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The literature indicates that dysfunctional conse.
quences result from the extstence of role conflict
and role ambiguity in complex organizations. Yet
systematic measurement and empirical testing of
these role constructs are lacking. This study
describes the development and testing of ques.
tionnaire measures of them. [The Social Sciences
Citation Index® (SSCI®) indicates that this paper
has been cited in over 175~publications since
1970.1
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“Several years prior to this article, my
coauthors and I were actively involved in
organizational development consultation
and research.One client organization in
particularstimulatedus into this study. In-
terviews with dozensof managersrevealed
many of them to be experiencingrole con-
flict and/or ambiguity. Despite little
evidenceof malicious behavior, it was an
achievement oriented climate with con-
siderablepressureto produce.Yet therewas
a lack of supportand direction, and an in-
sufficiency of policies or goals to guide
work. Coupled with a blame orientation,
many managers were under stress. Ri.
I-louse (now at the University of Toronto)
and I even found ourselvesinterviewing a
local minister who was counselinga large
numberof managerswhowere seekinghelp
in connectionwith job induced problems!
The organizationpermittedus to do ques-
tionnaire surveys of a large sample of
managers,giving us the opportunity to
develop severalmeasuresthat were both
useful for surveyfeedbackto the organiza-
tion and neededin the managementlitera-
ture. Credit mustbe given to Housefor his
ability to link the literatureandneedsof the
field to practical situationsof the kind we

faced. We divided the work of acquiring
and developing survey instruments, did
muchwork together, and rotatedseniorau-
thorshipon severalnew measures.Onewas
the Organizational Practices Scale

1
and

anotherthe Role Conflict and Ambiguity
Measure.

“For the role measures,we drew on the
work of Kahn et a!,

2
and Grosset a!.

3
to

write itemsrepresentingthe constructs.We
were later pleasedto find, with the help of
SI. lirtzman, thattherewas cleanfactorial
separationof role conflict from role am-
biguity and that the measurescorrelatedin
expecteddirectionswith otherindependent
anddependentvariables.

“The Kahnet a!.
2

work musthave helped
to generateinterest,for we had requestsfor
the scalebefore it waspublished. The fre-
quentuseand citation of thescaleareprob-
ably attributableto its anticipatedexplana-
tory powerandto thefact that role conflict
and ambiguity are often experienced in
complex organizations. They represent
types of behavior relevant to widely ac-
knowledged organization principles and
practicessuchas formalization,taskexpec-
tations, communicationrequirements,and
performanceappraisal,to namea few. It ap-
pearedwe were onto something,for while
we went on to different pursuits, other re-
searchersapparentlyneededthe scaleand
have used it often. Unfortunately, not all
have administeredthe entire scaleor con-
tributed to its further development, al-
though several, including House,

4
have re-

centlydoneso. Researchhastendedto up-
hold thefactorial integrity of the two con-
structs.Yet, morework needsto bedone.In
their review of the literature on role con-
structs,Von Sell, Brief, and Schuler

5
found

moderateconsistencyin the forms and re-
suits of relevant research.The framework
they providefor organizing researchin this
area shouldhelp us move toward learning
more. If the popularity of thesemeasures
continues,I amsure it is attributableto the
pervasivenessof role conflict andatnbiguity
asphenomenawe all experiencein complex
organizationallife.”
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