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Organizations are social systems made of communications. Their constitutive elements are 
communications and not people, as some specialists seem to believe. Even though 
organizational communications rely on organization’s members, these members do not 
belong to the organization as its elements. Members are needed by the organization to 
facilitate communication and make decisions, but are not to be confused with the 
organization. Human beings are always part of the environment of the social systems, and of 
the organization as well. Every individual member is a psychological system structurally 
coupled to the organization. As such, his or her relationship with the organization is one 
between two complex systems, i.e. it implies double contingency (Luhmann 2000: 61-69).   
 
Both social and psychological systems select their actions from a field of other possible 
actions. Each time a social or a psychological system acts it makes a selection it could had 
made otherwise. Organizations define roles that embody expectations about conduct that 
revolve around making decisions. People need to work, and accept to play the roles 
organizations have selected for them. Nevertheless this is not enough for the organizations to 
be sure that their expectations will be satisfied by their workers’ actual behavior. Only if both 
selections coincide, that is only when organizations achieve their workers’ agreement with 
the rules they have decided, organizations succesfully function. That is the reason why 
organizations need to motivate their workers, and they need to know how this motivation 
evolves.  
 
Studies of organizational climate are self observations of the organization (Rodríguez 1999; 
Rodríguez 2002), which must be incorporated into the organization’s operations, as part of its 
communication network, in order to tune it to the workers’ expectations.  There are other 
devises that help organizations observe themselves, the main one being accounting. From the 
registration of transactions organizations decide on most issues that interest them, such as 
performance appraisals, evaluations of results, return on investments, investment decisions 
and so forth. Performance evaluations also serve as self observations, but are directed 
towards the behavior of its members. Climate studies register the workers' appraisal about a 
number of factors or dimensions - such as leadership, coordination, collaboration, and 
cooperation - which compose their labor environment. In this way, climate studies enable the 
organization to listen to its own members. There are several areas on which people affect the 
organization’s operations and performance. Organizational climate usually sums these 
aspects when they are observed by the organization. 
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The results of climate studies allow the organization to make decisions about procedures that 
affect its members’ expectations as well as about the structuration of its operations. In a 
System Theory perspective they serve to feed the operation with informations about a very 
significant environment, that which is constituted by human beings.   
 
Organizational climate is a self observation of the organization through its members’ 
perceptions about different aspects of its functioning. The members have a double axis of 
observation, as members, in their roles and functions in the organization, and as human 
beings, that is as a crucial environment of the organization. 
 
Briefly put, human beings are an environment because they are psychological systems whose 
great complexity cannot be included in the organizational system. Thoughts, perceptions, 
emotions, etc., remain closed in each individual psyche and organizations don’t need to know 
them, not to mention that “because every self is in some measure a cabinet of horrors, 
civilized relations between selves can only proceed to the extent that nasty little secrets of 
desire, greed, or envy are kept locked up” (Sennett 1978: 5). These strictly psychological 
features are not the only ones that stay beyond the reach of the organization. Members also 
perform communications that are not part of the organizational system. Those 
communications may distract or reinforce the communications of the organization. They may 
be a hindrance or a facilitator of the organization’s communications. Through interaction 
influence is exerted, resistance to some decisions or leadership, and political forces as well 
are usually enacted through interaction processes. Some of these belong to the organization, 
but also some do not.   
  
Organizational climate can be considered a second order observation, i. e. the observation of 
the members’ observation of some relevant factors related to their work.     
Why should the organization take into account the members’ perceptions?  Two reasons 
follow the theoretical qualifications:  because the organization needs the colaboration of 
members and their contribution to its operations may be facilitated or hindered by their 
perceptions. As human beings, this environment may irritate the system, altering its 
communications and decision making. Second, because this information can be incorporated 
into the decision making programs of the organization in order to achieve better wanted 
effects from the observed climate dimensions. With this information, organizations can 
specify their influence process through decision making. But there is a prize they must pay 
for this sort of specification. The prize consists in being ready to react to decisions with 
decisions, without questioning that previous decision. This means to take it on as a premise 
for the next decision (Baecker 2003: 34). And this prize can be too high for some 
organizations.  
 
Climate studies are not done just to know about the member’s perceptions, but they must be 
incorporated as information for the organizational processes of decision making. Thus, the 
organization can decide at the onset on two options: not to do anything about the results, or to 
include this information into its decisions. In the first case, the decision is usually taken when 
management is not willing or able to do something about the expectations that constitute the 
climate. This decision is usually counterproductive, since the results of studies or research are 
expected to be known by the respondents to questionnaires. When nothing is done about 
these studies, the work force will ratify its belief that this type of research has no 
consequences, or that management does not care. So, the first lesson to be learned is that 
climate studies must be done in order to make decisions about it, that is to include the 
produced information into a decision program. Or, in other words, there is no sense in doing 

 2



any climate study if there is no willingness to incorporate its information in decision making 
process. 
  
