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This article reports the results of an empirical study to investigate the reference group 

orientations of industrially employed professionals. Sample personnel included 128 engineers and 

51 scientists, who were divided into four personnel types: locals, cosmopolitans, 

local/cosmopolitans, and uncommitted. Through a questionnaire survey, sample respondents pro-

vided data reflecting their level of commitment to a variety of groups in which they held 

membership. Primary findings of the study include the following: (a) among engineers, both 

cosmopolitans and local/cosmopolitans exhibit stronger orientations toward their internal work 

groups and external professional engineering groups than locals, and (b) among scientists, locals 

possess a stronger orientation toward their internal departments than cosmopolitans. 
 

Gouldner (1957, 1958) presented evidence from college personnel to support the existence 

of two latent social identities in organizations: locals and cosmopolitans. Locals are defined as 

high in organizational loyalty, low in commitment to specialized role skills, and apt to use inner 

reference group orientations. Cosmopolitans, on the other hand, are viewed as low in 

organizational loyalty, high in commitment to specialized role skills, and apt to use outer 

reference group orientations. 

Subsequent research has focused primarily on the relationship between organizational 

loyalty and role skill commitment, with particular emphasis on implied conflict between the 

two (Evan, 1965; Kornhauser, 1962; LaPorte, 1965; Marcson, 1960). More recent findings, 

however, show that these two commitments may be compatible among professionals (Lee, 

1969; Rotondi, 1975; Thornton, 1970). Such results suggest the organizational presence of 

local/cosmopolitans, i.e., individuals with both a local and a cosmopolitan commitment. 

In contrast to the above studies, relatively few have been concerned directly  

with the inner-outer reference group dichotomy proposed by Gouldner (1957).  

There is some evidence, though, indicating that the dichotomy may not be entirely  

valid. For example, Berger and Grimes (1973) found only tentative support for  

reference group orientation as a dimension of the local-cosmopolitan construct. In addition, 
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a study of nurses (Bennis et al, 1958) showed that locals can be interested in external groups, 
whereas cosmopolitans are not necessarily oriented externally. 

To shed further light on the subject, a study was designed to test Gouldner’s (1957) 

reference group assumptions in an industrial environment. Allowing for the presence of 

local/cosmopolitan and uncommitted personnel, three hypotheses were researched, as follows: 

(1) Cosmopolitans are more closely oriented toward outer reference groups than locals. 

(2) Locals are more closely oriented toward inner reference groups than cosmopolitans. 

(3) Local/cosmopolitans are more closely oriented toward reference groups than 
uncommitted individuals. 

 

METHOD 

SAMPLE 

The hypotheses were tested by administering a questionnaire to non-managerial personnel 

employed at an electronics company in the midwestern United States. The sample comprised 

128 engineers engaged in developmental and product engineering tasks, and 51 scientists per-

forming general and advanced technology research. The personnel were moderately young 

(37.2 years) and highly educated (73.2% with bachelors’ degrees; 18.4% with masters’ 

degrees), with relatively low organizational tenure (8.3 years). 

 
PROCEDURE 

Initially, a variety of reference groups were chosen that were common to all sample 

respondents. These included: (a) inner reference groups, including the employing company, the 

company division, the company department, and the company work group, and (b) outer 

reference groups, including the scientific community (i.e., people involved in scientific 

endeavors), the professional group (e.g., engineers), and the professional specialty group (e.g., 

electrical engineers). 

To measure reference group orientation, an attitude scale was constructed to assess an 

individual’s sense of identification with a group, his pride in being a member of the group, his 

perception of similar interests with other group members, and his support of group objectives. 

Components of this scale reflect the close association of reference group orientation with a 

congruence in values (Gouldner, 1957), which in turn is linked to identification processes 

(McGregor, 1967; Patchen, 1970; Turner, 1956). Odd-even reliability coefficients, as corrected 

by the Spearman-Brown prophecy formula, averaged 0.81 for the reference groups measured. 

In assessing loyalty to the organization, a scale was devised to measure  

an individual’s willingness to leave his employer, his feeling of equitable treatment from  

his employer, and his general level of satisfaction with his employer. With respect to  

role skill commitment, a scale was constructed to reflect an individual’s level of professional 
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competence (e.g., by items assessing educational attainment, number of patents and 

publications, use of best technical skills, and keeping up to date with job related techniques). 

The two scales yielded coefficients of reproducibility of 0.92 and 0.90, respectively. 

After their construction, the scales were validated through pretests of research personnel at 

the electronics company. Based on managerial judgments, personnel were divided into high and 

low groups for each measured variable. Scales were administered to the personnel, ultimately 

revealing that group score differences were statistically significant. 

 

RESULTS 

Initially, analyses of sample data revealed that orientations toward several reference groups 

were intercorrelated with the other measured variables. These intercorrelations included the 

employing company with organizational loyalty, the professional group with role skill com-

mitment (among scientists only), and the professional specialty group with role skill 

commitment. To avoid criterion contamination, these reference groups were then eliminated 

from the study. 

Next, scores on the organizational loyalty and role skill commitment scales were divided at 

their respective median values, so that high-low distinctions were obtained. This enabled 

respondents to be classified into one of four personnel types: local/cosmopolitan, local, 

cosmopolitan, or uncommitted. Table 1 presents the mean scores attained by each personnel 

type with respect to the reference groups under investigation. 

