 
Proposition 3.  Capacity Building is a Participatory, Mutual Learning Process 
 

Capacity building, as a participatory and collaborative learning process, suggests that active learning 
plays an important role in the future destiny of the people inside organizations and the organizations 
themselves. The mutuality of learning occurs continuously in obvious and less obvious ways. Formal and 
informal meetings as well as casual talk provide contexts for learning that facilitates the building of 
capacity. 
 
Active Learning 

Learning requires connections across groups that provide opportunities for learning. Organizations 
struggle to move new conceptions of how to work together across their workplace environment. There are 
“meta-conversations” (Robichaud, Giroux & Taylor 2004) that are overarching (understood by all) and 
hidden, or evident and undiscussed) that hampers learning. Yet organizations and the people in them 
every day “learn by doing,” “learn by using” and “learn by helping others.” It occurs without thinking or 
seeing it as evident.   

Hamel, Oz and Prahalad (1989) found that the organizations that get the most out of their 
organization to organization relationships are those that set out to learn from each other. In these case 
studies, learning was not something that took place within a single organization.  On the contrary, 
learning resulted in the building of multi-organizational capacity through a collaborative learning process 
of working together.  
 
Collaboration 

It is only rarely that two naive and inexpert parties interact to produce expert practice.  More 
commonly, one partner will be more expert than the other. By acting together to accomplish a task, there 
is a strong possibility for situated, realistic, practical learning to occur for the less expert party. We see 
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these as enhancing collaborative capability expanding the knowledge exchange across disciplinary and 
hierarchical boundaries (Henderson & Cockburn 1994; Teece et al. 1997; Matusik 2002).   

Lave and Wenger (1991) describe such situations as involving the potential for “legitimate peripheral 
participation.”  The two parties are jointly engaged in legitimate activity, with a shared goal.  The 
apprentice typically engages in the process in a peripheral fashion, performing needed but less risky tasks, 
with the master nearby to help or demonstrate when needed. In practice, the participants are engaging in 
constructive activities of accountability in that there are collaborative activities that facilitate joint 
learning and action. Both are aware and willing to offer, exchange and advance knowledge, thoughts and 
experience related to the task (Seiling 2005).  According to Bapuji & Crossan, “When individuals act in 
relationship to each other based on certain expectations, a collective mind emerges” (2005, p.2). In a 
collaborative exchange, a collective mind is an outcome that establishes mutual learning and exploration 
with much of the process guided by intuition (Weick & Roberts 1993). 
 
Proposition 4. Appreciative Inquiry (AI) Facilitates the Capacity Building Process 
 

As a strength-based process of collaborative learning, Appreciative Inquiry (AI) was used as a vision-
based method of discovery and open dialogue in the study. Capacity building is routinely an outcome of 
this process (Barrett & Fry 2005). AI involves identifying and building on existing strengths rather than 
examining in detail problems and deficiencies (Cooperrider et al. 2004). As mission driven organizations, 
nonprofits can benefit from an appreciative approach that invites them to learn and value the history of 
their organizations while identifying and building on existing organizational strengths and creating and 
joining in partnerships.   
 
Discovering Best Practices & Life-Giving Forces 

In the capacity building study, the four nonprofits felt that AI allowed their members to discover and 
to bring out the best practices of capacity building for their organizations as well as their partner 
organization.  Several alluded to the process as being appreciative in nature. AI recognizes the relational 
and situated nature of learning and capacity-building.  As noted by participants in the study in discussing 
their capacity-building experiences, AI allows everyone to have an equal voice in a dialogue, leading to 
free and full participation.  One group of members saw both capacity building and AI, through their 
emphasis on the positive, as an ongoing, never-ending, sustainable social process.  It emphasizes a 
collaborative process of open dialogue to help an organization and its partners understand what they see 
happening when their organizations are working at their best.  This data can be used to help create an 
image of “the best of what can be” for the future. The power of AI is in its potential to create a visual 
image as the members of the organization participate in envisioning a mutually agreed upon and shared 
future. The process of positive language and affirmation fits with the value systems of nonprofit 
organizations. 
 
Organization Transformation 

For any organization to be successful, they must continually change and grow. AI provides a perfect 
venue for preparing an organization for such transformation. AI is the grounding place for a set of 
managerial abilities in conversation that are of particular benefit as competencies that can create 
appreciative learning systems for nonprofit leaders (Barrett 1995). Barrett suggests the following four 
leader competencies: 
 

• Affirmative competence—the ability to identify positive possibilities by focusing on past and 
present successes, assets, strengths and potentials; 

• Expansive competence—the ability to engage organizational members by having them design and 
converse while challenging existing thinking and organizational practices, with an emphasis on 
stretching the capabilities of the organization; 
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• Generative competence—the ability to create explorative systems that orchestrate member 
recognition of the consequence and value of their contribution to the process of progressing 
toward positive consequences; and 

• Collaborative competence—the ability to create space for conversation where members can share 
diverse ideas and perspectives that add to mutually valued communication regarding future 
organizational success (Barge et al. 2003; Seiling 1997). 