Climate studies must include as their main analytic devise a classification of the dimensions’ 
evaluation with factorial analysis to infer the relative importance attributed to each one of 
them. In this manner, the dimensions can be distinguished as contributing more or less to the 
climate evaluation variation in the responses. By weighting the assessment by contribution, 
an intervention devise can be obtained, that differentiates those dimensions on which action, 
are due. Since any organization faces constraints, it must concentrate its efforts on those 
dimensions that are less well evaluated and that contribute most to the total climate (Patterson 
et al. 2005). 
 
Frequent studies of organizational climate should result in a more or less stabilized 
perception (Denison 1996) even though different samples are drawn. Local or infrequent 
incidents may affect a dimension, but over the years, a stable assessment is usual. The critical 
issue for management is to devise clear and timely action plans that aim at overcoming those 
dimensions that are less appreciated. But since there is no clear, univocal explanatory model 
whose dependent variable is climate, it is extremely difficult to establish working and 
effective action plans. In this way, the organization takes a bet about the proposed means to 
achieve a better result in the climate evaluation. Uncertainty characterizes those plans. The 
effects on the climate may be due to different events not included in the plans, which may be 
unintended and unexpected. Thus a abour accident resulting in death may strongly affect the 
climate or at least some dimension of it. It may also change, for example, the importance 
attributed to the safety dimension, since the event may change the communicative importance 
of this issue.    
 
Decisions convert uncertainty into risk. Decisions absorb uncertainty. The original 
formulation appears in the classic March and Simon’s “Organizations”: “Uncertainty 
absorption takes place when inferences are drawn from a body of evidence and the 
inferences, instead of the evidence itself, are communicated.” 1 Decision making faces 
uncertainty and absorbs it by transforming it into risk. In order to do this, decisions use 
information, that is they try to build the body of evidence from which they´ll draw the 
inferences (decisions) they´ll comunicate. Uncertainty absorption thus is just another concept 
for information building (Luhmann 2000: 185). Every decision absorbs uncertainty and in so 
doing generates new uncertainty to be absorbed by the next decision. Uncertainty is not a 
problem to be definitely solved, because if it were there would be no need to decide anymore 
and the organizational system would get to its end. 
 
Even though decision making requires a continuous flow of uncertainty to be absorbed and 
generated again trough decisions, and although each decision made is a premise for the 
following decision, there is always the possibility of attribution of responsibilities, which is 
particularly important if later on the consequences of a certain decision are negatively 
evaluated. Nevertheless, this same decision making process in a continuous flow of 
uncertainty absorption disguises sometimes its meanders and renders difficult, if not 
impossible, to elucidate individual responsibilities.  
 

                                                 
1 James G. March / Herbert A. Simon, Organizations, New York 1958, p. 165, quoted in Luhmann, Niklas. 
2000. Organisation und Entscheidung. Opladen / Wiesbaden: Westdeutscher Verlag. 
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Climate studies offer informations about that relevant organizational environment constituted 
by the workers. They contribute to build the body of evidence to draw inferences from. They 
do not bring certainty. Other informations neither. Marketing studies, for instance, draw 
inferences from little evidence. Economic trends cannot eliminate uncertainty related to a 
particular firm. Notwithstanding some organizations seem to trust much more the 
informations provided by these studies than the one offered by climate studies. There is 
nothing to say against this sort of mistrust on climate studies. Amazingly enough, many of 
this kind of organizations make climate studies that no one shall read, not to say use in 
decision making. We shall show an example of an important organization that has 
incorporated climate studies information in its flow of decision making. 
 
 
Case Study:  CODELCO. 
 
Codelco is the largest copper producing corporation in the world; it is a state owned 
corporation that comprises five divisions of copper mining and refinement. Its annual sales 
were US$ 3.490 in 2002, and due to higher copper prices, climbed to US$ 17.077 millions in 
2006 (See table1). Its profits are transferred to the Chilean state budget, and they account for 
a considerable and significant percentage of the state’s income. 
 
(INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE) 
 
As a state owned corporation Codelco is different to private corporations in that labour 
relations have a more salient quality, more importance is paid to unions, workers’ complaints, 
due to the fact that they become political sensitive topics. The unions have a larger 
negotiation capacity and more attention is paid to their propositions, complaints or stance.   
  
