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CONCEPTUALIZATION AND OPERATIONALIZATION 

Contact: Mangala Subramaniam (mangala@purdue.edu) 

 

 

Climate refers to people’s perceptions and experiences of an organization’s environment. In the case of 

universities, this includes tenure track faculty, non-tenure track faculty, staff and students. This note 

pertains to faculty’s perceptions and experiences of climate. Climate as a concept consists of two major 

dimensions: mistreatment and bias. The survey instrument will measure these dimensions of climate on 

three levels: the department level, the college level, and the university level.  

 

(A) Mistreatment may be defined as “a behavior or situation…which the recipient perceives to be 

unwelcome, unwanted, unreasonable, inappropriate, excessive, or a violation of human rights” (Spratlen 

1995: 286). This definition stresses interpersonal conflict. In Spratlen’s (1995) study, mistreatment was 

measured by asking participants if they had experienced various forms of mistreatment, including 

“Verbal (yelling, swearing, name-calling), Physical (threats, hostile gestures, unwanted touch), 

Environmental (intimidation, isolation, offensiveness, hostility), or Other” (p. 290). Studies of 

workplace mistreatment tend to adopt similar definitions, such as “offensive behavior that is unsolicited 

or unwelcome” and violates “a fundamental right to respectful treatment” (Harlos 2010: 312; Salin et al. 

2014). Again, mistreatment is understood to occur to the interpersonal, rather than institutional (for 

instance, university), level.  

 

There are two gaps in the work on climate and mistreatment. The first is that very few studies of climate 

appear to use the term mistreatment itself- instead they discuss discrimination, harassment, abuse, and/or 

exclusion without viewing them as connected forms of mistreatment. For instance, Settles et al. (2006) 

examined ‘sexist climate,’ only focusing on gender rather than multiple forms of difference, and not 

breaking this concept down into its multiple dimensions. On the other hand, Maranto and Griffin (2001) 

focus on exclusion, using a modified version of James et al. (1994) workplace prejudice/discrimination 

inventory to ask participants to rate their level of agreement with statements such as “I feel isolated at 

work” and “I feel welcome and included in social gatherings.” This ignores other aspects of 

mistreatment, such as verbal and physical mistreatment, and how they may be connected. Other studies, 

such as the Berkeley Climate Study (2014), are less clear about how they conceptualize climate or 

mistreatment. The authors of the report from the Berkeley Climate Study use ‘diversity’ and ‘climate’ 

interchangeably. Additionally, though they mention that climate is a multi-dimensional concept, they do 

not identify these dimensions or discuss how they were defined and operationalized. However, the report 

from the Berkeley Climate Study that is available online lists the measures/item statements that were 

used, even if they are not directly connected to key concepts or the definitions of those concepts. We 

have drawn on many of the items from these studies.  

 

The second gap in the scholarship on climate and mistreatment is that those studies that do focus on 

workplace mistreatment focus more on responses to mistreatment rather than the development of valid 

measures of the concept (c.f. Cortina and Magley 2003; Harlos 2010; Salin et al. 2014). This means that 

there are abundant studies of ‘climate,’ and ‘workplace mistreatment,’ but very little work on defining 

these concepts and creating valid and reliable measures that can be used in multivariate models.  

 

Based on the literature cited above, it appears that mistreatment can be conceptualized as consisting of 

three major sub-dimensions: (1) verbal, (2) physical, and (3) lack of inclusion. These forms of 
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mistreatment can occur at the department level, college level, and/or university level. Further, it is 

important to analyze both perceptions and experiences of mistreatment.  

 

(1) Verbal mistreatment refers to demeaning comments, name-calling, and other forms of verbal 

harassment or abuse. The set of 8 measures/item statements below refer to experiences of verbal 

mistreatment, while the set of 4 item statements refer to perceptions of verbal mistreatment.1 

 

Item Statements for experiences of verbal mistreatment on a response scale of 1 (Never) to 3 (Regularly) 

 

 1a) Prevented from expressing your opinion 

 1b) Discouraged from expressing your opinion  

 1c) Been humiliated in front of others  

 1d) Been belittled  

1e) Had someone try to turn others in your department against you 

 1f) Been pressured to change your opinions  

 1g) Been called a demeaning name  

 1h) Been the target of a derogatory verbal remark 

 1i) Been yelled at by a colleague  

 

Items 1a-1d were modified from the custom statements (not tested for reliability or validity) used by 

Purdue in the 2015 COACHE survey and in which neither the Butler Center nor I were involved in 

creating. These were modified to ensure that only a single issue was addressed within a single statement 

(avoiding double-barreled statements). Items 1e-1g were adopted from Purdue custom statements from 

the 2015 COACHE survey but were modified on methodological basis. Item 1h was taken from the 

Berkeley Climate Survey (2014). Item 1i was developed by us.   

 

Item statements for perceptions of verbal mistreatment on a response scale of 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 

(Strongly agree)  

 

 1j) Some faculty have a condescending attitude toward women  

 1k) Some faculty have a condescending attitude toward racial/ethnic minorities 

 1l) In meetings, people pay just as much attention when women speak as when men do 

1m) In meetings, people pay just as much attention when racial/ethnic minorities speak as when 

whites do  

 

Item statements 1j-1m were all adopted from the Purdue custom statements from the 2015 COACHE 

survey but modified on methodological basis.  

