


 

 

“Tis volume is the frst step toward teaching I/O students about the importance 
of diversity and inclusion. Not only does Riggio and Johnson’s book cover all of the 
essential I/O psychology material, it does so in a way that prepares our students for 
one the most important issues today – how to embed diversity, equity, inclusion 
and social justice into the workplace. Te focus on citing authors in a way that 
acknowledges gender and racial equity sets a new bar for other textbooks and raises 
awareness about biases that are built into textbooks of the past.” 

Michelle “Mikki” Hebl, Professor of Psychology 
and Management, Rice University, USA 

“Professors Riggio and Johnson have written an extremely timely textbook that 
students will fnd rigorous and relevant. Tis textbook relies on the latest research in 
industrial and organizational psychology and related felds including organizational 
behavior and human resource management. As such, it includes knowledge about 
talent management that will allow managers in all industries and organizations of all 
sizes create more inclusive, efective, and healthy work environments.” 

Herman Aguinis, Professor of Management, and Chair 
of the Department of Management 
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INTRODUCTION TO INDUSTRIAL / 
ORGANIZATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY 

Introduction to Industrial/Organizational Psychology provides a complete overview of 
the psychological study of the world of work. Written with the student in mind, the 
book presents classic theory and research in the feld alongside examples from real-
world work situations to provide deeper insight. 

Tis edition has been thoroughly updated to include the latest research on each 
key topic, and now features: 

z A spotlight on diversity, equity, and inclusion throughout, including coverage of 
LGBTQIA+ inclusion and racial justice 

z Expanded coverage of ethics in I/O psychology practice 
z Increased emphasis on cross-cultural and international issues 
z Coverage of the changing nature of work, post-pandemic, including remote 

working, worker stress, and burnout 
z A new focus on technologies related to I/O such as virtual reality and computer 

adaptive testing 
z New fgures, illustrations, and charts to grab the reader’s attention and facilitate 

learning 

Accompanied by extensive student and instructor resources, it is a must read for 
all students on I/O psychology courses and courses in work psychology and 
organizational behavior, and for practicing managers who want a comprehensive 
overview of the psychology of work. 

Ronald E. Riggio, Ph.D., is the Henry R. Kravis Professor of Leadership and 
Organizational Psychology at Claremont McKenna College. He has published more 
than two dozen authored or edited books, more than 200 articles and book chapters, 
and is a charter member of the Society for Industrial and Organizational Psychology 
(SIOP). 

Stefanie K. Johnson, Ph.D., is a SIOP fellow and Associate Professor of Management 
at CU Boulder’s Leeds School of Business where she studies the intersection of 
leadership and diversity. 
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PREFACE 

Ronald E. Riggio and Stefanie K. Johnson 

Introduction to Industrial/Organizational Psychology provides an inviting and com-
prehensive introduction to the feld of industrial/organizational (I/O) psychology. 
Two important themes guided the writing of this textbook. First, because I/O psy-
chology is a feld with both a strong scientifc base and an applied orientation, the 
book demonstrates the connection between psychological theory and application: 
theoretical concepts are shown to lead to useful interventions. Second, this book was 
designed and written with the student in mind. Whenever possible, the text draws 
on examples and illustrations from the world of work that students understand. For 
instance, many work-setting examples include service industries, such as retail chains 
and fast-food restaurants, and Internet companies and startups rather than concen-
trating solely on traditional ofce or factory work settings. 

Introduction to Industrial/Organizational Psychology is an introductory textbook 
that appeals to a wide range of students with varying academic backgrounds. It is 
designed for use in undergraduate survey courses in I/O psychology or in psychology 
of work behavior courses and is suited for courses that contain a mix of psychology 
majors and nonmajors. Te text is appropriate for courses at four-year colleges and 
universities, as well as at two-year community colleges. Although the book is writ-
ten at a level that makes the material accessible to students who are relatively new 
to the feld of psychology, the coverage of topics is comprehensive. Te text includes 
“classic” theories and research along with the latest developments and innovations to 
make this a thorough and challenging overview of the feld. Instructors will fnd this 
the most thoroughly referenced I/O psychology text on the market! 

What’s New: The Eighth Edition 

Te world of work and work technology continues to change and evolve. It has been 
several years since the last edition, so there has been a thorough updating, but the 
basic structure of the text has remained the same from the last edition. Te main 
changes involve updates related to remote work and diversity and inclusion given 
the global pandemic and increased focus on diversity, equity and inclusion. We have 
added research on diversity and inclusion throughout the book along with the marker 
“D&I insights” to call attention to this important topic whenever diversity and inclu-
sion implications are discussed. 
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P R E FA C E  

We also updated the research cited through an equity lens to ensure that we are 
citing male and female scholars equally and ensuring that we are recognizing the 
research of scholars of color. As part of the publication process we are surveying 
the cited authors to ask them to report on their race, gender, sexual orientation and 
disability status and other characteristics. We did this in response to Aguinis and 
colleagues’ 2017 article showing the lack of fender quality in the citations within IO 
textbooks. 

Aguinis, H., Ramani, R. S., Campbell, P. K., Bernal-Turnes, P., Drewry, J. M., & 
Edgerton, B. T. “Tis Is Our House!” Why Are IO Psychologists Losing at the 
Gender Disparity Game?. 

Aguinis, H., Ramani, R. S., Campbell, P. K., Bernal-Turnes, P., Drewry, 
J. M., & Edgerton, B. T. (2017). Most frequently cited sources and authors 
in industrial-organizational psychology textbooks: Implications for the sci-
ence-practice divide, scholarly impact, and the future of the feld. Industrial 
and Organizational Psychology: Perspectives on Science and Practice, 10(4), 
507–557 

We emailed the frst authors of the 1127 articles cited in our textbook to request 
demographic information. Approximately 34% of the authors responded. Based on 
those who flled out the surveys, 32% of authors who responded were male and 
67% were female and 1% were non binary. We assume that this was not a random 
sample because our own estimate of author gender (based on frst author name) was 
57% female and 43% male, suggesting that women may have been more likely to 
respond to our survey than men. Our own estimate of author gender mirror’s data 
collected for a SIOP membership survey which showed that 57% of SIOP members 
are women (43% men). Regarding race, 77% of our respondents identifed as White, 
7% as Black, 12% as Asian, and 5% as Hispanic/Latino. Tese numbers are similar 
to the SIOP membership data which shows that 75% of members are white, 7% are 
black, 5% are Asian, and 5% were Hispanic. We did not make our own race assump-
tions in the way we did gender based on name. In addition, 10% of our surveyed 
authors identifed as members of the LGBTQ community and 10% reported having 
a disability. Regarding career, 63% were business professors, 30% were Psychology 
professors, and 7% were practitioners. 

Tere are some new topics added, including: 

z A greater focus on issues related to diversity including sexual harassment, racial 
justice, LGBTQIA+ inclusion, persons with disabilities, among others. 

z More student-oriented features to help readers relate to the content in the text. 
z New and expanded coverage of international issues. 
z Cutting-edge topics related to the global pandemic including remote work, hiring 

remotely, collaboration in dispersed teams, and worker stress and burnout. 
z A focus on new technologies related to IO including virtual reality, computer 

adaptive testing, gamifcation, and others. 
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z Toroughly updated. Te latest research on each key topic has been included. 
Tere are more than 250 new references in this edition, most published within the 
last fve years. Again, students will fnd this an excellent resource for term papers 
and in their future coursework. We worked to include a more equitable coverage 
of female scholars and scholars of color. 

z Expanded instructor’s manual and ancillaries. Te instructor’s manual and test 
bank have been expanded, thoroughly revised, and updated and includes exer-
cises, PowerPoint presentations, and additional material. 

