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In recent years, considerable evidence has accumulated regarding the influence of role stress,

role orientation, perceived task characteristics, and other background variables in explaining

variation in such outcomes as job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and organizational

withdrawal (Bedsian a Aremenakis, 1981; Hrebiniak & Alluto, 19721 Nowday. Steers a Porter, 1979,

Steers, 1977). Although much of the interest in satisfaction and commitment has focused on identi-

fying their job-related and individual (i.e., demographic) correlates, no clear consensus has

me jed regarding whether such correlates are equally important to the development of each con-

struct and, ultimately, to turnover decision-making. Given repeated demonstrations of the im-

portance of job satisfaction and organizational commitment in understanding the work behavior

of individuals in different settings, as well as recently voiced concerns over the competing

value of these constructs in explaining the turnover process (Ron & Hulin, 1981), the present

study examined interrelationships among a number of personal, role, and perceived task charac-

teristic measures and determined their combined influence on satisfaction, commitment, and turn-

over decision-making.

To amplify briefly, the literature on role stress (i.e., role conflict and role ambiguity)

provides inconsistent and sometimes conflicting results concerning job satisfaction. On one

hand, Kahn, at al. (1964) suggested that the organizational environment can and does affect in-

dividual expectations regarding normative role behavior. Their theory asserts that role conflict

results when the behaviors required of an individual from one segment of the organization are

inconsistent with behavioral requirements emanating from other organizational sources. In con-

trast, role ambiguity is said to result from a lack of clarity associated with specific job re-

quirements. As an individual experiences greater role stress (from either source), dissatisfac-

tion and performance decrements were hypothesized. Numerous investigations have supported these

general notions, thus indicating the dual importance of both components of role stress in under-

standing job satisfaction (cf. Bedoian A Aremenakia, 19811 Kahn, et al., 1964, Tosi, 1971).4

Alternatively, several investigators hypothesized differential effects of conflict and am-

biguity is more conceptually allied with the job itself (or perceived job characteristics), while

role conflict is linked to the quality of interpersonal relationships in the work environment.

House and Risso (1972), for example, reported that role ambiguity was uniquely related to meas-

rea of job satisfaction and organisational effectiveness with role conflict more strongly asso-

ciated with supportive leadership style and a nuber of organizational practices (e.g., formali-

zation of rules and procedureo, adherence to the chain of cmand, etc.). Similarly, Miles (1976)

found substantial differences in the ability of role ambiguity versus role conflict to explain

variation i ob satisfaetion and parceived performance effectiveaess, but no difference between

conflict and aigity regarding prediction of a general measure of Job-rolated tension and an-

xiety. Findthg sab a* thes" foggest that uestiona reMin c ccerning relationships between in-
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three separate, increasingly bureaucratic, settings. Specifically, under conditions of higher

formalization of organizational procedures (i.e., increased bureaucracy), role ambiguity levels

tended to decline but at the expense of generating higher levels of role conflict. This pattern

of results suggests that the role conflict cmpo ent of role stress acts primarily on concepts

related to organizational comitment while role ambiguity is more strongly related to task char-

acteristics and job satisfaction which in turn influence organizational commitment.

Beyond the effects of role stress on organitationally relevant outcomes such as job satis-

faction and organizational commitment just described. it is also likely that individuals are

differentially affected by organizational demands and perceived task characteristics as a func-

tion of their individual role orientation or role preferences. Based on the earlier work of

Miller and Wager (1971), Butler, Bruder, and Jones (1991) described two predominant role orion-

tations that professional employees in organizational settings may assume, one referred to as

*bureaucratic' (i.e., general administrative) and the other as *professional" (i.e., emhasizing

one's occupational specialty). The first is characterized by an interest in, or orientation

toward, the functioning of organizations per se, while the second reflects a greater emphasis

on the technical, substantive, or normative issues of one's professional specialty. It is

logical to expect that as role orientation measures are incorporated into models of role stress-

organizational demand relationships, enhanced understanding of processes leading to such organi-

zationally relevant outcomes as satisfaction, comitment, and turnover would result. Specific-

ally, the extent to which organizational demands are perceived as inconsistent with a particular

role orientation should increase the level of experienced role stress within the person and

correspondingly, the likelihood of negative outcomes. In short, if those who exercise signifi-

cant control in the organization favor the goals, values, procedures, and structures of those

possessing a bureaucratic role outlook, then professionally role-oriented individuals would

likely experience increased role conflict versus role ambiguity. Because of this, the subse-

quent clashes which might Gnsue between employee values and perceived organizational dmands

should result in substantially more negative influence on variables such as organizational com-

mitment and turnover decision-making as opposed to job satisfaction.

