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CONCEPTUALIZING ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE

Abstract
CONCEPTUALIZING ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE: A CASE STUDY OF
MCCORMICK & CO. INC.
Melanie Yanney

This case study used content analysis of a corporate web page and interviews with
employees to explore how corporations and employees define and perceive corporate
culture. Theoretical research used to analyze and understand organizational culture
included Schein's model of organizational culture, social identity theory, and
organizational identification. Communication research concepts relating to the topic
included organizational culture and mediated communication. The corporation's web
page identified six factors that shape its corporate culture, including a participative style
of management, a core set of shared values, and involving employees in business
decisions. Unaided employee responses identified only one primary factor—employee-
company relationships. Implications for the corporation include utilizing employee-
centric terms on the website in order to reflect employee perceptions of corporate culture.
Keywords: organizational culture, employees, social identity theory (SIT), organizational

identification (Ol), Schein's model of organizational culture
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Conceptualizing Organizational Culture: A Case Study of McCormick & Co., Inc.

There is no one true meaning of culture. In language, the concept has progressed
from a physical sense to a social sense - its meaning has expanded from the tending of
nature to a "process of human development” (Williams, 1976, p. 26). Organizational
culture has been described as inherent to all organizations and encompassing "the
organization’s values, goals, and production processes, and its expectations about the
roles and contributions of organizational members” (Hollifield, Kosicki, & Becker, 2001,
p. 93). Past studies have demonstrated the significance of organizational culture in
communication research (e.g. Ruch, 2009; Smith, 1997; Wasko, 2001). It has been found
to communicate “the identity and function of the organization” and provide employees
with an “organizational identity”” (Maneerat, Hale, & Singhal, 2005, pp. 189-190).
Scholars have applied models and theories to understand organizational culture, including
Schein’s model of organizational culture (Dainton & Zelley, 2005; lonescu, 2009), social
identity theory (Collier & Esteban, 2007; Turban & Greening, 1996; Turker, 2009), and
organizational identification (Scott, 2007; Wieseke, Ahearne, Lam, & Van Dick, 2009).
Organizational culture provides a system of meaning for employees and a way to make
sense of organizational priorities (lonescu, 2009).

Why should companies value their employees’ perceptions of corporate culture?
Because companies are realizing that “their employees are the business” (Board, 2012, p.
282). A relationship exists between employee satisfaction and customer satisfaction
(Board, 2012). Even the best planned external communication campaigns would be
ineffective if customers witnessed low employee morale or were given inconsistent

information once they entered the business (Board, 2012). Edelman’s (2014) Trust
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Barometer found that “employees are considered the most trusted source” (p. 7) and that
“the public wants to hear directly from employees as ambassadors for the company who
can attest to its integrity” (p. 7). If a company’s brand promise is woven into the culture
and consistently delivered—particularly with its employees—“the brand and reputation
are strengthened in the customer’s eyes” (Holland & Weathers, 2013, p. 257).

While researchers have conceptually defined organizational culture and
incorporated a theoretical framework into their studies, few have compared how
organizations illustrate their culture to external publics and how internal publics—
employees—define the company’s culture based on personal experience. This paper
analyzed how both parties define corporate culture and explored the implications of when
a company’s corporate communications regarding organizational culture differs from its
employees’ perceptions.

For this case study, data were collected from the website and employees of an
international, publically traded flavoring company headquartered in the Eastern United
States with approximately 10,000 employees globally (McCormick corporate profile,
2013). McCormick & Company, Inc. (McCormick), has been in business for 125 years
and carries multiple consumer brand names in the United States, including McCormick®,
McCormick Gourmet®, Grill Mates®, Old Bay®, Zatarain's®, Simply Asia®, and Thali
Kitchen® (McCormick brand fact sheet, 2013). Its products are sold in retail outlets and
also incorporated as ingredients in foods sold by other manufacturers and food service
organizations (McCormick, 2009). In 2010, the company was named one of Fortune's
100 best companies to work for (McCormick, 2009). The website content and employee

interview feedback were compared to explore how the organization illustrates its culture
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to external publics and how internal publics—employees—define the company’s culture
based on personal experience.
Using content analysis and in-depth interviews, this paper answered the following
four research questions:
Research Question 1 (RQ1): How does the corporation define its organizational
culture?
Research Question 2 (RQ2): How do employees define their organization’s
culture?
Research Question 3 (RQ3): How does the corporation's portrayal of
organizational culture compare and contrast with employees' perceptions of
organizational culture?
Research Question 4 (RQ4): What are the implications of the organization’s

description of organizational culture differing from the employees’ descriptions?
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Literature Review