Text Structure 

Introduction to Industrial/Organizational Psychology is divided into four parts. Part I 
provides an introduction to the feld and an overview of research methods used by 
I/O psychologists. Part II covers employee and personnel issues, including separate 
chapters on pre-employment selection issues like job analysis, employee selection 
and placement, evaluating employee performance, and employee training. Part III 
is called “Worker Issues” and deals with processes that are worker centered: worker 
motivation, positive work attitudes and behaviors, and worker stress and burnout. 
Part IV covers organizational topics that are group oriented: including communica-
tion, working in teams, decision making in teams, leadership, organizational power 
and politics, organizational structure, and culture and development. 

Special features included in each chapter of Introduction to Industrial/ 
Organizational Psychology complement the text narrative and provide further illus-
trations and examples of I/O psychology in the “real world.” One of these features, 
Applying I/O Psychology, takes some of the theoretical and research material pre-
sented in the chapter and shows how I/O psychologists apply this knowledge to make 
positive changes in actual work settings. A second feature, Up Close (which is par-
ticularly student oriented), provides students with practical information concerning 
how I/O psychology can increase understanding of everyday work situations. A third 
feature, On the Cutting Edge, highlights more current areas of research or practice in 
I/O psychology. Inside Tips, found at the beginning of each chapter, is designed to 
connect chapters and help students see the “big picture” of the feld of I/O psychol-
ogy, as well as to provide specifc study tips. 

Te chapters are designed to facilitate learning. Each chapter begins with an out-
line of the topics and ends with a chapter summary and a series of study questions/ 
exercises that help students review and think about the chapter material. Stop & 
Review questions are strategically placed in the margins. Tese questions are designed 
to allow the student to “self-test” whether she or he has retained important material 
just read or studied. A glossary of key terms also appears throughout the chapters, 
with a more complete alphabetical glossary at the end of the book. 

Te text is complemented by instructor’s resource materials prepared and updated 
by our team of faculty who have experience with the course and text. We have worked 
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hard to make this ancillary package the best available. It includes detailed outlines, 
suggestions for lectures, discussion questions, in-class exercises, audiovisual resources, 
and other special features. 
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To the Student (Please Don’t Skip This. It Will Help.) 

Tis book was written for you. When the frst edition of this text was written in 
1987, the textbooks at the time were too technical and not “student friendly.” So we 
have tried to keep our students in mind every step of the way – keeping the book cur-
rent, readable, and relevant to students’ current and future working lives. Tere are 
special features, such as the Stop & Review questions, that were created to help you 
determine if you are retaining the material you are reading and studying. 

Tis text is set up to cover the broad-ranging feld of I/O psychology, and we’ve 
tried to keep it interesting and lively. In addition, the text is designed not only to 
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maximize learning, but also to be a resource book for continued explorations of the 
feld of I/O psychology. For instance, there is career and educational information 
about the feld, and the book is thoroughly referenced. Although some students may 
fnd it distracting to have points referenced with “(Author, year)” throughout, these 
references will be extremely useful in fnding starting points for term papers or future 
exploration. We hope that you will fnd this text an important, permanent addition 
to your personal library. It is a book that can be used in future scholarly work, and 
you will fnd it a useful reference in your later career. 

We would like to thank the student readers of previous editions for their valuable 
input, suggestions, and comments about the text. Please let us hear from you as well. 

How to Read and Study This Book 

Tis book is set up to maximize your learning about industrial/organizational psy-
chology. Key terms are set in boldface type when they are frst discussed, and brief 
defnitions of these terms appear in the adjacent margins (longer defnitions are at 
the end in a glossary). You should look over the key terms before you begin reading 
a chapter and then alert yourself to them as you read. As you move along, you can 
test yourself by using the margin defnitions. Of course, the key terms deal only with 
major points in each chapter, for there is much more to mastering the material. Not 
only should you be able to defne important terms and concepts, but you should also 
know how they apply to work behavior. As you learn the important points made 
throughout the book, stop occasionally and ask yourself such questions as, “How 
does this apply to the working world that I know?” “Have I seen examples of this 
concept before?” “How can the material that I am learning be applied in my own 
working life?” “How can this new information help me to see work and work behav-
ior in a new way?” 

Also located in the margins are brief Stop & Review questions. Teir purpose is 
to stop you at certain points in your reading/studying so that you can go back and 
review the material just covered. Often, students fnd that they get caught up in 
the reading, and they forget to retain, or “encode,” the material for later recall. Te 
review questions are intended to help you check if you are retaining important pieces 
of information. 

Tree other chapter features are also set of from the text. Te frst, Applying I/O 
Psychology, deals with specifc applications of I/O psychology theories or concepts. 
Te Up Close feature ofers helpful research-based information that can further your 
understanding of your past, present, or future world of work. Tese usually take a 
how-to approach to some common issue or problem at work. On the Cutting Edge 
ofers some of the latest developments in the feld including the world of remote 
work. D&I Insights are included throughout the book so that you are aware of the 
important opportunities and concerns for employees around diversity and inclusion. 
Please know that we worked to cover the research of top scholars in an equitable way. 
We know that you all as students are diverse and care deeply about issues related to 
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diversity and inclusion. So do we! We wanted the topics you read about to refect the 
diversity of I/O Psychologists and refect you, the reader. 

At the beginning of each chapter is another learning aid called Inside Tips. Tis 
aid will help you understand how the various chapters and topic areas ft together. 
Tey may also ofer suggestions on how to study the information in the chapter. 

At the end of each chapter is a brief summary of the central concepts. Tere are 
also study questions and exercises designed to make you think a little more about 
the topics presented and to review and apply what you have learned. Finally, there 
are suggestions for additional reading. Tese usually include at least one reference 
book related to the general theme of the chapter (useful as a starting point for research 
papers) and a couple of topical readings—books or journal review articles on a spe-
cifc topic. Welcome to I/O psychology. 
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chaPter 1  

Introduction to 
I/O Psychology 
Our History and the Important Role We Play 
in Ensuring Workplace Equity 

Inside Tips 
UNDERSTANDING INDUSTRIAL/ORGANIZATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY 

Tis frst chapter is intended to defne I/O psychology and to give you a feel for what the 
feld is all about and what I/O psychologists do. Because industrial/organizational psychol-
ogy is so broad in its scope, it is not easy to gain a good understanding of the entire feld 
by simply learning defnitions or studying some of its historical roots; to fully comprehend 
the scope of I/O psychology, you need to get through this entire textbook. Chapters 1 and 2 
provide an introduction and an overview of methods used by I/O psychologists to conduct 
research. In this frst chapter, we will do a “deep dive” into issues of measurement because 
it is so fundamental to what I/O psychologists do. We will also explore employment laws 
that are critically important for both employers and for I/O psychologists who are called 
upon to help employers prevent unfair discrimination in the workplace. 

Moving beyond the frst two chapters, each chapter, from Chapter 3 to Chapter 15, 
presents a general topic and several specialties that I/O psychologists study. As you go 
through the book, step back and try to see how the various topics ft together. You will then 
begin to fnd the threads that hold the feld of I/O psychology together. 

Like it or not, we will all spend a big part of our lives working. Not only does work 
take up a large chunk of the day, it also often governs where we live, how we live, and 
the kinds of people with whom we associate. It makes sense, then, that we should 
want to learn more about the world of work and our own work behavior. 

Have you ever wondered what motivates people to work, what makes someone a 
good manager or leader, or why some people are competent, loyal workers, whereas 
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others are untrustworthy and unreliable? Have you ever considered the ways a par-
ticular job might be redesigned to make it more efcient, or the processes by which 
large organizations make decisions? Have you noticed that work can sometimes be 
very engaging and a great source of satisfaction, but it can also be terribly stressful at 
times? Industrial/organizational psychologists have studied all these and other ques-
tions and issues. 

