R270 Session 7 – Role Theory


Role Theory – individuals in work organizations occupy positions that carry a set of activities (including interaction with others) that are required or expected as part of the job.

· Role theory is a method of understanding behavior in organizations

· Because of the nature of organizations as systems of interdependent activity, the occupant of any given role is interdependent in his or her actions with others both inside and outside the organization.

· The concept of interdependence means that performance of the individual’s own role depends importantly on the activities of others in their role set. 

· These others come to have role expectations for appropriate behavior (which get communicated to the role set and come to constitute role pressures)

· Role pressures form an important set of constraints on the behavior of role occupants.

· Organizations are systems of mutual social constraint in which the activities of any given position occupant are determined by the demands and expectations of others in their role set

· Therefore, changing the focal role occupant (by training them or replacing them with another person) would be expected to have limited impact on the behavior of the person occupying the role

· Analogy of Role Theory – the image of organizations developed from role theory is of a net; because of the interconnections of the various nodes, one can not lift the net or move the node very far without feeling the tug of the other points connected to that point in the network.

· Roles and role pressures are sources of tension and stress in organizations because individuals are often confronted with an inconsistent or unrealistic set of expectations and pressures.

· Forms of conflict:

· Intersender conflict: demands of one member are incompatible with the demands of another person in the set

· Intrasender conflict: demands of a single member of the role set are contradictory

· Interrole conflict: the demands of one member of the role set conflict with a person in a separate role set (i.e. employee vs. family member)

· Person-role conflict: expectations associated with fulfilling a role conflict with an individual’s moral or ethical beliefs of self-concept

· Role overload: the individual cannot cope with all their role expectations (i.e. 1st year fall quarter @ GSB, Stanford CA)

· Role ambiguity individual faces stress because of uncertainty about what behaviors are required for the role

· Lieberman’s studies document the extent to which attitudes are changed and shaped by one’s position and role occupancy

· Pfeffer and Salancik discovered that work-related behavior was more heavily influenced by the expectations of one’s boss, while social behaviors were more heavily influenced by the expectations of one’s subordinates (I hope they didn’t waste much time coming to that earth-shattering conclusion)

