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A systems-based, guided examination of employee involvement (EI) in the context of participa-
tive climates is presented. The authors proposed a theoretical multi-cross-level model to exam-
ine the relationship between participative climates as they exist at top and middle organizational
levels and employee attitudes and behaviors. Data from an organization consisting of 11 rela-
tively autonomous districts further divided into 88 units were used to examine the relationship of
EI practices, participative climates, and individual (n= 483) work-related attitudes and involve-
ment in the EI process. Results indicated that district and unit participative climates interacted
with one another in influencing work-related attitudes and behaviors. The importance of multi-
ple participative climates operating in relation to one another to influence individual attitudes
and behaviors, and how these climates are supported, is discussed.

Employee participation practices have become increasingly popular in
recent years (Cotton, 1993; Lawler, 1993). Surveys of Fortune 1000 firms
have shown that the vast majority of large organizations use some form of
employee involvement (EI) and that this trend is increasing (Lawler, Mohr-
man, & Ledford, 1992). Compared to the control-oriented practices of tradi-
tional organizations, participative methods are thought to lead to lower levels
of absenteeism and turnover (Marks, Mirvis, Hackett, & Grady, 1986),
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higher individual work performance (Bush & Spangler, 1990), enhanced
work attitudes (Steel & Lloyd, 1988), and stronger employee-organization
linkages that ultimately result in increased organizational effectiveness
(Lawler, 1986; Macy, Peterson, & Norton, 1989).

In contrast to these impressive claims, several major reviews of the litera-
ture on EI and worker participation have suggested that any positive relation-
ship between employee participation and enhanced work attitudes and
behaviors is relatively small (e.g., Locke & Schweiger, 1979; Schweiger &
Leana, 1986; Wagner, 1994). Most recently, Wagner’s meta-analysis of the
studies—included in a review by Cotton, Vollrath, Froggatt, Lengnick-Hall,
and Jennings (1988) along with a synthesis of 11 previous views of the par-
ticipation in decision-making literature—concluded that employee participa-
tion has, at best, consistent but small effects on performance and satisfaction.

A systems orientation that defines EI in the context of participative cli-
mate might prove useful in helping to rectify these seemingly inconsistent
findings (Belcher, 1987; Middlebrooks, 1991; Sashkin, 1986). A number of
researchers have suggested that participative practices that are integrated
within the systems of the organization create work environments that are
more effective than narrow and limited involvement efforts (Lawler, 1986;
Ledford & Lawler, 1994; Mohrman & Lawler, 1989). For instance, Miller
and Monge (1986) found that employee perceptions of participative climate
were better predictors of job satisfaction and performance than was actual
participation in specific decisions. Participative climates capture the effects
of systematic EI interventions where participation is reinforced by appropri-
ate rewards, communication practices, training, selection practices, and other
organizational subsystems (Ledford & Lawler, 1994). Furthermore, when
organizations implement EI practices, they most frequently combine multi-
ple processes (e.g., suggestion systems, quality circle programs, work team
redesign) rather than using a single, isolated practice (Lawler et al., 1992).
Therefore, a systems approach more accurately reflects how EI is applied in
today’s businesses.

Although a systems perspective is useful when investigating the effects of
EI practices, there is very little direct empirical research that takes this orien-
tation. Conducting this type of research requires a sample of multiple organi-
zations or work units that vary with respect to the use of EI practices but are
comparable with respect to other key features that may relate to employee
attitudes and behaviors. A systems approach also involves consideration of
how EI operates at and across multiple levels of the organization, and it
requires simultaneously examining EI factors at higher levels of analysis
(e.g., organization, department) and their relationships with lower level out-
comes (e.g., work attitudes).
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This study includes many of these features by examining EI operations
and their relationships with employee attitudes and behaviors. The research
was conducted in a large state department of transportation that had been
sponsoring an organization-wide EI initiative for approximately 10 years.
The structure of this organization made it ideal for examining EI from a sys-
tems theory perspective. The agency is divided into 11 semi-autonomous dis-
tricts that are essentially equal in operational terms (e.g., size, budgets, struc-
ture, responsibilities) but that noticeably differ with respect to their
approaches to EI. Each district includes 1 construction unit, 1 design unit, and
5 to 10 maintenance units, depending on the number of counties in the district
(total number of units = 88). The unit level is a critical juncture for EI in this
organization. As is typical where middle level managers are charged with
implementing participative practices (Lawler & Morhman, 1987; Middle-
brooks, 1991), unit managers are responsible for the implementation and
support of processes such as problem-solving groups and suggestion systems.

Taking a systems perspective and reflecting how the EI process is struc-
tured in this organization, a multi- and cross-level model was developed that
examined the relationship between organizational practices, management
attitudes supporting EI, and participative climates as they operated at the dis-
trict and work unit levels and their relationships with employee attitudes and
behaviors (see Figure 1). The next section begins with a discussion of the role
of top management support and district practices that underlie the larger par-
ticipative climate. In a multilevel fashion, these factors were also considered
to be operating at the unit level in terms of unit managers’approaches toward
EI and participative climate within these smaller work units. The following
two types of cross-level relationships were also examined: (a) the relation-
ship between district factors and EI-related variables at the unit-level, and (b)
the role of district and unit contexts in predicting employees’ work attitudes
and involvement in EI processes.

TOP MANAGEMENT AND
ORGANIZATION SUPPORT

Lawler’s work (1986, 1992) has emphasized the importance of top- and
middle-level management support for the EI process. In their survey of large
organizations’ use of EI, Lawler et al. (1992) found that companies reported
support by top management as the most critical factor for EI success. In order
for EI practices to take hold, develop, and overcome obstacles, there are a
number of reasons EI practices need strong support and commitment from
senior management. One obvious reason is that top management support is
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needed for EI practices (e.g., suggestion programs, problem-solving teams)
to exist in the first place. When top management believes that employees
have the knowledge and skills necessary to improve organizational perform-
ance, they are more likely to offer opportunities for participation through the
EI process. Also, senior managers who are committed to a participative
approach are more likely to provide the organizational supports necessary for
EI systems. These include structuring reward and recognition systems to
encourage participation in EI activities, ensuring that employees and super-
visors receive training in participative and problem solving processes, and
providing funding to support EI staff and projects (Margulies & Black,
1987). Our first hypothesis is as follows:

Hypothesis 1:District managers’ attitudes regarding participation are positively
related to the extent of district EI practices and supports.

