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CHAPTER 1 
APPLYING THE SOQ 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide you some examples of how the Situational Outlook 

Questionnaire® (SOQ) has been applied.  There are a variety of levels of application for the 

SOQ.  Its historical foundation was organizational applications specifically focused on 

creativity and innovation.  The primary use was for organizational assessment and most of 

our examples of use apply to entire organizations, divisions, and functions.  This allowed 

leaders and other stakeholders to better understand the current state of their work 

environment and help them take actions to improve conditions that supported creativity and 

innovation. 

   

Over the years the use of the SOQ has expanded to include addressing a much wider variety 

of organizational needs.  As you can see from other technical resources, the SOQ expanded 

to include narrative questions that now allow assessment of the climate, as well as other 

salient factors within the work environment that support or hinder creativity, innovation, 

and change.  It also includes acquiring specific suggestions for improving the work place. 

 

The SOQ has also been applied at the team or work-group level.  For these applications 

focus is on team climate.  Team or project leaders receive the team’s aggregated results 

and hold a workshop session to provide the feedback.  As a result, the team can develop 

norms and strategies to work together more effectively.  It has also been used on a team 

level as a part of a larger change effort.  Team members function as “ambassadors” for 

change.  They take the SOQ to help them examine not only their own team, but across 

teams in order to help them identify issues that the team can address. 

 

A third way the SOQ has been applied has been for leadership development.  In these 

cases, those who participate in a leadership development program take the SOQ as a self-

assessment, and then compare their results with a referent group of observers (people they 

have invited to take the SOQ as well).  The participants examine both the numeric and 

narrative results in order to determine important gaps and issues. 

 

Benefits of Understanding Climate 
 

There are a number of benefits to assessing and deliberately working on the work 

environment.  These can be considered at three levels:  individual, team, and organization. 

 

For the Individual: 

 

• Helps individuals understand more clearly how they receive the environment within 

which they work – it makes the invisible more visible. 

 

• May help individuals identify aspects within, and become more involved in shaping 

the climate within which they work. 

 

• As a result of this improved understanding, individuals will be able to reduce certain 

negative aspects and focus upon the more positive elements of their working 

climate. 
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For the Team: 

 

• Helps to promote honest communication and dialogue among team members. 

 

• May uncover previously unknown, unappreciated, or unproductive perceptions of 

team members and promote effective problem solving to overcome these obstacles 

to high performance and effective group functioning. 

 

• May uncover some previously unknown or unexpected strengths upon which a team 

can build. 

 

For the Organization: 

 

• Helps to determine the appropriateness of the climate to the success of the 

organization (division or function) within its broader operating environment. 

 

• Helps to determine the appropriateness of the climate to the wellbeing (engagement 

and enablement) of the people within the organization. 

 

• May allow the organization to improve its structure, practices, etc. to become a more 

productive workplace. 

 

The examples provided in the other chapters of this resource are designed to demonstrate 

how the SOQ has been used in particular situations.  They provide sample process designs 

for SOQ application, as well as identify the specific elements associated with each step in 

the process. 

 

SOQ interventions can take place in a variety of formats.  They can take place as a single 

awareness presentation of SOQ results and the development of key messages to 

communicate to those involved in the change.  They can also take place in the form of 

continuous feedback for large-scale change initiatives. 

 

Practitioners Must be Qualified 
 

Given the power and potential complexity of assessing the work environment, only those 

who have completed a qualification program have access to the SOQ.  If your interest is 

primarily in applying the SOQ, then you should consider completing an SOQ Practitioner 

Qualification Program that will enable you to use the measure, and give you access to the 

resources you will need for practical application.  You can contact the Creative Problem 

Solving Group, Inc. to find out how to complete one of these programs. 
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CHAPTER 2 
ORGANIZATIONAL APPLICATIONS 

 

The original applications of the SOQ were at the organizational level and produced 

numerous benefits at that level. 

 

The Key Organizational Benefits 
 

Specific studies and citations can be found in A Summary of Evidence, a separate 

downloadable technical resource. 

 

Improved Profitability and Performance 
 

Studies of manufacturing organizations have found that those companies with better climate 

scores on the SOQ had higher sales volume, market share, productivity and profitability.  

 

A global innovation survey found that those organizations with better climates had higher 

levels of growth in market capitalization and growth in revenues and profitability. 

 

Greater Innovative Productivity 
 

Results from the SOQ have shown that climate leads to better quality and quantity of 

innovative ideas and products that lead to both incremental and radical innovation. 

 

The climate dimensions of the SOQ have significantly differentiated innovative from 

stagnated organizations (number of patents obtained, technical and market originality, 

business strategy, success in developing and launching new products and services), and can 

also be used to differentiate among divisions and departments.  

 

Significant relationships have been found between reported levels of innovation 

(implementation of new ideas) at the work-unit and organizational levels and better climate 

scores on the SOQ. 

 

The SOQ has been linked to success in implementing new ideas within work units. 

 
Successful Development of New Products and Services 
 

Research has clearly illustrated that those organizations that put more emphasis on 

deliberate climate development had higher levels of revenue from new products and 

services. 

 

Climate dimensions of the SOQ have significantly differentiated organizational success in 

developing and launching new products and services. 
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Better Use of Idea Management Systems 
 

Research and practice has shown the creation of a climate for creativity and innovation is 

central to employees’ creative input in employee suggestion programs.  No idea 

management system works well in the absence of a creative climate.  An idea management 

system can make a healthy climate even more creative.  One that is placed in a stagnated 

climate makes the climate even worse. 

 

Improved Focus on Consumer Insight 
 

A global innovation audit has shown that eight of the nine dimensions of the SOQ 

discriminate the degree to which people involved in research and development focus on 

leveraging consumer insight over attributes of their technology when developing new 

products and services. 

 

Perceived Support for Creativity and Innovation 
 

Research has consistently found that there were significant differences in climate scores for 

best and worst-case work environments. 

 

Research has also found clear and significant differences in climate scores based on levels of 

perceived support for creativity and innovation. 

 

Increased Job Satisfaction and Decreased Stress 
 

Research has found clear and significant relationships with improved job satisfaction and 

lower work-related stress with a more creative climate.  