A literature review was conducted to explore both theoretical literature and
communication research as they relate to organizational culture and employees. Three
major theories that apply to organizational culture and employees were explored: Schein's
model of organizational culture, social identity theory, and organizational identification.
In terms of communication research, this paper identified two major areas of scholarship:
organizational culture and mediated communication. This case study focused on how
these areas impact employees.
Theoretical Research

Theoretical research examined models and theories used to analyze and
understand organizational culture, including Schein’s model of organizational culture,
social identity theory, and organizational identification. Schein’s model of organizational
culture can be used to understand organizational communication through three levels of
culture: artifacts, which are the observable, physical evidence of culture; values, the
preferences about how issues should be handled; and assumptions, the subconscious
viewpoints people hold about the world (Dainton & Zelley, 2005). Schein (2003)
cautioned that the observed values can be different from what the culture claims the
values to be. For example, if the artifacts of a company that claims to value innovation
include discouraging risks, allowing little time for employees to experiment, and having a
low research and development budget, one might posit that the organization’s true
assumption is that innovation is too great a risk to fully support (Dainton & Zelley,
2005). Similarly, Donnelly (2013) discussed how a company’s authenticity is called into

question when its brand messages covey a different meaning between internal and
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external publics. If a health insurance company communicates itself as a wellness
company to external publics, but its cafeteria only serves unhealthy foods to employees,
then the company’s authenticity is at risk (Donnelly, 2013). These examples highlight a
gap between how the organization illustrates its values and how employees actually
perceive and experience company values. Schein (2003) explained the complexities of
sense making in culture and suggested observing groups and speaking with group
members in order to understand the basic, core assumptions, beliefs, and feelings of that
group.

Social identity theory (SIT) suggests that people categorize themselves into social
groups based on many factors, including the company they work for, and their
membership in those categories impacts their self-concept (Turban & Greening, 1996).
According to Turker (2009) a business organization is a type of social categorization in
which membership may become part of an employee’s identity. Collier and Esteban
(2007) found that employees’ understanding of their own identity was related to their
perceptions of the company with which they were employed. For example, if an
organization acted unethically and damaged their image, then by extension, employees’
self-images were damaged as well (Turban & Greening, 1996).

A related concept, organizational identification (Ol), refers to employees feeling
unified with their organization (Wieseke et al., 2009). Wieseke et al.'s (2009) research
showed that if organizational leaders embody a oneness with the corporate culture, their
support staff will portray the same. Also, Maneerat et al. (2005) studied employee Ol

within two companies and found that the employees of the organization that provided a
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family-like organization-employee relationship demonstrated a stronger sense of oneness
with the company.

At the other end of the spectrum, research suggests that Ol can also “have
negative connotations for the ways in which employees define themselves” (Collier &
Esteban, 2007, p. 27). These negative connotations have been identified during episodes
of corporate wrongdoing, like the case of Enron, where employees felt “uncomfortable
with their own self-understanding and confused about their allegiance” (Collier &
Esteban, 2007, p. 27).

Communication Research

A review of the literature suggested that communication research is a very broad
area of scholarship. This case study focused on organizational culture and mediated
communication and their impact on employees. Many scholars have related
organizational culture to employees (e.g. Fitzgerald & Desjardins, 2004; Maneerat et al.,
2005; Schein, 2003). Scott's (2007) study of the application of SIT in communication
studies offered great insight into the topic of organizational culture, namely in the area of
computer-mediated communication and virtual work. According to Scott (2007),
computer-mediated communication and the anonymity it offers may heighten the impact
of social identity with online groups. Similarly, Yee (2009) found that virtual worlds
allowed people to focus less on physical age, gender, attractiveness, or attire, and focus
more on the content of their messages, which built positive interpersonal relationships.