A participative climate is critical for an effective high-involvement sys-
tem.Organizational climateis generally defined as organizational members’
shared perceptions of formal and informal organizational rewards,
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expectations, policies, and procedures (Schneider, 1990). Climate helps sig-
nal the types of goals that are important and the ways in which those goals
should be accomplished. Thus, the network of organizational rewards,
expectations, procedures, and policies serve as a basis for interpretation that
creates a sense of imperative that guides action (Kopelman, Brief, & Guzzo,
1990; Schneider & Rentsch, 1988). Because different organizational goals
and imperatives can be associated with particular climates (e.g., climate for
service; Schneider, 1990; Schneider & Bowen, 1985), our focus is on cli-
mates that support employee participation in work planning, decision mak-
ing, and on-the-job problem solving (i.e., participative climate).

Senior management’s attitudes and behaviors toward participation serve
an important role in establishing a participative climate. One way manage-
ment can demonstrate the types of behaviors they consider acceptable and
appropriate is through behavioral modeling (Lawler, 1992). For instance, top
executives may run meetings to actively involve subordinates in decision
making, problem solving, and conflict resolution, rather than to simply
exchange information or inform subordinates of decisions. Another practice
that communicates a preference for a participative approach is to use task
forces or committees to make important decisions that previously would have
been made unilaterally by senior management.

Most traditional hierarchical organizations that are moving toward a
high-involvement approach have top management introduce the EI process,
but they rely on middle-level managers to support and implement EI (Klein,
1984; Middlebrooks, 1991). Because of this, an additional imperative regard-
ing the importance of top management support is that it serves to create a con-
text that encourages certain actions and decisions made at lower levels (Guth &
MacMillan, 1986). Effective implementation of EI often begins with middle
managers recognizing and then acting on the messages sent by top manage-
ment regarding the value of EI objectives and goals (Lawler, 1986). In this
way, the attitudes and actions of top managers regarding the concept of par-
ticipation and the involvement process serve as sense-making mechanisms
(Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991). Such mechanisms, in turn, influence the way in
which middle managers come to interpret the purpose, nature, and value of
EI, which is reflected in the level of participation that occurs in their work
units. Therefore, we proposed the following cross-level hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2:District managers’ attitudes regarding participation are positively
related to unit managers’ attitudes and actions regarding participation.

In addition to top management’s direct participatory actions, more formal
EI practices and policies combine to create a climate for participation that
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supports and encourages employees’ active involvement in work planning,
decision making, and problem solving. For instance, receiving formal train-
ing in problem solving communicates to employees that they are a valued
source for making improvements, and it provides them with the skills that
better enable them to address workplace problems. Providing the necessary
resources for quality circles, task forces, and other quality improvement
teams to work effectively also demonstrates a strong commitment to
employee participation. Given this fact, it was expected that district manager
attitudes toward EI and EI practices and supports would be directly related to
employee perceptions of district participative climate.

Hypothesis 3:District managers’ attitudes regarding participation and the extent
of district EI practices and supports will be positively related to employee per-
ceptions of district participative climate.

District policies and practices may shape how EI occurs at the unit level
and how the more immediate work unit environment is perceived. For
instance, with training in EI-related skills and resources and personnel sup-
port to facilitate EI teams and activities, employees will have more opportu-
nities to become actively involved in decision making in their work units. The
EI structures and supports that operate at the district level should filter down
to affect how participation takes shape at the unit level.

Hypothesis 4:The extent of district EI practices and supports will be positively
related to the level of participation in decision making in the unit and employ-
ees’ perceptions of work unit participative climate.

MIDDLE-LEVEL MANAGEMENT SUPPORT,
IMPLEMENTATION OF EI, AND UNIT CLIMATES

In the majority of EI efforts, upper-level management designs and
approves EI practices, and middle managers are responsible for the imple-
mentation and support of processes such as problem-solving groups and sug-
gestion systems (Klein, 1984; Middlebrooks, 1991). Thus, middle managers
occupy an important position in the implementation of EI practices. Their
critical role in the implementation process is troubling, given that one of the
most frequently cited pitfalls of EI is middle-management resistance
(Belcher, 1987; Klein, 1984; Lawler & Morhman, 1987). Middle managers
often resist actively implementing participative practices due to concerns
over job security, role definition, and the basic concept of employee partici-
pation (Fisher, 1986; Walton & Schlesinger, 1979). Implementing EI also
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requires additional work and resources for developing, monitoring, and pro-
moting participative practices. Middle managers often see their role in the EI
process as administrators rather than as participants. For these reasons, it is
understandable why Klein found that despite the fact that most supervisors
view EI as beneficial to the organization and to employees, most do not view
it as beneficial to themselves.

Middle-level managers have some discretion in terms of implementing EI
within their work units. Even in a highly participative district, a unit manager
who strongly resists EI can reject implementing ideas made by employee
problem-solving teams or make it difficult for employees to attend team
meetings and EI training. Thus, because unit EI practices may in some cases
be inconsistent with those established at the district level, the more immedi-
ate work unit climate needs to be considered. This is consistent with the cli-
mate literature that describes how multiple identifiable unit, subunit, and
even work group climates may exist within the larger organizational climate
(Glick, 1985; Hellriegel & Slocum, 1974; Howe, 1977; Powell & Butterfield,
1978). For these reasons we expected the following:

Hypothesis 5:Unit managers’ attitudes regarding participation will be positively
related to unit employees’ participation in decision making and employees’
perceptions of unit participative climate.