 

Better scores on the SOQ reflected a much more positive social climate at work (supervisor 

support, goal clarity, task orientation, etc.) and lower levels of personal discrimination.  

Better climates allowed employees to feel more capable to keep up with changes. 

 

The higher the stress, the lower the average SOQ scores. 

 

Well Being, Engagement, and Empowerment 
 

Research on wellbeing and mental health has provided clear evidence that those in more 

creative climates had greater feelings of enthusiasm and contentment as opposed to anxiety 

and depression. 

 

Patients spent more and better quality time with staff in those geriatric residential facilities 

with more creative climates leading to improved wellbeing. 

 

Research has shown that engagement is largely predicted by a healthy score on Challenge 

and Involvement, and slightly lower scores on Debate and that the SOQ provided additional 

useful information in improving the level of engagement. 

 

Research has linked the SOQ and levels of empowerment for innovation. 
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Belief and Promotion of Diversity and Inclusion 
 

A major organizational audit revealed that climate as assessed by the SOQ was strongly 

related to employees’ belief in and promotion of diversity and inclusion resulting in 

consideration of viewpoints from diverse populations. 

  

Improved Implementation and Impact of Change Efforts 
 

Organizations with better climates reported greater impact from implementing new social 

and technical systems (like self-managed teams), and were better able to implement more 

complex work designs. 

 

Organizations with more creative climates were more likely to have a set of values 

supporting change efforts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 9  
Applying SOQ 

 

  

 

Example Cases 
 

Understanding the Impact of Reorganization  
 

An organization wanted to understand the impact its reorganization had on the working 

climate.  We used the SOQ to provide feedback to the senior management team and the 

employees regarding the impact of the reorganization.  The reorganization included the 

development of a new vision and a survey of employees’ perceptions about how well the 

organization had moved toward the new vision.  It was a proactive move by the group and 

was completed ahead of the remainder of the organization’s restructuring activities.  

 

The SOQ was administered to over 300 people within one area of the marketing department 

of the organization.  At the time of administration, there were over 3200 people in this 

marketing function.  Participants returned the completed instruments to CPSB for scoring 

and analysis. 

 

The SOQ results were presented to approximately 12 members of senior management 

within this special area of the marketing function.  The results were used to develop an 

understanding of the current status of the organization’s climate.  The SOQ results were 

presented to the leadership team in the form of total group, sub-groups and individual 

results (for those attending the meeting).   

 

Intrigues and Outcomes.  The presenter raised a concern about the group’s results before 

presenting the data.  It seemed that one of the sub-group’s scores were extremely low.  

The presenter was concerned about how the group would react.  However, when the results 

were presented, the group’s response was, “Of course, we would expect those results from 

that plant.”  The group proceeded to give a list of reasons why that plant would have such 

low climate scores (i.e., the plant was over one hundred years old; it has had labor 

problems and high employee injury rates for years, etc.). This reaction from the group and 

the description they provided of the plant with low climate scores provides strong face 

validity for the SOQ results. 

 

Second Administration of the SOQ. Prior to the second administration of the SOQ, the 

leadership team for this part of the marketing function developed a new vision for what it 

was going to accomplish.  They used this new vision as a framework to guide the 

reorganization of their business unit. The SOQ was administered to 216 people in the same 

area of the marketing organization seventeen months after the original administration.  

Completed questionnaires were sent to CPSB for scoring and analysis.  Results from the 

second administration were compared to those from the first administration.  

 

The results of the second administration were presented to senior management.  The 

presentation had two main objectives.  First, it provided senior management with a current 

picture of the organization’s climate.  Second, it provided them information about how the 

reorganization impacted the climate for creativity and change.   
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The results were organized for the total organization and for key sub-groups.  Individuals at 

the meeting also received their personal scores on the SOQ.   

 

During the debriefing session, we: 

 

o Reviewed the strong and weak points in the data from the second administration of 

the SOQ. 

o Examined data from the first and second administrations to determine changes in the 

climate.  We examined changes in the total sub-group scores across the SOQ 

dimensions. 

o Discussed potential causes of change on specific dimensions.  For example, the 

Challenge and Risk-Taking had big changes between the first and second 

administration.  It was noted that in this reorganization people were doing twice the 

amount of work they typically did (increased Challenge/Involvement).  They were 

also less likely to take risks (low Risk-Taking) because taking risks and making 

mistakes might provide additional threat to their job security. 

o Linked SOQ data to an internal survey on people’s perception of how the 

organization was doing moving toward its vision.  Strong relationships were found 

between the organization’s focus on the vision and the perceptions of the climate. 

 

We worked with the senior management team to identify key messages that needed to be 

sent as a result of the climate data.  These messages were developed and sent to all 

members of the organization.  As a result of the SOQ intervention, the management team 

was able to develop and send a clear message about how the reorganization affected the 

working climate. 

 

Business Recapitalization 
 

An organization was interested in recapitalizing its resources to meet new business 

opportunities and to keep the organization ahead of the competition.  They needed to 

develop a $350 million recapitalization plan and wanted feedback on how ready the 

organization was to accept and implement major change.   

 

Some interesting observations were made about this group.  The team working on this 

project had found the organization’s internal design team to be very committed to their 

work, very well organized in how they functioned, and looking forward to getting the results 

of the assessment.  This was a group taking a proactive stance to use Creative Problem 

Solving and the SOQ to move their organization ahead of the competition.  

 

The SOQ was administered to 35 people within this business line.  A cross-functional group 

of participants, including staff support, technicians, scientists, and secretaries, completed 

the questionnaires.  The questionnaires were sent to CPSB for scoring and analysis. 

 

The results of this SOQ application were presented to participants during a three-day 

Creative Problem Solving (CPS) application program.  This program was designed to help 

the group develop a specific plan for recapitalization.  The SOQ results were integrated 

within the program to help the participants understand the readiness of their organization to 

accept the changes they were planning.   
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The SOQ results were provided in the form of individual, sub-group and total group.  Overall 

the climate scores indicated a very positive working environment.  This suggested that the 

environment was ready to accept creativity and change.  The results were also linked to the 

preferences participants in the program had for applying their creativity, making decisions 

and solving problems using the Kirton Adaption-Innovation Inventory (KAI).  A full range of 

preferences were found in the group; suggesting strong support for acceptance of diversity 

within the group. 

