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ORGANIZATION TYPES AND ROLE
STRAINS: AN EXPERIMENTAL
STUDY OF COMPLEX
ORGANIZATIONS*

ERNEST G. PALOLI**
University of California
Berkeley, California

ABSTRACT

This study investigates the relationship between contrasting organizational
types created in the laboratory setting and the distribution of three types of role
strains—role uncertainty, role disparity, and role incompatibility. From a
methodological perspective, this investigation contributes to the very recent
emphasis in the literature on examining complex orzanizations via laboratory
simulation. Two Iaboratory work organizations were created with identical
structures. After a specified time, one of the structures was experimentally changed
to a cortrasting type. Xt is hypothesized that certain role strains will predominate
within each of the contrasting organizational types. Theoretically, a tie is built
between the traditional socizl psychological area of role behavior and the field
of study called complex organizations.

I. INTRODUCTION AND RESEARCH PROBLEM

The literature of complex organizations leads to the observation that
different types of strains are generated systematically within different
organizations. For example, dual lines of authority exist between the
medical and administrative staffs in hospitals. This arrangement generates
problems of integration and coordination of activity between the respec-
tive staffs. Also it raises questions about the legitimacy of the parallel
authority structures. In the prison community, role conflicts emerge in
response to value conflicts between inmates, custody staff, and treatment
staff.* State universities and colleges have struggled historically to estab-
lish and maintain organizational boundaries in their exchanges with state
and federal governments:? Questions about organizational autonomy
and control are paramount in these exchanges. In industry, the recruit-
ment of scientists into the industrial hierarchy and the conflicts betwveen
the cultures of the industrial enterprise and the professionals has been
examined.® Similarly, Wilensky has studied the role of experts within
labor unions. From this work, he presents a typology of role orienta-
tions played by the experts and the nature of their conflicts.* Although
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172 SOCIOLOGY AND SOCIAL RESEARCH

considerable research of this type exists in which strains have been related
to organizational types in the natural setting, no previous work has
focused on this problem by using simulation techniques in the experi-

mental laboratory setting. One of the greatest virtues of laboratory work

for the researcher is the degree of closeness or intimacy he can obtain with
the intricate processes of human social behavior.

The work reported here, where three types of role strains are studied
within two different organizational settings, occurred in an experimental
laboratory. In this setting two structually different organizational types
were created.

Role Strains. For this study, the term role strain means interference
with, or disruption of adequate role performance as a member of a given
organization.® Focus is on ego’s perception of role strain. Three types of
role strains are investigated.

The first strain is role uncertainty which refers to the inability of ego
to specify the expectations held for him by others. Ego simply does not
know what the system expects of him.®

A second type of role strain is role disparity. Role disparity exists
when ego sees that expectations held by the occupants of salient counter
positions differ from those officially specified for his behavior (e.g., job
specifications and the like). When ego performs his role according to
official specifications, he knows that others will judge him as not meeting
their expectations. Another defining feature of role disparity is important
to note. While others have their own ideas about what ego should do,
they are not strongly committed or identified with their particular way
of seeing ego’s role, In fact, if they were made aware of ego’s official
role, they would likely accept that definition without much hesitanc"}:',

Finally, role incompatibility refers to the situation when differing
expectations are held for ego by different alters such that the fulfillment
of one expectation interferes with the fulfillment of the other expecta-
tion. Here, ego is aware of cempeting expectations for his behavior in a
given situation. Also, he knows that the different alters holding these
competing expectations are highly commiited te their expectations for
ego. That is, they are convinced of the legitimacy of their requests for
ego and will stand steadfastly to them. In contrast to role disparity where
confusion about ego’s expected behavior could be resolved by further
information about official role specifications, the differing sets of expecta-
tions held by alters for ego could not be resolved by additional commiini-
cation. In fact, added discussion of ego’s role by alters would likely point
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out further areas of disagreement and deepen the extent of opposing or
competing views of ego’s role.’? :

~ Interest in the distribution of these three types of role strains led to
the creation of the two contrasting organizational settings described
below. :
Organization Types. Several different criteria have been used in the
classification of complex organizations.® Figure I presents the organiza-
tional types created in the present study. These types involved differential
emphasis on the following features: degree of specialization among the
members, concern for rules and regulations, amount -of work pressure,
number of formal administrative levels, clarity of goals, differentials in
terms of influence-authority-power, and the amount of individuai freedom
for the organizational members. In Figure I the labels Natural and
Regulated are used as shorthand references for each of the structural

types.