PARTICIPATIVE CLIMATES AND
WORK ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIORS

Participative climates at the district and unit levels, according to our model
and consistent with the literature on organizational climate (e.g., Kopelman
et al., 1990), translate management support for EI and district and unit EI
practices into employee participation in EI activities and positive work-
related attitudes. The relatively few studies that have considered participative
climate have found influences on individual work attitudes and behaviors.
Miller and Monge (1986), in their meta-analysis of the effects of participa-
tion, concluded that participative climates lead to higher levels of job satis-
faction. Other research has also found evidence suggesting that participative
climate results in higher job satisfaction as well as reduced turnover, inten-
tions to quit, and improved job performance (Steel, Shane, & Kennedy,
1990). However, despite these findings, many of these studies have used indi-
rect measures of participative climate and no research has taken a cross-level
approach.
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The relationships between district and unit participative climates and
work attitudes and participation in the EI process specified here are based, in
general, on the principle of psychological proximity from field theory
(Lewin, 1943). This perspective suggests that the features of an individual’s
work environment that are more proximal and psychologically meaningful
will exert greater influence than those features which are more psychologi-
cally distant. Thus, the more proximal work unit climate is expected to dem-
onstrate a stronger influence on individual work attitudes and behaviors than
the more distant district climate.

Hypothesis 6:District and unit participative climates will jointly influence indi-
vidual work-related attitudes and participation in the EI process, with more
personally relevant and proximal unit climates having greater influence.

METHOD

ORGANIZATIONAL SETTING

The sample organization for this research was a large state department of
transportation with approximately 12,000 employees. The department con-
sists of 11 engineering districts that are geographically distributed across the
state. Engineering districts are nearly identical in terms of numbers of
employees, budgets, operations and transportation responsibilities, and man-
agement and organizational structure. Each engineering district includes 1
construction unit, 1 design unit, and 5 to 10 maintenance units, depending on
the number of counties in the district. A total of 11 districts operate at the dis-
trict level of analysis and 88 construction, design, and maintenance units
operate at the unit level of analysis.

QUESTIONNAIRES AND PARTICIPANTS

Data were collected from two surveys as part of an assessment of the
department’s EI processes. The first survey was mailed to district EI Coordi-
nators at work. In an effort to encourage the EI process, the department
required each district to have a district EI Coordinator who was responsible
for coordinating district EI activities (e.g., conducting EI training, facilitating
problem-solving teams). District EI Coordinators were highly knowledge-
able sources for district EI practices and supports, and therefore served as key
informants regarding these characteristics. EI Coordinators were nonmana-
gerial employees. Most of them had some sort of personnel or human
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resource experience, although a few had backgrounds in roadway design and
maintenance. All 11 district EI Coordinators responded to the survey.

The second instrument was a questionnaire about participation and
involvement that was mailed to the homes of 2,176 nonsupervisory employ-
ees, 802 first-level supervisors, and 325 managers. It was returned by 686
employees, 408 supervisors, and 186 managers (32%, 51%, and 57% return
rates, respectively). Because the EI program is focused on encouraging
increased involvement from the lower levels of the organization, when exam-
ining the individual-level outcomes, only employee and first-level supervisor
responses were used for the individual level measures (e.g., organizational
commitment). Also, because of the multi-cross-level methodology
(Mossholder & Bedeian, 1983; Rousseau, 1985), only the responses from
employees and supervisors located in units within districts (as opposed to those
employees working in the central office or district offices) were included in the
analyses that assessed outcomes at the individual level (N = 483).

MEASURES

Measures at three levels of analysis (i.e., individual, unit, and district)
were used in this study. Following the recommendations of Rousseau (1985)
for testing cross-level models, data collected on unit and district level vari-
ables explicitly referred to unit and district characteristics and aggregate
properties (e.g., “the participative climate within the work unit”). Data were
also collected from sources who would have the most insight into assessing
the variables in question. For example, district EI Coordinators were asked
about their district’s EI practices, district managers were questioned about
their attitudes toward employee participation, and district employees rated
the participative climate within their district. Some employees received a ver-
sion of the survey in which there were items that asked about their unit’s par-
ticipative climate, while others received a version that asked about the district
climate. Except for the EI Coordinator survey, all unit and district measures
were based on the responses of individual employees, supervisors, and/or
managers. These responses were then aggregated to the unit or district levels
and then constructed into scales. Because these scales referred to unit and dis-
trict factors, their psychometric properties were examined at the aggregate
level (see Mathieu, 1991, and Sirotnik, 1980). To justify that aggregated
scores provided by individuals reflect district and unit attributes, analyses
were conducted to demonstrate within-district (and unit) agreement with the
use of a measure of within-group agreement (rwg; James, Demaree, & Wolf,
1984, 1993).
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In the following paragraphs, measures are described and organized
according to the level of analysis at which they were targeted. Unless other-
wise noted, responses were assessed by 5-point Likert-type response scales.
In all cases, higher scores indicate a greater amount of that variable. Table 1
lists the study variables, their sources and sample sizes, and descriptive
statistics.

District EI practices/supports. District EI Coordinators were asked about
the extent of the EI practices and supports for employee participation that
exist within their districts. Five measures of EI practices/supports were used.
Reflecting the districts’ differing emphases on EI, districts varied in how
many person-hours were devoted to the EI Coordinator position. EI Coordi-
nators indicated the approximate percentage of their time that they spent on
EI-related duties. Training support for the EI process within the district was
determined by EI Coordinators indicating the percentage of employees who
had received EI training.

Items on the following three scales were rated according to a 5-point scale
(1 =not at allto 5 = to a great extent). A 4-item measure was used to assess the
extent to which the district provided resources to EI teams (e.g., “In this dis-
trict, to what extent to EI groups/teams have difficulty in getting money and
resources to work on projects?”). The amount of support and recognition dis-
trict management provided to EI participants was measured with the use of a
5-item scale (e.g., “In this district, to what extent are the people who partici-
pate in EI groups/teams and are active in EI activities recognized for their
involvement?”). In each district an EI steering committee oversees the EI
process. EI Coordinators rated their district’s EI steering committee in terms
of implementing EI policies and guidelines, planning and coordinating EI
efforts, and building EI processes according to a 4-item scale (e.g., “To what
extent does the EI steering committee in this district develop and implement
EI policies and guidelines?”).