Since 1992, Codelco is doing annual climate studies, based on samples taken from all its 
divisions. The comparison of results has been the guiding methodological decision for 
replications. This is because Codelco developed a model, for the analysis of climate that links 
it to strategic impulses, that enables the corporation to constantly assess progress and identify 
problems in its strategic implementation. 
 
The yearly climate studies have been designed following strategic orientations formulated in 
1992 that consist of developing a model of labor relationships with three components: 
participative management, relationships based on trust, and transparency of the information 
made available to workers. These are the basis for a strategic alliance with the workers which 
has been implemented in three phases:   
 

i. Starting in 1994 to 2000, it consisted in establishing the groundwork for trust based 
relationships, dividing the labor topics into daily matters and longer term negotiations. 

ii. From 2000 to 2006, it was framed as a Joint Strategic Plan involving all the workers 
of the Corporation, which promotes a management style based on cooperation, 
persuasion, partipation and team work. This strategic program outlined a vision of the 
Corporation for the year 2006 that states: "Codelco, a company 100% State owned, 
will be world leader in competitivity, fully developing all the potential of its people 
and business capacity". Also, it made a commitment to its Owner, represented by all 
Chileans: to double its economic value in the period 2000-2006 on the basis of the 
copper price forecasts in the international markets. 

iii. This vision was operationalized in seven strategic impulses: 
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1. To fully develop the Corporation’s business potential both in Chile and abroad.  
2. To develop the potential of its workers and supervisors, participative management and 

to strengthen the Strategic Alliance.  
3. To ensure the integral quality and continuous improvement of the processes.  
4. To incorporate technology as an essential condition for competitivity.  
5. To create new markets and to promote copper consumption.  
6. To reinforce its commitment to protect the environment and to strengthen its 

relationships with the community.  
7. To create the institutional conditions making it possible to compete in equal 

conditions with the private companies of the industry. 
 

 
The Corporation developed a model of organizational climate that includes relevant aspects 
of those impulses, and so it is used as a devise to observe their advancement and identify 
bottle necks on their implementation. It consists of a management model that depicts the 
main dimensions of climate that are to be assessed given the strategic impulses; a rigourous 
methodology, applied with no intervention from the organization’s staff; and the elaboration 
of Action Plans that provide orientation to the divisions and areas to address those issues that 
are least positively evaluated and that show greater weights of importance by the workers.   

 
This shows that Codelco’s organizational climate studies are aimed towards a clear target: to 
measure the members’ perception about the issues and topics contained in a strategic view, in 
order to assess those aspects that show weaknesses and strengths, to correct the weak ones by 
means of action plans devised for each division, and within it, the constituting business units. 
 
Results vary slightly between divisions (see table 1), but in a not significant way. Thus a 
corporate climate exists, as well as some divisional peculiarities that allow for explanation of 
the variations observed. The target established is to achieve a 70% positive evaluation, and 
results are very close to it, revealing that Codelco enjoys a mostly positive organizational 
climate (see table 2). Between years variations tend to remain stable -within sampling errors- 
even though many events, such as negotiations, have taken place during that period.  
 
(INSERT GRAPH 1 ABOUT HERE) 
 
Action plans are encouraged by corporate management, and adapted to each division’s 
characteristics. Central management has conceded the divisions ample spaces for autonomy 
in deciding about the plans, issuing only broad central recommendations.  Plans are informed 
and some follow up is made by way of yearly reports on their implementation, but no further 
controls are exerted over them by central management. 
 
Divisions have developed more capacities to formulate and implement their plans, and on a 
yearly basis, they can be observed as having more focus, more realistic goals, and simpler 
communicative designs. Although there is some variation between the divisions management 
commitment to plans that improve climate, in the whole there is a strong commitment. This is 
partly due to the fact that climate results have begun to be incorporated as part of the 
performance evaluation of managers. In this manner, action plans are reinforced by the 
divisional management that becomes a stakeholder for them.   
 

 5



Communicative actions towards the work force are not much emphazised upon. This is 
decided in this way so as not to increase workers’ expectations that may become a major 
administrative issue, since expectations are already high. To administer higher expectations 
may be a very difficult task, or more properly a complex of a diversity of tasks, that may be 
difficult to address. 
   
The settled target is to achieve a 70% positive evaluation, and results are very close to it, 
revealing that Codelco enjoys a fairly positive organizational climate (see table 2). Between 
years variations exist within a range that can be still assessed as a more than favourable 
climate. Given the high complexity of the operations and of the organization itself, it is 
understandable that the reachability of the action plans shows some limitations. These are due 
to each division’s capacity to implement them reaching a large proportion of workers, and 
their reception.   
 
(INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE) 
 
This last topic poses an interesting opportunity for a theoretically informed reflection about 
communications that we will address later in this chapter. The issue is about comprehension 
(understanding) and accepting sense making selections about the messages offered by 
corporate communication. 
    
Codelco engages in a series of other studies, most notably about Corporate Communication 
and Quality of Work Life that shows its commitment to achieve a highly satisfied and 
motivated work force. Analysis of the results of these studies is being started in order to get a 
more comprehensive view of the state of the different aspects being permanently scrutinized. 
Meta analysis of the data is probably the next step.   
 
From those studies Codelco makes corporate decisions to deal with the issues selected by 
strategic impulses to be observed. The intent is to have a satisfied work force that is focused 
on the different production tasks, and reinforced by state of the art incentive schemes that 
encourage and recognize current efforts to keep costs as low as possible and production 
output to its highest. 
 
Codelco has a strong commitment with its surrounding communities and especially with the 
State to whom it provides fiscal funds for social policies. The environmental and community 
development efforts are sustained and permanently evaluated. The current drive towards 
lowering costs, in a situation of a deep energy supply problem, requires that these types of 
observations or self observations by the organization continue.   
 
In our view, the most relevant decision that Codelco has taken about its observations is to 
convert them in decision making programs, thus it integrates new information into its own 
operations. This is done in a decisive and committed way, which gives organizational studies 
not only a more applied stance but also a relevance to assess the implementation of its Human 
Resource and Communication policies.   
 
From Luhmann’s communication theory we learn that communication consists of the 
synthesis of three selective instances: the sender’s selection of information, the selection of 
the utterance and the media to be employed, and the selective comprehension of the receiver. 
This last element is usually left aside in most theories. For Luhmann it is crucial because 
without understanding, without this new selective instance in which the receiver separates 
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utterance and information, the communicative process is incomplete (Luhmann 1981: 25-34). 
When dealing with organizational communication this aspect is usually left aside, 
concentrating on the messages to be selected for communication and the proper media for the 
“transmission”. But both the theory and the empirical studies indicate that if the workers can 
not make sense of the information offered to them, they will be dissatisfied with the 
communicational aspects of climate and corporate life. What they need to know may not 
coincide with management’s decisions about what to inform. The way information is framed 
needs to be isomorphic with the existing frames held by the workforce that is it must be 
compatible with them to make sense. Otherwise the information made available may be 
confused with noise, or disguise and distraction from the issues that are important to workers. 
This theoretical stance leads to organize action plans in terms that the workers understand the 
information and are able to make sense of it. This is a surmountable but yet difficult set of 
communicative tasks. Even the best practices are limited by this issue. If they fail to take into 
account the workers’ understanding of issues, the genuine efforts will probably be lost, and 
even may become counterproductive. The lesson learned is that corporations must also listen, 
not just speak. They listen in the communicative processes that compose the organization 
system, and they also listen through surveys, questionnaires and studies that put the workers’ 
voice in the centre.  In our view, listening is the toughest challenge an organization faces in 
an epoch in which emitting and talking are emphasized, and in this way reducing the richness 
of communicative processes. 
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Table 1.  Codelco:  results per year. 
 

 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 
Sales 3.490 3.782 8.204 10.491 17.077 
Surplus 369 606 3.301 4.901 9.215 
Transfers to the State 326 735 3.009 4.442 8.334 

 Source:  Codelco:  http://www.codelco.com/la_corporacion/fr_cifras.html, accesed oct.10, 2007. 

 
 
  Table 2.  Yearly results of climate dimensions 
 
Dimensions 2003 2005 2006 

ddim1 corporate strategy 76,3 68,7 66,4 

ddim2 internal communications 49,5 52,0 45,5 

ddim3 relationship with managemet 80,2 53,8 49,4 

ddim4 coordinatino between areas 71,7 66,7 70,3 

ddim5 integration of types of workers 61,6 71,7 70,1 

ddim6 relationship with direct supervisor 68,3 72,6 72,8 

ddim7 relationship with coworkers 78,5 85,8 86,3 

ddim8 relationship with external workers 58,6 66,1 68,9 

ddim9 intrinsic motivation 91,0 88,6 92,0 

ddim10 acknowledment 46,4 37,5 37,8 

ddim11 development 53,0 53,0 53,5 

ddim12 need for change 86,2 87,0 86,4 

ddim13 willingness towards change 81,6 79,1 76,9 

ddim14 costs of change 55,3 54,5 47,5 

ddim15 concern towards people 53,7 73,2 75,0 

dclima total climate 67,5 67,4 66,6 

 
 
 
 
Graph 1.  Divisonal results of climate studies. 
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