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The impact of work group cooperative climate on affective commitment and 

turnover intention of professional employees 

 

 

Abstract 

We investigate the impact of work group cooperative climate on affective commitment and 

turnover intentions of professional employees, in interaction with climate strength (referring to 

the level of agreement among group members on what constitute important norms, values and 

goals within the group) and the individual’s social value orientation (referring to self- versus 

other-regarding preferences). In a sample of 209 academic employees of a Belgian university, 

we find that, independent of the content of a group’s climate, climate strength is an important 

determinant shaping employees’ attitudes toward the organization. In addition, in support of 

the goal transformation hypothesis, we find that a cooperative work group climate increases 

(decreases) affective commitment (turnover intention), but especially so for proselfs. Finally, 

our results also indicate that climate strength is more important in determining prosocials’ 

affective commitment as compared to proselfs’.  

 

 

KEYWORDS: Cooperative climate, Climate strength, Commitment, Turnover intention, Social 

Value Orientation 
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In professional organizations, where employees are the main drivers of organizational 

performance, understanding the determinants of individual behavior and attitudes is of 

particular importance. This study focuses on explaining individual employees’ affective 

organizational commitment and turnover intentions, where affective organizational 

commitment refers to an “emotional attachment to, identification with, and involvement in the 

organization” (Meyer et al., 2002: 6, 8), and where turnover intention captures the extent to 

which the employee considers leaving the organization. Although affective commitment 

generally goes together with reduced turnover intention (cf. the former’s definition), both 

concepts are clearly distinguishable.  

Literature on the determinants of affective organizational commitment reveals that 

besides individual features (such as age or tenure), also contextual characteristics such as the 

organization’s management style, have important effects on the extent to which individuals feel 

connected to their employing organization (for an overview see Meyer et al., 2002). In 

particular, commitment has been found to be strongly enhanced by social interaction and 

communication (e.g., Lewis, 1967; Steers, 1977). Apparently, collaborative work relationships, 

opportunities for employee participation and communication, and organizational support are all 

important features of the employment relation that enhance organizational commitment and 

reduce turnover intention (see also May et al., 2002).  

As these features are building blocks of the organizational or work group cooperative 

climate, we will study the impact of this more general, overarching concept on affective 

commitment and turnover intention. So, rather than determining how several separate climate 

aspects, such as social interaction, participation and the like, impact on the level of 

commitment, we follow Sheridan’s approach (1992) and investigate the role of the overall 

work group climate in triggering different levels of employee attachment. This approach yields 



 3

a more comprehensive framework of the impact of social integration on individual attitudes in 

general, and affective commitment and turnover intention in particular. Work group climate is 

“commonly defined as the shared perceptions of organizational policies, practices, and 

procedures, both formal and informal” (Carr et al., 2003: 605). The goal of the current study is 

to investigate how groups that differ in the extent to which they are characterized by values 

such as cooperation, integration and ‘teamness’ (Hambrick, 1998; Sheridan, 1992) evoke 

different levels of members’ affective commitment and turnover intention.  

This study offers two specific contributions to the extant literature. First, we study the 

impact of climate strength on affective commitment and turnover intention. Climate strength 

refers to the level of agreement among group members on what constitute important norms, 

values and goals within the group (cf. Koene et al., 1997). If strong (little) agreement exists 

about the values characterizing a team, the group climate can be regarded as strong (weak) 

(Arogyaswamy and Byles, 1987). Note that the definition of climate strength – and the 

operationalization commonly used in research on climate strength (see, e.g., Gonzalez-Roma et 

al., 2002; Schneider et al., 2002) – in fact refers to the ‘climate consensus’. Although the 

distinction between strong and weak culture is far from new, this issue has been ignored in the 

majority of empirical work in this domain. We will develop the argument that the effect of 

cooperative work group climate on affective commitment and turnover intentions will only 

materialize when group members agree on whether the group is characterized by a cooperative 

climate.  

Second, we recognize that the impact of work group climate on affective commitment 

and turnover intention will not be equally strong for different types of persons (cf. Chatman 

and Barsade, 1995). As people differ in the importance they attach to group cohesion and 

group well-being, ‘fitting in’ and being included may be more or less important for some 



 4

people than for others. One concept that may be especially revealing on this issue is social 

value orientation. Social value orientation (SVO), a concept originating from social 

psychology, is formally defined as “stable preferences for certain outcomes for oneself and 

others” (van Lange et al., 1997: 733). It captures the extent to which an individual is mainly 

concerned with personal versus group well-being.  

Researchers generally distinguish between prosocials and proselfs. Whereas prosocials 

tend to maximize outcomes for both themselves and others (i.e., cooperation) and to minimize 

differences between outcomes for themselves and others (i.e., equality), proselfs tend to 

maximize their own outcomes with little or no regard for others’ outcomes or even seek 

relative advantage over others (van Lange et al., 1997: 733). As prosocials and proselfs 

considerably differ in the importance they attach to the well-being of the group, it can be 

expected that the impact of work group climate is different for proselfs than for prosocials. The 

relations between social value orientation and cooperative behavior have been investigated in 

numerous experimental studies in the field of social psychology. We draw on these insights to 

develop (and test in a field setting) two alternative hypotheses on the moderating effects of 

social value orientation on affective commitment and turnover intention. As such, we also 

contribute to the SVO literature – which is largely dominated by experimental research.  

In the remainder of this paper, we will first develop the theory and hypotheses. 

Subsequently, we will explain our research methodology and we present the results. We end 

with an in-depth discussion of our findings.  

 

Group Climate 

Research shows that commitment and willingness to stay are enhanced when 

opportunities for social interaction are prevalent in the group or organization. For example, 
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Steers (1977) demonstrated that opportunities to develop friendships at work and opportunities 

to get feedback positively affect organizational commitment in a sample of 382 hospital 

employees and 119 scientists and engineers, respectively. Lewis (1967) showed in a sample of 

about 500 full-time faculty that loyalty to the organization was strongly influenced by the 

extent to which persons feel well-integrated in university life. Similarly, meta-analyses 

revealed that the provision of a supportive work environment has a strong and positive impact 

on affective commitment (Meyer et al., 2002). To summarize, collaborative work relationships, 

opportunities for participation and communication, and a supportive environment are all 

important features of the employment relation that enhance employees’ affective 

organizational commitment and willingness to stay (see also May et al., 2002).  

