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Abstract: Improving the performance of public organizations has become a major concern
among researchers and managers, rendering the search for the factors that distinguish the
best performers a fundamental endeavor. Despite the abundant empirical research
conducted about this topic, there are still inconsistencies in how management and other
organizational elements determine organizational performance, calling for more theory-
oriented research. In this paper, we join this line of reasoning and suggest that service
climate, organizational identity strength and contextual ambidexterity, variables coming
from very different theoretical traditions, predict the performance of public organizations,
as perceived by their members. In order to test this proposition, we surveyed a sample of 618
civil servants working for two different organizations. In this survey, we included measures
of the three predictors (service climate, organizational identity strength and contextual
ambidexterity) and the variable of interest (organizational performance). Using hierarchical
regression analysis, we found evidence supporting a positive relationship between
organizational performance and service climate, identity strength, and especially, contextual
ambidexterity, with some differences between the two organizations regarding the intensity
of these relationships. Besides contributing to broadening the discussion about the
antecedents of public organizations’ performance, this study also supports the validity of the
three theoretical perspectives. Considering the management of public organizations, our
study challenges managers to play a fundamental role in orchestrating routines and work
practices that allow configuration of the most relevant organizational capacities leading to
better performance.
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The influence of service climate, identity strength, and contextual ambidexterity
upon the performance of public organizations

Introduction

Searching for paths to improve the performance of public organizations is a
major concern among researchers and managers (Amirkhanyan, Kim, and
Lambright, 2013; Brewer and Selden, 2000; Rhodes et al., 2012). Organizational
performance is also a core feature of reforms occurring in the public sector, whether
or not these changes are inspired in New Public Management, (Pollitt and Dan, 2013;
Androniceanu, 2017). Thus, identifying the factors that influence organizational
performance becomes a fundamental endeavor, for the sake of theory development
and for effective public management. Given this relevance, the study of
organizational and management factors explaining the performance of public
organizations has led to abundant empirical scientific production, and
comprehensive reviews of these studies have already been conducted (Walker and
Andrews, 2013; Andrews, Boyne, and Walker, 2011; De Waal, 2010).

However, probably due to the enormous diversity of public organizations
and their respective contexts, those reviews highlight a number of inconsistencies
regarding how management and other organizational elements determine
organizational performance. As noted by O’Toole and Meier (2014), explaining the
conflicting and ambiguous results about what determines public organizations’
performance would benefit from a more general theory about the context and
influencing mechanisms. Such a theory should provide an articulation of variables
pertaining to the political, external and internal organizational context.

According to O’Toole and Meier (2014), the political context describes the
degree of concentration of power (unitary versus shared), the degree of federalism
(one level of government versus multiple levels), the process (corporatist versus
adversarial), and how performance is assessed (formalized system versus no formal
system). The external context can be described according to the degree of
complexity, turbulence, munificence and social capital available. Ciritical
dimensions of the internal context are the existence of clear and consistent goals
versus multiple and conflicting ones, the degree of centralization in decision making,
and the degree of professionalization of civil servants.

In this paper, we join the discussion about what explains public
organizations’ performance by studying specific organizational capacities, or
dimensions of the internal context according to O’Toole and Meier’s (2014)
terminology. We selected three variables that can be shaped by managers in order to
improve performance on the basis of specific assumptions about public
organizations. In the first place, we assume that most public organizations provide
services to society. Thus, we can presume those organizations that developed
management systems and practices more oriented to delivering a high quality service
to citizens, a capacity here named service climate, will have better performance.

Secondly, we assume that public organizations are missionary, in the sense
that they are created to fulfill a purpose in a society, thus contributing to higher
values of equality, cohesion and justice. Because the context in which organizations
operate is composed of groups with different interests, public organizations become
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internally divided, due to the requirement to answer to different or contradictory
expectations. In this context, organizations that developed a stronger sense of shared
purpose, a capacity here named identity strength, will deal better with internal
fragmentation and have higher performance (Fonseca et. al, 2017).