District management EI attitudes. District management attitudes toward
the value and importance of employee participation were assessed from dis-
trict engineers and assistant district engineers in each district. In each district,
there was one district engineer and three assistant district engineers.
Together, they represented the top management level in the district. Of these
33 managers, 26 responded to the survey. The scale consisted of 10 items
adapted from Middlebrooks (1991) and Margulies and Black (1987) with the
remainder specifically developed for this study. A sample item is “Employee
participation in decision making leads to improvements in work productiv-
ity.” Responses to this scale and to the next three measures were made
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according to a 5-point agree/disagree scale (1 =strongly disagreeto 5 =
strongly agree). Managers’ individual responses were averaged within dis-
tricts to create a single score for each district that represented district man-
agement attitudes toward the EI program and participation process. Therwgs
for this measure ranged from .94 to .99, median = .98, indicating a very high
level of agreement.

District climate for participation. A 15-item measure of the district’s par-
ticipative climate was completed by approximately one third of the employ-
ees who responded to the survey (N= 198). Items were adapted from Taylor
and Bower’s decision-making climate scale (Survey of Organizations, 1972),
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TABLE 1

Description of District-, Unit-, and Individual-Level Measures

Source Aggregate Cronbach’s
Variable andN N M SD Alpha

District-level variables
District EI practices/supports
EI Coordinator statusa 11 EI Coordinators 11 47.91 36.78 —
EI steering committee activityb 11 EI Coordinators 11 3.32 1.18 .89
District support for EIb 11 EI Coordinators 11 3.29 0.53 .74
Resources for EIb 11 EI Coordinators 11 3.57 0.76 .82
Percentage trained in EI 11 EI Coordinators 11 27.60 17.78 —

District management attitudesb 26 District managers 11 4.11 0.21 .69
District participative climateb 198 Employees 11 2.59 0.25 .90

Unit-level variables
Unit management attitudesb 102 Unit Managers 64 4.01 0.39 .86
Unit participative climateb 438 Employees, supervisors 86 2.70 0.37 .86
Participation in decisio

makingb 438 Employees, supervisors 88 1.80 0.68 .91
Individual-level variables
EI activityc 484 Employees, supervisors — .75 0.96 .62
Additional EI trainingd 484 Employees, supervisors — .89 0.79 .76
Organizational commitmentb 479 Employees, supervisors — 3.15 0.79 .80
Intrinsic job satisfactione 479 Employees, supervisors — 3.44 0.73 .83
Extrinsic job satisfactione 479 Employees, supervisors — 3.43 0.69 .65
Organizational cynicismb 476 Employees, supervisors — 3.33 0.74 .85
Belief in improvabilityb 476 Employees, supervisors — 4.06 0.74 .76

NOTE: EI = employee involvement.
a. Percentage of time spent working as EI Coordinator on EI-related duties.
b. 5-point disagree/agree scale (1 =disagree; 5 = agree).
c. Sum of participation in eight EI activities (1 = involved in activity; 0 = not involved).
d. Sum of participation in 12 additional courses (1 = attended course; 0 = did not attend course).
e. 5-point dissatisfied/satisfied scale (1 =very dissatisfied; 5 = very satisfied).
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and the remaining items were developed for this study. Items assessed the
extent to which employees’ opinions and ideas are solicited, employees are
actively involved in making decisions, and employees are kept informed
regarding district practices and policies. A sample item is “In my district,
work objectives and goals are based on everyone’s input.”Rwgs for this mea-
sure ranged from .78 to .95, median = .92, indicating a high level of agree-
ment within districts.

Unit management EI attitudes. The same scale as was used to assess dis-
trict management EI attitudes was used to measure unit managers’ attitudes
toward EI. The scale was completed by the unit managers and assistant unit
managers in each work unit. A total of 102 unit-level managers completed the
measure. Just as for district managers, unit manager responses were averaged
within units to create a single score that represented unit management atti-
tudes toward EI. Therwgs for this measure ranged from .48 to .99, median =
.96, showing a high level of agreement.

Unit climate for participation. The same scale used to assess district cli-
mate for participation was used to measure the participative climate within
each work unit. However, this measure specifically focused on unit practices
that supported participation. The scale was completed by 445 employees and
first-level supervisors, which included another set of approximately one third
of the employees (N= 179) and all of the first-level supervisors (N= 266) who
completed the survey. Employee and supervisor responses were averaged
within units to create a single unit score that represented the extent to which a
climate for participation existed within the unit.Rwgs ranged from .47 to .99,
median = .92.

Unit participation in decision making. The extent of employee participa-
tion in decision making within the unit was measured with a 7-item scale that
assessed employees’reported involvement in different areas of decision mak-
ing. Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which they participate
in decisions involving various aspects of their jobs (e.g., setting performance
goals, determining work procedures). Because this scale refers to participa-
tion at the unit level, responses were aggregated within units.Rwgs for this
scale ranged from .00 to .99, median = .85, indicating an adequate level of
agreement to justify aggregation.

EI activity. Employees and supervisors indicated the number of different
ways they participated in the EI process by checking from a list of 8 participa-
tive activities (e.g., quality circle member, task force leader) in which they
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had been involved (1 = involved in activity; 0 = not involved). Summed scores
ranged from a high score of 8 to a low score of 0.

Additional EI training. Beyond a basic EI-orientation training class, there
were a total of 12 additional EI courses employees and supervisors could
have voluntarily attended. Courses covered topics such as problem-solving
strategies, cost/benefit analysis, and group facilitation. Respondents indi-
cated the number of these additional EI courses they took and their scores
ranged from 0 (did not take any additional courses) to 12 (attended all addi-
tional courses).

Intrinsic job satisfaction. Intrinsic job satisfaction was assessed with a
scale adapted from Warr, Cook, and Wall (1979). The 7-item scale measured
respondents’ satisfaction (1 =very dissatisfied; 5 = very satisfied) with their
jobs, in regards to their relationships with coworkers and supervisors, the
challenge and variety offered in their work, and the attention and recognition
they received for performing well at their jobs and making suggestions.

Extrinsic job satisfaction. Five items from the Warr et al. (1979) job satis-
faction measure were used to assess how satisfied respondents were with the
more extrinsic aspects of their jobs including wages, benefits, and opportuni-
ties for advancement in the organization. Responses to items on this scale
were also made according to a 5-point dissatisfied/satisfied scale (1 =very
dissatisfied; 5 = very satisfied).