Obviously, these features are ingredients of the organizational or group climate, as they 

shape working conditions, routines, and interaction patterns within the team. One major 

dimension characterizing group climate is the extent to which the group is integrated and acts 

like a team (cf. 'behavioral integration', Hambrick, 1998). Sheridan (1992) found in a sample of 

904 college graduates hired in six public accounting firms, over a six-year period, that the 

hazard rates of voluntary turnover among new employees were significantly lower in 

organizations with a culture emphasizing the team and interpersonal relationships rather than 

work task values. Clearly, organizations can differ in the degree to which they strive for and 

value a well-integrated and cohesive system (cf., Baron and Hannan, 2002; Guthrie, 2001; 

Huselid, 1995).  

Taken together, we expect that affective commitment (turnover intention) will be 

higher (lower) in teams characterized by a cooperative climate. In such groups, high levels of 

integration and cohesion are strongly valued, the environment is caring and supportive, and 

social interaction is relatively frequent.  
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Hypothesis 1. Employees’ affective commitment (turnover intention) is enhanced 

(reduced) in groups characterized by a cooperative climate.  

It is also interesting to study the implications of climate strength, which refers to the 

extent to which values are widely shared and agreed upon by the employees (cf. Arogyaswamy 

and Byles, 1987; Koene et al., 1997; Sørensen, 2002). Studies in this tradition have generally 

underscored the benefits of a strong culture or climate. Specifically, Harrison and Carroll 

(2006) argued that organizations that do not develop a homogeneous culture over time will 

experience a higher risk of failure than organizations that do succeed in establishing a strong 

culture. Sørensen (2002: 70) argued that a strong culture generally goes together with 

“enhanced coordination and control within the firm, improved goal alignment between the firm 

and its members, and increased employee effort”, and hence is more likely to be associated 

with organizational success than a weak culture. Indeed, in a large sample of firms from a 

broad variety of industries, Sørensen (2002) found that culture strength has important positive 

effects on the reliability of firm performance – at least in stable environments, where internal 

efficiency is extremely beneficial.  

The positive relation between culture strength and firm performance has been attributed 

to more efficient internal processes of coordination and control. Specifically, in strong cultures, 

employees understand the organizational goals and jointly contribute to the realization of these 

goals. In weak cultures, disagreement about and misunderstanding of organizational goals may 

occur, leading to inconsistent behaviors, discussion and conflict (cf. Harrison and Carroll, 

1991; Sørensen, 2002). As argued in the consensus literature, a lack of agreement among group 

members constitutes a stressful environment. Due to the absence of a clear group goal, group 

members try to persuade one another of their own interests and reject group members they do 

not agree with. Consequently, internal conflict occurs and the team is less cohesive (cf. e.g., 
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Bliese and Halverson, 1998). Although heterogeneity with respect to beliefs and perceptions of 

organizational culture and climate may emerge from different – not mutually exclusive – 

sources (cf. Koene et al., 1997), such as the application of inconsistent management tools or 

the (demographic) heterogeneity of the workforce (e.g., Harrison and Carroll, 2006; Koene et 

al., 1997; Pfeffer, 1983), its negative implications on group functioning, communication and 

coordination are agreed upon in the literature (Sørensen, 2002; Williams and O'Reilly, 1998).  

Hypothesis 2. Employees’ affective commitment (turnover intention) is enhanced 

(reduced) in groups characterized by a strong climate.  

We also expect that climate strength will moderate the relations between cooperative 

group climate, on the one hand, and affective commitment and turnover intention, on the other 

hand. If people have similar perceptions, then group values, norms and working routines are 

clear and consistent. By contrast, if people do not agree on their perceptions of the work group 

climate, ambiguity and doubt may become dominant, undermining the impact of the actual 

climate content. As a result, it is reasonable to assume that the effects of work group climate on 

individual attitudes will be especially clear when the employees share the same perceptions of 

the group’s climate. As Hambrick (1995: 125) stated: “If the team is highly fragmented, the 

team’s overall, average characteristics will have little predictive value.” Therefore, we expect 

that the effects of cooperative climate on affective commitment and turnover intention will 

especially materialize in groups characterized by a strong climate (i.e., high consensus on 

perceived climate).  

Hypothesis 3. The positive (negative) effect of cooperative climate on affective 

commitment (turnover intention) further increases (decreases) as climate 

strength increases.  
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Social Value Orientation 

Social psychologists have long recognized that individuals strongly differ in the extent 

to which they attach importance to group well-being and group functioning. Social value 

orientation (SVO) – a concept that is generally considered to be a relatively stable and 

fundamental personality trait with significant impact on individual behavior in social dilemmas 

(for a review see Bogaert et al., 2008) – captures whether an individual is especially concerned 

with the achievement of personal rather than collective goals (van Lange et al., 1997). Proselfs, 

on the one hand, will work towards the realization of their personal goals, with little or no 

regard to others’ goals; prosocials, on the other hand, do consider others’ goals and adapt their 

behavior according to the circumstances of the interaction (van Lange, 2000). Prosocials thus 

are more oriented to the collective, and attach more importance to the well-being of the group 

as a whole than do proselfs. Hence, we expect prosocials to show higher levels of affective 

commitment and lower intentions to leave. 

Hypothesis 4. Employees’ affective commitment (turnover intention) is enhanced (reduced) by a 

prosocial value orientation.  

In developing expectations on how SVO moderates the effects of cooperative climate 

on affective commitment and turnover intention, we build on two alternative insights that can 

be derived from the literature on the relations between SVO and cooperation. First, according 

to the behavioral assimilation hypothesis, prosocials will cooperate unless they are confronted 

with a non-cooperative interaction partner or with an interaction partner they expect not to 

cooperate. Indeed, it has been shown in numerous studies that prosocials are generally more 

willing to cooperate, but will reduce their own levels of cooperation when they perceive the 

situation as non-cooperative (e.g., De Cremer and van Lange, 2001; Smeesters et al., 2003). 