 

Implementation of Change Resulting from the Program    
 

Scores on the SOQ and the observations about the internal leadership team made at the 

front end of this project suggested that the climate was open and accepting of change.  This 

suggestion was strongly supported through further observations made of the group.  For 

example, key leadership people were very positive and supportive of the work being done 

during the program.  They also opened the program up to invite people from outside the 

business line to share their ideas for how to reorganize the business.  

 

Environments with positive climate scores should also be quick to accept change.  This was 

demonstrated during the program as well.  A sub-group of participants was sent away early 

from the program to stop construction being done at a facility.  They were interested in 

making changes in the work being done in order to implement some of the concepts 

developed during the program. 

 

Dealing with Downsizing 
 

This organization was in the middle of a series of downsizing activities.  Their goal was to 

use results of the SOQ to develop an understanding of people’s current perceptions of the 

working environment.  This was a reactive approach to managing the strong reactions 

associated with the downsizing activities.  They wanted to use this information to help focus 

their initiatives to improve the working climate during additional downsizing activities. 

 

The SOQ was administered to over 200 people within the R&D function of the organization.  

One hundred and sixty three participants completed the questionnaire.  The goal was to get 

feedback from every area of the R&D function ranging from scientists to staff managers.  

The SOQ’s were sent to CPSB for scoring and analysis. 

 

The results were presented to approximately fifty members of the management team for 

this R&D function.  The data was organized and presented by total organization and by 

operation (i.e., technologists, scientists, engineers, staff, etc.).  The data was examined for 

strong points and concerns. 

 

The findings were distributed throughout the organization in a variety of ways.  First, 

portions of the data were shared through an internally published newsletter and other 

electronic communication systems.  Next, copies of a comprehensive report of findings was 

produced and made available in the organization’s library resources. 

 

Implications and Actions.  The SOQ identified interesting trends in people’s perceptions.  

It was found that as people became more experienced and moved up in level of position, 

their perceptions of the climate became more positive.  When people were relatively new in 

the organization, and lower in status, they perceived a more negative climate.  This data 

brought to the attention of management the strong negative impact that perceptions of 

status and prestige had on people in the organization.   
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Transforming the Organizational Climate 
 

The following part of this chapter will focus on some case studies in which a variety of 

organizations have applied the SOQ in a deliberate change effort.  These case studies are 

not offered as absolute proof of the effectiveness of the SOQ, but are shared to help you 

better understand what it will likely take to make meaningful and significant changes in your 

climate. 

 

 

Case 1: A Symphony Orchestra 
 

A major world-class orchestra in the North East of the US had been invited to prestigious 

festivals all over the world.  It was housed in an impressive building in the downtown area 

of a major metropolitan area and had over 100 musicians and 75 staff, and an operating 

budget of nearly $30 million.  The Orchestra had been in existence for over 100 years and 

had an excellent reputation and programs for classical music, Broadway, jazz, and pops. 

 

We started working with the organization to help them develop a strategic architecture.  In 

the process of this strategic planning effort, the leadership team identified a number of 

opportunities and threats facing the organization.  One of the major threats was over 

reliance on the endowment to fund their operation.  The leadership team identified 11 

strategic growth opportunities and initiated a number of assessment efforts to determine 

their position in the market and their relevance to the community.  Over the next year, the 

leadership team decided to involve their board and address a number of key strategic 

growth projects. 

 

As a part of their effort to engage the entire organization in their change efforts, the SOQ 

was administered.  The following month, the results of the SOQ were shared with the entire 

staff and they participated in a workshop to identify improvements that would help the 

orchestra in the short, medium and long term.  Follow up workshops were held with the 

senior management team, and each department.  We assembled cross-functional teams to 

address the dimensions of Freedom, Idea-Time, Conflict, Debate and Risk-Taking.  Each 

team identified actions that needed to be taken to improve the results on one dimension 

and presented to the senior management team. 

 

A number of the actions were implemented over the next year.  A leadership development 

workshop was held and included the senior management, as well as department heads.  

Workshops on delegation and empowering people were held. The dress code was changed 

to allow for less formal attire during non-performance days.  Staff meetings were 

restructured to allow for more participation and to encourage follow-up on many of the 

actions and projects.  Emphasis was placed on more deliberate communication of the 

strategy and progress on the strategic goals.  One team addressed the issue of staff 

shortages and more effective use of volunteers to ease the pressure of a very heavy 

workload.  Another cross-functional team was charged with the task of “unclogging the 

information arteries” by exchanging information across departments.  The senior 

management team also chose to address the need to become less reliant on the 

endowment.  They created a research and development function to explore numerous 

alternatives.  They took a bold suggestion to the board to allow the symphony to extend 

beyond its education and non-profit mission and create some for-profit centers.  For 

example, a retail store was created adjacent to the performance hall. Another project was 

created to review human resource practices and make improvements in staffing, pensions, 

personal and vacation time. 

 

All of these efforts were linked with the overall strategy of the orchestra and addressed 

during special and regular meetings of the senior leadership and departments.  The follow-

up assessment of the SOQ, 11 months later, showed some improvement on most of the 

targeted dimensions.  Table 1 shows the comparisons. 
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Table 1 

Numeric Comparison 

Climate Variables 

Innovative 

company 

averages 

Time 1 

Averages 

Time 2 

Averages 

    

Challenge/Involvement 238 217 221 

Freedom 210 149 152 

Trust/Openness 178 154 165 

Idea-Time 148 109 108 

Playfulness/Humor 230 172 180 

Conflict 78 134 90 

Idea-Support 183 149 151 

Debate 158 166 177 

Risk-Taking 195 104 112 

 

Number of Companies or 

Individuals 

10 companies 63 Individuals 75 Individuals 

 

During the presentation of the data on the second administration of the SOQ with the senior 

management team they noticed a major decrease in Conflict.  They also noticed some 

improvement in Trust/Openness and Risk-Taking.  People were putting more thoughts and 

suggestions forward and the working relationships between managers and employees were 

improving.  The quantitative scores were supplemented, once again, with narrative feedback 

from 75 people who took the assessment.   