In this chapter, we will defne the feld of industrial/organizational psychology, 
look at some of the specialty areas within the discipline, and learn a bit about what 
industrial/organizational psychologists do. We will also look briefy at the history 
of industrial/organizational psychology, focusing on some of the important early 
developments in the feld. Finally, we will explore how industrial/organizational 
psychology’s focus on measurement and compliance with equal employment oppor-
tunity laws make diversity and inclusion a central feature of the feld. 

In fact, we have worked to make diversity and inclusion a core theme of this 
textbook. Despite federal laws forbidding discrimination based on demographic 
characteristics, we will show (in this chapter and throughout the textbook) that bias 
continues to impact employment decisions, and we will provide solutions to create 
a more equitable workplace. As shared in a 2019 Society for Industrial/Organiza-
tional Psychology (SIOP) report (Johnson, 2019), 57% of SIOP members identify as 
women (43% as men), and 75% identify as White. For the 25% of people of color, 
the largest proportion was Black (7%), followed by Hispanic/Latino (6%). Chinese, 
multiracial, and other each comprised 3%, whereas Asian Indian represented 2%. 

Despite the prevalence of women as members of SIOP, there is bias against women 
in terms of access to prestigious roles and in publications. Aguinis and colleagues ana-
lyzed the diversity of the most cited authors in I/O textbooks fnding that only 17% 
of the most cited authors were women, and only one textbook author was a woman 
(Aguinis et al., 2017). Te Aguinis study did not examine the race, sexual orienta-
tion, or other marginalized identities of textbook authors. Indeed, there is evidence of 
publication bias in academic journals that actually makes it more difcult to publish 
studies on diversity (Avery et al., 2021; Cislak et al., 2018; King et al., 2018), so it is 
not terribly surprising that these studies are not elevated to textbooks. 

Tus, not only do we include diversity and inclusion as a central theme through-
out the textbook, but we also were intentional about the diversity of the scholars 
whose research we feature and highlight, so that this edition of the book provides a 
more accurate representation of the type of work that industrial/organizational psy-
chologists do. We collected data on the race and gender of the authors to ensure that 
our cited authors are diverse. You will see a feature throughout the book that high-
lights issues of diversity and inclusion in the workplace. 

What Is Industrial/Organizational Psychology? 

Psychology 
the study of behavior and 
mental processes 

Psychology is the scientifc study of behavior and mental processes. Psychologists 
use systematic scientifc methods in an efort to understand more about the hows 
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I N T RO D U C T I O N  TO  I / O  PSYC H O LO GY  

and whys of behavior and human thought processes. Within the broad feld of 
psychology are many specialty areas, each of which focuses on a diferent aspect of 
behavior. For instance, developmental psychology focuses on developmental behav-
ior over the life span, cognitive psychology studies human thinking (cognition) and 
how the mind works, and social psychology studies human social behavior. Tere 
are also specialties in psychology that are more applied. For example, legal (or 
forensic) psychology focuses on the law, and school psychology looks at behavior 
in an educational setting. Industrial/organizational psychology is one of the more 
applied areas of psychology. 

As you might imagine, the study of human behavior in work settings is a large 
undertaking. Most jobs are quite complicated, requiring the use of a wide range of 
mental and motor skills. Work organizations are often large and complex entities 
made up of hundreds or even thousands of workers who must interact and coordinate 
activities to produce some product, service, or information. More and more often, 
workers are physically distant from one another, working in diferent parts of the 
country or the world, coordinating their work activities through online networks and 
other communication technologies. Te COVID-19 global pandemic caused a great 
increase in the percentage of workers who work partly, or mostly, remotely—a trend 
that will likely continue into the future. 

Some I/O psychologists study the basic personnel functions within organizations, 
such as the way workers are recruited and selected, how employees are trained and 
developed, and the measurement of employee job performance. Other I/O psy-
chologists study the psychological processes underlying work behavior, such as the 
motivation to work and worker feelings of job satisfaction and stress. Still other I/O 
psychologists focus on group processes in the workplace, including the relationships 
between workplace supervisors and subordinates and how groups of workers coordi-
nate to get the job done. Finally, some psychologists and other social scientists study 
the broader picture, including the structure of work organizations and how the physi-
cal, social, and psychological environments afect worker behavior. Te structure of 
this textbook will parallel these various areas of subspecialization in I/O psychology 
and related areas. (It is important to note that “industrial/organizational psychology” 
is the U.S. term; in Europe and in other parts of the world, this same area of special-
ization is referred to as “work and organizational psychology”.) 

the Science and Practice of Industrial/ 
Organizational Psychology 

I/O psychology has two objectives: frst, to conduct research in an efort to increase 
our knowledge and understanding of human work behavior; and second, to apply 
that knowledge to improve the work behavior, the work environment, and the psy-
chological conditions of workers. Tus, I/O psychologists are trained to be both 
scientists and practitioners, in what is referred to as the scientist–practitioner model. 
Although some I/O psychologists may identify primarily as either scientists or 

Industrial/Organizational 
(I/O) Psychology 
the branch of psychology that 
is concerned with the study of 
behavior in work settings and 
the application of psychology 
principles to change work 
behavior 
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practitioners, most I/O psychologists believe that the best practitioners are strongly 
based in the science of I/O psychology. Tere have been many calls for I/O scholars 
and practitioners to work more closely together so that research informs the practice 
of I/O psychology, improving workplaces. 

Te scientifc objective of I/O psychology involves the study and understanding 
of all aspects of behavior at work. As scientists, I/O psychologists conduct research 
and publish the results of these eforts in professional journals such as those listed 
in Table 1.1. Te information published in these journals helps inform the practice 
of I/O psychology (Latham, 2001). We will discuss the scientifc objective in great 
depth in Chapter 2. 

It is important to realize, however, that the study of work behavior is a multidis-
ciplinary, cooperative venture. Industrial/organizational psychologists are not the 
only professionals who study work behavior. Researchers in the felds of manage-
ment, sociology, political science, organizational communication, economics, and 
several other social sciences contribute to what we know and understand about the 
worker and work organizations. Because this research takes place on many fronts, 

Table 1.1 Journals Publishing Research in Industrial/Organizational Psychology and 
Related Areas 

Academy of Management Journal Ergonomics 
International Journal of Selection and Te Leadership Quarterly 

Assessment 
Academy of Management Learning Group Dynamics 

and Education 
International Review of I/O Psychology Organization Science 
Academy of Management Perspectives Group and Organization Management 
Journal of Applied Psychology Organizational Behavior and Human Decision 

Processes 
Academy of Management Review Industrial and Organizational Psychology: 

Perspectives on Science and Practice 
Journal of Applied Social Psychology Human Factors 
Administrative Science Quarterly Organizational Dynamics 
Journal of Business and Psychology Human Performance 
American Psychologist Journal of Leadership and Organizational Studies 
Journal of Business Research Psychology 
Consulting Psychology Journal Personnel 
Annual Review of Psychology Human Relations 
Journal of Management Leadership 
European Journal of Work and Personnel Psychology 

Organizational Psychology 
Journal of Occupational and Te Industrial/Organizational Psychologist (TIP: 

the newsletter of the Society for Industrial 
and Organizational Psychology) 

Organizational Psychology 

Applied Psychological Measurement Training and Development Journal 
Journal of Organizational Behavior Work & Stress 
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I/O psychologists need to be aware of recent developments in other felds. A quick 
look at the titles of journals that publish research of interest to I/O psychologists 
illustrates the multidisciplinary nature of the study of work behavior, including 
such terms as management, business, personnel, and the related area of ergonomics 
(see Table 1.1). 

