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Organizational Change and Workforce Development in Long Term Care


Increasingly, researchers, administrators, and practitioners are recognizing the importance of organizational environment on the quality of work life and the quality of care in long-term care settings.  This recognition is mostly intuitive, however, since little research in long term care has actually examined these relationships.  While workforce issues have long been a concern in these settings, only recently have questions about work place culture challenged the assumption that worker attributes are the primary cause of turnover and other problems in long-term care staff.   For example, the research on staff turnover in long term care conducted and reported throughout the 1970s, 1980s and into the 1990s has primarily located the sources of turnover, and often of poor quality care, in the frontline workers themselves (Wallace & Brubaker, 1982; Wagnild, 1988; Pecharchik & Nelson, 1973; Garland, Oyabu &Gipson, 1988.)  It was worker characteristics, the personal and social attributes workers brought with them, that were assumed to explain the high levels of absenteeism, poor performance and leaving.  These assumptions led to sporadic (although generally unsuccessful) industry efforts to develop a worker screen that would identify, on application, those workers who were most likely to leave within a short time.  


Significantly, the belief that these screens could identify workers who were less committed (qua less likely to stay) is an example of the widespread assumption that tendency-to-leave was a quality located in the worker, rather than in the work environment.  Despite occasional studies that suggested the significance of organizational structure and/or management style as a major determinant of worker satisfaction and turnover (Kruzich, & Clinton, 1990; Stryker, 1982) organizational environment is still not seriously considered (either theoretically or practically) as an important determinant of work quality, worker performance, attendance, or turnover. 


As research and practice related to the long-term care industry and its workforce proceeded, experimenting with a range of worker incentives, a significant evolution was occurring elsewhere in organizational climate and culture studies (Ashkanasy, 2000.)  Somehow, (with few exceptions) the long-term care industry largely escaped the influence of this work.  While organizational research in general was exploring the relationship between environment and production and between management/leadership style and employee attitude and behavior, long-term care research continued to focus on the individual worker. 


With a few notable exceptions (employee co-ops, peer mentoring, human relations) research on the long-term care workforce and interventions to enhance both performance and worker longevity that did not focus on the individual worker, have tended to look at what is viewed as 'climate' (rather than on the underlying organizational culture.) Eaton's study describing the relationship between management philosophy and work experience is an important exception (2000.)  A brief summary of the research on organizational culture, the impact of culture on work quality and productivity and the climate/culture debate in organizational research might be a useful lens through which to examine workforce questions in long-term care.  

Organizational Climate and Culture Research.  

Organizational research conducted in a range of industries and organization types has revealed important relationships among worker performance, quality of work life, and organizational environment.  While most of this work, both research and application, has been conducted in manufacturing industries, some of that work has examined service industries and how both work environment and production processes may differ there. 


This seems a good opportunity to avoid retracing paths that are already well worn, to learn from many who have asked similar questions, struggled with similar issues in other industries, to tease out what might be relevant in long-term care. As a newcomer to research on organizational climate and culture, my intent here is to explore some of the ways organizational research can inform us on new ways to conceptualize front line worker experience in long-term care. This is an effort to bring some of what has been learned in organizational climate and culture research to bear on questions of importance to the long-term care industry, to raise old questions in a new way or through a new lens.   In order to facilitate this effort, I am borrowing concepts, debates, insights, ideas and conclusions from more general work on organizational culture and climate. By necessity this draws primarily from work conducted in non-service industries and reflects a virtual absence of such work in long-term care settings. 


Organizational climate studies evolved from Field Theory (Lewin, 1951) and have focused primarily on individual psychology --employee feelings, attitudes and the relationship of these things to social processes in an organization.  For many years organizational researchers assumed that the more inclusive concept of 'organizational culture' was simply the aggregation of attitudes held by individual employees (Ashkanasy, 2000; Schein, 2000.)  It was believed that organizational culture could therefore be defined from the aggregation of individual attitudes and feelings.  This research was done primarily through the use of Likert scales and surveys (Ashkanasy, Wilderom, and Peterson, 2000.)  The controversies that ensued in this type of research on organizations were related to whether anything at all, and if so what, could be learned about an organization as a whole or about an organization's culture from data about individual attitudes and feelings.  