Given prosocials’ intent to reduce their levels of cooperative behavior when they suspect to be 
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exploited by the interaction partner(s), cues signaling the trustworthiness of others become 

extremely important for these people (e.g., Joireman et al., 1997; Stouten et al., 2005). A 

cooperative group climate may serve this purpose. In such groups, shared goals, social 

interaction, group integration and team spirit are strongly valued. Consequently, prosocials’ 

attitude is reciprocated by the team members, all of whom are working towards the 

achievement of common goals. In groups characterized by a low degree of ‘teamness’, 

prosocials will feel they are ‘on their own’ and they will not perceive any reciprocity. 

Therefore, their identification with the group will be reduced and turnover intentions will 

increase.  

Hypothesis 5a. The positive (negative) effect of a cooperative climate on 

affective commitment (turnover intention) is stronger for prosocials than for 

proselfs. 

Conversely, the goal transformation hypothesis argues that proselfs can show 

cooperative behavior in situations where contextual information signals the benefits of 

cooperation (e.g., De Cremer and van Vugt, 1999; Kuhlman and Marshello, 1975). Inducing 

group identity may shift the concern for personal outcomes to collective outcomes (e.g., 

Brewer and Kramer, 1986; Kramer and Brewer, 1984). As prosocials are naturally inclined to 

consider collective outcomes when deciding upon their own behaviors, external triggers to 

cooperate, such as group identity or incentives to cooperate, are less relevant for prosocials 

than for proselfs (cf. Bogaert et al., 2008). Consistent with this insight, De Cremer and van 

Vugt (1999) found that when group identity was experimentally induced, proselfs tended to 

increase their levels of cooperation more so than prosocials. This reasoning suggests that, 

opposite to Hypothesis 5a, the impact of cooperative work group climate – characterized by 
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high levels of social and behavioral integration and strong group identity – will be stronger for 

proselfs than for prosocials. 

Hypothesis 5b. The positive (negative) effect of a cooperative climate on 

affective commitment (turnover intention) is stronger for proselfs than for 

prosocials. 

 

Methodology 

We test our hypotheses in an academic context, using questionnaire data from one 

Belgian (Dutch-speaking) university. The university is a suitable research setting because 

departments – generally organized around (sub)disciplines and constituting the lowest level in 

the hierarchical structure – can drastically differ with respect to their management style and 

group climate (cf. McCain et al., 1983). Following extensive pre-testing, the process of data 

collection started early February 2006 and finished early April 2006. A total of 639 

respondents went through the entire questionnaire. The response rate was 29.5 per cent. 

However, only 209 responses were complete and could be retained for analyses.  

With respect to the representativeness of the sample it can be noted that the Faculty of 

Political and Social Sciences, and the Faculty of Applied Economics were overrepresented, 

whereas the faculties of Medicine and Law were slightly underrepresented. In addition, 

women, faculty younger than 25, faculty appointed as research or teaching assistant, and 

faculty having a full-time appointment were slightly overrepresented in the sample. We do not 

expect that these sample-versus-population differences pose a severe threat to the validity of 

our study and results. Moreover, we will control for gender, appointment and employment size 

in our analyses. 
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Dependent Variables 

The focal dependent variable in this study is employees’ affective commitment towards 

the department, defined as “an emotional attachment to, identification with, and involvement in 

the organization [department]” (Meyer et al., 2002: 21). We use Allen and Meyer’s (1990) 

measurement tool, as its reliability and validity have been proven satisfactory (Allen and 

Meyer, 1990: 6, 8). The items used were: (1) ‘I would be very happy to spend the rest of my career 

with this department’, (2) ‘I feel as if this department’s problems are my own’, (3) ‘I don’t feel like 

part of the family at my department’ (reverse scaled), and (4) ‘This department has a great deal of 

personal meaning to me’. Based on the research of Becker et al. (1996), we also included one 

item capturing the extent to which commitment is based on value congruence. This item is: 

‘The reason I prefer to work in this department is because of what it stands for – that is, its values’. 

Respondents were required to evaluate these items on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 

‘completely disagree’ to ‘completely agree’. The Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient is .84.  

We also ran analyses with turnover intention as the dependent variable. Respondents 

were required to evaluate whether they had previously considered leaving the organization, on 

a scale from 1 (not considered) to 4 (seriously considered and actions taken). About half of the 

respondents (47.8%) had not yet considered the option of leaving, 19.6% of the respondents 

had considered leaving but not seriously so, 18.7% seriously considered leaving, and 13.9% 

seriously considered leaving and had taken actions that might lead to job changes.  

 

Independent Variables 

Department climate. In order to measure work group cooperative climate, we selected 

or adapted a number of items from existing studies measuring related constructs such as 

collectivistic values (e.g., O'Reilly et al., 1991), collectivistic culture and HRM (Baron and 
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Hannan, 2002), and behavioral integration (Li and Hambrick, 2005). Based on the results of 

exploratory factor analyses, and the items’ face validity, we decided to work with a three-item 

scale. These items were: (1) ‘My department is team-oriented; teamwork is strongly valued’, (2) ‘In 

my department, cooperation is judged to lead to successes’, and (3) ‘In my department, no efforts are 

made to enhance the social integration of the employees’ (reverse scaled). Cronbach’s Alpha was 

.74.  

As we are interested in the effects of the actual rather than the perceived department’s 

climate on individual’s affective commitment, it is necessary to obtain one climate score for 

each department. If respondents agree on their perceptions of the department’s climate, one can 

aggregate the individual-level information – for example, by calculating the mean, and use it as 

a group-level variable. One way analysis of variance and the intra-class correlation coefficients 

(cf. Bliese, 2000) (ICC[1] and ICC[2] equaled .08 and .58 respectively) indicated that, 

although group climate evaluations significantly vary between different members of the same 

department, reliable climate differences exist between departments. Consequently, we 

averaged the individual evaluations of group climate, and used the mean scores as proxies of 

the actual climate in the department.  