 

As a result of examining the quantitative and qualitative findings, they reported that people 

within the organization seemed much more receptive to the changes and the new strategic 

direction.  The management team changed their perception of the employees to reflect 

much greater respect for their talents and motivations.  Communication was improving 

within and across departments.  They were also able to see an improvement on the over 

reliance on their endowment. 

 

The senior management team also identified needed additional steps to be taken to 

continue to improve the organization’s readiness, willingness and ability to implement the 

changes.  They recognized that Idea-Time had not improved.  The feedback from the SOQ 

detailed the reasons for the lack of improvement being an ever-increasing workload and 

demands from the projects and community.  As of this writing, progress continues.  But 

between the two administrations of the SOQ, they had increased the revenue and decreased 

dependency on the endowment to a large degree and other new services and sources of 

revenue were under consideration. 
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Case 2: A Medical Technology Company 
 

A Finnish-based global health-care organization had 55,000 employees and $50 billion in 

revenue. The division we worked with was located in the mid-west and employed 700 

people.  Its mission was to develop, manufacture and market products for anesthesia and 

critical care.   

 

The senior management team of the mid-west division conducted an SOQ assessment.  

They had been doing well on quality and operational excellence initiatives in manufacturing 

and had improved their sales and marketing results, but were still concerned that there 

were many other areas on which they could improve.  They approached the SOQ 

assessment as a means to find out what was working well and what needed to be improved. 

 

We held a workshop with the senior team to present the results and engage them to 

determine what they needed to do to improve their business.  We met with the CEO prior to 

the workshop to highlight the overall results and share the department comparisons.  She 

was not surprised by the results, but was very interested to see that some of the 

departments had different results. 

 

During the workshop, the team targeted Challenge and Involvement, Freedom, Idea-Time, 

and Idea-Support as critical dimensions to improve to enable them to meet their strategic 

objectives.  The organization was facing increasing competition in their markets and 

significant advances in technology.  Although major progress had been made in the 

manufacturing area, they needed to improve their product development and marketing 

efforts by broadening involvement internally and cross-functionally and externally by 

obtaining deep consumer insight.  The main strategy they settled upon was to “jump start” 

their innovation in new product development for life support. 

 

Key personnel in new product development and marketing were provided training in 

Creative Problem Solving, and follow-up projects were launched to apply the learning to 

existing and new projects.  One project was a major investment in reengineering their main 

product line.  Clinicians were challenged with the current design of the equipment.  The 

initial decision was to redesign the placement of critical control valves used during surgery.  

The project leader decided to apply CPS on the challenge and used a number of the tools to 

go out and clarify the problem with the end-users.  The sessions were videotaped and 

small-group sessions were held involving project team members from research and 

development, as well as marketing.  The result was a redefinition of the challenge and the 

decision to save the millions of dollars involved in the reengineering effort and instead 

develop a new tactile tool to help the clinicians’ problem of having their hands full. 

 

During this process, the employees were involved in the working sessions and were able to 

observe progress due to a deliberate effort to display and communicate the results.  Since 

the professionals in the research and development lab were also directly involved in 

obtaining and interpreting the consumer insight data, they understood the needs of the end-

users and displayed an unusually high degree of energy and commitment to the project.   

 

There were other spin-offs as well.  Other employees were trained in the tools and 

techniques of Creative Problem Solving.  Many of the employees started taking other 

initiatives to transform their use of space into community sharing events and resources.  On 

one visit to the facility we observed a resource exchange for employees with children in 

which they could purchase new learning games or exchange their used ones with each 

other.   
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We also observed a much greater amount of cross-functional and informal working across 

departments. Some human resource personnel were replaced and new forms of reward and 

recognition were developed.  Not only was there more consumer insight research going on, 

but also there were more and closer partnerships created with clinicians and end-users of 

the products. 

 

Another SOQ assessment was administered about 18 months later and the results are 

shown in Table 2 below. During this period of time the CEO tracked revenue growth and 

profitability of the division and reported double-digit growth.   

 

Table 2 

A Medical Technology Company's Climate Averages 

Climate Variables 

Innovative 

company 

averages 

Time 1 Averages Time 2 Averages 

    

Challenge/Involvement 238 166 180 

Freedom 210 138 147 

Trust/Openness 178 133 138 

Idea-Time 148 109 126 

Playfulness/Humor 230 155 166 

Conflict 78 147 137 

Idea-Support 183 121 141 

Debate 158 162 170 

Risk-Taking 195 108 119 

Communication N/A 102 120 

Personal Ownership N/A 135 144 

Customer Satisfaction N/A 178 187 

 

Number of Companies 

or Individuals 
10 companies 525 Individuals 491 Individuals 

 

Based on the observations with the symphony orchestra, we decided to see if the changes 

in the climate results were significant and if the SOQ assessment scores were reliable.  

These data are reported in Table 3 and Table 4. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 16  
Applying SOQ 

 

  

 
 
 

Case 3: An Electrical Engineering Division 
 

This organization was a division of a large, global electrical power and product supply 

company headquartered in France.  The division was located in the South East of the USA 

and had 92 employees.  Its focus was to help clients automate their processes particularly 

within the automotive, pharmaceutical, microelectronics and food and beverage industries.  

For example, this division would make the robots that put cars together in the automotive 

industry or provide public filtration systems. 

 

When this division was merged with the parent company it was losing about $8 million a 

year.  A new general manager was bought in to turn the division around and make it 

profitable quickly.  The general manager attended a senior management development 

program and learned about the SOQ.  He decided that this measure and approach might be 

helpful to him and his team when doing a short-term turnaround. 

 

The first general climate assessment was conducted with all the employees of the division.  

The management team worked to integrate the results on the SOQ with their current 

understanding of what was needed to make the turnaround work.  The team reviewed the 

results and identified that they were strongest on the Debate dimension but were very close 

to the stagnated norms when it came to Challenge and Involvement, Playfulness and 

Humor, and Conflict.  They indicated that the quantitative and qualitative assessment 

results were consistent with their own impressions that the division could be characterized 

as conflict driven, uncommitted to producing results, and people were generally 

despondent.  Their quantitative results are presented in Table 5 below. 