 
TABLE 1: REFERENCE GROUP MEANS BY PERSONNEL TYPE 

 

  

Local/ 

Cosmopolitan 

Personnel Types 

 

Local Cosmopolitan 

 

 

Uncommitted 

  Engineers  

n in sample  

Inner reference groups 

 Company division 

 Company department 

    Company work group 

Outer reference groups 

 Scientific community       

    Professional group 

34 

 

17.63 

17.32 

19.14 

 

18.75 

19.26 

26 

 

19.29  

18.50  

16.23  

 

17.58  

15.83 

47 

 

17.45 

16.49 

18.71 

 

19.38 

19.18 

21 

 

17.13 

18.06 

16.55 

 

17.44 

17.59 
  Scientists  

n in sample  

Inner reference groups 

     Company division 

     Company department 

     Company work group 

Outer reference groups 

Scientific community 

12 

 

19.72 

19.63 

20.29 

 

19.34 

15 

 

   19.85  

   20.38  

18.51 

 

16.37 

16 

 

17.56 

17.21 

18.10 

 

21.27 

8 

 

17.84 

17.91 

19.09 

 

18.43 
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TABLE 2: SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCES AMONG REFERENCE GROUP 
MEANS OF PERSONNEL TYPES 

    
 Significant Differences  

  Personnel  

 Personnel Type Type with Level of 

Reference Groups with Higher Mean Lower Mean Significance 

  Engineers  

Inner reference groups 

     Company work group 

     Company work group 

     Company work group  

Outer reference groups 

     Professional group 

     Professional group 

 

Local/Cosmopolitan 

Local/Cosmopolitan 

Cosmopolitan 

 

Local/Cosmopolitan 

Cosmopolitan 

 

Local 

Uncommitted 

Local 

 

Local 

Local 

 

0.05 

0.05 

0.05 

 

0.01 

0.01 

 Scientists  

Inner reference groups 

     Company department  

Outer reference groups 

     Scientific community 

 

Local  

Cosmopolitan  

 

Cosmopolitan 

 

Local 

 

0.05 

 

0.01 

 

An analysis of variance among the mean scores for each reference group indicated that, with 

the exception of company division, all groups contained at least one significant difference. To 

locate the differences, Scheffe’s test (Ostle, 1963) was applied to the data. From a comparison 

of all possible mean combinations, seven significant differences were revealed, as displayed in 

Table 2. 

The relationships in Table 2 exhibit some support for each of the hypotheses in this study. 

Hypothesis 1 is confirmed with regard to both the professional group (p < 0.01 among 

engineers) and the scientific community (p < 0.01 among scientists). However, conflicting 

results are obtained for the second hypothesis, which is supported with respect to company 

department (p < 0.05 among scientists), but refuted by a strong cosmopolitan engineer 

orientation toward company work groups (p < 0.05). Hypothesis 3 is confirmed by engineers 

toward their company work groups (p < 0.05). 
 

DISCUSSION 

From examining the data in Tables 1 and 2, several pertinent observations can be made, as 

follows: 

(1) Although local/cosmopolitans are committed to both their employing company and their 

specialized role skills, their reference group orientations tend to be similar to those of 

cosmopolitans, rather than locals. This is suggested by the fact that six of the seven significant 

differences in Table 2 involve cosmopolitans or local/cosmopolitans as the types with similarly 

strong group orientations. 

(2) The orientation of cosmopolitan engineers to internal work groups contradicts the  

Gouldner (1957) results, but supports the Bennis et al. (1958) findings that cosmopolitans can 

maintain high in-group loyalties. It is possible that in a scientific organization which normally 
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stresses group achievement, the work group serves as a major stimulant for development of an 

engineer’s professional skills. If such is the case, as was suggested in follow-up interviews with 

sampled personnel, then a high role skill commitment would be compatible with an internal 

work group orientation. 

(3) In comparing the reference group means of cosmopolitans and locals, it is evident that, 

with the exception of engineer work group orientation, the exhibited relationships are all in the 

direction suggested by the first two hypotheses. Likewise, local/cosmopolitans generally exhibit 

higher mean scores than uncommitted personnel. Whether the differences between means are 

statistically significant, however, depends not only on the personnel type, but also on the 

relevance of reference groups to the sample. For instance, the difference in orientation of 

cosmopolitans and locals to the scientific community is significant among scientists only. 

Interviews of sampled cosmopolitans confirmed that scientists, being engaged in research 

experimentation, generally felt a closer affinity to the scientific community than did engineers. 

(4) The findings of the study highlight the importance of distinguishing among specific 

reference groups, rather than treating them collectively as either “inner” or “outer” groups. For 

example, with respect to several reference groups there was no meaningful differentiation 

among orientations of the personnel types. In addition, certain reference group orientations 

were found to be very similar to either organizational loyalty or role skill commitment, and 

hence were eliminated from the study. Where such similarity does exist, though, it is possible 

that reference group orientation is related tautologically to local-cosmopolitanism. Thus, the 

validity of this orientation as a dimension of the local-cosmopolitan construct is likely 

dependent on the nature of the particular reference group, as well as on situational specifics. 

(5) On the whole, the findings indicate that Gouldner’s (1957) original formulation of 

reference group orientation is too generalized for widespread applicability. It is likely that 

reference group orientation is manifested in different ways in different kinds of organizations. 

Further research would be useful in identifying the particular conditions under which this 

orientation is associated with local-cosmopolitanism. 
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