Climate strength. For each department, we calculate climate strength, or the level of 

consensus among department members. As homogeneity in individuals’ perceptions of group 

climate can serve as a good proxy for climate strength (cf. Harrison and Carroll, 2006; Koene 

et al., 1997), we calculate the inter-rater agreement (Rwg) (James et al., 1984). The inter-rater 

reliability is “the proportion of systematic variance in a set of judgments in relation to the total 

variance in the judgments”. (James et al., 1984: 86). It is calculated by comparing the observed 

variance in judgments to the expected variance in the case of completely random responses 
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(where the inter-rater reliability coefficient would equal zero). As the cooperative climate scale 

consists of three items, we used the multiple-item estimator, given by the formula 
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where J equals the number of items, 2
xjs  is the mean of the variances on the J items, and 2

EUσ  

is the variance in case of random response (James et al., 1984: 88). The average inter-rater 

reliability coefficient rWG(J) was .75 for cooperative work group climate.  

Social value orientation. Social value orientations were measured using the 

decomposed games technique, which is widely used and which has been shown to be an 

adequate measurement technique for the assessment of SVO (De Cremer and van Lange, 2001; 

Eisenberger et al., 1992; van Lange et al., 1997). In this technique, respondents receive a series 

of nine scenarios, each consisting of three pairs of outcome distributions that either benefit 

oneself or another person. The respondent is then asked to choose for each scenario the pair 

that (s)he prefers the most. The pairs of outcomes are constructed in such a way that each 

alternative represents a specific social value orientation. An example of such a scenario is the 

following: “Option A, 480 points for self and 80 points for other; Option B, 540 points for self 

and 280 points for other; and Option C, 480 points for self and 480 points for other.” These 

three option pairs represent a competitive choice, an individualistic choice, and a prosocial 

choice, respectively (e.g., Kuhlman et al., 1986).  

Typically, the decomposed games measure relies on a categorical assessment of SVO, 

and a respondent is only classified when she or he makes at least six out of nine consistent 

choices. This approach leads to a number of unclassifiable respondents, and hence to a loss of 
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data. Another option is to calculate the number of prosocial choices (or, alternatively, the 

number of proself choices) (Declerck and Bogaert, 2008). This variable can vary between 0 

and 9, and allows for more variation than the categorical assessment of SVO. The latter is 

associated with an important advantage, because in this study about 70 per cent of the 

respondents were classified as prosocials. Hence, we decided to use this SVO measure. 

Although the large dominance of prosocials in this study may suggest that self-selection bias 

has occurred during data collection or that respondents’ replies were biased due to social 

desirability, it should be recognized that the number of prosocials exceeds the number of 

proselfs in most existing research on SVO (cf. van Lange, 2000).  

 

Control Variables 

First, we included gender into our analyses, and a dummy indicating whether the 

respondent has children to take care of, to capture possible effects of the respondent’s personal 

situation on affective commitment and turnover intention. Second, we added three career 

variables; organizational tenure, appointment and full-time equivalent factor. Appointment was 

coded as a 0/1 variable, where value 1 (0) indicates that the respondent had obtained a tenure 

track (temporary) position. Third, we control for the respondent’s job focus. The typical 

academic job consists of a combination of research, teaching and administrative services. We 

generated a dummy variable equaling 1 if the respondent spends the majority of her or his time 

doing research, and a dummy variable equaling 1 if the respondent spends about as much time 

on research and teaching. The reference category thus is the group of respondents that devote 

most of their time to teaching. Fourth, we included a dummy variable equaling 1 for members 

of the Faculty of Applied Economics and 0 otherwise, because this faculty had recently gone 

through a merger. Such a structural change may have severe implications on employees’ 
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attitudes and behaviors. Fifth, we also controlled for the size of the department, measured as 

the number of employees having an appointment of at least 0.5 fte.  

Finally, as our respondents are professional employees – who are highly concerned 

with professional achievement and growth (cf. professional commitment; Gouldner, 1957; May 

et al., 2002) – we also controlled for the extent to which a department’s climate is ‘profession-

oriented’. Items used to measure professional climate were: (1) “In my department, employees are 

encouraged to strive for professional growth”, (2) “In my department, personal initiative is strongly 

valued”, and (3) “In my department, employees value autonomy and independence”. Cronbach’s 

Alpha was .72. Similar to the cooperative climate scale, we averaged the individual evaluations 

of department’s professional climate and used the mean score as proxies of the actual 

professional climate in the department (ICC[1] equals .11 and ICC[2] is .64). Controlling for 

the extent to which the group climate is characterized as ‘profession-orientated’, is of particular 

importance when studying the unique effects of cooperative work group climate on affective 

commitment and turnover intention.  

 

Model Estimation 

As our observations are clustered within departments, we cannot assume independence 

of observations (Bliese, 2000). If the assumption of independence of observations is violated, 

the estimates of the standard errors need to be corrected in order to avoid ‘spurious significant 

results’ (cf. Hox, 2002). One technique is the method of ‘generalized estimating equations’ 

(GEE), a technique that can also be used for data where the non-independence between 

observations is not of a temporal nature (Zorn, 2001). The advantage of the GEE method, 

which is further developed from generalized linear models (cf. Liang and Zeger, 1986; Nelder 

and Wedderburn, 1972), lies in its generalizability and flexibility: standard assumptions of 
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simple regression analysis – normal distribution of the error term with constant variance – are 

no longer required (Gill, 2000: 2). Moreover, “the method of GEE is a marginal (or population-

averaged) approach to estimation with correlated data, that is, the marginal (or population-

averaged) expectation of the dependent variable is modeled as a function of the covariates” 

(Zorn, 2001: 474). As we were interested in the effects of covariates across groups rather than 

within a specific group, the method of GEE was especially suited. In order to take the 

clustering of respondents into departments into account, we use the Huber/White sandwich 

estimator of variance to calculate robust standard errors. We use STATA 9 to estimate GEE 

models. 