After twenty years of work, organizational researchers have generally concluded that such scales and surveys provide a superficial view of an organization and that such survey data have done very little to enhance our understanding of organizational culture in a range of industries (Ashkanasy, 2000.)  In particular, survey data on attitudes, feelings, and 'organizational climate' have had very limited utility in understanding an organization's readiness for change, the areas in which specific change is being blocked, or what needs to be done to facilitate change.  


Other relevant work conducted by organizational scholars has examined the relationship between leadership styles and their impact on (what is now seen as) organizational climate (Ashkanasy, 2000; McGregor, 1960; Schneider, Bowen, Ehrhart & Holcombe, 2000; Schein, 2000.)  While at first it was believed that leadership style could transform an organization, researchers soon discovered that in many instances these changes were not enduring.  Leadership itself did not explain an organization's success or failure to achieve its goals.  This led researchers to look deeper into an organization's life, to go beneath the surface, to explore the culture of the organization (Ashkanasay, Wilderom, & Peterson, 2000.)

While there is no consensus among organizational researchers about the exact nature of organizational climate or its relationship to organizational culture, there is relative consistency around the belief that organizational climate tends to reflect surface attributes of the organization rather than its depth or undercurrent and that the research on attitudes, beliefs and feelings was really about organizational climate (Schneider, 2000.)  Climate, most agree now, is more visible than culture as well as more superficial and more transient.  Climate has been conceptualized as ‘an artifact of culture’,  (Shein, 2000) a dependent variable rather than the underlying generator of work place experience. (Schneider, 2001.)  


Climate is usually conceptualized as an individual experience (Schneider, 2001), rather than an enduring organizational attribute.  Climate is 'how individuals feel about an organization.' (Schein, 2000)  Climate is something people feel when they walk through an organization.  It is immediately obvious.  Even more importantly, organizational scholars have learned that climate is most usefully understood as a 'climate for something.'  This might be a climate for service, for learning, for high productivity.  Therefore, descriptors of climate, such as ‘positive’, only makes sense when we are clear about 'positive for what.'


Recently, organizational researchers have turned to anthropology to find more effective methods of learning about organizations (Schein, 2000.)   Resulting research has led to a shift away from attitudes and feelings to a greater focus on values, meaning histories, the development of shared or disparate understandings, and the relationships among cultures within a single organization.  So although culture scholars are "still trying to figure out what culture is," (Pettigrew, 1990) it is generally understood as something about meanings that endure over time, socialization, and values.  It is seen as the infrastructure that is reflected by but not synonymous with organizational climate.  Culture researchers are clear that psychometrics based on individual responses do not 'add up to' culture (Schein, 2000.)


Schneider describes organizational culture as the beliefs that employees have about what management believes and values or "the attributions employees have about the gods management worships." (2000 p. xxi)  As such, research on organizational culture, requires historical reconstruction, an exploration of meanings and values and the extent to which they are shared, the myths, stories and taboos that operate within an organization, and the ways in which work processes are reinforced, challenged confirmed or disconfirmed.  It is not what people say but the assumptions behind what they say that take us closer to the organizational culture.  Since the natives are not conscious of all the things they take for granted, understanding the culture requires an immersion method that penetrates the surface explanations and reveals the assumptions beneath.


Findings from organizational research in other industries also suggests that understanding organizational culture requires an identification of the sub-units or subcultures in the organization and an examination of the relationships among them, particularly the degree to which values are shared (Schneider & Bowen, 1988.)  They direct us to ask questions about inconsistencies in the values among subgroups and between those of worker ‘subgroups of managers’ (Wilderom, Glunk & Malkowski, 2000) and the surface expectations and attitudes, as well as to compare 'the gods worshiped by the frontline workers' with those worshiped by the managers.  It suggests we need to examine the deeply embedded reward structures for their consistency with stated organizational expectations. 


For example, organizational researchers have shown how teamwork is frequently undermined by a culture that 1) sees primarily the individual worker and 2) has an embedded reward structure based on individual (not team) achievements (Wiley & Brooks, 2000; Schein, 2000.) Failure to achieve highly functioning teams is often related to its inconsistency with the underlying culture.  Also relevant to long-term care is the organizational research on worker empowerment. Research in manufacturing industries has shown that worker participation and empowerment does not occur when the underlying culture is for workers to 'do what they are told' (Schein, 2000.)   These two expectations (to be empowered and to do what you are told) are clearly contradictory. Commonly, one expectation is explicitly stated while the other (deeper) expectation is experienced.  