The basis of our third assumption is the observation that public organizations
are often confronted with the double requirement of following a predefined set of
aligned procedures and regulations and, at the same time, showing the ability to adapt
to a changing context. Thus, we suggest that organizations exhibiting this dual
capacity of alignment and adaptability, here named contextual ambidexterity, will
show better performance.

We propose that management influences organizational performance by
nurturing the organizational capacities of service climate, identity strength and
contextual ambidexterity. Besides their appropriateness to describe the fundamental
dynamics of public organizations, as mentioned above, we selected these capacities
on the grounds of the theory explaining how they predict organizational
performance, as will be described in the next sections. Figure 1 represents the above
framework.

Figure 1. How management influences organizational performance:
the role of three organizational capacities

Service \

y climate
f,/
I
,I
#
[m===mmmm—————— " ; ..
l ! Identity Organizational
| Management ------ >
. strength performance
a\
\\
‘\
\\
LY
¢ Contextual

ambidexterity

/

(Source: own elaboration. Solid lines: studied concepts and relationships; dashed lines:
implicit concepts and relationships)

In this paper, we seek to answer the following guestion: what factors explain
the performance of public organizations? More precisely, we investigate to what
extent the three capacities of service climate, identity strength and contextual
ambidexterity influence the perception of organizational performance. Using a
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sample of 618 civil servants belonging to two distinct organizations, this study shows
that the three capacities, especially contextual ambidexterity, significantly influence
perceived organizational performance.

1. Literature review

1.1 How service climate influences organizational performance

Organizational climate is usually defined as the shared meaning attached by
organizational members to practices, policies, procedures and actions expected,
supported and rewarded in their work environment (Schneider et al., 2017; Bowen
and Schneider, 2014). Service climate refers to a subset of these shared meanings,
namely those that regulate how employees should behave in order to provide a good
service to customers or citizens. Because public organizations are usually service
providers, the service climate becomes a potential predictor of organizational
performance, especially if we consider, following Needham (2006), that taking care
of citizens is a part of the public service ethos. Better customer service is viewed by
Slater and Narver (1994) as a core organizational capability.

Service climate is an organizational level attribute responsible for shaping
service providers’ attitudes and behaviors that will influence citizens’ service
experience. This connection between service provider and service receiver is the
essential element of an explanatory chain for organizational performance (Yagil,
2014): service-oriented management and leadership practices create a service
climate that shapes employee attitudes and behaviors towards good service, which
in turn impacts on customers’ service experience, leading to satisfaction and loyalty,
commonly used performance indicators (Van Ryzinand Immerwahr, 2007). Meta-
analytical work reveals generalized support for this link between service climate and
organizational performance (Hong et al., 2013). In the public sector, Vashdi, Vigoda-
Gadot, and Shlomi (2013), using a sample of Israeli schools, found a positive
relationship between service climate and teachers’ satisfaction and citizenship
behaviors. Based on these arguments, we offer the following hypothesis:

H1. Service climate is positively related to perceived organizational performance.
1.2 How identity strength influences organizational performance

Organizational identity is defined as organizational members’ answer to the
question “who are we as an organization”?(Albert and Whetten, 1985). All
characteristics considered central, distinguishing and enduring in defining an
organization are part of its identity. In essence, organizational identity is the result
of the collective process of self-definition (Pratt et al., 2016). Organizational identity
strength describes the shared perception held by members about the existence of a
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common purpose and mission, a clear vision, and a sense of unity within an
organization (Kreinerand, Ashforth, 2004).

A strong organizational identity will influence organizational performance
because it allows reconciling the multiple and often conflicting objectives within an
organization, a very common feature of public organizations. According to Boyne
(2002), due to their inherently political nature, public organizations tend to pursue
multiple and ambiguous objectives. Under the influence of different interest groups,
with non-coincident preferences and goals, in other words, contradictory logics
(Thornton, Ocasio, and Lounsbury, 2012; Greenwood et al., 2011) that have different
internal supporters (Pache and Santos, 2010), many public organizations struggle to
cope with recurrent tensions coming from conflicts about the appropriate goals to
reach, what priorities to follow or how to allocate scarce resources. These tensions
can drain key internal actors’ motivation or lead to decision-making paralysis, thus
compromising organizational performance.