Other scholars have performed content analysis of corporate documentation and
websites to explore mediated communication (Rogers & Swales, 1990; Singh & Point,

2006). Rogers and Swales (1990) performed an in-depth textual analysis of the written
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ethical code of an automotive parts manufacturer. Their study focused on how the
organization referred to themselves within this document, the repeated use of the terms
"people” and "we," and the fact that their ethics code was signed by "The Policy
Committee," rather than showing no authorship or simply signed with the name of the
organization (Rogers & Swales, 1990). The textual analysis demonstrated how the
organization dispersed responsibility for the ethical well-being of the company and
utilized terms such as "we the people" to unobtrusively make a statement that the term
"we the management™ would call into question (Rogers & Swales, 1990). This type of
research is useful for exploring the attitudes and corporate culture behind the content of a
written document.

Similarly, Singh and Point (2006) performed a content analysis of websites of
large European companies to explore how organizations represented gender and ethnic
diversity. They utilized critical discourse analysis, an analytical framework that focuses
on the style of the disclosure, and analyzed numerous components of mediated
communication, including text, photographs, symbols, statistics, and web page placement
(Singh & Point, 2006). The researchers advised practitioners to pay close attention to the
language used to communicate diversity in order to avoid creating confusion or negative
views (Singh & Point, 2006). Their study offered a clear framework for analyzing
website content.

Not all organization-employee communication is written. Gilsdorf (1998)
researched how clearer communication methods might reduce employee uncertainty and
costly mistakes. Within organizations there is often an unwritten understanding about

"how we communicate here" (p. 176) in that employees figure out on their own what
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rules exist and whether or not following those rules is beneficial (Gilsdorf, 1998).
Gilsdorf (1998) found that a majority of communication expectations were conveyed
through unwritten means and that a corporation’s culture is the primary means for
transmitting communication rules to employees. Gilsdorf's (1998) research is part of the
supporting body of literature that speaks to the relevance of organizational culture studies
and its impact on employees. The findings are significant in that they demonstrate how
corporate culture acts as a conduit for communicating rules and norms within an

organization.
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Method

This research was designed to explore how a company and its employees define
and perceive corporate culture. The intention is not to make statistical generalizations
about one perspective over another (Bulmer & Buchanan-Oliver, 2006). Similar to past
case studies in organizational culture (Scott, 2007; Singh & Point, 2006), this study used
qualitative content analysis of a corporate website to identify how the organization
defined its culture to external publics. From an employee perception standpoint, Schein's
(2003) research revealed the complexities of sense making in culture and suggested
observing groups and speaking with group members in order to understand the basic, core
assumptions, beliefs, and feelings of that group. Therefore, in-depth employee interviews
were performed to explore how they define the company’s culture.

Qualitative analysis is “the nonnumerical examination and interpretation of
observations, for the purpose of discovering underlying meanings and patterns of
relationships” (Babbie, 2008, p. 394). Within qualitative research, case studies can be
interpreted broadly, focusing attention on a single event of a social phenomenon, like a
period of time or a specific group of people; however, their purpose is descriptive in
nature (Babbie, 2008). Interviews typically achieve high response rates, reduce
unanswered questions, provide the opportunity to clarify items for participants, and allow
for observation of the environment and of the respondents (Babbie, 2008). Because this
study explored employee perceptions of corporate culture, qualitative research methods
were deemed most appropriate for their descriptive, rather than causal, design.

Qualitative content analysis was conducted of a single web page within the

corporate website. Content analysis is often used to complement other forms of research
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such as surveys or focus groups allowing researchers to compare and contrast their results
(Smith, 2009). The web page entitled “Who We Are” was selected because its content
was most relevant to this study of organizational culture in that it outlined the foundation
of the company’s culture (McCormick, 2010). The researcher analyzed the location of the
web page within the total website, use of pronouns, specific references to culture and
employees, and images included on the web page. (See Appendix B for an image of the
web page.) These elements are discussed in the Analysis section of this study.

The researcher is employed full-time with McCormick, which presented a unique
opportunity to interview other employees throughout the organization. Employees who
have worked with the researcher were recruited for interviews. None directly reported to
the researcher within the organization, and participation was strictly voluntary. At the
beginning of each interview, the participants were informed that their identities and
responses would be kept confidential and that they can stop the interview at any time.
Requests for participation were asked in person or via email. The response rate was
100%, which might be attributed to a preexisting level of trust with the researcher. It was
also noted that the employees seemed to feel comfortable openly sharing constructive
criticism of the organization during their interview, which may speak to the culture of the
organization. For confidentiality, the names of the participants were changed within this
study. All interviews were taped and are available upon request. (See Appendix C for
summarized notes from these interviews.)