Te multidisciplinary nature of the study of work behavior may be illustrated by 
current research on virtual work teams. Greater numbers of workers are physically 
distant from one another, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic shifted the vast 
majority of employees to working remotely. Yet these workers must collaborate and 
work together in teams. In studying virtual work teams, an information scientist 
might be concerned with the issue of improving the information technology so that 
the team members can coordinate activities efciently. An organizational communica-
tion specialist might be concerned with understanding how the loss of the nonverbal 
cues present in face-to-face work teams might adversely afect the development of 
good working relationships among team members. A cognitive scientist might want to 
study the processes by which virtual teams generate ideas and make decisions. A man-
agement expert could be primarily concerned with how to lead and manage virtual 
work teams, whereas an economist might concentrate on the costs and benefts of vir-
tual organizations. Many work issues are similarly complex and need to be examined 
from a variety of perspectives. Most importantly, we need to keep an open mind and 
stay in touch with what other disciplines are doing if we are going to truly understand 
the working world and human work behavior. 

Te applied objective of I/O psychology involves the application of psychological 
principles and of knowledge gleaned from psychological research to work behavior. 
As practitioners, I/O psychologists may be called on to deal with specifc work-related 
problems or issues. For example, an I/O psychologist might evaluate an employee 
testing program or conduct an employee attitude survey or some type of employee 
training program. 

the roots and early history of Industrial/ 
Organizational Psychology 

To understand the impact that I/O psychology has had on the world of work, it is 
important to know a little bit about the history of the feld. We will examine his-
torical periods in I/O psychology’s past and focus on a signifcant event or important 
phenomenon in each time period. We will later look at the present and future of I/O 
psychology. 

The Beginnings Figure 1.1 Frederick W. Taylor 
was the founder of the scien-
tifc management movement. 

Source: Photograph by Bett-
mann/Getty Images. 

Around the turn of the 20th century, when the feld of psychology was still in its 
infancy, a few early psychologists dabbled in the study of work behavior. For example, 
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time-and-Motion Studies 
procedures in which work 
tasks are broken down into 
simple component movements 
and the movements are timed 
to develop a more efcient 
method for performing the 
tasks 

Scientifc Management 
begun by Frederick Taylor, 
a method of using scientifc 
principles to improve the 
efciency and productivity 
of jobs 

Figure 1.2 Lillian Gilbreth was an 
infuential early I/O psychologist. 

Source: Harris & Ewing, Smith-
sonian Institution Archives, 
Accession 90–105, Image 
#SIA2008–1924, Wikimedia 
Commons. 

Hugo Munsterberg was an experimental psychologist who became interested in the 
design of work and personnel selection for jobs such as streetcar operator (Munster-
berg, 1913). Another experimental psychologist who pioneered the feld of industrial 
psychology (the broader label, “industrial/organizational psychology,” was not used 
extensively until the 1970s) was Walter Dill Scott, who was interested in study-
ing salespersons and the psychology of advertising (Scott, 1908). Scott went on to 
become the frst professor in this new feld and started a consulting company to 
practice what was being learned from research. 

Another early spark that helped ignite the feld of I/O psychology was provided 
not by a psychologist, but by an engineer named Frederick W. Taylor (Figure 1.1). 
Taylor believed that scientifc principles could be applied to the study of work behav-
ior to help increase worker efciency and productivity. He felt that there was “one 
best method” for performing a particular job. By breaking the job down scientifcally 
into measurable component movements and recording the time needed to perform 
each movement, Taylor believed that he could develop the fastest, most efcient way 
of performing any task. He was quite successful in applying his methods, which 
became known as time-and-motion studies. Tese time-and-motion procedures 
often doubled, tripled, and even quadrupled laborer output! Taylor’s system for 
applying scientifc principles to increase work efciency and productivity eventually 
became known as scientifc management. In addition to applying time-and-motion 
procedures, Taylor incorporated into his system of scientifc management other 
considerations, such as selection of workers based on abilities and the use of proper 
tools (Taylor, 1911). 

Taylor and his followers, including the husband-and-wife team of Frank and Lil-
lian Gilbreth (Lillian Gilbreth was one of the earliest women I/O psychologists; see 
Figure 1.2), implemented the principles of scientifc management and revolutionized 
several physical labor jobs by making the accepted work procedures more efcient 
and productive (Gilbreth, 1916). For example, scientifc management principles and 
procedures such as time-and-motion studies greatly improved the efciency of a wide 
variety of typical types of jobs, including cabinetmaking, clerical fling, lumber saw-
ing, and the making of reinforced concrete slabs (increased from 80 to 425 slabs per 
day!; Lowry et al., 1940). 

Unfortunately, Taylor’s philosophy was quite narrow and limited. In his day, many 
jobs involved manual labor and were thus easily broken down and made more ef-
cient through the application of principles of scientifc management. Today, jobs are 
much more complex and often require sophisticated problem-solving skills or the use 
of creative thinking. Fewer and fewer people engage in physical labor. Many of these 
“higher-level” tasks are not amenable to time-and-motion studies. In other words, 
there is probably not one best method for creating computer software, developing an 
advertising campaign, or managing people. 
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cLOSe  What Does an I/O Psychologist really Do? 

One of the most common questions asked by students 

in I/O psychology courses is, “What does an I/O psycholo-

gist do, really?” The answer to this question is not simple, 

for a couple of reasons. First, many undergraduate stu-

dents and laypersons have not had much exposure to I/O 

psychologists, either face-to-face or in the media. Unlike 

clinical psychologists, who are frequently depicted in 

flms, interviewed on news shows, and stereotyped in 

cartoons and on TV, most people have never seen an I/O 

psychologist. A second and more important reason why 

it is difcult to understand what I/O psychologists do is 

because I/O psychologists do so many diferent kinds of 

things. I/O psychology is a broad feld encompassing a 

large number of specialty areas, many of which are quite 

unrelated to one another. Consequently, it is next to 

impossible to talk about a “typical” I/O psychologist. 

I/O psychologists are prevalent in both academic and 

applied careers. According to the 2020 SIOP salary sur-

vey, 55% of I/O psychologists with a Ph.D. degree and 

96% of I/O psychologists with a master’s degree work 

in an applied role (Davison et al., 2020). Applied I/O psy-

chologists tend to work in human resource roles and as 

consultants. The majority of individuals with master’s 

degrees in I/O psychology are working in the private sec-

tor or in government positions. What’s more, I/O psychol-

ogy is a “hot” and growing feld. The U.S. Department 

of Labor predicts that employment for I/O psychologists 

will grow by 3% from 2019 to 2029. 

Applied I/O psychologists with Ph.Ds. are highly paid. 

The median income for senior consultants with a Ph.D. 

was $121,000 and with an MA was $108,000. Among 

HR directors, the median income for those with a Ph.D. 

was $153,000 and those with a master’s was $108,000. 

For those Ph.Ds. who stay in academia, full professors 

in Industrial/Organizational Psychology have a median 

salary of $122,000. 

I/O psychologists work for a variety of major U.S. 

and international corporations, including Amazon, Dow 

Chemical, Ford Motor Company, Verizon, Toyota, Disney, 

Standard Oil, Google, Unisys, United Airlines, and Pepsi. 

They can hold job titles such as Director of Human 

Resources, Personnel Research Psychologist, Vice Presi-

dent of Employee Development, Manager of Employee 

Relations, Senior Employment Specialist, Testing Spe-

cialist, Quality Performance Manager, Consultant, and 

Staf Organizational Psychologist. 

To help you better understand what I/O psychologists 

do, as well as help you understand the diverse areas of 

specialization within I/O psychology, let’s look at some 

brief profles of actual I/O psychologists. 

Dr. M is an I/O psychologist working for a large aero-

space frm. Her main area of expertise is sophisticated 

robot systems, and she has helped design and test sev-

eral sophisticated robotlike systems for use in outer 

space. Dr. M maintains that her training in research 

methods, which allows her to approach work problems 

systematically, was the most valuable part of her aca-

demic education. 

Dr. C received his Ph.D. in I/O psychology in the 

1970s. His frst job was conducting research for the 

General Telephone and Electronics Laboratories on the 

organizational processes in some of the company’s 

One of the most common questions asked by students 
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operational units, including assessing job satisfaction, 

facilitating communication, and helping to resolve con-

ficts. Some years later, Dr. C joined a large consulting 

frm and was employed by an international consulting 

company where he conducted survey feedback and 

other organizational development programs for a variety 

of businesses and organizations. 