FIGURE 1

TWO ORGANIZATION TYPES IN TERMS OF
SELECTED ORGANIZATION FEATURES

Natural Regulated
- Degree of specialization Low High

Emphasis on rules and

regulations Low High
Arnount of work pressure : Low High
Number of formal

administrative levels Few Several
Clarity of goals Low High
Differentials in influence-

authority-power Low High
Amount of individual freedom High Low

Relationship Between Organization Types and Role Strains. Organi-
zations vary in the amount of detail specified in behavioral directives for
their members, and hence, the degree of permissiveness or flexibility
available to them.” The structural features mentioned (cf. Figure I)
characterize organization types with different degrees of flexibility of
permissiveness. Depending on the organizational type, the members
perceive the work climate as placing many or few constraints on their
work behavior by the relative emphasis on work pace, rules and estab-
lished policy, work specialization, and the like. In the natural organiza-
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174 SOCIOLOGY AND SOCIAL RESEARCH

tion, it is expected that a higher level of permissiveness or flexibility
exists than in the regulated organization, The general flexibility in the
natural organization generates uncertainties in the definition of role

behavior.1° .
Also, multiple role definitions are associated with indefiniteness or

permissiveness in the natural organization. Alters do not agree on the

role expectations they hold for egos. Particularly significant is the mean-
ing of disagreement in the evaluation of role performance. Little agree-
ment among alters, concerning the role expectaiions for egos, means that
different sets of standards are used to evaluate ego’s role performance.
Therefore, more role disparity occurs in the natural unit.

In the regulated organization, the predominant role strain is role
incompatibility. Here, the underlying mechanisms generating role dis-
parity reach fuller expression and result in role incompatibility. Essen-
tially, role disparity arises out of four conditions: (1) alters possessing
some, but not the same information that ego has about his role; (2)
alters, given the information they possess, differ in their conception of
ego’s role; (3) based on these different conceptions, alters evaluate ego’s
role performance using different standards; and finally; (4) alters are
not highly committed to their own conceptions or standards because the
organizational climate of the natural structure does encourage flexibility
and permissiveness. How these conditions reach fuller expression, lead-
ing to role incompatibility, is discussed below.

Within the regulated organization, resembling in many ways the
classic model of a bureaucracy, an aura of rigidification and closure in
perspective exists. Its members are “forced” to observe established, formal,
and impersonal rules and procedures. Similarly, the perspective of mem-
bers is narrow due to the apparent specialization in work task, multiple
hierarchical levels, differentials in influence, and minimization of indivi-
dual freedom.* Both conditions, rigidification, and closure of perspective
- are major contributors to role incompatibility. Clesure of ‘perspective
leads organizational members to be concerned primarily about their own
work. Little effort is made to become fully informed about others and
especially the roles of others as defined by policy. Compounding this is
the limited and many times misleading information that circulates within
_ the organization about its members and their responsibilities.’? Finally,
the aura of rigidity encourages individuals to take what information they
have about others, and make this “official.” Hence, alters have different
conceptions of what they believe to be the “official” role of ego.’® And
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further, alters hold steadfastly to their definition of what they think is
the “appropriate” definition.
From the above discussion the following is hypothesized: (1) within

.the natural organization, role uncertainty and role disparity are more

frequent than role incompatibility ; and (2) within the regulated organi-
zation, role incompatibility is more frequent than role uncertainty and
role disparity.

II. LABORATORY PROCEDURE

Two realistic organizational units were created in the laboratory.'*
One unit worked in the morning, and the other worked in the afternoon.
Twenty adults, both male and female, were employed on a salaried half-
time basis for a month to develop ideas designed to promote public
interest in a proininent civic event. The research project was supported
by the organization responsible for the promotion of the event. At
planned intervals representatives of the official organization came to the
laboratory to discuss their plans relative to the event. In addition they
also furnished printed materials describing their activities. At the con-
clusion of the study, the participants were invited to the office of the
director of the civic project to receive his thanks for their work and to
be awarded honorary pins for their contributions.