 Ancona (1988) suggests a research strategy to discover the underlying cultural assumptions and how they undermine change efforts by examining present and desired norms and interviewing workers about the discrepancies between the desired norms and the underlying cultural assumptions.   Others have suggested that interpretive research methods are necessary to study culture, and that anthropology with its cultural focus is probably the best model to start with (Ashkanasy, Wilderom & Peterson; Kilduff & Corley, 2000; Schein, 2000.)  Many have stated that prolonged immersion and an ongoing relationship with an organization are prerequisite to credible cultural research.


While manufacturing has been the predominant site for research on organizational culture and climate, there has also been some research on service organizations.  This work has looked specifically at 'climate for service' and has examined the characteristics of service as a type of work.  Schneider's work has revealed that, in service work, there is often a high correlation between the employee's experience of the service and the customer's experience of the service.    This 'linkage research' sought to explore the relationship between work climate and customer satisfaction (Schneider, 1973.)


A few organizational researchers have examined the nature of service work, exploring how this type of work differs from other types and the implications of these differences.  For example, in pointing out an important dimension of service work, Schneider says, "When something is intangible, the essence of it is contained in the delivery." (Schneider, 2001 p. 29)  The most important dimensions of such delivery have been identified as reliability, empathy, and responsiveness (Zeithaml et al., 1990.)  This was found to be true for worker and customer alike.   


Added to the complexity of the experience and consequently the research is the recognition that in some service work, the customer and the worker are 'co-producers' of the service.  The worker cannot carry out the work without the cooperation of the customer (Chase, 1981).  This, organizational scholars have noted, creates a high psychological proximity between the worker and the customer, significantly adds to the work stress and makes supervision extremely difficult.  Parkington and Schneider (1979) have also noted that significant additional stress is added when the management wishes workers to follow the rules rather than empathize with the customers.  One study by Schneider (1994) suggests that early in a service relationship customer satisfaction is highly influenced by worker satisfaction while worker satisfaction is much less influenced by customer satisfaction.  However, as the relationship evolves over time, these influences become highly reciprocal.   


Bowen and Schneider (1988) discuss the relationship of work intangibility (characteristic of service work) to the absence of customer reference points for quality assessment.  Without such tangible reference points, the entire experience is evaluated as a whole.  Thus, the physical environment in which the service is delivered, the organizational functioning, employee morale all become attributes of the service and its evaluation.   While we currently have little data to illuminate how these processes operate in long-term care settings, this work suggests some important agendas.  


 Other research on service culture suggests that customers tend to vary on the importance they attribute to speed, customization and tender loving care TLC (Schneider, 1994.) The importance of aligning the delivery to these customer expectations are revealed in the likelihood of businesses to disappear when they miscalculate on these dimensions.
Bowen and Schneider  (1988) identify another characteristic of service that has relevance to long-term care.  That is, since the production and the consumption occur simultaneously, it is impossible to pull a defective product before it is delivered to market.  Although there is little research on this phenomenon, their work suggests that management leadership has a significant impact on recovery from such production mistakes. 

 The ability to recover from mistakes has been shown to be an important predictor of quality in many industries (Heskett, Sasser & Schlesinger, 1977.) Developing this ability has been shown to be heavily supervisor dependent.   Service work by its very nature presents challenges to the discovery of and recovery from mistakes.  Long-term care work may present an even greater challenge than is experienced by service workers in other industries.


An important dimension of service work described by Schneider is the necessity for 'internal marketing,' for employees to serve one another inside the organization, and for the development of work facilitating strategies.  A positive climate for service, according to Schneider, can only be attained when the work processes in an organization are aligned in a way that facilitates each person's work.  This relies on shared values, clear expectations, and employee well being (Peters and Waterman 1982.)


Finally, evidence for the relationship between culture change and the achievement of outcomes is mixed.  While there are some clear examples of a positive relationship between culture and productivity there are many examples of failures.  In particular, the ‘achievement’ of unanticipated and undesirable outcomes as well as an inability to sustain desired outcomes has raised important questions for researchers and frustrated managers.