Organizational commitment. Affective organizational commitment was
assessed by using six items from Meyer and Allen’s (1984) scale, designed to
measure respondents’ identification with the organization and their commit-
ment to remain a member and pursue the organization’s goals. Responses to
this and the remaining scales were made on a 5-point disagree/agree scale (1 =
strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree).

Organizational cynicism. A 9-item measure of organizational cynicism
was adapted from Brooks and Vance (1991). Organizational cynicism is the
belief that improvements in the organization will not be made and problems
will not be solved because of various failures inherent in the organization. A
sample item is “I’ve pretty much given up trying to make suggestions for
improvements around here.”

Belief in improvability. Three items, also from Brooks and Vance (1991),
measured belief in improvability: The belief that improvements in the
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organization are possible but that they will not be made because of a lack of
necessary support for projects and solutions. An example item is “Some
tough problems could be fixed if management would just get to them.”

RESULTS

Table 1 provides sample sizes and descriptive statistics, including internal
consistency reliability estimates (Cronbach’s alphas) for study variables.
Sample sizes are shown two ways: as the number and type of respondents
who completed a survey and as the aggregate sample size for those variables
that were aggregated above the level of individual respondents to form a com-
positional data set. At the district level, EI practices/supports were reported
by a single EI Coordinator in each district and thus theNandAggregate Nare
the same, whereas multiple respondents in each district reported on manage-
ment attitudes and participative climate, and thusN andAggregate Ndiffer.
Aggregation was performed for all unit-level variables. For variables listed as
individual-level variables, respondents were treated as the unit of analysis,
and no aggregation was performed. Although internal consistency reliabili-
ties for three variables listed in Table 1 were somewhat low (district manage-
ment attitudes, participation in EI, and extrinsic job satisfaction), these vari-
ables are nevertheless of theoretical importance and were included in the
analyses.

Table 2 presents correlations among study variables. Correlations above
the diagonal of Table 2 are based on respondentNs (i.e., unaggregatedNs).
Correlations below the diagonal are based on aggregatedNs, with italicized
type indicating within-level correlations and nonitalicized type indicating
cross-level correlations. Hypotheses 1 through 5 were tested via correlations
shown in Table 2 as well as cross-level regression analyses presented in
Tables 3 and 4.

Hypothesis 1, which postulated that district managers’ attitudes and
actions toward EI would be positively related to the extent of EI practices in
the district, was tested by within- and cross-level correlations of Table 2.
Examining the within-level correlations first (italics beneath the diagonal),
district managers’attitudes toward EI (variable 6) was significantly related to
the percentage of his/her time the District EI Coordinator spent on EI duties
(variable 1;r = .71,p < .05), the percentage of district employees who were
trained in EI processes (variable 5;r = .61,p < .05), and district participative
climate (variable 7;r = .60,p< .05). District manager attitudes also exhibited
positive, although nonsignificant, relationships with other district-level
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TABLE 2

Intercorrelations Among Study Variables

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17

District level
1. EI Coordinator status .57** .77** .53** .48** .46** .56** .18** .02 –.06 .17** .13** .02 .03 .05 –.03 .00
2. EI steering committee activity .55 .81** .63** .47** .56** .20** .51** .22** .05 .15** .12* .06 .04 .09 –.03 .02
3. District support for EI .75** .83** .51** .38** .27** .41** .31** .12** .04 .17** .12* .04 .03 .07 –.03 –.02
4. Resources for EI .46 .47 .42 .27** .39** .10* .34** .07 .11* .16** .10* .00 .01 .04 –.04 –.02
5. Percentage trained in EI .61* .51 .46 .24 .64** .20** .24** .18**–.07 .04 .08 .08 .09* .12**–.09 –.03
6. District management attitudes .71* .59 .59 .40 .71* .27** .34** .14**–.11* .11* .15** .05 .05 .06 –.02 .05
7. District participative climate .59 .29 .50 .15 .35 .60* .10 –.02 –.16** .16** .01 .07 .01 .03 .01 .06

Unit level
8. Unit management attitudes .14 .46** .34** .20 .19 .31* .24 .27** .31** .16** .09 .10 .09 .11* -.05 .00
9. Unit participative climate .11 .33** .27* .06 .22* .23* .08 .34** .46** .20** .00 .09 .16** .20**–.21**–.22

10. Participation in decision making –.05 .06 .04 –.02 –.03 –.02 –.11.31* .32** .11* .08 .02 .16** .11* –.11* –.15
Individual level

11. EI activity .41** .03 .11* .05 –.10* –.04
12. Additional EI training .07 .05 –.02 –.04 .00
13. Organizational commitment .57** .49**–.62**–.30**
14. Intrinsic job satisfaction .58**–.65**–.38**
15. Extrinsic job satisfaction –.55**–.28**
16. Organizational cynicism .54**
17. Belief in improvability

NOTE: EI = employee involvement. Correlations below the diagonal in italics are based on either the district level (for variables 1-7; district levelN= 11) or
unit level (for variables 8-10; unit levelN= 64-68) matrix; correlations below the diagonal not in italics are from the compositional matrix at the unit level (N=
64-88); correlations above the diagonal are from the compositional matrix at the individual level (for variables 11-17; individual levelN ranges from 476 to
484).
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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indicators of the extent of district EI activity such as steering committee
activity (variable 2;r = .59), district support for EI (variable 3;r = .59), and
the resources devoted to EI (variable 5;r = .40). Turning next to cross-level
correlations (above the diagonal), district managers’ attitudes (variable 6)
correlated significantly with employees’ self-reported participation in EI
(variable 11;r = .11,p < .05), and amount of additional EI training received
(variable 12;r = .15,p < .01). In addition, all district-level variables except
the percentage of employees trained in EI processes correlated significantly
with individual-level participation in EI and additional training received.
Thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported.

