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Culture is particularly important as a soft power of competition in public organizations. This article attempts to 

reveal that public organizational innovation is not dependent on the strength of a condition variable in a public 

organizational culture, but on the combination of different condition variables. Based on the analysis of 23 public 

organizations in China, this article employs qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) method to explore the 

mechanism of public organization culture on organizational innovation. The results are as follows: Firstly, the 

cultural foundation of public organizational innovation is a combination of high participation and high adaptability. 

Secondly, “high participation, high adaptability, and high mission” or “high participation, high adaptability, and 

high consistency” is a necessary condition for organizational innovation. Thirdly, the final score of organizational 

innovation brought by the same combination of cultural factors of public organizations may have different scores in 

the three dimensions of technological product innovation, technological process innovation and management 

innovation. Fourth, for the promotion of organizational innovation in public organizations, it is necessary to create 

certain conditions in combination with the resource endowment of their own organizations. 
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Introduction  

The public organization culture is cultivated in the long-term development process of public organizations, 

which is recognized and adhered to by all employees with organizational characteristics, institutional rules and 

codes of conduct, as well as the concepts in the process of external adaptation and internal integration of public 

organizations (G. Hofstede, G. J. Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010). The analysis of the public organizational 

innovation is inseparable from systematic thinking on the fundamental issue of organization culture. The public 

organization culture and organizational innovation are mutually infiltrated and integrated with each other, so 

that public organizations can reach a higher service level. 

Innovation culture has become one of the important factors influencing the innovation of public 

organizations. As a common value basis of public organizations, it restricts the thinking mode of each member 

of the organization and further affects the innovation behavior of public organizations as a whole (Hofstede, 

1990; Jaskyte & Dressler, 2005; Zafer & Pınaro, 2014). Public organization culture represents the main content 
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of the informal institution of the public organizations. Public organizational innovation is the process of the 

creative integration activities to improve the organization’s ability and resources to adapt to changes in the 

internal and external environment or to meet the needs of the organization’s internal growth (Mahler, 1997). 

From the perspective of the role of public organizational innovation, technological innovation, institutional 

innovation and management innovation are the most important parts (Kimberly, 1981; Walker, Damanpour, & 

Devece, 2011). 

In terms of the effect of public organization culture on organizational technological innovation, some 

scholars maintain that beliefs and shared values in organization culture affect organizational technological 

innovation (Moldogaziev & Resh, 2016). Other scholars believe that organization culture influences 

organizational technological innovation by influencing the thinking mode, values and behavior mode of 

managers and organizational members (Oyemomi, Liu, Neaga, & Alkhuraiji, 2019). In terms of the role of 

public organization culture in organizational institutional innovation, North (2013) pointed out that culture 

provided an alternative set for path-dependent innovation because of its long-term and historical influence   

on innovation. Some scholars argue that national institutional and cultural factors are the key variables 

influencing innovation (Walker, 2008; Damanpour & Schneider, 2009). Innovation culture plays a key role in 

the improvement of social innovation ideas, innovation habits, innovation system and innovation ability.  

They have studied the mediating and regulating effects of public organization culture on organizational 

innovation. Other scholars contend that organizational system culture has an effect on organizational innovation 

(Onder, 2011). 

The internal and external concerns of organization culture in public organizations can arouse employees’ 

unpredictable potential energy, initiative and responsibility to achieve the organization’s high innovation goals 

by guiding and condensing innovative values, public organization system and employees’ innovative behaviors 

(Lindsay et al., 2018). The internal focus of public organization culture is to cultivate employees’ commitment 

to innovation by emphasizing core values, cooperation, coordination and integration, such as setting the 

atmosphere for innovation through the use of organizational symbols, logos, slogans and other cultural 

expressions (Krawczyk, Wooddell, & Dias, 2017). The external attention of public organization culture is 

mainly reflected in the influence of vision, goal and cultural strategy on the organizational innovation (Stock & 

McFadden, 2017). When organizations are first formed, leaders have a major impact on emerging cultures. As 

“definers” of organization culture, they can create and instill values, beliefs and assumptions that they believe 

are necessary and beneficial to the organization (Ko, Murphy, & Bindman, 2015). As an organization grows 

and develops, culture reflects the experience of the entire team and the role of founder beliefs in practice. At the 

same time, the external focus of public organization culture emphasizes the creation of change and 

organizational learning, and adheres to the values of risk-taking and innovation, which will shape the 

innovation level of the organization (Lindsay et al., 2018). 