Based on the foregoing discussion, the present study investigated the differential effets

on satisfaction, c itment, and turnover docision-making attributable to a coination of per-

sonal, role, and perceived task aharacteristic meases in a large, mlti-ocapati sample of

health care pro ssiceals. Four specific hypotheses were advaeced. Fir&t, professionally

role oriented Individuals wee expected to report higher le%*ls of role etres (i.e., role

conflict and role amiguity) and lower lovels of both orgamisatiomal ommitment sad intention

to remain a member Of the referent orgamisatiemt tha bueaUcratically oriented omterparts.

reoarles of oceupatiemal, speliaty. In tams of task ebareeteriatios or job "sifastica.
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collectively determine one's role preference) role orientation, and role conflict measures were

expected to be more strongly related to organizational commitment than job satisfaction. Finally,

and based on the extensive literature relating job satisfaction and organizational comitmeat to

turnover decision-making (cf. Mobley, Griffeth, Hand, G Meglino, 19791 Steers, 1977), it was hy-

pothesized that anticipated retention decisions among organizational members would be directly

related to job satisfaction and organizational commitment, and only indirectly influenced by role

stress, role orientation, perceived task characteristics, or background variables.

Method

Sample. Survey data were obtained from 1,386 Navy Medical Service Corps (NBC) officers

by means of a mailout questionnaire. The Navy HSC is comprised of more than 20 different health

service administration, science, and clinical professions, and represents the most heterogenous

naval officer community both in terms of the professional mix and educational background of its

members. The survey respondents represented 79% of the KBC community, from which a subset of

739 officers was selected who reported subscribing to either a professional (n = 376) or bureau-

cratic (n - 363) role orientation. This particular subset was selected to allow direct compari-

son, as stated earlier, of bureaucratic versus professionally role oriented individuals. Com-

parison of this group with the remainder of the sample revealed no differences in terms of rank,

age, sex, education, or tenure. A more detailed description of the sample exists elsewhere

(Bruder & Butler, 1901).

Measures. Background measures included single item assessments of rank, age, education,

length of comissioned service, and organizational level which were combined to form an overall

personal characteristics composite (a - .727). Perceived task characteristics were determined

using the short form of the Job Diagnostic Survey (Hackman & Oldham, 1975, 1976). Responses

to each of the 15 items were summed to provide a measure of the overall quality, or scope, of

the job itself; higher job scope scores are thus associated with more favorable job character-

istic perceptions. Coefficient alpha for the combined items was .802.

Role stress (i.e., role conflict and role ambiguity) was measured using 9- and 8-item

scales similar to those developed by Rizzo, ous, and LLrtuman (1970) and Khan, at a1. (1964).

zaamples of role conflict item include, 01 do things that are likely to be accepted by one

person and not by others." and, "To what extent do rules and regulations got in themay of

doing your job in a timely umaner?m (I - .773). Nole iguity item examples include, "1 do

not know what tasks I will be assigned from am day to the next. * and,. "It Is often not clear

who has the authority to.make a decision regarding or job.* (i .785). Responses to items

in eac scale emmAd s0 that hiher total scores refleated higher levels of perceived conflict

and mblilty, respectivoly.
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professional specialty regardless of the value of such contributions to ones status in the or-

ganisation. Because these measures were essent-ally uncorrelated (r - -.09), they were combined

to form an overall role orientation composite (a - .861) for use in this study. Specifically,

a professional versus bureaucratic role dichotomy was created; higher role orientation scores are

associated with a more "professional" role outlook.

The seven-itm organizational commitment measure ( - .848) was based on the scale developed

by Porter and his colleagues (Porter, Crampon, a Smith, 1976; Porter. Steers, Nowday, a sculian,

1974). Additional variables included a single item assessment of intent to remain a member of

the organization, and a three-item measure of general, or overall, job satisfaction (I - .815).

Consistent with the scoring of the perceived task characteristic, role orientation, and role stress

measures, the organizational commitment, turnover intention, and job satisfaction composites

were evaluated so that higher scores would indicate a higher level of the particular attribute.

Results and Discussion

Table 1 contains descriptive statistics and intercorrelations among the major variables of

interest. In general, the relationships shown were consistent with both our current expectations

and the results of previous research. The personal characteristics composite, for example, cor-

related negatively with both role measures and positively with task and job-related outcomes.