A total of eight interviews were conducted to understand employees' perceptions
of the company’s corporate culture. Conducting interviews with McCormick employees

allowed for an exploration and understanding of "how we communicate here," as
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described in Gilsdorf (1998). Performing a content analysis of a corporate web page
would only present one side of the coin. Incorporating employee perceptions,
experiences, and understanding of the unspoken or unwritten rules of the corporation
provided valuable insights into the dynamics of organizational culture. The researcher
intentionally selected employees who would offer the study great variety regarding the
participants' departments, pay grade, length of employment, and ages. Two participants
worked in finance, and one participant each worked in marketing, sales, quality control,
product development, consumer affairs, and office management. Four were hourly
employees and four were salaried employees. Length of employment with the company
ranged from three months to 21 years. Two participants were male and six were female,
and ages ranged from 23 to 40.

All interviews were conducted in the organizational setting—in the researcher's
office. With the participants' consent, all interviews were recorded using Windows Sound
Recorder software. The participants and interviewer spoke into a microphone attached to
a laptop running the recording software. Interviews lasted approximately 12 to 38
minutes with the shortest interview coming from the participant who was only employed
for three months and felt unable to elaborate on some areas of discussion. See Appendix
A for complete interview questions.

After the interviews were complete, the researcher replayed the audio files and
typed notes into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet based on the answers from each
participant to each question. See Appendix C for interview notes. Some answers were
fully transcribed so that they could be quoted in this case study. Patterns and themes

within the responses were identified.
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Analysis

While researchers have conceptually defined organizational culture and
incorporated a theoretical framework into their studies, few have compared how
organizations illustrate their culture to external publics and how internal publics—
employees—define the company’s culture based on personal experience. This study
utilized content analysis of McCormick's (2010) "Who we are™ web page and interviews
with employees to analyze how the company and its employees defined corporate culture.
Similarities and differences were explored and implications are discussed.
Content Analysis of Corporate Web Page

Content analyses of corporate websites and documents are commonly used in
research to understand corporate culture (e.g. Rogers & Swales, 1990; Singh & Point,
2006). An analysis of McCormick's (2010) "Who we are" statement located on a web
page within its corporate website helped to answer RQ1: How does the corporation
define its organizational culture? McCormick's (2010) "Who we are" statement consists
of six paragraphs describing the corporate culture. The statement was located on a web
page situated several layers within the website. From the home page, one must navigate
and click through two web pages in order to locate the content. The corporation primarily
utilized third person pronouns, including "the Company" and "McCormick", rather than
first person pronouns, like "we" and "us.” The only exception appeared in the "Who we
are" title of the web page. Employees were described as the "McCormick family" (para.
1) and "diverse" (para. 2). Under the title of "Who we are" appeared a subtitle of "The
Power of People;" however, this phrase was not hyperlinked or explained anywhere on

the web page.
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Six components that shape its corporate culture were discussed on the web page:
"a participative style of management” (para. 1), a core set of shared values, promoting
diversity, involving employees in business decisions, supporting employee continued
education, and promoting employee health and safety programs (McCormick, 2010).
McCormick (2010) claimed to encourage "the active involvement of all employees in
community service activities" (para. 1) and highlighted "unwavering concern for others
and respect for the dignity of the individual™ (para. 1) as one of the company's shared
values. However, no other value from the claimed set of shared values was listed on the
web page. The company's "Corporate Diversity Council” (para. 2) was cited as the
promoter of diversity training and education, and McCormick's winning of two James
Rouse Diversity Awards was emphasized (McCormick, 2010). "Multiple Management
Boards" (para. 3) were specified for allowing members "to make a meaningful
contribution to the business” (para. 3), and "Learning & Development Centers" (para. 4)
were described as the resources for "business information and courses for skills
development, career development and change management” (McCormick, 2010, para. 4).
Also, a tuition assistance program for employees, scholarships for employees' children,
and "a full range of programs™ (para. 6) for employee safety and health were referenced
(McCormick, 2010).