Each unit employed ten persons, one of whom was initially designated
as the unit supervisor. This person was assigned to the supervisory posi-
tion because of his past experience in a supervisory capacity. The remain-
ing employees were randomly assigned to the two units. Two work
teams were developed within each of the two units. Each work team
contained one employee who acted as a participant observer. The director
of the entire work organization, including the two supervisors and the
four work teams, was a member of the research team.

The study was divided into two phases, phase I covering the first
eight days of the one month work period. During this time the natural
organizational structure was imposed, Each unit contained three formal
administrative levels including a director, a unit supervisor, and the
remainder of the employvees were called program specialists.

Phase II involved the remaining twelve work days. At the beginning
of phase II the formal structure of one of the two units was changed by
promoting four individuals into new supervisory positions. With the
promotions there was, of course, an increase in salary. The result was the
regulated organizational structure consisting of five formal administra-
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tive levels. In addition other organizational features associated with the
regulated unit were developed (cf. Figure I). All of the organizational
changes in the one unit were executed following a logical and rational
set of reasons made known to the employees. The goal was to create a
realistic work setting for the employees in terms of the task, salary paid,
usefulness of their work to another organization, reasons for the organi-
zational changes, and the nature of the overall work setting. Several types
of evidence indicate that this realism was achieved.

Three supplementary types of data were collected: (1) questionnaires
were administered in both units as the end of Phase I and Phase II;
(2) recordings were made by ‘“naive’”’ observers through a one-way
mirror using Modified Bales’ categories; (3) daily interviews were con-
ducted with the participant observers in each sub-unit; and, (4) the
project director kept a log of his observations. The findings presented in
this paper are drawn primarily from the questionnaire and participant
observer data.

A set of perception scales was given to the employees in each unit after
the experimental changes to measure the extent of contrast between the
units. The following Guttman scales were used for this purpose: (1)
Rule Emphasis, the degree to which rules are more or less emphasized ;
(2) Stratification Emphasis, the degree to which status differentials are
more or less emphasized; (3) Experimentation-Means, the degree of
flexibility in the determination and setting of goals; and (5) Work
Pressure, the degree of emphasis on a high work pace.®

The role strains were measured by a technique using specific examples
of strains known to have developed at one time or another in the work
units. Prior to the second administration of the questionnaire, 2 member
of our research team spoke individually to the supervisors of each unit to
solicit information about the strains actually occuiring. Six different
types of situations were used to illustrate each of the three types of
strains (i.e., uncertainty, disparity, and incompatibility ). These situations
covered different aspects of work behavior, such as procedures for typing
reports, the operation of staff conferences, the development of ideas, the
completion of assigned tasks, the amount of work that was expected to
be accomplished, and the use of standardized outlines to work up ideas.
The cighteen examples (covering three types of strain for six different
aspects of work) were presented to the employees as one part of the
questionnaire, and they responded by checking how frequently they faced
each situation, and how much it bothered them personally, The present
report does not deal with the intensity rating.
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III. RESULTS AND DiSCUSSION

Perceived Structural Contrast. In Table I the average scale scores are
presented for each unit after the experimental changes occurred. It can
be seen that the desired coniracts between the two units did exist, except
for rule emphasis. More emphasis on status differentials among employees,
less individual flexibility to organize work and establish goals, and more
work pressure were perceived in the regulated than in the natural unit
after the experimental changes.!¢

The undesired contrast between the units on rule emphasis was under-

standable by examining more closely what types of changes occurred for
the separate work teams within the units, and the change for individual
employees. In short, the reversal was concentrated in the four-person
teams in each unit, in the differential work performance levels of indivi-
dual members (which because of performance was so low for two persons
in the four-person work team of the natural unit that the other team
members began to really “breath down the necks” of these under-pro-
ducers), and in the styles of supervision employed by the team leaders in
the regulated unit. The team leader of the four-person team in the
regulated unit, in contrast to the desired style of supervision, worked
very closely with her subordinates, was more flexible, less strict, and more
friendly than the five-person team leader. And in line with this, a signifi-
cant increase in rule emphasis occurred in the five-person team, but not
in the four-person team.

