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A	Longitudinal	Study	of	the	Evolution	of	Organizational	Values
of	Ohio	State	University	Extension	Educators

Abstract
A	2001	replication	of	a	1991	study	investigated	the	evolution	of	OSU	Extension	organizational
values.	For	almost	a	decade,	the	1991	values	were	used	by	administrators	for	decision	making
and	policy	development.	The	authors	used	a	census	and	Values	Questionnaire	to	collect	data.
The	authors	identified	10	of	the	12	original	organizational	values	as	current	OSU	Extension
organizational	values.	The	strength	and	stability	of	its	organizational	values	may	be	both	a
source	of	continuity	for	OSU	Extension	during	times	of	rapid	social	and	fiscal	change,	as	well	as
a	source	of	frustration	for	leaders	seeking	to	reshape	the	organization's	culture.	

Introduction

The	mission	of	Ohio	State	University	(OSU)	Extension	is	"To	help	people	improve	their	lives	through
an	educational	process	using	scientific	knowledge	focused	on	identified	issues	and	needs"	(O.S.U.
Extension	Annual	Report,	1995,	n.p.).	County-based	professionals	conduct	educational	programs	in
agriculture	and	natural	resources,	community	development,	family	and	consumer	sciences,	and	4-
H	youth	development.

The	last	decade	of	the	20th	century	has	proven	both	transformational	and	turbulent	for	the
Cooperative	Extension	system.	As	Cooperative	Extension	entered	the	21st	century,	Jimmerson
(1989,	p.	16)	suggested	that	"meeting	the	challenges	of	the	information	age	will	require	attention
to	the	values	and	beliefs	that	guide	us	as	we	work	to	provide	our	clients	with	information	and	help
them	solve	problems."

A	value	is	"an	enduring	belief	that	a	specific	mode	of	conduct	or	end-state	of	existence	is
personally	or	socially	preferable	to	an	opposite	or	converse	mode	of	conduct	or	end-state	of
existence"	(Rokeach,	1973,	p.	5).	Values	play	important	roles	in	determining	how	we	function	as
individuals,	family	members,	and	members	of	work	teams,	and	are	a	product	of	our	individual
experiences.	The	enduring	nature	of	values	and	value	systems	arises	from	the	fact	that	they	are
neither	completely	stable	nor	unstable,	but	rather,	are	evolving	continuously	according	to	our
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changing	physical,	social,	and	emotional	surroundings.

Hitt	(1988)	suggested	that	every	profession	or	work	organization	is	guided	by	certain	beliefs	or
values.	"These	values	communicate	'what	we	stand	for'	and	'what	is	important	to	us'...values	are
the	soul	of	the	organization"	(p.	86).	One	sign	of	a	healthy,	productive	organization	is	agreement
between	the	organization's	values	and	the	daily	behaviors	of	its	members.	Vaill	(1990,	p.	59)
emphasized	"how	management	and	leadership	in	organizational	contexts	may	be	viewed	as	a
process	of	ongoing	values	clarification.	That	is	the	most	important	business.	That	is	the	key	job
that	needs	doing,	and	that	is	the	job	whose	significance	we	keep	underestimating."	Barker	(1994)
concluded	that	"a	thorough	knowledge	of	the	values	held	by	the	Minnesota	Extension	Service	will
facilitate	the	building	of	a	foundation	which	will	then	enhance	.	.	.	the	organization	as	a	whole"	(p.
8).

Although	each	of	us	may	have	unique	personal	value	systems,	we	function	best	within
organizations	and	professions	where	we	share	values	with	our	colleagues.	"An	organizational	value
is	any	concept	or	idea	that	is	held	in	high	esteem	by	the	members	of	an	organization	and	that
shapes	the	organization's	philosophy,	processes,	and	goals"	(Jones,	Safrit,	&	Conklin,	1991,	p.1).
Research	conducted	in	1991	with	OSU	Extension	program	personnel	(Safrit,	Jones,	&	Conklin,
1995)	identified	12	organizational	values	(Table	1).