However, due to the complexity of organization culture change in the context of globalization, it is 

necessary to further study the mechanism of public organization culture on organizational innovation, and 

explore which factors in public organization culture can stimulate collaborative mechanism of organizational 

innovation. At present, the research about mechanism of organization culture on the public organizational 

innovation is relatively lacking the in-depth analysis of the “external concern” and “internal concern”. 

Therefore, based on the qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) method, this study conducted a comparative 
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analysis of 23 public organizations, so as to explore the mechanism of public organization culture on 

organizational innovation, and try to reveal the influence path of “external concern” and “internal concern” of 

public organization culture on organizational innovation. This study has a strong theoretical and practical 

significance for enriching the cultural research of public organizations and solving the problem of stimulating 

organizational innovation in the dynamic competitive environment. 

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses 

The measurement of public organization culture can be divided into qualitative and quantitative research 

methods. Some scholars represented by Schein (1996) advocate qualitative assessments, including interviews 

and on-site observations. Some scholars represented by Quinn (1991) advocate quantitative measurements, 

including the use of scales and questionnaires. Other scholars have combined these two methods for research, 

such as Hofstede (1990) using interviews and questionnaires to measure organization culture. Although there 

are a number of measurement methods based on different theoretical frameworks, the design of these tools is 

related to their respective national cultures. In this study, Denison Organization Culture Survey (DOCS) scale 

was used as the theoretical basis of public organization culture assessment scale in China. 

Based on the background of public organization culture measurement in China, the cultural measurement 

dimension of public organization includes the external and internal concerns (as shown in Table 1). By 

distinguishing the differences in the four dimensions of participation, consistency, mission and adaptability of 

public organization culture, the following conclusions are drawn based on the systematic classification of 

organization culture. 

Inference 1: The cultural foundation of public organizational innovation is the combination of external and 

internal cultural concerns. 
 

Table 1 

Cultural Dimension of Public Organizations in China 

Organization 

culture 
Dimension Indicators 

Participation 

Authorization 

Decisions are made by the people or teams with the most information; 

Information communication channels are smooth; 

Employees believe that their work can have a significant impact on the organization. 

Team-oriented 

There is mutual respect among colleagues in the organization; 

There is mutual support among colleagues in the organization; 

Employees can develop good team spirit among organizational departments. 

Ability of 

development 

Compared with other organizations, the organization is constantly improving in many aspects; 

The organization actively trains leading talents; 

The organization actively develops capacity advantages. 

Consistency 

Core values 

The management of the organization strictly follows the policies of the organization; 

Organization culture effectively reflects the characteristics of the organization; 

Employees have a high sense of identity with the organization culture. 

Cooperation 

The organizational work system has been improved; 

The organizational supervision system has been improved; 

The organization appraisal reward and punishment system has been improved. 

Coordination and 

integration 

The organization can respond quickly to changes; 

Organizational resources can be allocated reasonably; 

The organization has practical safeguards in place. 
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Table 1 to be continued 

Mission 

Vision 

The organization has a common vision for the future; 

The management of the organization has a long-term vision; 

The vision of the organization is the source of effort for employees. 

Target 

Employees have a consistent understanding of the organization’s goals; 

Organizational leaders set ambitious and realistic goals; 

The leader of the organization clearly stated the goals to be achieved. 

Cultural strategy 

The organization has a long-term development goal and direction; 

The organization has a clear strategic positioning of organization culture; 

The organization has a clear mission to guide the work of the employees. 

Adaptability 

Organizational 

learning 

The organization often organizes regular academic exchanges and cooperation;  

The organization often carries out the education of organization culture; 

The organization regularly conducts professional training for employees. 

Target-customers 

first 

The relationship between employees and customers is harmonious; 

The organization can resolve disputes properly; 

The opinions of the customers often lead to organizational changes. 