Additional evidence supporting the overall contrasts between the units
after the experimental changes was obtained from the daily reports of the
participant observers. On the tenth work day, or two days after the
experimental changes, the participant observer reported the comment,
“Well, surely they’re going to hire some more people now because you
can’t have all chiefs and so few Indians.” And on the thirteenth work
day, this same participant observer reported such comments as these:
“. .. but of course this must go through channels, and Mr. X burst out
laughing and said, ‘Oh yes, this is the structure now . . . all these requests
will have to go through channels . . . they were going to go through
channels to request a change of offices to get more air’ ...” ... Oh, I
think that they must think there is less freedom than they had before,
and, of course, the forms that Mr. Y has been giving them actually, I
believe, have caused them to focus on the problem . . . they think that
they are too structured, Well, they are very independent people, all of
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them. And they are reacting to this. Oh, making ‘these little jokes and so
forth, and that is their reason for doing so, I think.” On days thirteen
- and fourteen, comments were made by the participant observer in the
regulated unit that one of the team leaders was complaining about the
amount of work, and the fact that she could keep up only working at
home too. ’ E ' . )

In contrast to the above, reports from the participant observer indi-
cated tha: during the second, third, and fourth weeks of work the
riatural unit members still felt unclear about their goals. Much time was
spent trying to define the limits of their work task, and how each person
could contribute most effectively. Practically no feelings of high work
pressure were reported until the closing two days of work, when because
of their reported disorganized approach to work, they did not know how
‘much more they should try to accomplish, or exactly how to wrap up
what they had been working on. Essentially no references were made by
the participant observer about unit members’ concern for lack of freedom
or permissiveness to approach their work in whatever manner they saw
fit.

Distribution of Role Strains. These data were collected after the
experimental changes to create the regulated unit.?” The distribution of
strains within the units is shown in Table II. Hypothesis 1 stated that

TABLE 11
AVERAGE NUMBER OF THREE TYPES OF ROLE
STRAIN REPORTED IN THE TWO UNITS18
Role Role Role
Uncertainty Disparity Incompatibility

Natural Unit (N = 10) 1.50 1.50 1.30
Regulated Unit (N = 6) .67 .50 1.17

more role uncertainty and role disparity than role incompatibility would
occur in the Natural unit. The findings show that the average number of
role uncertainties and role disparities was the same, and that both aver-
ages were higher than the average number of role incompatibilities in the
natural unit.

The question arises as to why the observed differences were not greater
in the frequency of uncertainty and disparity versus incompatibility. In
order to answer this question, one might ask: are certain structural fea-
tures more important than others in generating the different role strains?
Earlier it was shown that more rule emphasis existed in the natural than
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in the regulated after thé experimental changes. This was in reverse of
what was intended. The reason for this reversal was obtained from the
Project Director’s notes and from the participant observer's reports.
Early in the work period, marked differences emerged in the work per-
formance of the two males and the two females in the four-person work
team of .the natural unit. The males were seen as the “workers” and the
~ females were seen as the “slackers.” The males presented most of the
basic ideas and the means of developing these ideas, whereas the females
spent their time discussing personal matters, unrelated to the team’s
work.2?

That the activity of the females was not work-oriented became very
apparent to the males. On several occasions, they pressured the women
to agree on standard work procedures and to work harder. This was
received unfavorably by the women, and it resulted in uneasiness, frustra-
tion, and tension among the team members. Closer examination of the
reported role incompatibilities in the natural unit disclosed that all of
them were reported by members of the four-person team. Also, increased
emphasis on rules occurred from the first to the second measurement in
this team. The increased rule emphasis and high frequency of role

- incompatibility draws our attention back to the theoretical argument
presented earlier. It was stated that rigidification and closure of perspec-
tive are major contributors to role incompatibility. With the evidence
presented here, the emphasis on rules contributes to rigidification, and the
focusing of concern by the males and females indicates closure of perspec-
tive. This observation suggests that rule emphasis should have a greater
weight than the other structural dimensions in the generation of role
incompatibility. More is said on this pomt as we review the findings for
the second hypothesis.