For	almost	a	decade,	these	identified	values	have	been	used	by	OSU	Extension	administrators	as
an	important	basis	for	both	managerial	decision	making	and	organizational	policy	development.
Furthermore,	three	potential	organizational	values,	"Racial/ethnic	diversity	among	employees,"
"Racial/ethnic	diversity	among	clientele,"	and	"OSU	Extension	as	a	leader	in	overall	outreach	and
engagement	at	OSU"	were	not	valued	by	a	majority	of	study	respondents	(47%,	46%,	and	58%,
respectively.)	Subsequently,	OSU	Extension	administrators	invested	enormous	resources	into	the
organization	to	provide	training	and	continuing	professional	education	opportunities	that
emphasized	the	concepts	within	OSU	Extension's	mission.

Table	1.
A	Comparison	of	Ohio	State	University	Extension	Organizational	Values

Identified	in	1991	and	2001

Valued	Concept %	Respondents	"Strongly	Valued"

	
1991 2001

Honesty/integrity	in	our	work 93 91

Credibility	with	clientele 92 91

Programs	that	help	people	solve
problems

87 81

Useful/practical	programs 85 86

An	emphasis	on	excellence	in
educational	programming

85 86

Helping	people	help	themselves 82 82

Unbiased	delivery	of	information 82 82

Quick	response	to	clientele	concerns 81 82

Good	fringe	benefits	for	employees 81 80

Adequate	resources	to	perform	job
responsibilities

80 82



Financial	support	from	the	local	level 80 77

Teamwork	among	immediate
coworkers

79 77

Flexibility/adaptability	in	local
programming

77 81

Purpose	and	Methodology

The	research	described	here	replicated	the	authors'	1991	study	in	order	to	investigate	the
evolution	of	OSU	Extension	organizational	values	a	decade	later.	The	study	used	a	census	of	797
OSU	Extension	program	personnel	who	were	active	at	their	assigned	professional	responsibilities
as	of	April	1,	2001.

The	researchers	utilized	a	modified	version	of	the	62-item	Values	Questionnaire	used	in	the	1991
study,	organized	into	two	sections.	Section	1	contained	52	items	using	a	Likert-type	response	scale
to	obtain	information	on	the	respondents'	organizational	values.	Response	choices	ranged	from	1
to	5,	with	1	representing	"not	valued"	and	5	representing	"extremely	valued."	In	Section	2,
respondents	provided	basic	background	information	used	to	categorize	them	including:	year	of
birth	(i.e.,	age),	marital	status,	gender,	race,	job	tenure	within	OSU	Extension,	job	tenure	within
other	Cooperative	Extension	Services,	job	classification,	major	program	area	responsibility,	highest
level	of	formal	education,	and	area	of	most	advanced	degree.

The	researchers	established	face	validity	of	the	instrument	with	OSU	Extension	Administrative
Cabinet	members;	a	Cronbach's	alpha	of	.87	was	computed	for	Section	1	as	a	measure	of	internal
validity	and	indicator	of	reliability.	The	final	response	rate	was	75%.	Organizational	values	for	OSU
Extension	were	identified	by	comparing	the	calculated	frequencies	of	defined	groupings	of	item
responses	with	a	predetermined	79%	level	of	agreement	that	defined	an	item's	acceptance	as	an
organizational	value.	This	was	the	same	procedure	used	in	the	1991	study.

Findings	and	Conclusions

The	researchers	identified	10	of	the	12	original	organizational	values	(identified	in	the	1991	study)
as	current	OSU	Extension	organizational	values	(Table	1).	One	additional	organizational	value	was
identified	in	2001	that	was	not	included	in	1991:	"Flexibility/	adaptability	in	local	programming"
(81%).	"Teamwork	among	immediate	coworkers"	and	"Financial	support	from	the	local	level"	had
been	identified	in	the	1991	study	(79%	and	80%,	respectively)	but	were	not	among	the	"highly
valued"	concepts	in	the	2001	study	(77%	and	77%,	respectively).