Hypothesis 2, which predicted that district managers’ attitudes and
actions toward EI would be positively related to unit managers’ attitudes
toward EI, was tested by the cross-level below-diagonal correlations pre-
sented in Table 2 and regression analyses presented in Table 3. District man-
agers’attitudes toward EI (variable 6) correlated significantly with unit man-
agers’ attitudes (variable 8;r = .31,p < .05). In addition, district EI steering
committee activity level (variable 2) and district support for EI (variable 3)
correlated significantly with unit managers’attitudes (variable 8;r = .46,p <
.01 andr = .34, p < .01, respectively). A two-step hierarchical regression
model tested the influence of district managers’ attitudes on unit managers’
attitudes toward EI beyond the effects of level of EI activity in the district. At
step 1, unit managers’ attitudes toward EI (variable 8) was regressed on the
set of district-level EI practices (variables 1-5); district managers’ attitudes
(variable 6) was entered at step 2. As shown in Table 3, 25% of the variance in
unit managers’ attitudes was explained by step 1 (F= 3.49,p < .01), with EI
steering committee activity level serving as the only significant contributor
(b = .58,p< .05). District managers’attitudes accounted for an additional 4%
of the variance at step 2 (Fchange = 2.74,p < .10). Thus, Hypothesis 2 was
supported.

Hypothesis 3, which asserted that district managers’ attitudes and extent
of district EI practices would be positively related to employee perceptions of
district participative climate, was tested via the cross-level above-diagonal
correlations of Table 2. All correlations of district-level EI variables (vari-
ables 1-6) correlated positively and significantly with employee perceptions
of district participative climate (variable 7;rs ranged from .10 to .56), thus
providing support for Hypothesis 3.

Hypothesis 4, which predicted that the extent of district EI practices
would be positively related to participation in decision making at the work
unit level and perceptions of work unit participative climate, was tested via
cross-level below-diagonal correlations of Table 2. This hypothesis was
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supported with respect to perceptions of unit participative climate (variable
9), which correlated significantly with EI steering committee activity
(variable 2) (r= .33,p < .01), district support for EI (variable 3;r = .27,p <
.05), and percentage of employees trained in EI (variable 5;r = .22,p < .05).
None of the correlations between district EI practices and participation in
work unit decision making were significant. Thus, Hypothesis 4 received
partial support.

Hypothesis 5, which posited that unit managers’ attitudes toward partici-
pation would be positively related to unit employees’ participation in deci-
sion making and perceptions of unit participative climate, was tested via
cross-level regression analyses presented in Table 4.

Participation in decision making (variable 10) and participative climate
(variable 9), both variables aggregated to the work unit level from individual
employee responses, were regressed on the set of district-level EI practices
(variables 1-5) at step 1 and on unit managers’ attitudes toward participation
(variable 8) at step 2. As shown in Table 4, unit managers’ attitudes contrib-
uted significant variance beyond that explained by district-level EI practices
for unit participation in decision making (∆R2 = .10,F change = 6.01,p< .05)
but not for unit participative climate (∆R2 = .04,F change = 2.63,ns). Thus,
Hypothesis 5 received partial support.
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TABLE 3

Regression Results for District EI practices and District
Manager EI Attitudes Predicting Unit Manager EI Attitudes

Step 1 Step 2

Variables β t β t

EI Coordinator status –.15 –0.69 –.31 –1.34
EI steering committee activity .58 2.34** .50 2.04**
District support for EI .00 –0.01 .02 0.09
Resources for EI –.04 –0.30 –.04 –0.28
Percentage trained in EI –.01 –0.04 –.12 –0.68
District management attitudes .33 1.65*

R2 change .25 .04
F change 3.49*** 2.74*
df 5, 57 6, 56
R2 .29
F 3.46***

NOTE: EI = employee involvement.
*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01.
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TABLE 4

Regression Results for District EI Practices and Unit Manager EI Attitudes
Predicting Unit Participation in Decision Making and Unit Participative Climate

Unit Participative Climate Unit Participation in Decision Making

Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2

Variable β t β t β t β t

EI Coordinator status –.23 –0.98 –.19 –0.84 –.14 –0.58 –.09 –0.38
EI steering committee activity .30 1.15 .17 0.63 .08 0.30 –.12 –0.43
District support for EI .16 0.55 .16 0.56 .11 0.33 .11 0.36
Resources for EI –.11 –0.67 –.10 –0.61 –.04 –0.21 –.02 –0.13
Percentage trained in EI .15 0.90 .15 0.92 –.03 –0.17 –.03 –0.16
Unit management attitudes .23 1.62 .35 2.45**

R2 change .15 .04 .02 .10
F change 1.91 2.63 .20 6.01
df 5, 56 6, 55 5, 57 6, 56
R2 .19 .12
F – final 2.08* 1.18

NOTE: EI = employee involvement.
*p < .10. **p < .05.
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Hypothesis 6, which predicted that district and unit participative climates
jointly influence individual work-related attitudes and participation in the EI
process, with more proximal unit climates having greater effect, was tested
by cross-level hierarchical moderated regression analyses. Results are pro-
vided in Table 5 and significant interactions are depicted in Figures 1 to 3.
Following the procedures described by Aiken and West (1991), high and low
values for unit and district participative climates used in plotting the interac-
tions were based on values±1 standard deviation from the mean. A four-step
model was tested in which individual perceptions of participative climate
were entered at step 1, followed by aggregated unit climate at step 2, aggre-
gated district climate at step 3, and the product of the latter two variables at
step 4. Individual perceptions of climate were entered first to control for any
potential same source method variance effects. Interaction terms were sig-
nificant for the following three of the dependent variables: participation in EI,
extrinsic job satisfaction, and belief in improvability. Interactions accounted
for between 1% and 2% additional variance beyond the main effects of unit
and district participative climates.

Figure 2 shows that, as predicted, self-reported participation in EI
processes was greatest where both unit and district participative climates
were favorable and least where both climates were unfavorable. The form of
the interaction provided support for the expectation that unit climates would
hold greater influence because participation was found to be greater when
unit climates were favorable and district climates were unfavorable, rather
than when the reverse was true.

Figure 3 shows that extrinsic job satisfaction was greatest where unit par-
ticipative climates were favorable and district climates were unfavorable, and
least where both climates were unfavorable. The form of the interaction pro-
vided support for the expectation that unit climates would have greater influ-
ence because satisfaction was greater when unit climates were more favor-
able than unfavorable; district climates had little effect when unit climates
were favorable.