Dr. H was originally an I/O psychologist in the U.S. 

navy. His responsibilities there included developing and 

researching placement systems for certain navy person-

nel. He currently works for the U.S. government as a 

grant ofcer helping to determine funding decisions for 

psychological research projects. 

Dr. R is an I/O psychologist who owns a private  

consulting practice in a small Midwestern city. Before  

becoming an independent consultant, Dr. R worked for  

a large consulting frm in a metropolitan area, where  

he conducted job analyses and ran training seminars  

for businesses. His decision to move to a less urban  

area was primarily responsible for his decision to start  

an independent practice. Dr.  R specializes in person-

nel selection,  job analysis,  and the design of training  

and development programs, although he occasionally  

engages in other activities such as conducting atti-

tude and marketing surveys and serving as an expert  

witness in labor-related legal cases. In a sense, he has  

had to become an industrial/organizational “jack-of-

all-trades”  because he is one of the few I/O psycholo-

gists in his region. Dr. R claims that the most valuable  

training he received was in statistics, psychology, and  

the business courses that he took after receiving his  

Ph.D. so that he could become more knowledgeable  

about various business operations and learn business  

terminology. 

Ms. O received a master’s degree in industrial/organi-

zational psychology just a few years ago. She is an assis-

tant director of marketing research for a national chain  

of fast-food restaurants. Her duties include researching  

the sites for new restaurants and designing and organiz-

ing customer satisfaction surveys. Ms. O also teaches I/O  

psychology and marketing courses at a local community  

college. 

Dr. P, an I/O psychologist, is a professor in the School  

of Management in a large state university.  He previously  

held academic positions in university psychology depart-

ments. Dr. P is quite well known and respected for his  

research in I/O psychology. In addition to his research and  

teaching, Dr. P has served as a consultant for several large  

corporations, including many Fortune 500 companies. 

Mr. K, who has a master’s degree in organizational 

psychology, is the director of human resources for a bio-

medical company, which means that he is responsible 

for the administration of all facets of human resources 

for his organization. Mr. K oversees payroll, benefts, 

compensation, and personnel activities such as the 

development of job descriptions, employee selection, 

and personnel training. He also has an active internship 

program that uses undergraduate and graduate students 

as interns who help set up special human resource pro-

grams for his employees. 

After a successful career in the fnance industry, Dr. A 

went back to graduate school and received her Ph.D. in 

industrial/organizational psychology. She has worked in 

the human resources department at AT&T and has pub-

lished books and research articles on a variety of topics 

in I/O psychology. She is currently president of a con-

sulting organization and is quite active in research and 

professional afairs in the feld. 

cLOSe (continued) 

operational units, including assessing job satisfaction, 
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It is important to emphasize that scientifc management and I/O psychology are not 
directly connected, although the principles of scientifc management did have an infu-
ence on the development of I/O psychology. Today, industrial engineers carry on the 
tradition of scientifc management in eforts to improve the efciency of jobs. Although 
work efciency and increased productivity are certainly important to I/O psychologists, 
I/O psychology looks beyond efciency to examine the impact of work procedures and 
conditions on the working person. 

World War I and the 1920s 

At the outbreak of World War I, Robert Yerkes, who was president of the American 
Psychological Association, and a group of psychologists worked with the U.S. Army 
to create intelligence tests for the placement of Army recruits. Te Army Alpha and 
Beta tests (the Alpha test was used for those who could read; the Beta test was used 
for non-literate recruits) represented the frst mass testing eforts and set the stage for 
future testing eforts. Even today, employee testing and selection are important areas 
of I/O psychology. Following World War I, psychologists began to be involved in the 
screening and placement of personnel in industry. Troughout the 1920s, while the 
U.S. was experiencing tremendous industrial growth, industrial psychology began to 
take hold: the frst doctoral degree in industrial psychology was awarded in 1921, and 
psychologists worked directly with industries as consultants and researchers (Katzell 
& Austin, 1992). 

It was also in the 1920s that the frst psychological consulting organizations began. 
Walter Dill Scott opened a short-lived personnel consulting frm in 1919, and the 
Psychological Corporation was founded by James McKeen Cattell in 1921 (Vinchur & 
Koppes, 2011). Today, consulting organizations ofer their services to business and 
industry. In fact, the difcult economic times in the early part of the 21st century 
led to organizational downsizing, and many larger organizations that employed I/O 
psychologists eliminated those positions and now outsource their work to consulting 
frms. As a result, consulting frms are thriving and are a major place of employment 
for I/O psychologists. 

the Great Depression Years and World War II 

As the U.S. economy slumped during the 1930s, there was less opportunity for 
industrial psychologists to work with industries and businesses. Although industrial 
psychology continued to grow at a slower pace, an important development came 
out of this period from a group of Harvard psychologists who were conducting a 
series of experiments at a manufacturing plant of the Western Electric Company in 

Stop & Review 
Describe in detail the 
two objectives of I/O 
psychology. 

11 



 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

I N T RO D U C T I O N  

hawthorne efect 
changes in behavior occurring 
as a function of participants’ 
knowledge that they are 
being observed and their 
expectations concerning their 
role as research participants 

human relations Movement 
a movement based on the 
studies of Elton Mayo that 
emphasizes the importance of 
social factors in infuencing 
work performance 

Hawthorne, Illinois. Researcher Elton Mayo and his colleagues wanted to study the 
efects of the physical work environment on worker productivity. 

In the most famous of the experiments, Mayo explored the efects of light-
ing on worker productivity. Focusing on a group of women who were assembling 
electrical relay-switching devices, he systematically varied the level of illumination 
in the room. He expected to be able to determine the optimal level of lighting for 
performing the task. However, the results were surprising and dramatically changed 
psychologists’ views of the worker from then on. No matter what level the light-
ing was set at, productivity increased! When lighting was increased, worker output 
went up. Further increase to very bright illumination resulted in further improve-
ment. Turning the lights down (even to such low levels that it appeared that the 
women were working in moonlight) also led to increases in productivity. Tere 
was a steady increase in workers’ output following any change in lighting. In other 
studies, Mayo systematically varied the length and timing of work breaks. Longer 
breaks, shorter breaks, and more or fewer breaks all resulted in a steady increase in 
worker output (Mayo, 1933). 

Mayo knew that every change in the work environment could not possibly be 
causing the steady rises in worker productivity. Something else had to be afecting 
output. Upon closer examination, he concluded that the workers were being afected 
not by the changes in the physical environment, but by the simple fact that they 
knew they were being observed. According to Mayo, these workers believed that the 
studies were being conducted in an efort to improve work procedures, and their 
positive expectations, coupled with their knowledge of the observations, seemed to 
Mayo to determine their consistent increases in productivity, a phenomenon that 
has been labeled the Hawthorne efect. Although, in the frst example discovered by 
Mayo, the “Hawthorne efect” was positive, resulting in increased productivity, this 
was not always the case. In another of his studies, work group productivity fell fol-
lowing the introduction of changes in the work environment. Because these workers 
believed that the results of the studies would lead to more demanding production 
quotas, they restricted output whenever they were being observed, thus producing a 
“negative” Hawthorne efect (Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939). 

Although researchers have noted a number of serious faws in the methods Mayo 
used to conduct the Hawthorne experiments (see Chapter 2), the general conclusions 
reached by Mayo and his colleagues resulted in the development of the human rela-
tions movement, which recognized the importance of social factors and something 
called “worker morale” in infuencing work productivity. In fact, this movement 
stated that a harmonious work environment, with good interpersonal relationships 
among coworkers, should be a productive work environment, particularly when the 
work itself is boring or monotonous. According to Mayo, workers in repetitive or 
low-level positions—jobs that do not themselves provide satisfaction—will turn to 
the social environment of the work setting for motivation. 