Such relationships portray the predominant influences of age, rank, and length of service in a

logical manner; younger, less experienced individuals typically experienced higher levels of role

stress (i.e., the sum of role conflict and role ambiguity scores) and tended to adopt, or bring

to the work situation, a more professional role outlook. In contrast, older, more experienced

workers perceived their jobs more favorably, were more satisfied with their work in general, and

were more coitted to the organization as a whole. In terms of role stress, and again consistent

with the general results of prior studies, negative relationships were seen concerning perceived

task characteristics, job satisfaction, organizational comitment, and turnover intention. Col-

lectively, these results indicate that higher levels of role stress are indeed associated with less

favorable levels of task and Job-related outcomes. In addition, and ignoring occupational special-

ty effect*, individuals who maintained a predominantly professional role outlook tended to experi-

em higher levels of role stress in their work environments.

A closer examination of the results shown in Table 1 revealed two additional findings more

directly related to the aorall objectives of the study. First, the eltionship between per-

somal characteristics and role orientation (K - -. 26) was significantly greater than correspond-

ing relationships between personal characteristics and either perceived task characteristic*

(r = .13, t. - -7.95, < .001) or job satisfaction (t - .10, t. a -6.91, a .001). Such dif-

fersees reinforced the ueiAtib that persnnal churoteristics, in emeral, contribett -

fly to definig e's role preference as opposed to contributing to the ftwsieast of war
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In order to determine occupational differences in role orientation by job, role stress, com-

mitment, and turnover intention, the sample was divided into three discrete groups according to

the procedure described in an earlier report (Bruder, Butler, & Knox, 19811. These groups consisted

of (a) health care administrators (n - 313), (b) health science and technology specialists (e.g.,

entomologists, microbiologists, aerospace physiologists; n = 176), and (c) clinical care providers

(e.g., optometrists, clinical psychologists, physical therapists; n - 248). The results of the

role orientation-outcome measure comparisons for each occupational group are shown in Table 2.

Among health care administrators and health science and technology specialists (Parts I and

1I of Table 2), the results were as hypothesized. Specifically, significant bureaucratic versus

professional role orientation differences were seen regarding levels of experienced role stress,

organizational comitment, and turnover intention, such that professionally role-oriented individ-

uals of either occupational group indicated higher levels of stress, less commitment to the organi-

zation, and possessed a less favorable retention posture. No within occupational cluster differ-

ences were found for these groups concerning role orientation and either job scope or job satisfac-

tion comparisons, results which further strengthen the link between role orientation and organi-

zational level outcomes rather then specific aspects of work itself.

In reviewing results for clinical care providers (Part III of Table 2), the findings were

somewhat mixed. On one hand, significant between role orientaion group differences for these in-

dividuals were seen for both organizational commitment and turnover intention, while no difference

was found for overall job satisfaction. As was the case among health care administrators and science

and technology specialists, professionally role-oriented clinical care providers reported lower

levels of coitment to the organization and indicated higher levels of turnover intention, despite

being as satisfied with *heir jobs as their more bureaucratically oriented co-workers.

In terms of job scope and role stress, role orientation group differences were exactly opposite

of what was hypothesized; within the clinical care occupational cluster, professionally role oriented

workers perceived their jobs as significantly more enriched (p < .05) than bureaucratically oriented

care providers, while also indicating no between group differences in level of experienced role

stress. Such findings might be interpreted to mean that at the point of organizational entry, a

period strongly associated with a predominantly professional role outlook, the nature of the work

performed by the clinical care provider is more congruent with a combination of personal expectations,

level of professional training, and organizational demands. Thus, perceived job and task character-

istic descriptions are reported in a generally favorable light. silaarly, and probably resulting

from this improved person-environment *fit," hypothesized role stress differences would quite logic-

ally be minimized. Of cmre, the validity Oi this interpretation rmains a question for future

research.

Results pertaining to the second and third hypotheskus are suimrised in Table 3. It is important

to note that for the remaining analyses, the volo stress measure was 4ecomposed into its component

parts, this allowing the opportunity to examine differential role conflict and role ambigulty effects

on job satisfactiom and erglSotiOn.l m 0it t as descrbed earlier. 'In terms of job satisfaction

(Part I Of ya1e 3), and as hypetbesled, job sOpe Was strongly related to the job satisfaction

Criterim (p a .01) while paruotbi characteristics were not. Contrary to expectations. however. both

01



role conflict and role orientation a0~e significantly to the prediction of job satisfaction (P <

.01 Lot both' predictors)., while role ambiguity did mot. For organizations& ommitment, the stepwise

regression results more more consistent with the hypotheses. As shown in Part 11* ofTable 3. a

combinzation of role orientation, role stress. and persnal characteristics measures contributed sir-

nificantly (pj' .01) to the prediction of camitment. In towms of role stress, both the conflict

and ambiguity measures entered significantly, although the majority of the role stress variance re-

lated to ommitment was attributed to role conflict.
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on the comitt ent/job satisfation--turnover intention relationship. Results indicated that or-

ganizational cmmitment and job satisfaction signficantly increased the variance explained in

turnover intention ( AR2 - .267, F [1, 7351 = 134.00, R < .001), beyond the effects attributable

to personal characteristics alone. The subsequent addition of the remaining role and task measures

to this equation yielded a nonsignificant increment in explained turnover intention variance (AR
2

.007, F [3, 7321 - 2.00, < .20).