To estimate models on turnover intention, we run ‘ordered logit’ models, an approach 

similar to standard logistic regression except that more than two outcomes are allowed and 

higher values of the dependent variable go together with higher values of the outcome. 

Turnover intention was measured on a scale of 1 to 4. Ordered logit regression is also known 

as a ‘proportional odds model’. The assumption thus is that the estimated coefficients would be 

similar if separate regressions were performed for each category of the dependent variable 

(Long, 1997). The Brant test for the baseline model was not significant (χ² = 20.57; p > .30), 

indicating that the assumption of parallel regression was not violated. These results indicate 

that the ordered logit model is suited for our study on the determinants of turnover intention. 

Similar to the GEE models on affective commitment, we calculate robust standard errors, in 

order to take the clustering of respondents into departments into account.  

 

Results 

Descriptives of the focal variables and correlations between them are shown in Table 1.  

INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 



 17

Table 2 shows the estimates of the generalized estimation equation (GEE) models of 

the effects of cooperative climate on affective commitment, and in Table 3 we present the 

results of the ordered logit models on turnover intention. The baseline model (Model 1) in 

Table 2 shows that the type of appointment has a positive and significant effect on affective 

commitment, meaning that faculty in tenure track positions show higher levels of affective 

commitment than faculty having an assistant or temporary research position. We also found a 

significant negative effect of the size of the department, suggesting that affective commitment 

is lower in larger departments.  

Tenure was found to have a marginally significant, negative effect on affective 

commitment. At first sight, this is contrary to what could be expected – namely, that people 

become more committed to the organization as time passes. However, affective commitment is 

an ‘active’ attitude towards the organization. A lower willingness to consider job changes as 

tenure increases may be due to increased continuance commitment (i.e., higher perceived costs 

associated with leaving) rather than increases in the level of affective commitment. Finally, we 

found a marginally significant negative effect of the merger dummy, indicating that the merger 

of the faculty of Applied Economics reduced employees’ affective commitment.  

INSERT TABLES 2 AND 3 ABOUT HERE 

In a similar vein, the model explaining individuals’ turnover intention (Model 12 in 

Table 3) reveals positive and significant effects of the size of the department, and the merger 

dummy. Also the kids dummy appears to be significant and positive, indicating that turnover 

intentions are significantly higher for respondents having one or more children. One 

explanation could be that work-family balance is more difficult to maintain when one has to 

take care of children, making people to consider other job alternatives. Additionally, the effect 

of tenure was significant and negative, indicating that turnover intentions decrease as time 
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spent in the organization increases. Finally, we found a significantly negative effect of the size 

of a respondent’s employment (fte), suggesting that turnover intentions are smaller among 

persons having a (close to) full-time position.  

In support of Hypothesis 1, we found that affective commitment is enhanced in 

departments characterized by a cooperative climate (cf. Models 3 and 4, Table 2). However, 

we found no significant effect of department climate on turnover intention (cf. Models 14 and 

15, Table 3). Climate strength had a significant and positive effect on affective commitment 

(Model 5, Table 2), and a significant and negative effect on turnover intent (Model 16, Table 

3). This finding is in support of Hypothesis 2. The interaction effect between cooperative 

climate and climate strength on affective commitment did not prove significant (cf. Model 6, 

Table 2), though it was significant in the model explaining turnover intention (Model 17, Table 

3). As shown in Figure 1, this interaction effect is not in line with Hypothesis 3: the effect of 

cooperative climate on turnover intention seemed to increase with climate strength.  

INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 

Although we found no main effect of SVO on affective commitment and turnover 

intention (i.e., no support for Hypothesis 4), the interaction between SVO and cooperative 

climate was significant (cf. Model 8 and 19, Table 2 and 3 respectively). The interactions are 

plotted in Figure 2. The upper (lower) part of the figure shows that the effect of cooperative 

climate on affective commitment (turnover intention) is stronger for proselfs than for 

prosocials. These findings are in support of Hypothesis 5b. 

INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE 

For the sake of completeness, we also explored the interaction between SVO and 

climate strength, as well as three-way interactions between SVO, cooperative climate and 

climate strength. There was no significant interaction between climate strength and SVO on 
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affective commitment (Model 10, Table 2). For turnover intention, this interaction was 

marginally significant and negative, suggesting that a strong climate reduces turnover intention 

more so for prosocials than for proselfs (Model 21, Table 3). The three-way interaction 

between cooperative climate, climate strength and SVO was significant in both Model 11 and 

Model 22. The upper part of Figure 3a shows that prosocials’ affective commitment is 

enhanced in departments characterized by a cooperative climate, only when the climate is 

strongly agreed upon. The lower part reveals that cooperative climate enhances proselfs’ 

commitment, and that this effect is slightly stronger in weak climates. Similarly, Figure 3b 

indicates that proselfs’ turnover intentions are reduced in cooperative climates, and that this 

effect is even stronger in weak climates. For prosocials, the impact of cooperative climate and 

climate strength on turnover intention was less strong.  

INSERT FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE 

 

Discussion 

The goal of the present study is to gain insight into the determinants of professional 

employees’ affective organizational commitment and turnover intention. We postulated that (1) 

affective commitment and willingness to stay would be strongly influenced by the work 

group’s climate, and that (2) this relation would be moderated by (a) climate strength and (b) 

the individual’s social value orientation. The hypotheses were tested in a sample of 209 

academic employees of a Belgian university. Our results underscore the importance of climate 

strength in shaping employees’ attitudes, that is, consensus with respect to the values espoused 

in the group proves important in shaping employee attitudes and behaviors.  

Our study also points to interesting interaction effects. First, we found a significant 

interaction between cooperative climate and climate strength on turnover intention, showing 
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that the cooperative climate had a negative impact on turnover intentions, but less so when the 

climate was highly agreed upon. Apparently, turnover intentions are lowest in departments 

characterized by a high cooperative but weak climate, and highest in low cooperative, weak 

climates. In low cooperative climates, clarity and agreement on the values espoused in the 

group’s climate are important in tempering turnover intentions, while members’ agreeing on 

group values is less crucial in departments characterized by a highly cooperative climate. 