 

Table 5 

Sample Climate Time 1 

 

Climate Variables 

Innovative 

company 

averages 

Total Group 

Averages 

Stagnated 

Company 

Averages 

    

Challenge/Involvement 238 171 163 

Freedom 210 156 153 

Trust/Openness 178 138 128 

Idea-Time 148 112 97 

Playfulness/Humor 230 132 140 

Conflict 78 137 140 

Idea-Support 183 135 108 

Debate 158 165 105 

Risk-Taking 195 125 53 

 

Number of Companies or 

Individuals 
10 companies 75 Individuals 5 Companies 

 

The leadership decided, after some debate, that they should target Challenge and 

Involvement, Trust and Openness, Playfulness and Humor, and Conflict in order to help 

them implement the needed turnaround.  They set a very specific target of obtaining a 

score of 195-205 on Challenge and Involvement.  This dimension also fit the strategic 

emphasis on a global initiative on employee commitment.  We were a little uncertain about 

their ability to deliberately affect the Trust and Openness dimension due to the lack of a 

significant improvement with the previous cases. 
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It was clear to them that they needed to soften the climate and drive a warmer, more 

embracing, communicative and exuberant climate.  They developed and then implemented 

a plan for short-term climate change. 

 

They committed to increase communication by holding monthly all-employee meetings, 

sharing quarterly reviews on performance, and using cross-functional strategy review 

sessions.  They implemented mandatory “skip level” meetings to allow more direct 

interaction between senior managers and all levels of employees.  The general manager 

held 15-minute meetings with all employees at least once a year.  All employee suggestions 

and recommendations were invited and feedback and recognition was required to be 

immediate.  A new monthly recognition and rewards program was launched across the 

division for both managers and employees, based on peer nomination. 

 

At a time when making the division profitable was the highest priority, the management 

team re-established training and development and encouraged employees to engage in both 

personal and business-related skills development.  They also provided mandatory safety 

training for all employees.   

 

Another category of initiatives included providing a clear and compelling mission, strategy 

and values for the division.  The management team formed employee review teams to 

challenge and craft the statements in the hopes of encouraging more ownership and 

involvement in the overall strategic direction of the business. 

 

In general, they focused on relaxing the climate.  They used the suggestions provided by 

the narrative parts of the survey to identify actions that needed to be taken.  They modified 

rules regarding the dress code, adapted more flexible working hours, and allowed plants 

and flowers in the workplace.  They scheduled parties and social events, and fostered open 

debate and feedback without repercussions. Managers who could not follow the new 

behavioral norms were coached and some were removed from their positions.  It was critical 

to encourage everyone to understand how their specific role and responsibilities fit into the 

overall flow of the business, so they did extensive work on detailing the definition of roles 

and process ownership.  Their stated aim was to create an unstoppable “bubble of 

excellence” in North America and to challenge the “tyranny of the average.” 
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Table 6 

Sample Climate Change over one Year 

 

Climate Variables 

Total 

Group 

Time 1 

Averages 

 Total 

Group 

Time 2 

Averages 

DELTA Significant 

      

Challenge/Involvement 171 Target 204 33 ! 

Freedom 156  160 4  

Trust/Openness 138 Target 163 25 ! 

Idea-Time 112  124 12  

Playfulness/Humor 132 Target 154 22 ! 

Conflict 137  94 -43 ! 

Idea-Support 135 Target 158 23 ! 

Debate 165  194 19 ! 

Risk-Taking 125  134 9  

Number Individuals 75  77 
 

 

 

 

The leadership team wanted feedback on how they were doing in their efforts to change the 

climate, so they requested a second administration of the SOQ.  The results of this second 

assessment, along with the comparison to the first, are included in Table 6. 

 

The four dimensions they targeted improved significantly.  In addition, two additional 

dimensions showed significant improvement, even though they were not specifically 

targeted.  The Conflict dimension showed the largest change in the more positive direction.  

We also noticed a significant improvement on the Trust and Openness dimension.  This 

could have been the result of the level of intensity with which the management drove the 

climate change. 

 

The division showed a $7 million turnaround in 18 months and has now begun to deliver 

profit much closer to projections.  Shortly after the second administration of the SOQ the 

division won a worldwide innovation award.  They are building specific innovation metrics 

into their balanced scorecard and continue to identify areas of improvement, despite a 

promotion of the General Manager to a national position. 

 

General themes across transformation cases 
 

Each of the organizations identified above were very different.  Despite the different 

purposes, industries and sizes, there were some common themes that may help you take 

deliberate efforts to improve your own climate. 

 

Leaders and managers accepted their key role.  In each case, those charged with the 

strategic responsibility and day-to-day work owned up to their role in climate creation.  

They faced both the good and bad news that came with the assessment and then focused 

on what needed to be done to make improvements. 
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Those who owned up to change, and took their sponsorship and clientship responsibilities 

seriously were able to accomplish their desired outcomes, involve people, and make 

progress on their deliberate methods.  Having access to climate data helped them celebrate 

what was working and remove the barriers within the context to create an atmosphere 

conducive to the release of creativity.  They did not try to discount the data or measure (or 

the people presenting them).  Instead, they faced the reality of the climate data with a 

positive attitude. 

  

Focused on interpretation and integration.  The leaders and managers sought to 

understand both the numbers and narrative results and then carefully considered which 

dimensions and actions could help them move the organization forward. 

 

Climate creation was not a goal or objective all on its own.  The results from the SOQ 

assessment served to provide leadership teams with important insights to help them look at 

the current organizational context in light of the direction they needed to go, the quality of 

the working relationships among people, and how well their current methods or approaches 

were working.  Based on these insights, the leadership teams were able to engage others 

(usually on a cross-functional level) to make the needed changes and improvements. 

 

Targeted key dimensions.  In each case the leadership and management teams selected 

dimensions of climate that were critical to their own unique purposes and markets.   

 

The SOQ provides quantitative data on nine dimensions and narrative comments and 

themes in response to what is helping or hindering creativity and what specific actions need 

to be taken to improve the situation.  This amount of information could overwhelm an 

already over burdened management team.  The teams in these cases certainly paid 

attention to all the data, but they were able to take advantage of the understanding of the 

business needs and integrate these with the critical insights about the climate.  As a result, 

they focused their efforts on a selected number of high priority dimensions and actions that 

helped them achieve results and improve the climate. 