Several images were incorporated into McCormick's (2010) "Who we are™ web
page content. See Appendix B for an image of the web page. The corporate McCormick
logo was placed in the upper, left-hand corner of the page. Its colors were red, white, and
blue, and it consisted of a stylized "MC" inside of a box with the brand name

"McCormick" typed below. Extending across a majority of the web page above the text
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was a portion of the world map, beginning with North America on the far left of the page
and spanning through Asia to the far right. An image of fresh, green basil leaves was
superimposed over the North America continent, and an image of ethnically diverse
business people was superimposed over the continents of Europe, Africa, and Asia. South
America, Australia, and Antarctica were not visible on the web page. Incorporated into
the "Who we are" text was a photograph of a white woman dressed in medical scrubs
kneeling next to a young, Hispanic girl holding two gift bags. Both the woman and girl
are posing and smiling for the photograph. Behind the two figures were a group of
Hispanic people seated around a wooden table with vegetation and a village appearing in
the background. One child seated at the table is looking toward the photographer, while
the other group members are looking elsewhere.

Images and storytelling have been used “as a powerful communication tool” to
disseminate company information (Chiu, Hsieh, & Kuo, 2012, p. 264), which may have
driven the decision to include this visual content on the web page. However, the images
selected by the company for the “Who we are” web page may be sending confusing or
misleading information to the viewer. First, the image of fresh, green basil leaves might
imply that McCormick manufacturers fresh herbs. However, the company primarily
manufactures dried herbs and spices and other flavorings (McCormick brand fact sheet,
2013). Second, contrary to the web page’s claim regarding “[n]urturing and developing
the people” (para. 1) and “encourages the active involvement of all employees”
(McCormick, 2010, para. 1), the company used stock photography depicting diverse
business people rather than using photographs of real employees. The same stock photo

can be found on a number of other websites (e.g. Toshiba, 2014; Medical Management
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Association, 2014; Hindustan Institute, 2014). Third, the omission of South America,
Australia, and Antarctica within the world map could be interpreted as a business
preference to avoid those areas of the world for a variety of activities (e.g. ingredient
sourcing, product manufacturing, or employee recruitment). Fourth, the woman in
medical scrubs makes no overt connection back to the business, which is primarily the
manufacturing of dried herbs and spices and other flavoring products (McCormick brand
fact sheet, 2013). No images of actual products or employees are present on this “Who
we are” web page.
Employee Interviews

To further explore how the company and its employees define and perceive
corporate culture, interviews were conducted to answer RQ2: How do employees define
their organization’s culture? Participants were asked to explain what the term "corporate
culture™ meant to them in order to understand each person's perspective on the research
topic. Overall, three general areas of understanding emerged: employee-company
relations, politics, and communication. Half of the participants conceptualized corporate
culture as a relationship between a company and its employees. A 5-year employee
described corporate culture as "how the employees of a company treat each other, how
the company treats its employees, and, | guess, also, like, how motivated the employees
are to do a good job for the company.” Two participants used the term "politics” to
describe corporate culture, specifically "the politics of your department” and "a lot of
politics, a lot of norms, developing of norms and abiding by norms, and status quo."
Employees also described corporate culture in terms of communication. The participant

from quality control described culture as a flow of communication:
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This company is, they say, from bottom up. So all the ideas and whatnot are
supposed to be feeding from the bottom and then go up to the corporate
level...some companies I've been with are the other direction where everything
rolls downhill...communication flow, idea flow.

After a context for corporate culture was established, employees were asked to
describe McCormick's culture. All participants related employees with McCormick's
corporate culture, and a majority of respondents described the culture as valuing and
caring toward employees. One participant described a time when the plant where she
worked was closed down, and she and all of her co-workers were relocated to other
divisions rather than laid off. Others described an open-door policy, freedom to express
opinions, and overall friendly atmosphere. A marketing manager commented about how
members of the dominant coalition interacted with employees: "If you look at any of the
senior management, everybody pretty much knows your name. | know when | started,
um, everybody knew your name within, like, a week."” A member of the finance
department described the importance of relationships within the corporate culture: "It's all
about the relationships. McCormick is very much the who and not the how. You need to
know who does certain things—who to ask how to get things done.” Another finance
employee noted, "I think we're really caring about everybody. It seems like McCormick
people take care of their own." Echoed a five-year employee, "They don't leave the
employees hanging out there.” The participant from product development described
McCormick's "old-fashioned" corporate culture, which embodied care for others:

Caring about another person—genuinely caring—not just something that you

have to do because it’s a policy or anything like that, but a genuine need to care
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for other people in the company and outside the company—customers, clients, no

matter who—just a genuine care of people. Because that's the only way that

anything's going to get done is by people—and not just people within the
company, but all over.