World War II also contributed greatly to the growth of I/O psychology. First, 
the tremendous need for state-of-the-art machinery, and the increasing complexity 
of that machinery, was an important impetus for human factors psychology and for 
training soldiers to operate the equipment. Second, I/O psychologists were called on 
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to improve selection and placement of military personnel, continuing the work that 
psychologists had begun during World War I. 

Te Army General Classifcation Test, a group-administered, pencil-and-paper test, 
was developed to separate recruits into categories based on their abilities to learn mili-
tary duties and responsibilities. Screening tests were also created to select candidates 
for ofcer training. In addition, psychologists helped the U.S. Ofce of Strategic Ser-
vices (OSS)—the forerunner of today’s CIA—develop intensive assessment strategies 
for selecting candidates for dangerous espionage positions. Some of these techniques 
included “hands-on” situational tests in which candidates had to perform some tasks 
under difcult or near-impossible conditions. Te aim was to assess their ability to 
deal with stressful and frustrating circumstances, which is very important for soldiers 
involved in military espionage. 

The Postwar Years 

It was after World War II that industrial/organizational psychology truly began to 
blossom, and specialty areas began to emerge. A distinct focus on personnel issues, 
such as testing, selection, and the evaluation of employees, was helped in part by the 
publication of a new journal, Personnel Psychology, in 1948. During the Cold War 
years of the 1950s and 1960s, the growth of the defense industry further spurred 
the development of a specialty area called engineering psychology (today referred to 
as human factors psychology, or ergonomics; this has become a separate discipline, 
but shares roots with I/O psychology). Engineering psychologists were called in to 
help design control systems that were both sensible and easy to operate. In addition, 
the contributions of sociologists and social psychologists, who began studying and 
performing extensive research in work organizations, helped create a subspecialty area 
of organizational psychology. 

Te 1960s through the early 1990s was a time when research and practice in I/O 
psychology fourished. Many of the topics currently associated with I/O psychology 
were developed and explored in depth during this period, particularly topics such 
as motivation and goal setting, job attitudes, organizational stress, group processes, 
organizational power and politics, and organizational development. We will examine 
a great deal of this work throughout this book. 

One historical event during this time period that had a major impact on I/O 
psychology was civil rights legislation. One portion of the sweeping Civil Rights 
Act of 1964, Title VII, banned discrimination in employment practices. Designed 
to protect underrepresented groups such as women and people of color from 
being unfairly discriminated against in work-related decisions, this legislation 
forced organizations to take a closer look at the ways people were selected for jobs. 
Particular attention was given to the fairness of employment selection tests and 
personnel decisions such as promotions, compensation, and frings. Subsequent 
civil rights legislation protected other groups from discrimination, including older 
people (Age Discrimination in Employment Act, 1967 and 1978) and people with 
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disabilities (Americans with Disabilities Act, 1990). As a result, I/O psychologists 
have played an important part in helping to establish and implement fair employ-
ment standards. 

continuing the timeline—I/O Psychology 
in the 2020s and Beyond 

Today, industrial/organizational psychology is one of the fastest-growing areas of 
psychology. I/O psychologists are in the forefront of those professionals who are sat-
isfying the huge demand for information leading to greater understanding of the 
worker, the work environment, and work behavior. Tey are involved in nearly every 
aspect of business and industry, and, as we will see, the range of topics they research 
and the varieties of tasks they perform are extensive. 

Perhaps the mission of the Society for Industrial and Organizational Psychology, 
the professional organization for I/O psychology, most clearly defnes this feld (and 
refects aspirations for the future): 

[T]o enhance human well-being and performance in organizational and work 
settings by promoting the science, practice, and teaching of I-O Psychology. 

A  P P LY I  n  G  I / O  P  S  Y  C H O L  O  G  Y  

exploring training and careers in Industrial/Organizational Psychology 

The usual professional degree in industrial/organiza-

tional psychology, as in all areas of psychology, is the 

doctorate (Ph.D.). However, a growing number of pro-

grams ofer master’s degrees in psychology with an 

emphasis on I/O psychology, and a handful of college 

programs even ofer a bachelor’s degree with a major in 

I/O psychology (Trahan & McAllister, 2002). The master’s 

degree (M.A. or M.S.) can also qualify one as a practitio-

ner of psychology, although licensing requirements may 

vary from state to state. In recent years, the employment 

picture for I/O psychologists, particularly those with a 

Ph.D., has been very good, with salaries among the high-

est in the feld of psychology. To explore graduate train-

ing in I/O psychology: 

•	 Talk	 to	 your	 psychology	 advisor	 in	 depth 	about	 the	 

process of applying to graduate programs, includ-

ing the alternatives available, the requirements for 

admission, the deadlines, letters of recommenda-

tions, and the like. 

•	 Find	 out	 additional	 information	 about	 graduate	 pro-

grams and the application process by contacting the  

following professional organizations: 

• 	 The 	Society 	for	 Industrial 	and	 Organizational 	Psy-

chology, Inc.  (SIOP) is the U.S.-based professional  

organization for I/O psychologists. It maintains  

a website (www.siop.org) and has detailed infor-

mation available about I/O psychology graduate  

programs at both the Ph.D. and master’s levels. 
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A  P P LY I  n  G  I / O  P  S  Y  C H O L  O  G  Y  

(Continued) 

• The European Association for Work and Orga-

nizational Psychology (EAWOP) is the European 

counterpart of SIOP (www.eawop.org). (Many 

countries have national associations for I/O 

psychology.) 

•	 The American Psychological Association (APA) is 

the largest professional organization for psychol-

ogists. It maintains a website (www.apa.org) with 

detailed, step-by-step information for exploring 

and applying to graduate programs (including a 

“Guide to Getting into Graduate School”). 

• The Association for Psychological Science has 

some relevant information about scientifc careers 

in psychology (www.psychologicalscience.org). 

To explore a possible career in industrial/organiza-

tional psychology: 

• Go to your university’s career guidance office and to 

the psychology department advisor to fnd out what 

information is available on careers in I/O psychology. 

•	 Both APA and SIOP have career information available 

at their respective websites. 

• Arrange a short “information interview” with a prac-

ticing I/O psychologist in your area. Ask for a few 

minutes of the professional’s time to fnd out frst-

hand what she or he does for a living. You might talk 

to several such professionals, because individuals’ 

job duties can vary greatly. Again, the career guid-

ance ofce may be able to help you locate practicing 

I/O psychologists. 

•	 Read beyond the textbook. Examine some of the sug-

gested readings at the end of each chapter. Go to the 

library and scan through some of the journals that 

publish research in I/O psychology. (There is a list of 

these journals in Table 1.1.) If you are really serious, 

you can join SIOP as a student member with a SIOP 

professional member’s sponsorship (your professor 

may be a SIOP member). 

Regardless of whether you choose a career in I/O 

psychology, the topics studied by I/O psychologists per-

tain to just about any job in any work setting. A good 

knowledge of principles of industrial/organizational 

psychology can help facilitate understanding of human 

behavior and organizational processes occurring in the 

workplace. 

note: The professional organizations ofer student afli-

ate memberships that you can join to receive regular 

correspondence. 

SIOP also provides education and training guidelines 

for students receiving a master’s or Ph.D. in industrial/ 

organizational psychology. The most recent guidelines 

can be found on the SIOP website and are summarized 

by Gibson and colleagues (Gibson et al., 2018; Society 

for Industrial and Organizational Psychology, 2016). 