Interestingly, this suggests that cooperative climate and climate strength are complementary 

ways to reduce turnover intentions.  

Second, we found, in support of the goal transformation hypothesis (Hypothesis 5b), 

that the effect of cooperative climate on affective commitment and turnover intention was 

stronger for proselfs than for prosocials. The collectivistic values induce strong group identity, 

making the well-being of the collective more important. Consequently, proselfs’ focus on 

personal achievements may shift to a focus on collective achievements, which will in turn 

increase their level of affective commitment. As prosocials have a more natural inclination to 

consider the well-being of the collective and to make efforts on behalf of the group, the 

organizational context signaling team spirit and collectivism has a lower impact on their 

behaviors and attitudes. This study is among the first in testing this theory in a real-life, 

organizational setting (cf. Bogaert et al., 2008). Note that the finding that cooperative group 

climate enhanced commitment especially for proselfs, could not be attributed to the fact that 

values of professionalism and autonomy co-occurred with those of cooperation and integration 

(as they were controlled for).  

In addition, we also found significant three-way interactions between cooperative 

climate, climate strength and SVO on both affective commitment and turnover intention. 

Prosocials’ affective commitment was enhanced by a cooperative climate, but only so when the 
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latter was highly agreed upon. For proselfs, high agreement was not necessary to stimulate 

affective commitment or to reduce turnover intention. These findings suggest that ambiguity 

and lack of clearness are important indicators of prosocials’ attitudes towards a group. 

Possibly, low agreement on the values and norms characterizing the group climate signals 

vagueness, and makes prosocials feel uncertain about others’ behaviors and attitudes. This 

interpretation is consistent with Bogaert et al. (2008), who argued that signals of the 

trustworthiness of interaction partners are especially important in shaping prosocials’ behavior. 

As prosocials will behave non-cooperatively when confronted with non-cooperative interaction 

partners or when they expect their interaction partners to behave non-cooperatively (e.g., De 

Cremer and van Lange, 2001; Smeesters et al., 2003), it is important to reduce the ‘fear of 

exploitation’ in prosocials by signaling the trustworthiness of their interaction partners. 

Evidently, disagreement with respect to group values and norms does not at all enhance trust; 

rather, it will lead to discussion and doubt, and consequently to a reduction of prosocials’ 

cooperative behaviors and attitudes.  

Finally, it is remarkable that proselfs’ affective commitment is most enhanced and 

turnover intentions were most reduced in departments characterized by a cooperative climate 

that is not strongly agreed upon. These results are in line with the idea that proselfs look for 

situations where they can exploit others (see, e.g., Smeesters et al., 2003). Low group 

consensus may imply that some people make efforts on behalf of the group, whereas others do 

not. Such an environment may be preferred by proselfs because they can take the opportunity 

to free-ride. Future research is necessary to unravel the differential effects of climate consensus 

on individual attitudes and behaviors of different types of persons, as well as the underlying 

mechanisms responsible for these relations.  
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As all studies, this one is not without its limitations. First, as all information was 

collected from a single source, common-method variance may be present in the data (see also 

high correlation between ‘professional climate’ and ‘cooperative climate’ scales) (Podsakoff et 

al., 2003). We tried to reduce the potential problem of common-method variance by 

aggregating the individual respondents’ evaluations of group climate into one overall climate 

score for each department. Moreover, we also ran all analyses without controlling for 

‘professional climate’, in order to check whether our results were biased because of the high 

correlation between both climate scales. All findings presented remained the same. A part from 

this, it can be noted that several researchers have already argued that the problem of common 

method bias is overstated (e.g., Lindell and Whitney, 2001; Spector, 2006). Especially when 

studying subtle interactions, common method bias is unlikely to affect the findings.  

A second limitation of this study lies in its cross-sectional design. Although the design 

of the study allowed to collect rich and deep-level information on respondents’ social value 

orientation and perception of group climate, it was not possible to study the effects of 

cooperative climate on actual turnover. Therefore, we worked with variables related to actual 

turnover – namely, affective commitment and turnover intention. Evidently, actual turnover 

may also be strongly determined by job alternatives, an element that was not incorporated into 

our study.  

A third limitation is related to the dominance of prosocials in our sample, which may 

have biased the results due to range restriction. However, the finding that prosocials were 

highly represented in our sample may also signal the importance of sorting processes, implying 

that people with different social value orientations are differentially attracted to specific 

professions and organizations (cf. Schneider, 1987). Possibly, organizations in the public 

sector, and professions that demand a substantial degree of intrinsic motivation, are especially 
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attractive to prosocials, whereas organizations and professions characterized by extrinsic 

motivators or performance rewards may be more appreciated by proselfs. Hence, one 

interesting area for future research is to study how people with different social value 

orientations are differentially attracted to organizations and professions. In light of this 

consideration, it may also be interesting to see whether our results hold in different kinds of 

organizations. We limited ourselves to the academic context, but given the possibility that this 

type of organization may have been especially appealing to prosocials, our results may not be 

generalizable to other contexts.  

Despite the limitations of this study, we believe our study contributes to both theory 

and practice. First, our results indicate that besides the values espoused in a group’s climate, 

also climate strength is important. So far, climate strength is often neglected in studies on the 

impact of group values and norms on employee attitudes. Second, the effects of group climate 

on employees’ affective commitment and willingness to stay also proved to be different for 

different types of people. As compared to prosocials, proselfs’ affective commitment seemed 

to be more strongly influenced by the group’s climate.  