 
The AI process mirrors the multi-faceted and relational framework of building capacity because it 

moves members of an organization beyond organizational boundaries to form new relationships to get 
things done.  It is tightly focused on positive, expert and realistic actions, past and future. Barge et al. 
note, “It is through “collective inquiry”—exploring together—that new patterns of feeling, thought, and 
action” (2003, p. 124) are developed during the AI process. The significance of the dialogic process of 
inquiry is in location of opportunities for capacity building. 
 
 

IMPLICATIONS FOR IMPROVING ORGANIZATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS 
 

The model and propositions presented here are intended to convey the practical promise of capacity 
building in the nonprofit community. Capacity building has for the most part yet to be fully understood by 
the nonprofit organizational community—especially at the multi-organizational and global level. 
Concepts of capacity-building can provide a basis of common understanding for continued discussion, 
assessment and implementation of organizational improvement efforts. Since capacity-building is seen 
here as inherently tied to a) ongoing actions to accomplish mission, and b) multi-organizational alliances 
and interactions, the concepts fit well with current realties and trends facing our nonprofit organizations. 

The evolving intentional nature of organizational capacity requires the attention of leaders and 
organizational membership. Leaders were in the past responsible for the development of learning and 
competence.  In the 21st century, this is no longer true. Although leaders are charged with identifying the 
overarching need(s) for building capacity that supports a future orientation, development of personal 
capacity and competence is often in the hands of the individual members of organizations. Each person—
and the collective group, is responsible for locating, with the help of organization leaders, what is needed 
to support personal and organizational success (Seiling 1997). In the end, responsibility and 
accountability for the health and capacity of an organization—or the insolvency and demise, especially in 
the nonprofit community, lie in the hands of every member of the organization. 

 Yet, common wisdom in the organizational community is that leaders are ultimately accountable for 
the capacities of the organization. Kotler (2002) suggests that it is their challenge to tirelessly… 
 

• Remind volunteers and staff of the organization’s reason for being 
• Establish a client-first attitude at the front line 
• Provide feedback systems and measuring results 
• Give people the tools to make decisions and act in the best interests of the clients 
• Match responsibilities to individual capabilities, setting clear goals, and treating volunteers and 

staff like professionals  
 

Although one could be puzzled as to why these listed leadership elements are “capacity-building” 
endeavors, these well understood activities in the work life of a nonprofit leader are the essence of making 
it possible to create and support capacity. The reality is that nonprofits are faced with financial and 
recruiting challenges that impact their ability to build capacity. The location of funding and human 
resources will remain a challenge. Yet it is essential that a concerted effort be made to meet the capacity 
building needs of the nonprofit organization.  
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The lessons learned in this nonprofit study of capacity building suggest that anticipating the future of 
nonprofits requires an awareness of the need for ongoing capacity building efforts. Implications of this 
study suggest the following: 
 

• There are clear indications that in the 21st century there are rising expectations for quality and 
service excellence in the nonprofit community. Ineffectiveness or a lack of focus on serving the 
internal and external community will lower the ability of the nonprofit to meet the mission of 
their organization.  

• The accomplishment of the mission of a nonprofit requires attention to the capacities of the 
organization—and what can be done to build capacities. 

• Capacity building can and will continue to have a prominent role in the nonprofit world.  More 
importantly, capacity building is not a fad, but a fundamental component to building sustainable 
nonprofit organizations.   

• Leaders and members of a nonprofit organization share responsibility for the mission capability, 
learning capacity, network functioning and collective efforts inside the organization. 

• Trust is an outcome of relationships that are developed over time. 
• Sensemaking and constructive accountability are collaborative activities that contribute to 

individual and organizational capacity. 
 

By institutionalizing capacity building, nonprofits can begin to develop traditions that embed these 
practices into the very essence of the nonprofit organization. Our final message is that all strength-based 
models of work depend on having people who want to be there and who feel there is an important reason 
to be working at this particular organization. Nonprofits especially must connect their membership with 
the mission of the organization helping them to see why they come to work to serve sometimes those 
people who lack understanding of the constraints of the services being offered. Leaders must be 
appreciative, supportive and resourceful. Members must be contributive, capable and resourceful. 
Continuous attention to the capacities of the organization and the capabilities of the membership can 
make it possible to meet the challenges that the mission of the organization in the complex world of 
serving clients. To not do so puts everyone, organization members and clients, at risk of losing the offered 
services. 
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