There are 26 main competencies taught in industrial/ 

organizational psychology that map closely on the top-

ics covered in this text: 

Fields of Psychology; History and Systems of Psychology 

(Chapter 1) 

Research Methods; Statistical Methods/Data Analysis 

(Chapter 2) 

Ethical, Legal, Diversity, and International Issues (Chapter 1) 

Job Evaluation and Compensation; Job Analysis (Chapter 3) 

Personnel Recruitment, Selection, and Placement (Chap-

ters 4 and 5) 
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A  P P LY I  n  G  I / O  P  S  Y  C H O L  O  G  Y  

(Continued) 

Criterion Theory and Development (Chapter 5) Leadership and Management (Chapter 13) 

Human Performance (Chapter 6) Organization Development (Chapter 15) 

Performance Appraisal/Management (Chapter 6) Organization Theory (Chapter 15) 

Training: Theory, Delivery, Program Design, and Evalua- Career Development 

tion (Chapter 7) Individual Assessment 

Work Motivation (Chapter 8) Individual Diferences 

Attitude Theory, Measurement, and Change (Chapters 9 Judgment and Decision-Making 

and 10) Occupational Health and Safety 

Professional Skills (Communication, Chapter 11) Consumer Behavior 

Groups and Teams (Chapter 12) Human Factors 

Organizational Downsizing 
a strategy of reducing an 
organization’s workforce 
to improve organizational 
efciency and/or 
competitiveness 

Outsourcing 
contracting with an external 
organization to accomplish 
work tasks 

Stop & Review 
Name three pre–World 
War II events that had 
a signifcant impact on 
I/O psychology. 

A respiratory coronavirus, termed COVID-19, caused signifcant changes in how 
many people’s work was performed in 2020 and beyond. By March of 2020, the virus 
had shut down the global economy. In the United States and many other countries, 
stay at home orders meant that many businesses would have to move to remote work 
or shut down entirely. By August 2020, a quarter of households were impacted by 
organizational downsizing and layofs (Parker et al., 2020). Organizational down-
sizing is a strategy of reducing an organization’s workforce to improve organizational 
efciency, adapt to supply and demand, and improve productivity and/or competi-
tiveness (Molinsky & Margolis, 2006). 

In addition to using downsizing, many organizations looked to save costs by using 
outsourcing of work—contracting with an external organization to accomplish tasks 
that were previously done, or could be done, within the organization (Davis-Blake 
& Broschak, 2009). Outsourcing is used to increase output and can reduce overhead 
costs associated with the personnel needed to do the tasks in-house. I/O psychologists 
are involved in helping to understand the efects that the increased use of outsourcing 
is having on variables such as the way jobs are conducted, group processes, structure 
and design of organizations, employee commitment, motivation, and other factors. 

Employees who kept their jobs transitioned to working from home, with an 
estimated 85% of people working from home part or full time in September 2020 
(Brenan, 2020). 

Also in 2020, a social justice movement focused on racial equity began, paral-
leling the gender movement ignited by #MeToo. Te Black Lives Matter (#BLM) 
movement was largely precipitated by the murder of George Floyd by police ofcers 
in Minneapolis and had an immense impact on society, the workplace, and academia 
(Bell et al., 2021). Many organizations worked to improve their diversity and inclu-
sion practices in the months that followed. 
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What Makes Industrial/Organizational Psychology 
Diferent? Measurement and the Law 

Te preceding section covering the history of industrial/organizational psychology 
highlighted the importance of testing and measurement as a central part of what 
industrial/organizational psychologists do. Because much of the work we do involves 
creating tests to select and evaluate the performance of employees, there is an incred-
ible focus on how to create tests that accurately measure what they intend to measure 
without creating bias against certain test-takers. In this section, we will explain central 
components of measurement (reliability and validity) and then cover how measure-
ment is important from a legal standpoint, given federal legislation related to equal 
employment opportunity. Finally, we will discuss the broader implications of testing, 
measurement, and equal employment opportunity laws for diversity and inclusion. 

Measurement 

One thing that makes I/O psychology unique compared with other areas of psychol-
ogy is that many I/O psychologists use their skills to help organizations with human 
resource practices such as selection of employees and performance evaluation. Te 
focus on testing among I/O psychologists and the creation of federal laws to avoid 
discrimination in the workplace made measurement paramount for I/O psychol-
ogy. When an I/O psychologist creates a measure to assess talent or knowledge or 
to measure employees’ job satisfaction, there is a heavy focus on the efectiveness 
of the measures used to ensure that they would hold up to the scrutiny of the law 
(we will cover the relevant laws next). Any type of measurement instrument used in 
industrial/organizational psychology, including those used in employee screening and 
selection, must meet certain measurement standards related to reliability and validity. 

Reliability refers to the stability of a measure over time or the consistency of 
the measure. For example, if we administer a test to a job applicant, we expect to 
get essentially the same score on the test if it is taken at two diferent points of time 
(and if the applicant does not do anything to improve test performance in between). 
Reliability also refers to the agreement between two or more assessments made of 
the same event or behavior, such as when two interviewers independently evaluate 
the appropriateness of a job candidate for a particular position. In other words, a 
measurement process is said to possess “reliability” if we can “rely” on the scores or 
measurements to be stable, consistent, and free of random error. 

A variety of methods are used for estimating the reliability of a screening instru-
ment. One method is called test–retest reliability. Here, a particular test or other 
measurement instrument is administered to the same individual at two diferent 
times, usually involving a 1–2-week interval between testing sessions. Scores on the 
frst test are then correlated with those on the second test. If the correlation is high 
(a correlation coefcient approaching +1.0), evidence of reliability (at least, stability 

reliability 
the consistency of a 
measurement instrument or its 
stability over time 

test–retest reliability 
a method of determining the 
stability of a measurement 
instrument by administering 
the same measure to the same 
people at two diferent times 
and then correlating the scores 
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Parallel Forms 
a method of establishing the 
reliability of a measurement 
instrument by correlating 
scores on two diferent but 
equivalent versions of the same 
instrument 

Internal consistency 
a common method of 
establishing a measurement 
instrument’s reliability by 
examining how the various 
items of the instrument are 
intercorrelated 

Validity 
a concept referring to the 
accuracy of a measurement 
instrument and its ability to 
make accurate inferences about 
a criterion 

employee Selection 
the process of choosing 
applicants for employment 

content Validity 
the ability of the items in a 
measurement instrument to 
measure adequately the various 
characteristics needed to 
perform a job 

over time) is empirically established. Of course, the assumption is made that nothing 
has happened during the administration of the two tests that would cause the scores 
to change drastically. 

A second method of estimating the reliability of an employment screening mea-
sure is the parallel forms method. Here, two equivalent tests are constructed, each 
of which presumably measures the same construct but using diferent items or 
questions. Test-takers are administered both forms of the instrument. Reliability is 
empirically established if the correlation between the two scores is high. Of course, 
the major drawbacks to this method are the time and difculty involved in creating 
two equivalent tests. 

Another way to estimate the reliability of a test instrument is by estimating its 
internal consistency. If a test is reliable, each item should measure the same general 
construct, and thus performance on one item should be consistent with performance 
on all other items. Two specifc methods are used to determine internal consistency. 
Te frst is to divide the test items into two equal parts and correlate the summed 
score on the frst half of the items with that on the second half. Tis is referred to as 
split-half reliability. A second method, which involves numerous calculations (and 
which is more commonly used), is to determine the average intercorrelation among 
all items of the test. Te resulting coefcient, referred to as Cronbach’s alpha, is an 
estimate of the test’s internal consistency. In summary, reliability refers to whether we 
can “depend” on a set of measurements to be stable and consistent, and several types 
of empirical evidence (e.g., test–retest, equivalent forms, and internal consistency) 
refect diferent aspects of this stability. 