 

Demonstrated follow-through.  Each of these cases demonstrated the value of taking 

actions over time.  Rather than using the SOQ as a report card or a short executive 

intellectual exercise, the management teams understood that it was all about changing 

behavior.  This often required the leaders to transform their own behavior first, but nearly 

always cascaded through the organization.  Rather than thinking that climate creation was a 

single event, they knew that this kind of work was a process or journey – and they stayed 

the course. 

 

Used external resources.  Although the ultimate value of any climate assessment must 

be internally relevant to the organization, each of these organizations saw value in using an 

external assessment that was normative and having the results presented and interpreted 

by an objective outsider. 

 

Each of the senior leaders and members of the management teams realized the benefit of 

using a well-developed assessment tool and qualified individuals who knew how to use the 

measure to help obtain results.  Having access to clear benchmarks and, often, results from 

other organizations in similar industries, helped the management teams and employees 

understand the importance and value of the climate creation efforts. 
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Our experience has shown that it is necessary to work with a qualified user of the SOQ.  

One very large organization with which we work conducted an SOQ assessment within one 

of its divisions.  When the results were shared the key leaders wanted to focus on only 

those dimensions on which they scored below the more productive norm.  What they missed 

was the most significant (and meaningful) difference:  that they were scoring well above an 

appropriate score for Debate.  The heart of their need for improvement turned out to be the 

productive avoidance created by too many diverse opinions and no clear strategic direction.  

This was confounded by the fact that most people in the division really enjoyed a good 

debate.  It certainly was more fun than doing any productive work. 
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CHAPTER 3 
Team and Work-Group Application 

 

Teams are one of the basic building blocks of every organization. After individuals, they may 

be considered the most important resource in any organization. That so much real day-to-

day work within organizations is conducted more and more by teams explains the interest in 

high-performance work systems, electronic groupware, small-group facilitation skills, and a 

host of other strategies for improving the way groups work.  

 

Katzenbach and Smith provided an excellent distinction between groups and teams in their 

book The Wisdom of Teams.  They pointed out that a group is merely a collection or 

assembly of individuals.  They asserted that a team is a small group of people with 

complementary skills and abilities committed to a common purpose.  Teams are also 

committed to clear performance goals and an approach to obtaining these.  They hold each 

other mutually accountable for achieving these. 

 

Although the SOQ was initially focused on organizational applications of the SOQ, a more 

recent development has been to apply the assessment with teams. 

 

 

Characteristics that Promote Teamwork 
 

We have collected a number of key characteristics that promote teamwork from numerous 

workshops, as well as the vast literature on productive teams. 

  

A clear elevating goal. Having a clear and elevating goal means having understanding, 

mutual agreement and identification with respect to the primary task a group faces. For 

instance, one of our client’s R&D teams had the task of revamping how the department 

developed their products. This team concluded that their current practices did not take into 

account any customer input and it became their goal to introduce consumer input into the 

process. Active teamwork toward common goals happens when members of a group share a 

common vision of the desired future state.  

 

Results-driven structure. Individuals within groups feel productive when their efforts take 

place with a minimum of grief. Open communication, clear co-ordination of tasks, clear roles 

and accountabilities, monitoring performance, providing feedback, fact-based judgment, 

efficiency, and strong impartial management combine to create a results-driven structure. 

 

Competent team members. Competent teams are comprised of capable and 

conscientious members. Members must possess essential skills and abilities, a strong desire 

to contribute, be capable of collaborating effectively, and have a sense of responsible 

idealism. They must have knowledge in the domain surrounding the task (or some other 

domain which may be relevant) as well as with the process of working together. 

 

Unified commitment. Having a shared commitment relates to the way the individual 

members of the group respond. Effective teams have an organizational unity; members 

display mutual support, dedication and faithfulness to the shared purpose and vision, and a 

productive degree of self-sacrifice to reach organizational goals. 
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Collaborative climate. Productive teamwork does not just happen. It requires a climate 

that supports co-operation and collaboration. This kind of situation is characterized by 

mutual trust...trust in the goodness of others. Organizations desiring to promote teamwork 

must provide a climate within the larger context that supports co-operation. 

 

Standards of excellence. Effective teams establish clear standards of excellence. They 

embrace individual commitment, motivation, self-esteem, individual performance, and 

constant improvement. Members of teams develop a clear and explicit understanding of the 

norms upon which they will rely. 

 

External support and recognition. Team members need resources, rewards, recognition, 

popularity and social success. Being liked and admired as individuals and respected for 

belonging and contributing to a team is often helpful in maintaining the high level of 

personal energy required for sustained performance. With the increasing use of cross-

functional and inter-departmental teams within larger complex organizations, teams must 

be able to obtain approval and encouragement. 

  

Principled leadership. Leadership is important for teamwork. Whether it is a formally 

appointed leader or leadership of the emergent kind, the people who exert influence and 

encourage the accomplishment of important things usually follow some basic principles. 

Principled leadership includes the management of human differences, protecting less able 

members, and providing a level playing field to encourage contributions from everyone. This 

is the kind of leadership that promotes legitimate compliance to competent authority.  

 

Appropriate use of the team. Teamwork is encouraged when the tasks and situations 

really call for that kind of activity. Sometimes the team itself must set clear boundaries on 

when and why it should be deployed. One of the easiest ways to destroy a productive team 

is to overuse it or use it when it is not appropriate to do so. 

 

Participation in decision-making. One of the best ways to encourage teamwork is to 

engage the members of the team in the process of identifying the challenges and 

opportunities for improvement, generating ideas, and transforming ideas into action. 

Participation in the process of problem solving and decision-making actually builds 

teamwork and improves the likelihood of acceptance and implementation. 

  

Team spirit. Effective teams know how to have a good time, release tension, and relax 

their need for control. The focus at times is on developing friendship, engaging in tasks for 

mutual pleasure and recreation. This internal team climate extends beyond the need for a 

collaborative climate. 