The cultural emphasis on relationships also had its down-side. Employee criticism
of McCormick's corporate culture surfaced in three primary areas: slow pace, lack of
clear processes, and politics. Three participants spoke specifically about the undesirable
time frame in which business decisions are made. One 11-year employee described
business as moving at a "snail pace." Another explained the impact of obtaining input
from too many co-workers before making business decisions:

It's nice to have everybody's opinion and get feedback from everybody, but it

draws out the process so much. Where some of the new companies that you see

come along or that you work with—they can get things done—a day or two—
done. You know, everybody has their say in it or whatnot—it's out the door.

McCormick takes forever. It takes weeks to do it. So it's nice that they like to

make sure that everyone has their two cents, but it just takes too long.

Others expressed how a lack of clear processes contributed to involving more co-workers
than necessary in business activities and slowing progress:

Sometimes it would be nice to be able to just look at a procedure or know how

something's done without knowing necessarily who does it and, um, having to ask

ten people about how to get it done. It would be nice to just have some
documented things and some processes in place that are repeated so you're not

starting over every time you're trying to do something.
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Finally, the politics of the corporate culture received criticism from three employees. One
six-year employee expressed discontent with the need to obtain visibility with members
of the dominant coalition in order to progress in his career. Another explained that
employees need to participate in corporate committees in order to advance; however,
many people are unable to participate due to other commitments, like family and school.
A majority of participants explained that they learned about McCormick's
corporate culture either through personal experience working for the company or through
a combination of personal experience and official corporate orientation sessions or
documentation. The three-month employee suggested that a clearer way to communicate
McCormick's corporate culture could be hosting "a presentation on what McCormick
stands for;" however, most employees felt that personal experience was the most
effective way to understand corporate culture. The 21-year employee explained how
structured methods of communicating corporate culture to employees could lead to
misinterpreted messages:
You can hold all the meetings you want, but everybody's going to interpret what
they've said a little differently. Or you can cut all the trees down you want and
hand them a piece of paper; they're going to read it—each person is going to
interpret it differently.
Comparing and Contrasting Corporate and Employee Descriptions of Culture
After the content analysis of McCormick’s web page was completed and
interviews with employees were finalized, the two areas of study were analyzed to
answer RQ3: How does the corporation’s portrayal of organizational culture compare and

contrast with employees' perceptions of organizational culture? According to the
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corporate web page, there were six factors that shaped corporate culture: "a participative
style of management" (para. 1), a core set of shared values, promoting diversity,
involving employees in business decisions, supporting employee continued education,
and promoting employee health and safety programs (McCormick, 2010). The
interviewees directly related employees with McCormick's corporate culture, describing
the culture as valuing and caring toward employees, and discussed an open-door policy,
freedom to express opinions, and overall friendly atmosphere. Employee criticism of the
culture included slow pace, lack of clear processes, and politics. While there was some
crossover in the areas of shared values, diversity, and employee continued education,
employees generally provided different descriptions of the corporate culture from the
content posted on McCormick's "Who we are" web page.

The researcher anticipated that unaided responses from employees would not
return consistent descriptions of corporate culture with the website, so several interview
questions were asked to directly address the six factors posted on the web site after
unaided responses were captured. In other words, the researcher tested whether
employees agreed with how the company defined its corporate culture. Regarding the
first factor contributing to corporate culture, a participative style of management, only
one employee did not feel that management was involved in day-to-day activities,
explaining that "higher management doesn't want to get involved unless there's a
problem.” However, several participants did not view an engaged management style as
positive. A five-year employee explained that managers were involved in day-to-day

activities "almost to a fault™ in that they slow the progress of business decisions:
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Managers should be more of the forward-thinking aspect of the corporation...
they're in the day-to-day all the time, so it doesn't allow that cut-off for, like, the
supervisors on the floor or the crew leaders on the floor to just go ahead and just
make the decision.
Other employees expressed the desire for a balance between management being
participative and micro-managing.