In organizations that have to pursue multiple, ambiguous or conflicting
goals, a strong identity can play the role of a self-regulatory device, allowing the
clarification of priorities, reconciliation of internal disagreements, or establishing a
super ordinate purpose, thus influencing organizational performance (Haslam,
Postmes, and Ellemers, 2003). Although scarce, empirical research supports this
possibility. For instance, studying non-profit theaters in the USA, Voss, Cable, and
Voss (2006)found that the existence of agreement about “who we are” among top
management teams positively influences theaters’ performance. Additionally, using
a sample of Portuguese pharmacists, Nunes et al. (2017) found that organizational
identity strength is positively related to the perceived performance of community
pharmacies. Accordingly, we posit the following hypothesis:

H2. Identity strength is positively related to perceived organizational performance.
1.3. How contextual ambidexterity influences organizational performance

The concept of contextual ambidexterity is well established in the literature
as an explanation for both short and long-term organizational performance (Simsek,
2009; O’Reilly and Tushman, 2013;Junni et al., 2013). At its core, ambidexterity is
a metaphor used to describe a number of paths organizations can follow to solve a
fundamental tension inherent to their existence, hamely the opposition between the
exploitation of current assets and capabilities and the exploration of novel markets,
technologies or capabilities (March, 1991). Because exploitation involves control,
reducing uncertainty, and seeking efficiency, and exploration entails search,
discovery and innovation, the conciliation of this contradiction requires the
development of specific capacities. Ambidexterity is this organizational capacity
(O’Reilly and Tushman, 2008; Subiyanto and Djastuti, 2018).

Three types of ambidexterity have been studied. The first, named sequential
ambidexterity (Duncan, 1976),suggests that organizations use different structures in
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periods that require exploration or exploitation, changing their organizing
arrangements along with their history, according to requirements.

The second type, structural ambidexterity, suggests the creation of an
organizational architecture in an organization composed of a unit created to deal with
exploitation and another unit to cope with exploration (O’Reilly and Tushman,
2013). A common vision and a shared reward system help to integrate these two very
different business units.

The third type of ambidexterity, the contextual one used in this research, is
based on the idea that a specific organizational unit can exhibit, simultaneously,
alignment and adaptability (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004). Alignment refers to the
degree to which all management systems in one unit are coherent and work together
to reach a predetermined goal. Adaptability is the ability to reconfigure activities and
work processes in order to deal with changes observed in the task environment.
Alignment and adaptability are the two components of a meta-capability, contextual
ambidexterity, which reveals itself in members’ daily behavior, as individuals must
decide when they are supposed to engage in aligned or adaptable activities
(Birkinshaw and Gibson, 2004).

We contend that, to some extent, all public organizations are required to be
both aligned and flexible, and often civil servants are required to follow established,
well-known rules and procedures, and at the same time, respond to changes in their
work context by adopting new practices that challenge the status quo to a greater or
lesser extent. Thus, we offer the following hypothesis:

H3. Contextual ambidexterity, i. e., the combination of alignment and adaptability,
is positively related to perceived organizational performance

2. Method
2.1. Data gathering and sample

Data were gathered in two public organizations: an agency responsible for
facilitating the internationalization of the Portuguese economy and attracting foreign
investment (hereafter the Alfa organization) and the general secretariat belonging to
the Brazilian Ministry of Health, responsible for administering resources channeled
to a specific municipality (the Beta organization). We chose two different public
organizations in order to reach greater external validity (Scandura and Williams,
2000). After obtaining consent from the top management of both organizations, in
each one, a person was made responsible for collecting the data. The questionnaires
were made available by this person to all members of both organizations,
guaranteeing the confidentiality of answers.