These findings are of practical relevance for organizational managers because they 

underline the importance of managing group climate. Specifically, it is important for managers 

to make sure that the group values and norms are clear and highly agreed upon by the members 

of the team. Therefore, it is crucial to communicate how different human resource management 

tools and practices fit together into a single consistent HR-configuration. Finally, managers’ 

understanding of how individual characteristics, such as social value orientations, moderate the 

relations between group climate and employees’ attitudes and behaviors, may prove helpful in 

developing the human resource management policies in general, and attachment and retention 

policies for professional employees in particular. Individuals’ reactions towards different HR-



 24

practices can be anticipated, and it will be easier to develop or introduce HR-tools and 

practices that will lead to the desired outcomes. Given both theoretical and practical relevance, 

we encourage future research in this area. 
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TABLE 1. Descriptives 

 M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 

1. Commitment 3.22 .86 1                  

2. Turnover intention 1.99 1.10 -.32* 1                 

3. Gender .45 .50 -.10 .04 1                

4. Kids dummy .39 .49 .17* .10 -.17* 1               

5. Tenure 9.91 10.15 .03 -.14* -.34* .22* 1              

6. Appointment .35 .48 .15* -.12 -.37* .39* .65* 1             

7. Fte 90.72 26.0 -.01 -.04 .01 -.21* -.02 -.02 1            

8. Research dummy .61 .49 -.13 .04 .11 -.26* -.29* -.31* .15* 1           

9. Combined dummy .08 .27 -.03 .02 -.04 .07 .04 .13 -.10 -.37* 1          

10. Merger dummy .13 .34 -.01 .11 .16* .03 -.05 -.08 .14* -.18* .08 1         

11. Department size 82.36 60.47 -.18* .04 -.01 -.16* .03 -.001 .19* .28* -.09 -.36* 1        

12. Professional climate 3.55 .28 .20* -.06 .01 .06 -.02 .11 -.19* -.03 -.02 -.31* -.04 1       

13. Cooperative climate 2.91 .34 .19* -.07 .04 .13 -.01 .05 -.23* -.02 -.04 -.11 -.15* .63* 1      

14. Climate strength Rwg .74 .12 .15* -.09 .01 .03 -.13* -.01 -.02 .09 .10 .20* -.08 .12 .25* 1     

15. # proself choices 6.61 3.47 .02 -.03 -.07 .17* .15* .07 .04 -.07 -.02 .01 -.04 -.03 -.03 -.05 1    

16. Coop clim * Rwg .74 .12 .21* -.09 .03 .10 -.09 .01 -.14* .06 .04 .10 -.14* .41* .72* .84* -.04 1   

17. Coop clim * pros 19.20 10.41 .06 -.03 -.06 .20* .14* .09 -.02 -.06 -.04 -.02 -.07 .12 .21* .01 .97* .13* 1  

18. Rwg * pros 4.87 2.70 .07 -.06 -.05 .17* .10 .06 .02 -.03 .01 .06 -.05 .02 .06 .25* .94* .22* .93* 1 
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TABLE 2. Results of GEE models of the effects of work group climate on affective commitment 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9 Model 10 Model 11 
Gender -.08 

(.13) 
-.11 
(.13) 

-.10 
(.13) 

-.11 
(.13) 

-.09 
(.13) 

-.09 
(.13) 

-.11 
(.13) 

-.11 
(.13) 

-.09 
(.13) 

-.09 
(.13) 

-.09 
(.13) 

Kids dummy .17 
(.16) 

.18 
(.15) 

.15 
(.15) 

.16 
(.15) 

.15 
(.15) 

.15 
(.15) 

.17 
(.15) 

.17 
(.15) 

.16 
(.15) 

.16 
(.15) 

.17 
(.15) 

Tenure -.01~ 
(.01) 

-.01~ 
(.01) 

-.01~ 
(.01) 

-.01~ 
(.01) 

-.01 
(.01) 

-.01 
(.01) 

-.01~ 
(.01) 

-.01~ 
(.01) 

-.01 
(.01) 

-.01 
(.01) 

-.01~ 
(.01) 

Appointment .21* 
(.12) 

.15~ 
(.12) 

.19* 
(.11) 

.16~ 
(.12) 

.14 
(.12) 

.15 
(.12) 

.16~ 
(.12) 

.16~ 
(.12) 

.14 
(.12) 

.14 
(.12) 

.16~ 
(.12) 

Fte .002 
(.003) 

.003 
(.003) 

.003 
(.003) 

.003 
(.003) 

.003 
(.003) 

.003 
(.003) 

.003 
(.003) 

.003 
(.003) 

.003 
(.003) 

.003 
(.003) 

.003 
(.003) 

Research dummy -.16 
(.14) 

-.14 
(.14) 

-.17 
(.14) 

-.16 
(.13) 

-.20~ 
(.13) 

-.21~ 
(.14) 

-.16 
(.13) 

-.15 
(.14) 

-.20~ 
(.13) 

-.21~ 
(.13) 

-.22~ 
(.14) 

Combined dummy -.26 
(.36) 

-.22 
(.36) 

-.23 
(.37) 

-.21 
(.36) 

-.28 
(.37) 

-.28 
(.37) 

-.22 
(.36) 

-.26 
(.36) 

-.28 
(.37) 

-.29 
(.36) 

-.36 
(.35) 

Merger dummy -.22~ 
(.16) 

-.10 
(.17) 

-.18~ 
(.14) 

-.12 
(.15) 

-.21~ 
(.15) 

-.22~ 
(.16) 

-.12 
(.15) 

-.13 
(.15) 

-.21~ 
(.15) 

-.22~ 
(.15) 

-.24* 
(.15) 

Department size -.003* 
(.001) 

-.002** 
(.001) 

-.002** 
(.001) 

-.002** 
(.001) 

-.002** 
(.001) 

-.002** 
(.001) 

-.002** 
(.001) 

-.002** 
(.001) 

-.002** 
(.001) 

-.002** 
(.001) 

-.002** 
(.001) 

Professional climate  .49** 
(.20) 

 .28 
(.22) 

.26 
(.21) 

.27 
(.21) 

.28 
(.22) 

.27 
(.22) 

.26 
(.21) 

.25 
(.21) 

.21 
(.23) 

Cooperative climate   .41*** 
(.12) 

.28* 
(.14) 

.19~ 
(.13) 

-.04 
(.57) 

.27* 
(.14) 

.80** 
(.33) 

.19~ 
(.13) 

.19~ 
(.13) 