 

(2) Physical Mistreatment refers to actions of harassment or abuse, including physical violence. The set 

of 4 item statements below refer to experiences of physical mistreatment. Prior studies have not 

discussed perceptions of physical mistreatment. 

 

Item statements for experiences of physical mistreatment on a response scale of 1 (Never) to 3 

(Regularly) 

 

 
1 The terms item statements and measures will be used interchangeably throughout this note 
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 2a) Physical violence 

2b) Threats of physical violence  

2c) Rude gestures  

2d) Unwanted touch  

 

Items 2a and 2b are taken from the Berkeley Climate Survey (2014), while items 2c and 2d are based on 

Spratlen (1995).  

 

(3) Lack of Inclusion refers to being ignored, isolated, or not being welcome and supported. The set of 3 

measures below are for experiences of lack of inclusion, while the following set of 5 measures are for 

perceptions of lack of inclusion.  

 

Item Statements for experiences of lack of inclusion on a response scale of 1 (Never) to 3 (Regularly) 

 

 3a) Discouraged from speaking at department meetings 

 3b) Been left out of the loop in regard to important department emails 

 3c) I enjoy department social events  

 

These items were modified from Maranto and Griffin (2011) and are all regarding lack of inclusion at 

the department level. 

 

Item statements for perceptions of lack of inclusion on a response scale of 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 

(Strongly agree)  

 

 3d) An ‘old boys’ network runs my department  

 3e) I feel isolated in my department 

 3f) I feel welcome at department gatherings 

 3g) Women are less likely than men to receive helpful advice from colleagues  

3h) Racial/ethnic minorities are less likely than whites to receive helpful career advice from 

colleagues  

 

Items 3d-3f are based on Maranto and Griffin (2011), while items 3g and 3h were taken from the Purdue 

custom questions from the 2015 COACHE survey but were modified to adhere to methodological basis.  

 

 (B) Bias is the second major dimension of climate and is defined as a “semi-permanent belief based on 

repeated exposure to stereotypes” (Project Implicit 2011). There is a large body of scholarship on bias, 

and we will only be drawing on the literature on bias as it relates to climate. While it has become less 

socially acceptable to admit to negative stereotypes, these views continue to persist (Koenig et al. 2011). 

Bias may be either implicit (unconscious) or explicit (consciously known). Both forms of bias impact 

how individuals view themselves and those around them and, by extension, decision-making. Bias 

against both women and racial/ethnic minorities in academia, particularly in the sciences, is well-

documented (Barres 2006; Guiterrez y Muhs et al. 2012; Dade et al. 2015). For instance, women may be 

rated as less competent than men, even in cases where their CVs are otherwise comparable (Moss-

Rascusin et al. 2012). Even individuals who believe themselves to be free from prejudice or bias aren’t 

immune to this phenomenon.  
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Bias can impact the “organizational climate” of a university in that the faculty, staff, and administrators 

that make up the university may develop and execute policy based on their own biases (Settles et al. 

2006). Thus the “policies, practices, and procedures” of an organization (in the case of campus climate, 

the department, college, or university) may function to disadvantage certain populations. This may 

result, for instance, in a disproportionate service burden for certain groups (Harley 2008) and barriers to 

tenure and promotion Stanley 2006) that make it difficult for women and racial/ethnic minorities to 

succeed. These forms of “organizational climate” or “organizational injustice” related to deeply 

ingrained biases have been measured through questions related to perceived fairness of decision-making 

and evaluation as well as equity of workloads and support. 

 

Based on the literature cited above, bias may be conceptualized as both (1) implicit and (2) explicit. Due 

to the difficulty in determining whether an experience was the result of another’s bias, the emphasis is 

on perceptions of bias.  

 

(1)  Implicit Bias, as mentioned above, refers to a situation in which “a person consciously rejects 

stereotypes but still unconsciously makes evaluations based on stereotypes” (AAUW 2016). This may 

result in more ‘subtle’ forms of discrimination that become encoded into policies and practices within a 

department or college. The following set of measures are for implicit bias.  

 

 4a) Yearly evaluations at the department level are fair  

 4b) Criteria for research support at the department level is uniformly applied 

 4c) There is adequate feedback regarding progress toward promotion 

 4d) There is a clear relationship in my college between performance and reward  

 4e) There is adequate feedback regarding progress toward tenure 

 4f) My research is valued within my department 

 4g) My teaching is valued within my department  

 4h) I do not know the criteria for allocation of research support in my department  

 4i) My service contributions to my department are ignored  

 4j) Addressing gender and race issues leads to additional burden for minority faculty  

 

Items 4a-4e are based upon Maranto and Griffin (2011), while items 4f-4j were developed by us.  

 

(2) Explicit Bias refers to evaluation based upon stereotypes that is conscious and known. The following 

measures are for explicit bias.  

 

 5a) Research on race and gender is devalued in my department   

 5b) Members of my department have hostile views toward racial/ethnic minorities  

 5c) Members of my department have hostile views toward women  

 5d) Men are discriminated against in my department  

 5e) Women are consistently denied tenure in my department 

 5f) Racial/ethnic minorities are consistently denied tenure in my department 

 

These measures were developed by us specifically for this project.  
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