This procedure yielded 618 usable questionnaires, of which 42.9% came
from the Alfa organization and the remaining 57.1% from the Beta organization.
Comparing the populations, the samples represent 45.5% in Alpha and 41.0% in
Beta, values falling within acceptable limits for response rates of general
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organizational populations in academic studies(Baruch, 1999; Baruch and Holtom,
2008). In Alfa, 61% of respondents were female, the mean age was 44.88 years (SD
= 10.43), the mean tenure was 17.24 years (SD = 9.60) and the mean time in the
current function was 6.11 years (SD = 7.07). In Beta, female respondents also
prevailed (68.8%), the mean age being 36.69 years (SD = 9.31), mean tenure was
6.60 years (SD = 6, 21) and work experience in the current function was 5.26 years
on average (SD =5.78).

2.2. Measures

All variables were measured using previously published scales already
tested in Portuguese public organizations. Unless otherwise noted, all survey items
were responded to on five-point rating scales from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree).

We measured organizational performance using the Gibson and Birkinshaw
(2004) four-item scale. A sample item is: “This organization is achieving its full
potential”. Using perceptive measures to assess organizational performance has a
long tradition in organizational studies (Delaney and Huselid, 1996; Raymond et al.,
2013; Kim, 2010), and is considered a valid psychometric standpoint(Wall et al.,
2004)and appropriate for public organizations (Andrews, Boyne and Walker, 2006).
Principal component analysis demonstrated that all items loaded on a single factor
with an eigenvalue of 2.70 and accounted for 67.60% of the variance. Internal
reliability is adequate(a=0.84).

We measured service climate with the Schneider, White and Paul (1998)
seven-item scale. A sample item included “How would you rate the overall quality
of service provided by your organization?” This was rated from very poor (1) to
excellent (5). Principal component analysis confirmed that all items loaded on a
single factor (eigenvalue=3.85) and accounted for 54.93% of the variance. Internal
reliability of this scale is acceptable (¢=0.86).

Identity strength was measured using the Kreiner and Asforth (2004) four-
item scale. A sample item included “There is a common sense of purpose in this
organization”. All items loaded on a single factor, as revealed by principal
component analysis. With an eigenvalue of 2.98, this factor accounts for 74.50% of
the variance. This scale has acceptable internal validity (¢=0.89).

We measured contextual ambidexterity with the Gibson and Bikinshaw
(2004) six-item scale. Three items measure alignment (example: “The management
systems in this organization work coherently to support the overall objectives of this
organization”) and three assess adaptability (example: “The management systems in
this organization are flexible enough to allow us to respond quickly to changes in
our context”). Principal component analysis revealed that both sets of items load on
a single factor (eigenvalue=2.19 and 2.17 respectively for alignment and
adaptability; variance explained=72.85% and 72.40, respectively for alignment and
adaptability). Internal reliability is acceptable for both scales («=0.81 and 0.80, for
alignment and adaptability, respectively). Because alignment and adaptability are
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interdependent, we computed the multiplicative interaction between these two
variables, following the procedure used by Gibson and Bikinshaw (2004).

2.3. Analysis strategy

Given that this study tests to what extent three distinct explanations — service
climate, identity strength and contextual ambidexterity — predict organizational
performance, the data analysis strategy follows a correlation approach. Perceived
organizational performance is the variable to be explained and the other three are the
explanatory variables (Gay and Dihel, 1992). Hierarchical multiple regression was
used to test the hypotheses. Because individual characteristics and work experience
can influence the perception of organizational performance, respondents’ age, tenure
and time in the current job were included as controls.

3.Research results and discussions

Table one displays the means, standard deviation, and inter-correlations
among the study variables. As can be seen, overall, means are low, considering that
scales range from 1 to 5. Significant correlations between organizational
performance and other study variables provide preliminary evidence supporting our
hypothesis. Additionally, there are other high correlations. Alignment and
adaptability are correlated (r=0.73, p<0.01), meaning that, even if they are distinct
constructs, respondents notice that they can co-exist within the same organization.
Further, alignment, adaptability and, especially, their interaction (ambidexterity) are
correlated with performance, signaling the relevance of this dual capacity. Identity
strength is also significantly correlated with ambidexterity, meaning that the
presence of this dual capacity in respondents’ context is related with a clearer vision,
a sense of purpose and feelings of unity within the organization.