Some support is seen for the second hypothesis which states that role
incompatibility would be the predominant role strain in the regulated
unit. This distribution of strains is shown in Table II. Although not
statistically significant, the direction of the findings is encouragmg, since
more role incompatibility than either uncertainty or disparity is seen.
Here we find that emphasis on rules is an important condition for the
appearance of role incompatibility. After the experimental changes, rule
emphasis increased in the five-person but decreased in the four-person
team of the regulated unit. The reason for this was directly linked to
differing styles of supervision for the respective teams, as mentioned
above. The distribution of strains within the teams follows the predicted
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pattern. That is, incompatibilities are reported primarily by membeérs of
the. five-person team, and uncertainties and disparities are reported pri:
marily by the members of the four-person team, Once again the findings
point to the importance of rule emphasis as a dominant structural condi-
tion contributing to the generation of role strains. '

One last interpretive comment concerns-the strains reported by the
supervisors in the regulated unit. One might ask: are the strains
reported by the other unit members, in part, a reflection of the problems
faced by their supervisors? The answer to this question is very likely,
“yes.” The participant observer in the regulated unit pointed out that the
Project Supervisor maintained close contact with members of his unit.
Furthermore, he openly shared his problems (especially his uncertainties
and disparities) about his new position with others. Likewise, the Team
Leader of the four-person team handled the anxieties related to her new
position by encouraging close and supportive interaction with her -
subordinates. Given this evidence, one could hardly ignore the possibility
of a “contagion effect” on the other employees by the actions of these
supervisors. This interpretation suggests that strains generated at higher
levels within an organization will, given close superior-subordinate inter-
action, generate similar strains at lower levels. In other words, to the
extent that communicative and interactional processes dilute formal
status differences between superior and subordinates, and thereby remove
“information screens,” the transmission of problems and strains at higher
to lower levels within the organization is facilitated.2

IV. CON{LUSION

Although some support was observed for the hypotheses examined in
this study, the results suggest certain modification to the underlying
theoretical statement. Further consideration should be given to the dif-
ferential weighing of certain structural features in the generation of role
strains. The present work shows that emphasis on rules is closely linked
to the appearance of role incompatibilities. The greater the emphasis on
rules, the higher the frequency of role incompatibility. Differences in
interpretation of work rules by organizational member can complicate the
performance of work roles and create the feeling among workers that
their respective roles conflict with each other.

Stratification emphasis also emerges as more important than other
structural features in the generation of strains. This suggests that more
weight should be given to this variable in the theoretical statement.
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- Important here is the significance of small status differences between
administrative levels. Relatively small status differences open communica-
tion channels so that strains can be easily exchanged between levels.

One other addition to the-theoretical scheme should be considered.
This is the variable referred to as style of supervision, or the manner by
which supervisors direct the work of their subordinates. Style of super-
vision sets the tone of interaction between superiors and subordinates, and
may serve as an important intervening variable between organization
types and their generation of role strains. Although it was found in the
present research that ‘“employee” oriented supervision covaried with
uncertainties and disparities, and that “performance” oriented super-
vision covaried with incompatibilities, it also seems possible that different
relationships could exist between the variables. For example, an “em-
ployee” oriented supervisor could emphasize work rules and procedures,
and if differences emerge among workers about the interpretation of rules,
the supervisor could act as the mediator. Hence, where incompatibilities

"would be expected, they do not appear. Other speculations are possible
aleng this line which point to future extentions of the present line of
research.

One final comment concerns the research methodology of laboratory
simulation. This type of design has a marked advantage for the researcher
interested in the study of complex organizations and in research problems
similar to the present one. He has the opportunity for very close observa- ~
tion and intimacy with the laboratory conditions and with the reactions
of the experimental subjects. With sufficient ingenuity, imagination, and
perseverance, the researcher can capitalize on the major advantage of
laboratory designs (i.e., a controlled environment) and that of natural
or field studies (i.e., realism), while avoiding many of the deficiencies
of both.
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