4.08* 
(2.27) 

Climate strength rWG(J)     .88** 
(.30) 

.07 
(1.94) 

  .88** 
(.30) 

.34 
(1.11) 

12.79~ 
(8.95) 

Coop climate * rWG(J)      .28 
(.64) 

    -4.29~ 
(3.05) 

# prosocial choices       -.01 
(.02) 

.21* 
(.11) 

-.005 
(.02) 

-.06 
(.11) 

1.66* 
(.79) 

Coop climate * # pros 
choices 

       -.07* 
(.04) 

  -.60* 
(.27) 

rWG(J) * # pros choices          .08 
(.15) 

-1.81* 
(1.07) 

Coop climate * rWG(J) * # 
pros choices 

          .66* 
(.37) 

Wald Chi2 30.00*** 57.77*** 118.5*** 107.4*** 222.4*** 249.5*** 131.7*** 116.6*** 238.9*** 261.5*** 347.6*** 
N = 209, and # clusters (i.e., departments) = 29. Robust standard errors are reported between parentheses. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001, and ~ p < .1.  
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TABLE 3. Results of ordered logit models of the effects of work group climate on turnover intentions 

 Model 12 Model 13 Model 14 Model 15 Model 16 Model 17 Model 18 Model 19 Model 20 Model 21 Model 22 
Gender -.14 

(.29) 
-.15 
(.31) 

-.13 
(.29) 

-.15 
(.31) 

-.19 
(.30) 

-.16 
(.30) 

-.15 
(.31) 

-.18 
(.30) 

-.19 
(.31) 

-.19 
(.31) 

-.17 
(.31) 

Kids dummy .79** 
(.32) 

.79** 
(.32) 

.81** 
(.32) 

.83** 
(.33) 

.87** 
(.34) 

.88** 
(.35) 

.87** 
(.35) 

.83** 
(.34) 

.92** 
(.37) 

.92** 
(.37) 

.94** 
(.37) 

Tenure -.03* 
(.01) 

-.03* 
(.01) 

-.03** 
(.01) 

-.03* 
(.01) 

-.03** 
(.01) 

-.04** 
(.01) 

-.03* 
(.01) 

-.03* 
(.02) 

-.03* 
(.01) 

-.03* 
(.01) 

-.04* 
(.02) 

Appointment -.49 
(.44) 

-.49 
(.43) 

-.47 
(.43) 

-.52 
(.45) 

-.52 
(.43) 

-.38 
(.43) 

-.54 
(.45) 

-.58 
(.45) 

-.54 
(.44) 

-.54 
(.45) 

-.47 
(.45) 

Fte -.01* 
(.003) 

-.01* 
(.003) 

-.01* 
(.003) 

-.01* 
(.003) 

-.01* 
(.003) 

-.01* 
(.003) 

-.01* 
(.003) 

-.005* 
(.003) 

-.01* 
(.003) 

-.01* 
(.003) 

-.004* 
(.003) 

Research dummy .18 
(.35) 

.18 
(.36) 

.20 
(.36) 

.22 
(.37) 

.37 
(.35) 

.31 
(.34) 

.22 
(.37) 

.17 
(.38) 

.37 
(.35) 

.38 
(.35) 

.33 
(.36) 

Combined dummy .33 
(.51) 

.34 
(.53) 

.31 
(.52) 

.35 
(.54) 

.59 
(.56) 

.63 
(.55) 

.33 
(.53) 

.48 
(.55) 

.57 
(.56) 

.56 
(.54) 

.81~ 
(.51) 

Merger dummy .91* 
(.54) 

.92* 
(.57) 

.87* 
(.50) 

.97* 
(.55) 

1.26** 
(.53) 

1.21* 
(.54) 

.98* 
(.55) 

1.04* 
(.51) 

1.27** 
(.52) 

1.30** 
(.53) 

1.35** 
(.52) 

Department size .004** 
(.002) 

.004** 
(.002) 

.004* 
(.002) 

.004** 
(.002) 

.004** 
(.002) 

.004** 
(.002) 

.004** 
(.002) 

.004** 
(.002) 

.004** 
(.002) 

.004** 
(.002) 

.005** 
(.002) 

Professional climate  .03 
(.43) 

 .45 
(.57) 

.56 
(.56) 

.82 
(.64) 

.46 
(.57) 

.52 
(.55) 

.58 
(.56) 

.61 
(.57) 

1.15* 
(.59) 

Cooperative climate   -.31 
(.45) 

-.53 
(.57) 

-.32 
(.60) 

-5.70* 
(2.82) 

-.55 
(.58) 

-2.97** 
(1.21) 

-.34 
(.62) 

-.32 
(.64) 

-23.57** 
(9.50) 

Climate strength rWG(J)     -2.46* 
(1.15) 

-21.04* 
(9.58) 

  -2.48* 
(1.14) 

-1.06 
(1.47) 

-74.86** 
(30.75) 

Coop climate * rWG(J)      6.39* 
(3.13) 

    26.02** 
(11.11) 

# prosocial choices       -.03 
(.05) 

-.99** 
(.39) 

-.03 
(.05) 

.14 
(.12) 

-6.73* 
(3.21) 

Coop climate * # pros 
choices  

       .33** 
(.14) 

  2.45* 
(1.16) 

rWG(J) * # pros choices          -.23~ 
(.15) 

7.22* 
(3.73) 

Coop climate * rWG(J) * # 
pros choices 

          -2.66* 
(1.34) 

Pseudo R2 .037*** .037*** .038*** .039*** .047*** .054*** .04*** .05*** .049*** .050*** .079*** 
N = 209, and # clusters (i.e., departments) = 29. Robust standard errors are reported between parentheses. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001, and ~ p < .1. 
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FIGURE 1. 

Interaction of cooperative climate and climate strength on turnover intention 
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FIGURE 2. 

Interactions between cooperative climate and SVO on affective commitment (upper 

part) and turnover intention (lower part) 
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FIGURE 3. 

Interaction between cooperative climate, climate strength and SVO on affective 

commitment and turnover intention 
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