Creating change 

The organization often innovates its propaganda work; 

The organization can effectively meet quality service requirements; 

The organization gives rewards to employees who take risks and innovate. 
 

The outcome variable of this research is organizational innovation. The outcome variables were measured 

by organizational innovation questionnaires of Jaskyte and Dressler (2005), and by referring to the 

questionnaires of Damanpour and Schneider (2009). The final measurement items were 13 items in total (as 

shown in Table 2). 
 

Table 2 

Organizational Innovation Dimension of Public Organizations 

Organizational innovation Indicators 

Technological product innovation 

Introduce a new service or project; 

Change an existing service or project; 

Extend existing services to new customers; 

Produce new products; 

Organize new activities; 

Redesign existing products. 

Technological process innovation 
The delivery of existing services has undergone significant changes; 

Introduction of new services. 

Management innovation 

Provide new training topics; 

Adopt a new organizational structure; 

Implement a new recruitment system; 

Implement a new compensation system; 

Implement the new performance appraisal system. 
 

Different combinations of the four elements of participation, consistency, mission, and adaptability in the 

public organization culture will have different impacts on organizational innovation. There is an alternative 

between the elements, but beyond a certain threshold, the substitution will no longer work. For example, an 

organization has an advantage in adaptability, but this advantage sometimes has a path dependence. Although 

the organization will continuously increase its investment in organizational learning, it does not have much 

effect on the improvement of organizational innovation. 
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Inference 2: The innovation of public organizations is the result of the interaction of various cultural 

elements. To a certain extent, public organization cultural elements are alternative. But beyond a certain 

threshold, substitution will no longer play a role. 

However, how to match the culture of public organizations and organizational innovation, and how to 

stimulate organizational innovation to the maximum effect, need to be further explored in combination with 

practical cases. Therefore, this research will construct the linkage impact of cultural mechanism of public 

organizations and organizational innovation model (as shown in Figure 1). 
 

 
Figure 1. Public organization culture and organizational innovation model. 

 

The influence of public organization culture on organizational innovation is not only the effect of a factor 

in organization culture, but the result of the interaction between external factors and internal factors of 

organization culture, which is significant to the stimulation of organizational innovation. But at the same time, 

the results of organizational innovation are accidental. For example, cultural factors with the same score may 

lead to the same final score of organizational innovation, but the internal index score of organizational 

innovation is different. 

Inference 3: The final score of organizational innovation brought by the same combination of cultural 

factors of public organizations may have different scores in the three dimensions of technological product 

innovation, technological process innovation and management innovation. 

In this research, the selection of public hospitals as the representative of public organizations requires fully 

consideration of the characteristics of the organization culture factors. As for public hospitals, the adaptability 

of organization culture external factors is strong. For example, doctors in public hospitals need to participate in 
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organizational learning to improve their skills. At the same time, there is strong participation in the internal 

factors of the organization culture of public hospitals. For example, doctors in public hospitals need to be 

encouraged to strengthen communication and cooperate with innovation in different fields (Smith, Yount, & 

Sorra, 2017). 

Inference 4: For the promotion of organizational innovation of a specific public organization, certain 

conditions should be created based on its own endowment. 

Research Methods and Sample 

QCA Research Method 

The QCA method is used to assign condition variables. The QCA research method was initiated by Ragin, 

and it can effectively explain the cause and effect of multiple concurrent conditions. It is necessary to explore 

the culture mechanism on the innovation of public organizations from the perspective of the combination of the 

conditional variables. In this article, the clear set qualitative comparison analysis (referred to as csQCA) is 

selected. An explanatory variable value of 1 indicates that a condition occurs or exists, while a variable value of 

0 indicates that a condition does not occur or does not exist. Relationships between variables are represented by 

mathematical operation symbols (“*” for “and”, “+” for “or”, “=” or arrows for “cause”, such as A * B→Y, 

indicating that the co-existence of A and B will cause Y to occur). 