 

Embracing appropriate change. Teams often face the challenges of organizing and 

defining tasks. In order for teams to remain productive, they must learn how to make 

necessary changes to procedures. When there is a fundamental change in how the team 

must operate, different values may need to be accommodated. Productive teams learn how 

to use the full spectrum of their members’ creativity. 
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Barriers to Effective Teamwork 
 

Patrick Lencioni outlined five key barriers in his book called The Five Dysfunctions of a 

Team.  One of the key dysfunctions is an absence of trust, followed by a reluctance to deal 

effectively with tension.  The remaining three included: a lack of communication, avoidance 

of accountability, and inattention to results.  Other barriers to effective teamwork can 

include: 

 

• Lack of clear sponsorship and leadership 

• Individualistic or competitive goal structures 

• Incompetent team members for the task  

• No clear purpose, goal, or desired outcome  

• Social loafing – giving up on the group 

• Lack of support, resources, and recognition  

• Dominant or recessive members  

• Poor facilitation of procedures and processes 

• Inappropriate working climate 

 

Most and Least Creative Teams 
 

So, there are both assets and liabilities to teams.  The patterns of behavior with the team 

seem to make a critical difference.  For this reason, we conducted a study of most and least 

creative teams.   

 

We collected the data within a distance-learning workshop within a large global professional 

services firm. The workshop was called “Teamwork for Innovation” and was one of a series 

of workshops offered within the program. The participants in the study were all enrolled in 

this series of workshops as a part of their own interest in developing their leadership and 

management skills. The 170 participants were all managers in the firm. They had at least 

three to five years experience and all elected to participate in this module. They came from 

23 locations in North America including Boston, New York, Miami, Toronto, Tampa, and 

Atlanta. 

 

The participants completed two assessments of their climate: one for their most creative 

team experience (one that produced something that was: new, unique, or original; valuable, 

relevant and useful; and accepted, produced results, and made a positive impact), and 

another for their least creative team experience (one that produced something that was: 

well within previous practice or standard, where they “reinvented the wheel;” useless or 

valueless; and was rejected or produced very little or no impact).  They also responded to 

an open-ended question that asked them to identify what factor the respondent thought 

was most important or detrimental to the success of the team. 

 

The distance learning technology allowed the presenter to know the number and percentage 

of respondents for every question.  After 90% of the participants completed their responses 

to the above questions we summarized the results. 

 

The comments were transcribed onto one master list and numbered for future reference. 

The first list included all the factors of success and the second, all the barriers identified by 

the participants. Each list was analyzed separately to identify key themes. The themes were 

identified on a separate list and all comments were placed into a theme. The work on 

theming the responses continued until all comments were included.  
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Each list was then given to a second reviewer and was checked by having another reviewer 

independently place each comment into a theme. There was 97% agreement of fit and the 

few comments that did not agree provided additional clarity of definition for the theme. 

 

Since there were no controls to ensure that all participants completed all questions before 

proceeding, a different number of responses were collected for each of the two sets of nine 

questions. As a result, averages were used for comparison purposes. In addition, some 

participants provided more than one response to the narrative questions, and others chose 

not to respond at all. All narrative responses were recorded separately as factors for success 

and barriers. These responses were then themed using content analysis and were validated 

by two independent raters with a 97% agreement with the themes.  

 

The quantitative results are provided below. 

 

Table 7 

Most and Least Creative Teams 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These quantitative results are consistent with the previous research with the SOQ using 

both an individual and organizational unit of analysis. The main themes derived from a 

qualitative analysis of the 330 narrative comments received by the 154 subjects are 

summarized as: 

 

Interpersonal Dynamics. The most creative teams had the ability to work together 

without major conflicts in personalities. There was a high degree of respect for the 

contributions of others. Communication was characterized by “The willingness of team 

members to listen to one another and honor the opinions of all team members.” Members of 

these teams reported that they knew their roles and responsibilities and that this provided 

freedom to develop new ideas. In the least creative teams there was an “unwillingness to 

communicate with one another because people did not make the effort to understand each 

other.” There were instances of animosity, jealousy, and political posturing.  
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Energy and Motivation. The most creative teams “played hard and worked even 

harder.” Team members enjoyed contributing and celebrated their accomplishments. “All 

team members were motivated to do the best job possible in reaching the end goal, so 

everyone was willing to pitch in to get the job done.” There was a high degree of 

enthusiasm and commitment to get the job done. On the least creative teams there was a 

lack of motivation. There was a lack of initiative, ideas, and follow through on suggestions. 

The least creative teams had a “lack of motivation and the inability to recognize the value 

provided by the end result.” 

 

Openness. The most creative teams had an environment that encouraged new ideas and 

allowed the development of new ways of working. “No matter what the disagreements, we 

all knew that we had to bring our ideas together to get the job done.” Everyone felt 

comfortable discussing ideas and offering suggestions because “…ideas were received in a 

professional and attentive manner…people felt free to brainstorm to improve others’ ideas 

without the author’s feelings getting hurt. In the least creative teams new ideas were not 

attended to or encouraged because “…individuals placed their own priorities before the 

teams’.” They were characterized by not being able to discuss multiple solutions to a 

problem because team members couldn’t listen to any opinion other than their own. In 

these teams, members were “…expected to follow what had always been done and finish as 

quickly as possible.”  

 

Leadership. In the most creative teams the “… leader led by example, encouraging new 

ideas and sharing best practices.” Leaders provided clear guidance, support and 

encouragement, and kept everyone working together and moving forward. Leaders also 

worked to obtain support and resources from within and outside the group. In the least 

creative teams, the leader “…created a situation where everyone was confused and afraid 

to ask questions.” Leaders “tore down people’s ideas,” “set a tone of distrust,” and “stifled 

others who had ideas and energy to succeed.” They “…kept all control, but took no action.”  

 

Focus, Direction, and Goals. The most creative teams had clear and common goals. 

“The most important factor accounting for my team’s creative success was, undoubtedly, 

each member’s drive to attain the end goal, knowing the benefits that would be derived 

from the results.” The goals were clear and compelling, but also open and challenging. The 

least creative teams had conflicting agendas, different missions, and no agreement on the 

end result. “Everyone did their own thing without keeping in mind the overall objective that 

the group was charged to achieve.” The tasks for the least creative teams were tightly 

constrained, considered routine, and were overly structured. 

 

Trust. The most creative team members trusted each other, promoted open and honest 

communication and supported each other’s views. “The most important factor for the 

success of the team was the overwhelming trust we had for each other, both personal and 

work-related.” In the least creative teams there was “…Absolutely no trust among team 

members. Everyone was suspect of someone’s underlying motives.” 

