
ABSTRACT 
The socio-moral climate (SMC) is part of the work climate in an organization. It contains five dimensions, which can 
promote moral behavior and (mental) health of employees. Based on a previous quantitative self-report questionnaire 
study on SMC with hospital physicians, the following research questions emerged: Can SMC be observed? How does an 
observation tool have to look like? Does it correspond with quantitative findings? The developed observation tool was ap-
plied in three medical disciplines in a hospital in Austria. Two observers carried out 21 observations at medical meetings 
and ward rounds. Additionally, eight interviews were conducted. Analyses showed that 45 % of the observed interactions 
contained SMC-relevant aspects. The observer agreement was satisfying (r = .67-.69) and SMC total values per discipline 
corresponded with the survey results. This study found that SMC can be observed based on an innovative observation tool 
developed in this study, which corresponded well with quantitative data.
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1 Introduction

The socio-moral climate (SMC; Pircher Verdorfer, 
Steinheider & Burkus, 2015) is defined as part of the 
organizational climate in an organization. It originally 
targets the description of specific organizational struc-
tures and practices, which promote the development 
of employees’ prosocial, democratic and moral com-
petences and actions (Weber, Unterrainer & Höge, 
2008). Examples relate to communication, teamwork, 
collective problem solving, decision-making and lead-
ership behavior. A key aspect of the SMC concept, 
the development of moral competences, derives from 
Kohlberg’s seminal work on developing moral compe-
tences of children and adolescents (Kohlberg, 1984).

Kohlberg and his colleagues highlighted the 
role of a specific social climate at school and in the 
classroom – the so called ‘moral atmosphere’ leading 
to moral development (Power, Higgins & Kohlberg, 
1989). Corsten and Lempert (1997) defined „moral“ 
as „social regulation, coordination and evaluation of 

actions“ (transl., p. 15) according to norms or moral 
principles, which are supposed to be right – also indi-
cating good. A „developed“ moral judging person on 
the highest levels knows how to consciously orientate 
him/herself towards moral principles like freedom, 
equality and justice. He or she is capable of balancing 
dilemmas or conflicts through a differentiated view, 
keeping laws in mind, but not necessarily respecting 
them always if moral principles stay in contrast. Also 
in the adulthood – not only in schools – there is still a 
chance to develop or enhance people’s moral compe-
tences. For example, in the organizations of daily work 
life: Lempert (1994) adapted the ‘just-community-ap-
proach’ of Kohlberg regarding schools to the occupa-
tional domain. Weber, Unterrainer and Höge (2008) 
evolved these approaches and definitions of Kohlberg, 
Lempert and colleagues to the construct of SMC, which 
has recently been studied in the occupational field of 
hospital physicians (Höge et al., 2019).

The SMC construct consists of five dimensions 
(Weber et al., 2008; Pircher Verdorfer, Weber, Unter-