Case Sample 

In this article, the method of random stratified sampling was used to study the 23 public hospitals in 

Dongcheng District, Xicheng District, Chaoyang District, Shijingshan District, Haidian District, and Tongzhou 

District, which met the requirements of sample size of QCA research method. The respondents were mainly 

physicians, nurses, technicians and hospital administrators. A total of 460 questionnaires were distributed and 

378 valid questionnaires were collected, with a recovery rate of 82.2% (see Table 3). The conformity degree of 

items in the scale is expressed on the Likert scaling, with “1” representing “strongly disagree” and “5” 

representing “strongly agree”.  
 

Table 3 

Investigation Table 

Classification indexes Options Physicians Nurses Technician Administrators Total Percentage 

Gender 
Male 90 4 25 17 136 36.0% 

Female 62 86 60 34 242 64.0% 

Education background 

Master or above 130 14 36 10 190 50.3% 

Bachelor 22 62 40 24 148 39.2% 

College or below 0 14 9 17 40 10.5% 

Title 

Primary 20 34 16 9 79 20.9% 

Intermediate 40 36 37 26 139 36.8% 

Senior 86 12 25 10 133 35.2% 

No title 6 8 7 6 27 7.1% 

Working time in the 

hospital 

1-5 years 40 27 16 14 97 25.7% 

6-15 years 51 27 27 10 115 30.4% 

16-25 years 43 21 23 9 96 25.4% 

26-35 years 18 15 17 18 68 18.0% 

36 years and above 0 0 2 0 2 0.5% 
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Results 

The “mean anchor point method” of QCA was used to conduct calibration of the data. The data of Likert 

scaling are converted into binary variables of Boolean value and calculated. Based on the mean value, the mean 

value of the variable is greater than or equal to 23 hospitals as [1], and less than the mean value is recorded as 

[0]. In this study, Tosmana software was used to perform csQCA calculation, and the binary data of 23 cases 

were first “synthesized”. The synthesized result was the Boolean configuration truth table of 23 public 

organizations in this study. It can be seen from Table 4 that the cases of 23 public organizations are converted 

into seven configurations. The Venn diagram results of 23 public organizations are shown in Figure 2. 
 

Table 4 

Boolean Configuration Truth Table of 23 Public Organizations 

Case Participation Adaptability Mission Consistency 
Organizational 

innovation 

A19, A22, A23 0 0 0 0 0 

A21 0 0 1 0 0 

A18 1 0 0 0 1 

A20 1 0 0 1 0 

A15 1 1 0 1 1 

A14, A17 1 1 1 0 1 

A1, A2, A3, A4, A5, A6, A7, A8, A9 

A10, A11, A12, A13, A16 
1 1 1 1 1 

 

 
Figure 2. The Venn diagram of the 23 public organizations. 

 

In the case of 23 public organizations in this study, there is no contradiction configuration in the Boolean 

configuration truth table. Therefore, it is not necessary to solve the contradiction configuration, and the process 
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of Boolean minimization can be directly entered. With the help of Tosmana software to minimize the 

configuration, the following three results of the minimization formula are obtained: 

Participation * Adaptability * Mission + Participation * 

Adaptability * Consistency → Organizational Innovation                    (1) 

(1) With high participation, high adaptability and and employees’ strong sense of mission for public 

organizations (A1, A2, A3, etc.), or high participation, high adaptability and high consistency (A19, A22, etc.), 

public organizations are easily motivated by organizational innovation. 

Participation * Adaptation * Mission + Participation * Mission * Consistency + Adaptability * 

Mission * Consistency + Participation * Adaptability * Consistency → Organizational Innovation    (2) 

(2) High participation, high adaptability and employees’ strong sense of mission to public organizations 

(A1, A2, A3, etc.), or high participation, employees’ strong sense of mission, and high consistency occur at the 

same time (corresponding to A15 + A20), or high adaptability, employees’ strong sense of mission, high 

consistency occur at the same time (A18 + A19, A22, A23), or high participation, high adaptability and high 

consistency occur simultaneously (A19, A22, etc.), public organizations are easily motivated by organizational 

innovation. 