Tablel. Means, standard deviations and correlation matrix

Mean | SD 1 2 3 4 5
1. Service climate 3.56 | 0.67 -
2. ldentity strength 2.73 | 0.92 |0.52** -
3. Alignment 298 | 0.93 |0.52**|0.67** -
4. Adaptability 3.03 | 0.89 [0.57**|0.68**|0.73**| -
5. Contextual ambidexterity 9.67 | 5.102 | 0.57**|0.72** | 0.92** | 0.91** -
6. Organizational performance | 2.85 | 0.82 [0.60**|0.64**|0.67**|0.68** | 0.71**

(Source: own processing; n=265 in Alfa organization; n=353 in Beta organization;
*p<0.05; **p<0.01.)
Table 2 presents the results of hierarchical regression. Considering the total
sample, the one we used for hypothesis testing, the results yield evidence supporting
all hypotheses. According to hypothesis one, service climate would be positively
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related to organizational performance, and as shown in model 2, the result supports
this prediction (5=0.25; p<0.01). Results also give support to hypothesis two,
according to which identity strength would be positively related to organizational
performance ($=0.19; p<0.01). Hypothesis three posits a positive relationship
between contextual ambidexterity and organizational performance and the results
also support this statement ($=0.43; p<0.01).

Table two also shows the results for each organization. As shown by model 2,
our three hypotheses are supported in both Alfa and Beta organizations. However,
the three variables under examination explain Alfa’s organizational performance
(R?=0.78)much better than Beta’s (R?=0.46).Notably, in both Alfa and Beta,
contextual ambidexterity is the most important predictor of organizational
performance ($=0.55; p<0.01 andp=0.37; p<0.01 in Alfa and Beta, respectively). In
Beta, service climate has more influence on organizational performance ($=0.30;
p<0.01) than in Alfa (5=0.21; p<0.01), but the effect of identity strength is lower in
Beta (#=0.12; p<0.05) than in Alfa (5=0.20; p0.01).

Table 2. Regression results

Total sample Alfa organization | Beta organization
Model 1 | Model 2 | Model 1 | Model 2 | Model 1 | Model 2
Age 0.17*= 0.06 0.17 0.02 0.16* 0.10
Gender -0.02 -0.02 0.05 0.01 -0.03 -0.02
Tenure -0.07 -0.01 -0.19* -0.06 -0.08 -0.01
Time in job -0.03 0.02 0.06 0.07 -0.07 -0.05
Service climate 0.25** 0.21** 0.30**
Identity strength 0.19** 0.20** 0.12*
Contextual ambidexterity 0.43** 0.55** 0.37**
R? 0.58 0.78 0.46
AR? 0.02 0.56 0.02 0.76 0.02 0.44
F 2.58* |121.75**| 1.21 |130.10**| 2.13 | 41.18**

(Source: own processing. Standardized coefficients are presented; n=265 in Alfa; n=353 in
Beta; *p<0.05; **p<0.01.)
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4. Conclusions

This research aimed to investigate to what extent service climate, identity
strength and contextual ambidexterity, seen as distinct capacities coming from very
different but well established theoretical traditions, influence the perceived
performance of public organizations. Overall, data analysis provides empirical
evidence supporting these relationships, especially for the effect of contextual
ambidexterity, even though the pattern of results is different in both organizations
under study.

This study contributes to broadening the discussion about the antecedents of
public organizations’ performance. O’Toole and Meier (2014) call for deep
theorizing about the performance of public organizations, by studying, among other
aspects, factors pertaining to their internal context. In this study, we included three
organizational capacities with strong theoretical roots and relevant empirical
evidence regarding their relationship with organizational performance. According to
our assumptions, higher levels of public performance are achieved by organizations
that show the capacity to provide high service quality, to deal with multiple and
sometimes competitive goals, and to reconcile the dual requirement of following pre-
specified procedures and responding to changing contexts. Those capacities were
conceptualized as service climate, identity strength and contextual ambidexterity,
respectively.