Cooke and Szumal (2000) have proposed that the inconsistent achievement of desired outcomes and the difficulty in sustaining achieved outcomes is related to a ‘disconnect’ between underlying philosophies/values/assumptions (organizational culture) and the day to day realities encountered by workers (operating culture.)  They propose that this occurs, in particular, when organizations with ‘control oriented management’ attempt to empower workers or to implement changes that require workers to be empowered or to solve problems independently.

Implications for Long Term Care. 

There is certainly growing support and excitement for organizational culture change in long-term care settings and for its potential to enhance quality of care and quality of work. However, there is currently little available research to inform us about the current characteristics of organizational culture in long-term care settings, or the relationships of culture to quality of work and quality of care. 

While organizational scholars continue to debate the exact nature of culture and how to go about studying it, little serious effort has been undertaken to define, even generally, the culture in long-term care organizations. Without understanding long-term care culture, it is difficult to even design a sensible question about the relationship between LTC culture and either work life or care quality. Thus, at this point, it would be impossible to say exactly what it is we need to change about long-term care culture in order to achieve our goals.  

Despite the lack of research on culture or its relationship to outcomes in long-term care, three major long-term care culture change initiatives (The Eden Alternative, Pioneers, and Wellspring) have been implemented in the hopes of improving both work and care quality.  While these three initiatives have experienced considerable marketing success, there is a lack of clarity and consistency about exactly what these culture change initiatives consist of, whether/how they are achieved, or the outcomes that can be expected as a consequence.  The little research available on these culture change initiatives has failed to demonstrate consistent understandings of culture or culture change and has been unable to demonstrate consistent relationships between ‘culture change’ and either resident or worker outcomes. 

For example, research conducted on a group of Eden facilities in Texas provides little insight into the culture prior to implementation, the nature of the culture change strategies implemented, and shows no significant changes in either resident or worker outcomes (Ransom, 2000.) Thus, there was an inability to reproduce what Thomas found in the first Eden facility (Thomas, 1996.)  An evaluation of the Wellspring Program found an inconsistent impact of the culture change on both resident and worker outcomes (Stone et al., 2001) across facilities (although an overall positive impact on staff retention was found.)  Further, Wellspring findings suggest that the culture in each facility, and the nature of the culture change implementation varied significantly across facilities. It is difficult to know how to interpret these findings since no clear and consistent definition of either the organizational culture (before or after the ‘culture change,’) or the substance of the culture change itself, is employed by the organizations participating in these initiatives. 

Determining what is meant by culture change, in each of these initiatives, has been difficult. Not only are there differences in implementation strategies within each of the models, but much of what is considered cultural might fall under the more superficial category of climate, as currently defined by many organizational scholars. 

Most of the (unpublished) work on the three culture change initiatives describes specific organizational changes that are assumed to reflect deeper cultural changes (National Citizens Coalition for Nursing Home Reform, 1995.)  For example, creating a neighborhood environment (Pioneers, and Eden) which alters the physical environment, and in some cases the organization of tasks for frontline staff, have not been demonstrated to reflect deeper cultural changes in the organization. We have no evidence that the presence of pets, and other ‘evidence’ of culture change, reflects anything deeper or is symbolic of a more comprehensive underlying change.  

Additionally, there has been neither clarity nor consistency regarding what these organizations were attempting to ‘fix’ with the culture change initiatives. Formal program reports focus on turnover rates and resident quality indicators as desired outcomes.  Anecdotal data and unpublished reports from these projects also refer to reduced cost, better marketing, fewer survey citations, lower worker compensation rates, and better resident quality of life as goals of culture change initiatives.  This range of goals raises important ‘service for what’ questions in addition to the questions about the underlying culture.

Efforts to assess the quality of the work environment through employee satisfaction surveys have also been popular. (Cohen, Ejaz and Werner, 2000)    This mechanism of studying organizations, discarded by some organizational researchers and used cautiously by others outside long-term care, continues to be a primary source of information within long-term care about employee experience and well being.   

It seems there are some important ways to inform long-term care research with the work that has already been done, and is ongoing, in organizational culture and climate studies.  For example, it would be useful to determine whether our current measures of organizational environment provide the depth and comprehensiveness necessary to understand the organizational culture.  This would certainly include an exploration of the values, history, and subcultures in long term care settings and how these relate to quality of care and work. At present there is very little research that can inform us about the values held by workers and managers or the extent to which values are made explicit or shared.  