Some unaided responses did include diversity, the second factor of corporate
culture, as a component of McCormick's culture. When asked directly, all participants
agreed that McCormick promoted diversity. Methods of promotion discussed by the
interviewees included events hosted by the corporate diversity council, training sessions,
diversity-focused hiring practices, and mass emails regarding diversity initiatives.
Likewise, several unaided responses mentioned the third factor, McCormick's support of
employee continued education. Again, when asked directly, all participants agreed that
this factor contributed to the company's culture. Some employees cited the tuition
reimbursement program, educational seminars, corporate boards and committees, and
methods of support, mentoring, and encouragement. The interviewee from the marketing
department felt that McCormick mandated continuing education, citing the way that job
descriptions included master's degrees as requirements.

With respect to the fourth factor shaping McCormick's corporate culture,
employee involvement in business decisions, five participants felt involved as either
decision-makers or contributors to the decisions that more senior-level employees made,
and three participants felt uninvolved in business decisions. One of the finance members

felt involved in a supporting role:
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While I may not be making the final decision, | feel like my superiors look to me
to make the recommendations on certain things that | might be a subject-matter
expert or provide them the background that they need to make the decisions.
The three employees who felt uninvolved were all hourly employees. The office manager
explained that as an hourly employee, she felt that her opinion would not be weighted the
same as a salaried employee or a co-worker with a degree. Echoed another participant:
"Involved, yes. Heard, no. Being invited to a meeting, listening in to conference calls—as
far as being heard and being taken seriously, no | don't get that feeling."”

The fifth factor contributing to corporate culture discussed on the McCormick
"Who we are" web page was promoting health and safety programs. Unaided responses
from employees did not cite this factor; however, when asked directly, all participants felt
that the McCormick culture incorporated health and safety, citing the company medical
center, safety training programs, annual checkups, Weight Watchers® programs,
smoking cessation classes, and yoga classes. The participant from quality control noted
that the company's safety programs appeared to be targeted toward plant employees while
health programs were focused on office employees.

The last factor of corporate culture cited on McCormick's (2010) web page was
“Shared Values” (para. 1) with "unwavering concern for others and respect for the
dignity of the individual” (para. 1) specifically called out. However, no other value from
the claimed “set of Shared Values” (para. 1) was listed on the web page. When asked to
describe McCormick's corporate culture, all participants mentioned some form of the
company's care for employees, and several mentioned diversity, charitable giving, and

benefits, like education assistance, health insurance, and reduced working hours during
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Christmastime. When asked directly if they were aware of McCormick's shared values,
only the three-month employee was not familiar with the term. When asked to name
some of the shared values, concepts such as ethics, teamwork, trust, people, and
performance were mentioned, with ethics cited most often. Two employees commented
that the concept of shared values incorporated "common-sense™ behaviors.

Regarding word choice, both the company web page and the employees utilized
both first person and third person pronouns when discussing the company. There was no
consistent use of collective terminology, such as "we the people," to describe the
company. The corporation primarily utilized third person pronouns, including "the
Company" and "McCormick," rather than first person pronouns, like "we™ and "us.” The
only exception appeared in the "Who we are" title of the web page. Employees spoke of
the company using personal pronouns more often than the web page. For example, "we
don't necessarily have processes in place,” "we kind of move slow," "the way we
communicate,” and "our hiring process™ were mentioned. However, employees used third
person pronouns, such as "the company" and "McCormick," as well.

Implications

After the McCormick web page content and employee responses were compared
and contrasted, the significance was analyzed to answer RQ4: What are the implications
of the organization's description of organizational culture differing from the employees'
descriptions? Overall, the company cited six components that shape its corporate culture:
"a participative style of management” (para. 1), a core set of shared values, promoting
diversity, involving employees in business decisions, supporting employee continued

education, and promoting employee health and safety programs (McCormick, 2010).
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However, the interviewees' unaided responses primarily cited one component that shaped
McCormick corporate culture—employee-company relationships with emphasis on care
for employees, open-door policy, freedom to express opinions, and overall friendly
atmosphere.