Furthermore,	neither	of	the	three	potential	values	identified	for	emphasis	by	administrators	in
1991	increased	significantly	in	their	2001	rankings:	"Racial/ethnic	diversity	among	employees"
(41%	in	2001;	increased	from	34%	in	1991);	"Racial/ethnic	diversity	among	clientele"	(46%	in	both
1991	and	2001);	and	"OSU	Extension	as	a	leader	in	overall	outreach	and	engagement	at	OSU"
(58%	in	both	1991	and	2001).

Although	surprising	(and	somewhat	disappointing)	to	the	researchers,	these	findings	are	congruent
with	emerging	thoughts	in	the	field	of	organizational	management	(Dahler-Larsen,	1998;	Siehl	&
Martin,	1990).	The	researchers	offer	three	possible	explanations.

Not	Enough	Time

Ten	years	is	not	adequate	time	for	an	organization's	values	to	change.	For	example,	efforts	to
enhance	OSU	Extension's	commitment	to	outreach	and	engagement	through	partnerships	with	a
broader	range	of	academic	units	on	campus	may	be	resulting	in	building	broader	university
commitment	to	the	land	grant	mission.	However,	these	efforts	are	not	yet	a	common	norm	of
operation	to	achieve	change	in	the	culture	across	the	holistic	Extension	organization.

Possible	Alienation	of	Personnel

In	emphasizing	targeted	organizational	values	that	were	not	valued	by	a	majority,	administrators
may	actually	have	alienated	program	personnel;	Dahler-Larsen	refers	to	this	counter-intentional
phenomenon	in	organizations.	The	organization	has	emphasized	the	commitment	to	diversity	for
more	than	10	years	without	significant	changes	in	the	attitudes	or	demographics	of	our	personnel.
Grant	programs	often	have	funded	new	initiatives	with	diverse	clientele,	but	then	falter	during
times	of	financial	stress	when	grants	end.

Does	this	result	in	the	professionals	not	taking	the	commitment	to	these	values	seriously?	In	active
dialogue	with	personnel	statewide,	the	assumption	that	non-minority	personnel	cannot	work
effectively	with	diverse	audiences	has	been	questioned.	Yet	the	personnel	profile	for	our
organization	does	not	yet	mirror	the	diversity	of	Ohio's	population.



Long-Standing,	Dominant	Culture

By	default,	an	organization's	culture	may	reflect	long-standing	core	values	that	historically	have
defined	the	image	of	the	organization.	Although	OSU	Extension	experiences	a	20%	turnover	rate
for	paraprofessional	roles,	overall	turnover	of	personnel	averages	7%,	with	a	5%	rate	for	agents
(Kutilek,	2000).	Though	paraprofessionals	reflect	a	more	diverse	group	than	the	overall	base	of
personnel,	their	transitional	makeup	with	a	higher	turnover	rate	may	limit	their	impact	on
changing	the	organizational	culture.

In	addition,	many	people	applying	for	or	being	hired	in	agent	roles	are	attracted	to	the
organization	based	upon	the	existing	dominant	culture,	thus	proliferating	"what	is"	rather	than
"what	should	be."	What	does	this	mean	in	recruiting	professionals	for	the	future	who	do	reflect	the
rapidly	changing	demographic	profile	of	the	state?

The	true	importance	of	organizational	values	may	lie	not	in	an	organization-wide	philosophical
position,	but	rather	from	each	individual	determining	what	shared	values	really	mean	through	their
day-to-day	practice.	For	OSU	Extension,	the	strength	and	stability	of	its	organizational	values	may
be	both	a	source	of	continuity	and	stability	during	times	of	rapid	social	and	fiscal	change,	as	well
as	a	source	of	frustration	for	administrators	and	leaders	seeking	to	reshape	the	organization's
culture.
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