 

Diversity of skills and experience. The most creative teams recognized the diverse 

strengths and talents and used them accordingly. “Each individual brought a cornucopia of 

experience and insight. All of this, together with the desire to meet the end goal was the 

key to success.” The least creative teams had inadequate skill sets and were unable to 

effectively utilize their diversity. 

 

The themes derived through qualitative analysis are consistent with much of the literature 

regarding effective teamwork.  
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Development of High-Performing Teams 
 

Studies of teamwork and the climate that either supports or hinders creativity and 

innovation have found significant differences in climate between individuals most and least 

creative team experiences.  All SOQ dimensions were found to hold true to a team setting 

as they do at an organizational level of analysis. 

 

Studies of patterns of interaction in teams have found those teams with better climate 

scores were more focused on efficiency, innovation, learning, knowledge generation and 

sharing; with a great capacity for dealing effectively with challenges. 

 

A case example: Using the SOQ to Improve Team 

Performance 
 

We have already provided support for the idea that the SOQ can discriminate highly creative 

teams from their non-creative counterparts.  In this case, as a part of an organizational 

initiative to improve the performance of teams, the SOQ was applied to provide feedback to 

four teams that attended a two-day workshop.  The aim was for each of the actual teams to 

understand their results and agree on specific strategies they could implement to make a 

meaningful difference in their performance.  These were teams that worked together to 

provide a variety of services to external clients, and they had discovered that their clients 

were not overly impressed with how they functioned as a team.  When team members were 

working inside the client organization, they often asked repetitive questions and did not 

actively exchange information and learning. 

 

Implications and Actions.  As a result of the workshop, the teams identified their strong 

points and obtained a much deeper understanding of the barriers they faced, particularly 

when they were “deployed” within client organizations.  They developed specific plans to 

stay connected during these times and established norms, or agreements about how they 

would work together.  They also implemented a plan to check on how well they were 

following these agreements.   
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CHAPTER 4 
Leadership Development Applications 

 

Leadership behavior is clearly one of the key factors in establishing a work environment that 

support creativity, innovation, change, and growth.  In fact, it is likely the key factor in 

establishing the climate.  Those who lead organizations influence decision-making, set 

priorities, and have both the power and responsibility for organizational performance. 

Leaders exert influence through direct decision-making and also through how their behavior 

is perceived and observed by others. 

 

Extraordinary leadership behaviors, whether examined as transformational leadership or 

through outstanding leadership practices have been shown to affect the level of 

organizational innovation.  Organizational innovation depends on a climate that supports 

innovation.  Leadership behavior has been shown to impact the climate for innovation within 

an organization.  Innovation and creativity are important organizational outcomes. Since 

leadership influences the climate for creativity, and climate influences culture productivity, 

leadership acts as a key level for organizational innovation.  

 

The results below illustrate how leadership influences the creative climate.  Participants in 

this research were asked to complete the SOQ and answer an additional question: Leaders 

and managers I observe are effective in creating an environment that supports innovation. 

 

Table 8 

Leaders Effect on Creative Environment that Support Innovation 

 

 

The results clearly indicate that the perceptions people within organizations hold regarding 

leadership behavior has a profound and significant effect on the climate.  It is no surprise 

that we have recently been asked to focus our application of the SOQ on leadership 

development. 
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The SOQ has been used to help leaders understand their influence in creating a healthy 

work environment.  In these cases, the leader is asked to complete the SOQ for their 

immediate work environment.  In addition they are asked to identify 10 good observers of 

their work environment who are then able to complete the SOQ.  These observers are asked 

to complete a fourth additional narrative question:  What lesson have you learned about 

leadership that may help the leader you are considering? 

 

This activity often occurs as a part of a leadership development program, so the results are 

fed back during a dedicated workshop.  Results are aggregated at first so that the leaders 

can become familiar with the data.  Then they are provided their own results showing their 

scores and the averages of their observers. The leaders also receive the narrative 

comments from all four open-ended questions.  They are given some guidance and time to 

digest the results and create action plans for improving their climates. 

 

Another way the SOQ has been applied is through programs aimed at leadership teams.  

Rather than receiving feedback from observers, the expanded leadership completes the SOQ 

and then analyzes the results to identify areas of improvement.  This kind of application is 

well documented in a case study on GE’s Leadership for Innovation Growth program: 

 

Prokesh, S. (2009).  How GE teaches teams to lead change. Harvard Business Review, 87 

(1), 99-106. 

 

Leadership Behaviors for Climate Creation and Change 
 

Numerous case studies illustrate the ability of the SOQ to be useful in leading various 

organizational change and transformation efforts. 

 

Research has shown significant correlations between the effectiveness of leadership and 

climate scores.  The SOQ has also provided specific leadership behaviors that helped and 

hindered the creation of climate conducive to innovation and creativity.  

 

Leaders who espoused values for flexibility and adaptation to changing contexts created 

climates that were significantly more creative. 

 

A Case Example:  Using the SOQ for Leadership Training 
 

The climate for creativity and change is strongly linked to leadership.  This intervention 

illustrates the use of climate data over time in an organization that was interested in 

developing up-and-coming leaders in the organization.  The SOQ was used as part of an on-

going leadership training program to help a cross-cultural group of participants understand 

the impact of their leadership behavior on people’s perceptions of the workplace. 

 

The SOQ (and the Kirton Adaption-Innovation Inventory) was administered to participants 

prior to attending the program.  The questionnaires were sent to CPSB for scoring and 

analysis. 
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Since this was a training program context, the SOQ results were positioned for training 

purposes and at a variety of levels of analysis.  Participants received their individual scores 

to provide them with feedback about the environment in which they will return after the 

program.  They also received the results for the entire group to compare with their personal 

perceptions.  Since this was an on-going training program, individuals also examined overall 

averages from all the previous groups attending the program.  Finally, they examined 

overall averages from SOQ work conducted in the entire organization. 

 

Implications and Actions.   Specific connections between organizational climate and the 

role of leadership in establishing and maintaining climate were examined.  Participants used 

this information to better understand their impact on creative productivity and the readiness 

of their work context to accept and manage change.  

 

 