Researchers in long-term care have rarely examined whether the organizational practices and functions are aligned with the underlying cultural norms or whether work processes reflect the underlying culture. This would require research on the co-existence of multiple internal, how they operate and how they relate to each other.  A heavy reliance on satisfaction surveys may provide too superficial a view. 

The work on internal marketing to facilitate the work of, particularly, front line staff might be a fruitful area to explore.  The relationship between staffing levels or staffing configurations and outcomes, in particular, might be influenced by organizational culture in general and by work facilitating processes in particular. 

Also significant for long-term care research is the work on organizational culture change in other industries that has identified the negative consequences that can be expected when work process changes (or mandates for them) do not reflect the underlying culture.  Cooke and Szumal’s work on ‘disconnects’ between organizational and operational culture might also result from implementing an organizational culture change without adequate resources or demands that outstrip worker capacity.  These obstacles to achieving outcomes found in other industries may explain the inconsistency in implementation and the sustainability problems experienced by some of these long-term care organizations. 

Work done on the nature of service work and what customers expect might also be useful in conceptualizing and investigating front line long-term care work.  Schneider’s identification of speed, customization, and TLC as important attributes of service may well be transferable to long-term care service work (1974, 2000.)  Unlike other service industries where the goal is to retain customers, there is little that long-term care consumers can do about the lack of these service attributes.  One clear challenge to long-term care research is finding an appropriate index for customer satisfaction.  Compounding this search is the significant difference in long-term care, failure to meet expectations (in long-term care) may lead to lowering of expectations rather than loss of market share.  There is indeed, some evidence that residents learn not to expect long-term care service with these attributes (Bowers, Esmond and Fibich, 2001; Zimmerman & Bowers, 2000.)  There is also evidence that some staff consider residents who expect long-term care service to have the attributes usually associated with ‘good service’ to be ‘unreasonable.’ Other staff may become frustrated by their inability to provide such service (Bowers, Esmond and Jacobson, In press) leading to increased turnover.

Considerable work needs to be done to examine1) the nature of service work in long-term care, 2) the attributes of service that are important to residents, 2) whether and how this changes over time, 3) the attributes of service that are important to front line staff, 4) whether they have time to engage in them and 5) whether internal work facilitating mechanisms support the provision of services that meet these criteria.  In addition, work needs to be done to learn about what facilitates or impedes the provision of services that meet these criteria and the relative cost of providing services that do and do not meet the criteria identified by residents and staff as important.  

Service work research in other industries also suggests it is important to examine the impact of resident characteristics on the ‘co-production,’ of long-term care.  The range of resident characteristics as well as worker experience and supervision might influence the effectiveness of such services.  Mistake recovery processes is another area that has tremendous implications for long-term care work.  As in other service industries, this is likely compromised by the simultaneity of production and delivery.  Learning more about the nature and likelihood of mistakes, the knowledge and skills required to minimize them and the impact of various types of supervision could provide important insights into the production of high quality long-term care services. 

There is also very little known about how workers at the same or other levels, in the same or other departments, facilitate each other’s work or interfere with it.  In an industry that is so labor intensive, where the work of each individual is highly dependent on the work of many others, where much of the work relies on interactions among the staff, and where the quality of care depends on the quality of communication this is a crucial area to explore.


There is still considerable debate in organizational climate and culture studies over the extent to which leadership style can affect an organizational culture and those things that depend on the culture. It is difficult for long-term care researchers and practitioners to engage in this debate since there is almost no research on leadership styles and their significance for worker or resident outcomes in long-term care settings.  There is some evidence to suggest that leadership style was an extremely significant factor in the success of Wellspring implementation.  


Clearly there is much work that still needs to be done in both organizational culture/climate studies and long-term care as a work site.  Eden, Pioneers, and Wellspring as well as many other long-term care networks are recognizing that there is something wrong with the culture of many long-term care organizations and are designing ambitious initiatives to make the changes they think will improve the culture.  While there is some research on these programs there are still many questions we need to ask and answer about the nature of long-term care work, the influence of the culture on the achievement of desired outcomes, and the resources needed to create them.
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