Figure 4 shows that belief in improvability (i.e., the belief that things
could be better) was greatest when unit climates were favorable and least
where unit climates were unfavorable. District climates were most influential
when unit climates were favorable. The form of the interaction provided sup-
port for the expectation that unit climates would have the greater influence
because the belief that conditions could be improved was greater when unit
climates were favorable and district climates were unfavorable, rather than
when the reverse was true.
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TABLE 5

Regression Results for Participative Climate Predicting Individual-Level Outcomes

Additional Intrinsic Extrinsic Belief
EI EI Organizational Job Job Organizational in

Activity Training Commitment Satisfaction Satisfaction Cynicism Improvability

Climate Variables β t β t β t β t β t β t β t

Step 1: Perceived climate .10 2.25* .08 1.79 .41 9.67** .59 15.44** .41 9.69 –.57 –14.66** –.36 –8.24**
R2 .01 .01 .17 .34 .17 .32 .13
F 5.07* 3.12 93.44** 237.97** 93.88** 215.03** 67.85**
df 1, 456 1, 456 1, 456 1, 454 1, 454 1, 453 1, 454

Step 2: Unit climate .19 4.13** –.02 –0.43 .02 0.53 .07 1.99* .14 3.15** –.12 –3.20** –.17 –3.81**
R2 change .04 .00 .00 .01* .02 .02 .03
F change 17.09* .18 .28 3.97* 9.94** 10.26** 14.53**
df 2, 455 2, 455 2, 455 2, 453 2, 453 2, 452 2, 453

Step 3: District climate .16 3.64** .02 0.49 .09 2.05* .04 1.13 .05 1.17 –.03 –0.59 .04 0.97
R2 change .03* .00 .01 .00 .00 .00 .00
F change 13.26* .24 4.21* 1.28 1.36 .35 .94
df 3, 454 3, 454 3, 454 3, 452 3, 452 3, 451 3, 452

Step 4: Climate interaction 1.31 2.04* –.47 –0.70 –.72 –1.18 .22 0.40 –1.22 –2.03* .88 1.62 1.83 2.99**
R2 change .01 .00 .00 .00 .01 .00 .02
F change 4.16* .49 1.39 .16 4.12* 2.63 8.95**
df 4, 453 4, 453 4, 453 4, 451 4, 451 4, 450 4, 451

NOTE: EI = employee involvment.
*p < .05. **p < .01.

290

 at P
E

N
N

S
Y

LV
A

N
IA

 S
T

A
T

E
 U

N
IV

 on S
eptem

ber 15, 2016
gom

.sagepub.com
D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://gom.sagepub.com/


The expectation that unit participative climates would outweigh district
climates in affecting individual reactions was further tested by switching the
order of entry of unit and district climates in the regression model. Unit cli-
mates contributed significant additional variance to the dependent variables
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Figure 2: Unit by District Participative Climate Interaction Predicting EI Activity
NOTE: EI = employee involvement.

Figure 3: Unit by District Participative Climate Interaction Predicting Extrinsic Job
Satisfaction
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when controlling for the effects of district climates for five of seven depen-
dent variables, whereas district climates contributed significant additional
variance when unit climates were controlled for only two of seven dependent
variables. This finding, along with the interactions described above, provide
substantial support for Hypothesis 6.

DISCUSSION

EI practices are often implemented as large-scale interventions that simul-
taneously involve and cut across multiple levels and systems within the
organization. This research was designed to capture the complexity involved
in the application of EI processes by linking management attitudes toward
participation, EI practices, and participative climates across multiple layers
of the organization. These systemwide factors were examined at two differ-
ent levels of analysis and related to employee work attitudes and involvement
in the EI process. The results provide a better understanding of how EI
processes relate to employee outcomes and the system-wide supports that are
necessary for effective EI interventions.

FACTORS SUPPORTING PARTICIPATIVE CLIMATES

The findings demonstrate the critical role of upper- and mid-level man-
agement in the EI process. When district managers strongly endorsed the
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concept of participation, supports were provided to EI in the form of full-time
coordinators, training, and monetary resources for employee-initiated proj-
ects. Employees’ perceptions of the extent to which their district’s policies
and procedures supported participation were also closely related to district
manager attitudes. These district EI supports were, in turn, positively related
to the degree to which employees found their district’s climate to be suppor-
tive of participation. Although these correlations were not significant (most
likely due to the limited power as a result of the small district sample size), in
a cross-level fashion, district EI supports tended to be positively correlated
with unit participative climate. Consistent with a system-based approach,
this finding suggests that the extent to which the climate within the work unit
encourages participation is, in part, a function of the practices and policies
that support EI in the broader organizational context (Ledford & Lawler,
1994). It appears that the EI orientation adopted by district managers helped
set the stage for the implementation of EI at the unit level. When district man-
agers demonstrated support for EI, lower level managers in charge of work
units demonstrated stronger support for EI. The results suggest a cascading
effect where support at one level translates into support at the next.

CLIMATES FOR PARTICIPATION
AND EMPLOYEE OUTCOMES

District and unit participative climate contributed to the prediction of
nearly all of the individual work attitude and participation in EI outcome vari-
ables. Although the amount of variance explained tended to be small, the
cross-level relationships were significant after controlling for individuals’
scores on participative climate. This conservative analytic strategy provides
greater confidence that the findings are a result of unit and district level fac-
tors and not a function of common source variance. The magnitude of these
effects are consistent with the meta-analytic findings of the participation-
satisfaction relationship reported by Wagner and his colleagues (Wagner,
1994; Wagner & Gooding, 1987) after removing those studies in which com-
mon source variance may have inflated estimates of the true relationship.
However, although most of the research on EI and participation has tended to
focus on satisfaction and performance outcomes, this study extends those
findings to participation in the EI process and attitudes toward change (i.e.,
organizational cynicism). Thus, although participative climates may not
explain a large amount of variance in any one particular outcome variable,
they are related to a number of distinct work behaviors and attitudes that
cumulatively can have a significant effect on organizational functioning.