More generally, the results provide additional empirical support for the three
theoretical approaches under study, namely the rich evidence about the effects of
service climate on organizational performance(Hong, 2013), the empirical evidence
reviewed by Junni et al. (2013) concerning the effects of ambidexterity on
organizational performance, and to a lesser extent, studies that found a positive
relationship between organizational identity and performance (Voss, Cable, and
Voss, 2006; Nunes et al., 2017). In this way, the study also contributes to testing the
value of these well-established frameworks in the context of public organizations,
thus widening the validity of these approaches.

The three predictors of organizational performance we studied are generally
statistically significant, but with unequal weights in Alfa and Beta organizations.
This is relevant insofar as it invokes contextual factors that moderate the
relationships between service climate, identity strength and contextual ambidexterity
and organizational performance. In this respect, we can speculate that since the
Alpha organization is more exposed to international contexts and is required to
follow companies with very different businesses, it is natural that contextual
ambidexterity becomes more relevant in influencing performance than in the Beta
organization, but this supposition would require additional research.

Considering the management of public organizations, this study raises some
additional reflections. If we identify that contextual ambidexterity, service climate
and identity strength influence organizational performance, and if we admit that
public managers are responsible for improving the performance of the organizations
they lead, then knowledge of this pattern of results can be a fundamental way to
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increase performance. Overall, managers are required to play a fundamental role in
designing a set of routines and recurrent patterns of action to establish a
configuration of organizational capacities leading to improved performance in
specific organizations.

When it comes to contextual ambidexterity, Birkinshaw and Gibson (2004)
challenge managers to create a high-performance context by combining performance
management and social support practices. Along with careful selection practices
targeting ambidextrous individuals, performance management and social support
practices will lead to higher levels of contextual ambidexterity, a capacity that, in
turn, will improve organizational performance.

Regarding service climate, if we look at the beginning of the chain
explaining how this capacity affects organizational results (Hong et al., 2013; Yagil,
2014), we find a combination of factors including leadership, resources, structures,
processes and routines that are important for better service. Managers are responsible
for orchestrating this configuration of factors for the sake of performance
improvement.

Concerning organizational identity strength, a capacity that enables
organizations to deal with complexity arising from strong external pressures and the
corresponding internal fragmentation (Battilana and Dorado, 2010), managers will
have a central role in reconciling these tensions, taking advantage of the multiplicity
of perspectives, but compensating for conflicting preferences by emphasizing a
shared super ordinate purpose and a sense of unity, thus playing the role of identity
custodians (Schinoff, Rogers, and Corley, 2016).

Although this study makes contributions to the extant literature, there are
limitations that can impact on some aspects of its validity. First, focusing on just two
organizations limits the ability to generalize the pattern of outcomes to contexts other
than those that were used to produce it. In addition, although well-established,
validated and currently used in research (Brewer, 2006, Kim, 2010), exclusive
reliance on perceptive measures of performance may limit the validity of the results,
even if the evidence shows that the choice of archive or perceptual performance
indicators may be irrelevant (Andrews, Boyne, and Walker, 2011). In line with what
is theorized by O'Toole and Meier (2014), contextual factors such as the national
culture, the dynamism of the external context, the abundance of resources or the
degree of institutional complexity may also influence organizational performance,
and their effects were not controlled in this study.

In addition to dealing with these limitations, future research could be
conducted at the supra-individual level, and measure performance from the point of
view of other relevant groups besides civil servants, such as citizens or managers.
Moreover, testing models incorporating moderating variables could contribute to
capturing the effects of the enormous diversity of public organizations and their
respective contexts. Finally, we studied three variables coming from relevant
theoretical traditions. However, these are not the only ones that can be invoked to
explain the performance of public organizations (Ciobanu, Androniceanu, 2018).
The explanatory power of other capacities, such as the safety climate (Zohar and
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Hofman, 2012) or market orientation (Vieira, 2010), or relevant configurations of
these capacities (Fiss, Marx, and Cambré, 2013) can be tested, according to the
specificities of the organizations to be studied and their context.
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