Participation * Adaptation * Mission + Participation * Mission * Consistency + Participation * 

Adaptability * Mission + Participation * Adaptability * Consistency → Organizational Innovation (3) 

(3) High participation, high adaptability and employees’ strong sense of mission to public organizations 

(A1, A2, A3, etc.), or high participation, employees’ strong sense of mission, and high consistency occur 

simultaneously (A15 + A20), or high participation, high adaptability, employees’ strong sense of mission (A18 

+ A20), or high participation, high adaptability and high consistency occur at the same time (A19, A22, etc.), 

and public organizations are easily motivated by organizational innovation. Through the above analysis, it can 

be seen that under the mechanism of external factors and internal factors of public organization culture, public 

organizations are easily stimulated to organizational innovation. Based on this, the above “Inference 1” can be 

embodied as the following proposition. 

Proposition 1: The cultural foundation of public organizational innovation is a combination of High 

Participation and High Adaptability. 

Discuss the results of formulas (1), (2) and (3) and discuss the conditions for organizational innovation. 

From the results of minimizing the configuration, it is known that “Participation * Adaptability * Mission” and 

“Participation * Adaptability * Consistency” appear, which means “High participation * High adaptability * 

High mission” or “High participation * High adaptability * High consistency” is an effective condition for 

organizational innovation. Based on this, the above “Inference 2” can be embodied as the following 

proposition. 

Proposition 2: “High participation * High adaptability * High mission” or “High participation * High 

adaptability * High consistency” is an effective condition to promote organizational innovation under the 

mechanism of external and internal factors of public organization culture. To a certain extent, there is 

substitution between the high mission and the high consistency of employees in the public organizations, but 

beyond a certain threshold, substitution will no longer work. 

It can be seen from the results of formula (3) that high participation, high adaptability and high mission 

occur simultaneously (A1, A2, A3, etc.), and public organizations are easily stimulated to organizational 
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innovation. For example, hospitals, such as A1, A2, and A3 have the same scores of cultural factors, and the 

final organizational innovation scores are the same, but the scores of internal indicators of organizational 

innovation are different. A1 and A2 hospitals have higher management innovation scores, and A3 hospitals 

have higher technological process innovation scores. Based on this, the above “Inference 3” can be embodied 

as the following proposition. 

Proposition 3: The final score of organizational innovation brought by the same combination of cultural 

factors of public organizations may have different scores in the three dimensions of technological product 

innovation, technological process innovation and management innovation. 

According to the results of formula (2) and (3), “High mission * High consistency” should be combined 

with the high participation or high adaptability of public organization culture to effectively promote 

organizational innovation. Therefore, when considering the impact on organizational innovation, it is necessary 

to fully consider the cultural mechanism of organization. In order to promote the innovation of public hospitals, 

the construction of public organization culture with high-participation should respect different opinions, 

provide equal opportunities for doctors with different knowledge levels and cultural backgrounds, and 

maximize the value of innovation. The organization should foster a relaxed and inclusive atmosphere, and 

encourage experts and scholars from different fields and organizations to strengthen exchanges, cooperation 

and innovation. To implement classified evaluation of organization, different indicators and methods should be 

adopted in different organizational activities, so as to avoid the phenomenon of emphasizing quantity and 

one-size-fits-all in evaluation.  

The construction of public organization culture with high-adaptability should encourage public 

organization to build various forms of informal communication platforms and innovative venues. To form a 

harmonious doctor-patient relationship, it is necessary to properly resolve disputes, and listen carefully to 

patients’ opinions and suggestions (Stock & McFadden, 2017). The organization should respect the 

personalities of employees in public hospitals, encourage them to explore innovation, entrepreneurship and 

excellence. Based on this, the above “Inference 4” can be embodied as the following proposition. 

Proposition 4: For the promotion of organizational innovation in public organizations, it is necessary to 

create certain conditions in combination with the resource endowment of their own organizations, such as 

strengthening the high participation and high adaptability of the organization culture in public hospitals. 

Conclusions and Implications 

Based on the analysis of 23 public organizations in China, this article employs QCA to explore the 

mechanism of public organization culture on organizational innovation. Results showed that: Firstly, the 

cultural foundation of public organizational innovation is a combination of high participation and high 

adaptability. Secondly, “High participation * High adaptability * High mission” or “High participation * High 

adaptability * High consistency” is a necessary condition for organizational innovation. To a certain extent, the 

high mission of public organization cultural elements can replace the high consistency. But beyond a certain 

threshold, the substitution will no longer work. Thirdly, the final score of organizational innovation brought by 

the same public organization cultural factor combination score may be the same, but the internal indicators of 

organizational innovation are different. Therefore, the cultural construction of public organizations should 

make full use of the internal and external synergy of organization culture, and strive to realize the 

transformation from focusing on optimizing the organizational environment to establishing and perfecting the 
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innovation incentive policy system and creating an innovative cultural environment for the whole society.  