Tesluk et al. / PARTICIPATIVE WORK ENVIRONMENTS 293

 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on September 15, 2016gom.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://gom.sagepub.com/


Supporting our prediction based on a Field Theory perspective (cf. Lewin,
1943, 1951), participative climates at the unit level appeared to exert stronger
effects than those at the district level. Four of the five work attitudes were pre-
dicted by unit participative climate, but not by district climate. The exception
was organizational commitment, which was probably because district poli-
cies and practices have more of a role in influencing individuals’ attachment
to the broader organization. Although participative climate at the unit level
was a factor in a greater number of individual-level outcomes than climate at
the district level, there were cases in which participative climates at both lev-
els of the organization were important. Participative climates at both the unit
and district levels were found to independently predict employees’participa-
tion in EI activities, suggesting that for some variables, factors at more than
one organizational level are important. Employees need to be allowed,
encouraged, and have the opportunity to participate in problem-solving
teams. These results show that individual participation is largely the result of
EI support at the work unit level. However, quality of the EI processes and
opportunities for different forms of involvement are largely a function of
top-level EI support (i.e., monitoring EI processes, providing training, and
devoting resources to EI).

The significant interactions between unit and district participative cli-
mates also demonstrated the importance of considering the nature of the par-
ticipative environment at multiple levels within an organization. As expected
and shown in Figure 2, individuals in units with high participative climates
nested within districts with a high participative climate were the most likely
to be involved in EI activities. Similar to this, those who work in nonpartici-
pative units that operate in districts that fail to emphasize participation were
the least likely to join quality circles and other activities. These results sug-
gest that individual participation in the EI process is greatest when climates at
multiple organizational levels are consistent.

District by unit participative climate interactions were also found to pre-
dict certain work attitudes, specifically, extrinsic job satisfaction and belief in
the need for improvability of the organization. As shown in Figures 3 and 4, a
different pattern was found in these cases as compared to participation in EI
activities. For individuals working in a highly participative unit, the degree to
which the district emphasized participation made little difference. However,
the difference between working in a unit that emphasized participation com-
pared to one that did not was more dramatic when the larger district tended to
be nonparticipative. Thus, although the extent of participation emphasized in
the district’s climate may have had a lesser influence on extrinsic job satisfac-
tion and cynicism, working in a participative district climate may have buff-
ered some of the negative effects of working in a nonparticipative unit.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR ORGANIZATIONS

This study suggests a number of practical implications for organizations
implementing EI practices. One critical implication rests with the role of
management in determining the success of EI. Organizations need to ensure
that managers at different levels are supportive of EI and are communicating
their support to those below them. Salient examples of top management’s
support for participation (e.g., making major decisions with the use of a task
force, rather than issuing a unilateral decision made by the top manager) indi-
cate to lower level managers that participation is the preferred method of
decision making. Top managerial support is also needed to provide resources
and direction. Findings from this study suggest that large-scale EI interven-
tions provide more participative contexts when the EI process is backed with
a certain level of structure (e.g., full-time EI coordinator, a steering commit-
tee that develops and guides EI strategy), resources (e.g., financing for EI
team projects), and support from human resources (e.g., training in EI areas
such as decision making and problem solving).

However, support from mid-level managers is also required for EI prac-
tices to be implemented and translated into participative climates within
smaller work units. Because middle managers often resist employee partici-
pation (Klein, 1984; Walton & Schlesinger, 1979), it is important that top
executives anticipate their concerns and design a process that accommodates
managers’roles and responsibilities to the changing roles and responsibilities
of their employees. As demonstrated in this research, managers’ supportive
attitudes and values are important to effective implementation of EI prac-
tices. Participative practices can be promulgated through judicious selection
and promotion of mid-level managers with consonant values. This was a
strategy reported by top district managers in this organization. Also, because
EI interventions in this and most other organizations are designed by top
executives without the input of mid- and lower-level managers (Guth & Mac-
Millan, 1986; Klein, 1984), local managers may not be motivated to pro-
vide a strong climate that supports the EI process (Klein & Sorra, 1996).
Ensuring that managers at all levels participate in the adoption and develop-
ment of EI is also likely to promote a greater understanding of the EI
process necessary for taking steps at the work unit level to facilitate effec-
tive implementation.

The findings from this study demonstrate that organizations must con-
sider how multiple climates operate and influence employee attitudes and
behaviors. Although the larger organizational climate may be supportive of
EI, smaller unit and work group contexts may be less hospitable and thus
serve as strong impediments to employee participation. Because the
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proximate work unit tends to exert more influence, this level of analysis
deserves direct attention when implementing effective EI practices.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The cross-sectional design of this research limits causal conclusions.
Future longitudinal research should address specific mechanisms that sup-
port participative systems. For instance, does the relationship between upper-
and mid-level managers’attitudes toward EI result from lower managers tak-
ing cues from their superiors, or is it a result of top management promotion
and selection practices? As previously noted, participative values were used
as criteria in promotion decisions in some districts studied here. However,
unit managers also indicated that they were well aware of their district mana-
ger’s position and expectations regarding EI.

Another limitation of the study was the small sample size at the district
and unit levels of analysis. This was certainly a factor in attempting to detect
relationships at the district level, for example, between district EI policies
and practices and participative climate. To achieve a reasonable level of
desired power in detecting even large effects, a significantly greater sample
size than what was available in this study would be required. For instance, in
order to detect an effect size of .50 for a power of 75 (p= .05, two tailed)
would require a sample of 25 districts (Cohen & Cohen, 1983). To better cap-
ture empirically the effects of organizational EI processes, both within- and
cross-level, large-scale research efforts are necessary. Such efforts would
also help ascertain the generalizability of the findings presented here.

CONCLUSION

Success in today’s competitive economic environment increasingly
requires systems of work organization that maximize the contributions of
those individuals who are on the front-line of production, problem solving,
quality improvement, and customer responsiveness. This, in turn, requires
systems and mechanisms whereby organizational members can work col-
laboratively to solve production and quality problems and provide customer
service. Equally important, it requires employees who are able and willing to
contribute creatively and proactively. Employee involvement processes,
broadly defined, are designed to facilitate the attainment of these objectives.
This study highlights the complex interplay of managerial, structural, and cli-
mate factors at several organizational levels as they influence the success of
EI. Organizational designers should recognize the importance of top
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managers in establishing the context and conditions for participation, and of
middle managers in influencing employees’motivation to participate. Future
research in this important area will guide practitioners in the design and
enhancement of modern work systems.
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