Summary and Conclusions

In general, the foregoing results supported a number of the specific hypotheses. First, pro-

fessionally role-oriented individuals, regardless of occupational specialty, tended to be less

favorably oriented toward the organization as a whole, reflected both in measures of organizational

commitment and intention to remain. Second, professionally role-oriented individuals appeared to

experience higher levels of role stress than bureaucratic counterparts, although such effects were

much less pronounced among clinical care providers. Finally, the results supported the suggestion

that personal characteristics, role orientation, and the role conflict component of role stress

were significant, antecedent correlates of organizational commitment, and only indirectly related

to turnover decision-making. That is to say, whatever effects personal and role-related variables

might have regarding turnover intentions are beat seen in an aggregate sense as contributing to the

development of one's level of commitment to the organization which, in turn, is more predictive

of turnover intention.

The results were less clear concerning job satisfaction where, in addition to job scope, both

role conflict and role orientation explained significant amounts of the variability in the satis-

faction measure. Although role ambiguity was expected to exert greater influence on job satisfac-

tion than would role conflict, the failure to support this hypothesis may be due to one of two

reasons. First, Pearce (1981) recently noted that an unacceptable degree of redundancy may exist

between role ambiguity and job dissatisfaction which, if true, could conceivably mask, or suppress.

any hypothesized relationships between the two constructs. According to Pearce the concept of

role ambiguity consists of two central components, referred to as "unpredictability" and 'informa-

tion deficiency.* As typically operationalized, however, "role ambiguity has come to be measured

almost exclusively as its information deficiency component" (p. 669). Because job dissatisfaction

has sometimes been viewed as discrepancies from an ideal, Pearce concluded that "the variables of

role ambiguity and job dissatisfaction are amabrrassingly similar" (p. 669). The extent to which

Pearce's redundancy argent is applicable in the current study would lead one to suspect a signif-

icantly stronger correlation between role ambiguity and job satisfaction than between role conflict

and job satisfaction. Wen tested, however, no such difference was found (t = -.44 and -.44 for

ambiguity and conflict, reopectivelyl t. - .616, E .05).

second, failure to support the role ambiuity--jb satisfaction relationship may be due, in

pert, to the relatively high correlation (i.e., .S9) between the conflict and aiguity measure,

a fact which suggests either the inability imv pambts to distinguish between the two con-

Cepts or m inability to masure ti efrfeetitoly. Ytay and Johnson (0I4l) reported tht tradi-

tinsel masures of conflict and abiguit , are somewhat mfted6d by a Cobination Of somantic

m attrlbmtlemal problms which coult onceivably itflate the between scale correlation, restrict-
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the locus of role stress is best viewed as an intrapersonal phenomenon (i.e., role conflict) or

as an inherent feature of the perceived work environment (e.g., role ambiguity). Additionally,

the reluctance of researchers to resolve this question has perpetuated the use of measures contami-

nated by attribution of the source of role stress to self or others. Such insights, in combination

with the results of this study, suggest that subsequent investigations requiring a distinction be-

tween role stress components would benefit from attempts to reduce composite overlap at the measure-

ment level. Despite such difficulties, however, it is important to realize that role conflict and

role ambiguity are important correlates of both job satisfaction and organizational commitment,

and the current data suggest that each is necessary to provide more complete understanding of the

turnover decision-making process.

Finally, the presence of role orientation as a significant predictor of job satisfaction was

also not anticipated (cf. Part I of Table 3). It should be noted, however, that the increase in

variability on job satisfaction accounted for by role orientation was less than one percent, and

stands in marked contrast to its corresponding relationship with organizational commitment; in

this latter instance, role orientation accounted for nearly 20% of the variability in the commitment

measure. With the specific exception of clinical care providers, it thus appears that job satis-

faction and task characteristic perceptions are relatively immune to variations in individual role

orientation, and that health care professionals in general distinguish with some ease features of

their immediate work environment as separate from characteristics of the employing organization as

a whole. Although the effects of role orientation did not emerge as clearly as hypothesized, the

magnitude of the differences just noted argue favorably for continued study of individual role/

organizational compatibility as a determinant of favorable retention decisions via organizational

comitment as opposed to job satisfaction.
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