Firstly, the high participation of the public organization culture should be managed from a systemic 

perspective, recognizing the interrelatedness of the various parts of the participatory dimension (Moldogaziev 

& Resh, 2016). Managers of the public organization should take the role of intensifier of the organization 

culture, and gradually improve the secondary joints and strengthening mechanisms in the participatory 

dimension of public organization culture. Public organizations should effectively improve the innovation 

enthusiasm of employees, and form a benign institutional environment that stimulates their enthusiasm for 

innovation, encourages their innovative behaviors and improves their returns on innovation (Walker, 

Damanpour, & Devece, 2011). Public organizations should be encouraged to build various forms of informal 

communication platforms and innovation venues, such as salons, cafes, tea rooms, breakfast meetings and 

innovation houses, so as to provide a place for employees to freely communicate and share their ideas, and to 

create an atmosphere in which public organizations can explore communication and contention freely. At the 

same time, it is critical for managers to understand the adaptability of their organization culture and seek to 

develop practices that support innovation. In public organizations, training can be strengthened to find mentors 

with different seniority and different fields for new employees, and encourage employees with intermediate and 

senior titles to accelerate their identification with the organization culture through relatively fixed mentoring 

relationships. The public organization creates change and transforms the thinking mode and concept of 

employees, so that employees can identify and internalize the organization culture. The managers of public 

organizations promote innovations through organization culture, helping public organizations effectively 

respond to changes in the external environment. 

In addition, this research is conducive for public organizations to clarify the core values of public organizational 

innovation, and can provide theoretical basis and support for the management personnel of public organizations. 

It is recommended to strengthen the research and formulation of the external concern and internal concern 

policies of the public organization’s innovation culture, to form the value orientation to encourage innovation, 

and to establish the cultural mechanism to encourage innovation (Kaplan, 2001; Kane, Hinnant, & Day, 2017). 

From the two aspects of external and internal attention, this research will explore the establishment of an 

evaluation system of innovation culture of public organization, further enrich the connotation of the innovation 

evaluation system of public organizations, refine the implementation rules and incentive measures, and enhance 

its operability of the innovation evaluation system. On the other hand, it is beneficial for public organizations to 

clarify their own characteristics of organization culture and make more targeted decisions from the perspective 

of organization culture and organizational innovation (Amirkhanyan, Meier, O’Toole Jr., Dakhwe, & Janzen, 

2018). Public organizations are encouraged to actively use the collaborative organization culture mechanism to 

keep the temperature of the innovation, to guide the innovation behavior and realize innovation resource 

allocation efficiency, and to promote the formation of super-flow mechanism of production factors in the 

cluster (Dal Molin & Masella, 2016; Grimmelikhuijsen & Feeney, 2017). 

Thirdly, according to the characteristics of different innovation subjects, different industries and different 

fields, public organizations should establish a comprehensive evaluation and incentive mechanism that pays 

equal attention to both process and result, so as to form a situation where everyone is innovating and 

everywhere is innovating, and fully mobilize and stimulate the creativity of public organizations (Cornforth, 

Hayes, & Vangen, 2015). For the promotion of the innovation of specific public organizations, it is necessary to 

create certain conditions based on their own organizational resource endowment, such as strengthening the 
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construction of high participation and high adaption of organization culture in public organizations. 

Furthermore, the construction of the innovative cultural environment of public organizations is a 

systematic project, which requires the general attention and long-term joint efforts of the government, 

universities, research institutions, enterprises, scientific communities, media and the public. Only by drawing 

on the strengths of various organizations, and pursuing reform and innovation, can public organizations 

gradually form an effective and dynamic cultural environment for innovation, thus laying a solid social 

foundation for building an innovative country and a world-class technology power. 
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