It may be implied that since only one shared value was listed on McCormick's
(2010) "Who we are" web page, "unwavering concern for others and respect for the
dignity of the individual” (para. 1), that it is the most significant value according to the
corporation. This corporate value is consistent with employee perceptions of
McCormick's culture—a focus on people. However, there are areas on the web page in
which the speech genres, or behaviors and speech patterns appropriate to a given
communication space (Davisson, 2009), are inconsistent with the company's description
of culture. Namely, with a focus on people, McCormick may consider adding a more
human element to the non-personal committees and boards it described on its website.
For example, the company's "Corporate Diversity Council™ (para. 2) was cited as the
promoter of diversity training and education, "Multiple Management Boards" (para. 3)
were specified for allowing members “to make a meaningful contribution to the business”
(para. 3), and "Learning & Development Centers" (para. 4) were described as the
resources for "business information and courses for skills development, career
development and change management” (McCormick, 2010, para. 4). Using more
employee-centric terminology, such as "Employee Diversity Council” rather than
"Corporate Diversity Council,” may better reflect employee perceptions of corporate

culture.
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Through social identity theory (SIT), one might rationalize that because
employees identify themselves with their organization, the organization's description of
culture should mirror the employees’ descriptions and vice versa. To be fair and ethical,
the organization may choose to define their culture the way that employees perceive it. It
IS important to consider what pressures a corporation faces and how those pressures
impact its definition of organizational culture. McCormick identified six components that
shape its corporate culture. Certain components including involving employees in
business decisions and supporting employee continued education might appeal to middle
management and support staff employees seeking career growth and skill development.
Other components, particularly promoting employee health and safety programs, might
resonate with plant workers who perform physical labor. Further, promoting diversity
might be a promising cultural component for senior-level employees of diverse ethnicity
and nationality seeking a position within the dominant coalition of the organization. One
might posit that the corporation considered the interests of its employees and the interests
of potential employees when developing its six components of corporate culture.
However, they should be conscious of whether their description mirrors employee
descriptions.

Many studies have explored the interplay between computer-mediated
communication and relationship building (e.g. Bogost, 2006; Smith & Just, 2009;
Voorhees, 2009). According to Scott (2007) computer-mediated communication and the
anonymity it offers may heighten the impact of social identity with online groups.
Because McCormick chose to communicate its portrayal of organizational culture on its

website, an opportunity is presented to build stronger ties with employees. However, the
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organization does not allow for two-way communication on this portion of its website, so
employees are less able to build their relationship with the corporation or utilize their
membership to develop their own self-identity. In other words, the corporation is failing
to use a method of mediated communication to its fullest potential. At the time of these
employee interviews, an employee intranet was under development but not fully
launched. Opportunities may exist for two-way communication and discussions of
organizational culture within the new intranet system in the future.

It has also been found that conveying a responsible brand image has been
positively related to “the presence of corporate heritage” in communications (Blombick
& Scandelius, 2013, p. 375). However, the images selected by McCormick for the “Who
we are” web page may be sending confusing or misleading information to the viewer.
Because images and storytelling have been used “as a powerful communication tool” to
disseminate company information (Chiu, Hsieh, & Kuo, 2012, p. 264), it is critical for
website visuals to reflect the activities, values, and people of the organization. Most
notably, employees could be pictured instead of stock photos to help bring the company
to life in an accurate and authentic manner.

Other researchers have identified the importance of synergistic corporate
communications and employee perceptions. Fitzgerald and Desjardins (2004) found a
positive correlation between clear value communication and organizational involvement,
which indicated a relationship between clearly defined values and employee involvement
within an organization. Likewise, Easton's (1966) study discussed the importance of
synergy between how an organization presents its corporate image and how it actually

behaves. He cautioned that inconsistencies may produce confusing messages for publics,
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which would be self-defeating for the company and a waste of resources (Easton, 1966).
Similarly, Wieseke et al.'s (2009) research warned that differing descriptions might
indicate lower organizational identification and suboptimal job performance. Clearly
there is value in consistent portrayals of corporate culture between an organization and its

employees.



CONCEPTUALIZING ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE 27

Conclusion

This research contributed to organizational culture literature by filling a gap in
communication research and theory. While researchers have conceptually defined
organizational culture and incorporated a theoretical framework into their studies, few
have compared how organizations illustrate their culture to external publics and how
internal publics—employees—define the company’s culture based on personal
experience. This study analyzed implications of when a corporation’s description of
organizational culture differs from its employees’ descriptions.

Why should companies value their employees’ perceptions of corporate culture?
Because companies are realizing that “their employees are the business” (Board, 2012, p.
282). A relationship exists between employee satisfaction and customer satisfaction
(Board, 2012). Even the best planned external communication campaigns would be
ineffective if customers witnessed low employee morale or were given inconsistent
information once they entered the business (Board, 2012). Edelman’s (2014) Trust
Barometer found that “employees are considered the most trusted source” (p. 7) and that
“the public