Validity refers to the accuracy of inferences or projections we draw from measure-
ments. Validity refers to whether a set of measurements allows accurate inferences or 
projections about “something else.” Tat “something else” can be a job applicant’s 
standing on some characteristic or ability, it can be future job success, or it can be 
whether an employee is meeting performance standards. In the context of employee 
screening, the term validity most often refers to whether scores on a particular test 
or screening procedure accurately project future job performance. For example, in 
employee screening, validity refers to whether a score on an employment test, a 
judgment made from a hiring interview, or a conclusion drawn from the review of 
information from a job application does indeed lead to a representative evaluation 
of an applicant’s qualifcations for a job, and whether the specifc measure (e.g., test, 
interview judgment) leads to accurate inferences about the applicant’s criterion status 
(which is usually, but not always, job performance). Validity refers to the quality 
of specifc inferences or projections; therefore, validity for a specifc measurement 
process (e.g., a specifc employment test) can vary depending on what criterion is 
being predicted. Terefore, an employment test might be a valid predictor of job per-
formance, but not a valid predictor of another criterion such as rate of absenteeism. 

Similar to reliability, discussed above, validity is a unitary concept, but there are 
three important facets of, or types of evidence for, determining the validity of a pre-
dictor used in employee selection. A predictor can be said to yield valid inferences 
about future performance based on a careful scrutiny of its content. Tis is referred 
to as content validity. Content validity refers to whether a predictor measurement 
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process (e.g., test items or interview questions) adequately sample important job 
behaviors and elements involved in performing a job. Typically, content validity is 
established by having experts such as job incumbents (people currently holding the 
job) or supervisors judge the appropriateness of the test items, taking into account 
information from the job analysis. Ideally, the experts should determine that the test 
does indeed sample the job content in a representative way. It is common for organi-
zations constructing their own screening tests for specifc jobs to rely heavily on this 
content-based evidence of validity. As you can guess, content validity is closely linked 
to job analysis. 

A second type of validity evidence is called construct validity, which refers to 
whether a predictor test, such as a pencil-and-paper test of mechanical ability used to 
screen school bus mechanics, actually measures what it is supposed to measure—(a) 
the abstract construct of “mechanical ability” and (b) whether these measurements 
yield accurate predictions of job performance. Tink of it this way: many applicants 
to college take a predictor test of “scholastic aptitude,” such as the SAT (Scholas-
tic Aptitude Test). Construct validity of the SAT deals with whether this test does 
indeed measure a person’s aptitude for schoolwork and whether it allows accurate 
inferences about future academic success. Tere are two common forms of empirical 
evidence about construct validity. Well-validated instruments such as the SAT and 
standardized employment tests have established construct validity by demonstrating 
that these tests correlate positively with the results of other tests of the same con-
struct. Tis is referred to as convergent validity. In other words, a test of mechanical 
ability should correlate (converge) with another, diferent test of mechanical ability. 
In addition, a pencil-and-paper test of mechanical ability should correlate with a 
performance-based test of mechanical ability. In establishing a test’s construct valid-
ity, researchers are also concerned with divergent, or discriminant, validity—the test 
should not correlate with tests or measures of constructs that are totally unrelated 
to mechanical ability. Similarly to content validity, credible judgments about a test’s 
construct validity require sound professional judgments about patterns of convergent 
and discriminant validity. 

Criterion-related validity is a third type of validity evidence and is empirically 
demonstrated by the relationship between test scores and some measurable criterion 
of job success, such as a measure of work output or quality. Tere are two common 
ways that predictor–criterion correlations can be empirically generated. Te frst is 
the follow-up method (often referred to as predictive validity). Here, the screening 
test is administered to applicants without the scores being interpreted and without 
their being used to select among applicants. Once the applicants become employ-
ees, criterion measures such as job performance assessments are collected. If the test 
instrument is valid, the test scores should correlate with the criterion measure. Once 
there is evidence of the predictive validity of the instrument, test scores are used 
to select the applicants for jobs. Te obvious advantage of the predictive validity 
method is that it demonstrates how scores on the screening instrument actually relate 
to future job performance. Te major drawback to this approach is the time that it 
takes to establish validity. During this validation period, applicants are tested, but are 
not hired based on their test scores. 

construct Validity 
refers to whether an 
employment test measures 
what it is supposed to measure 

criterion-related Validity 
the accuracy of a measurement 
instrument in determining the 
relationship between scores 
on the instrument and some 
criterion of job success 
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Equal Employment Opportunity in Employee 
Selection and Placement 

equal employment 
Opportunity commission 
(eeOc) 
the federal agency created to 
protect against discrimination 
in employment 

Protected class 
characteristics of groups 
for which discrimination is 
prohibited, including: sex, 
race, religion, color, national 
origin, persons over 40, 
persons with physical or 
mental disabilities 

At least part of the explanation for why measurement is so important to I/O psy-
chology can be explained by federal laws governing discrimination in employment 
contexts. In theory, employers can hire whomever they choose, as long as their deci-
sions do not discriminate on the basis of categories such as race and gender. If an 
organization is accused of discrimination, it must show that its hiring decisions were 
based on one’s ability to perform the job. But how can an organization demonstrate 
that it was hiring on the basis of one’s ability to perform the job if it has not estab-
lished the requisite behaviors and skills required to do the job? In a court of law, the 
defensibility of that claim rests on the quality of a job analysis. For example, in 2020, 
Wells Fargo bank settled a lawsuit alleging discriminatory hiring practices against 
women and people of color and was required to pay nearly $7.8 million to afected 
applicants. Among other changes, Wells Fargo agreed to change its hiring practices 
(U.S. Department of Labor Ofce of Federal Contract Compliance Program, 2020) 
to reduce subjectivity in hiring by using, 

non-discriminatory qualifcations and written criteria to select and/or reject 
job seekers and applicants at each step of the hiring process, including the 
qualifcations and criteria to be used in any application screen, interview, test, 
post-ofer screening or other selection procedures. 

Te legal environment in organizations took a dramatic turn in 1964, with the 
passing of the Civil Rights Act. A section of this major piece of federal legislation, 
Title VII, was intended to protect against discrimination (i.e., an unfair advantage 
or disadvantage) in employment on the basis of race, ethnic background, gender, or 
religious preference. All companies in the U.S. with more than 15 employees are sub-
ject to Title VII. Additional laws have since helped protect against age discrimination 
and discrimination against disabled persons (see Table 1.2). Tis antidiscrimination 
legislation led to massive changes in personnel procedures and decision making. 

As a result of the Civil Rights Act, a federal agency, the Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission (EEOC), was created to ensure that employers’ person-
nel selection and placement procedures complied with the antidiscrimination laws. 
Te EEOC’s authority entails the investigation of discrimination claims fled against 
employers. In an investigation, its role is to conduct a fair and accurate assessment 
of the allegations. In the 1970s, the EEOC developed the Uniform Guidelines on 
Employee Selection Procedures (1974, 1978), which serve as the standards for com-
plying with antidiscrimination laws. Tree concepts are important for understanding 
the guidelines and their impact on employee selection procedures. 

Te frst of these concepts is the notion of protected class, which includes dis-
crimination on the basis of sex, race, religion, color, national origin, persons over 
age 40, and persons with physical or mental disabilities. In addition, Title VII of the 
Civil Rights Act protects individuals based on their nation of origin and religious 
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Table 1.2 Federal Laws and Key Court Cases Afecting Employment 

Civil Rights Act of 1964 Protects against employment discrimination on the 
basis of “race, color, religion, sex or national origin.” 
Led to the establishment of the Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission (EEOC), the federal body 
that enforces the law 

Age Discrimination in  
Employment Act (passed  
in 1967, amended in 1978) 

Protects against employment discrimination on the basis 
of age. Specifcally targeted toward workers between 
40 and 70 years of age 

Griggs v. Duke Power 
Company (1971) 

Tis Supreme Court ruling said that, if hiring procedures 
led to adverse impact, the employer has the burden of 
proof to show that the hiring procedures are valid 

Albemarle Paper Company v. 
Moody (1975) 

A Supreme Court ruling that required employers 
to adhere to the Uniform Guidelines, including 
demonstrating that selection procedures are valid 

EEOC Uniform Guidelines 
(1974, 1978) 

Established rules for fair employment practices. 
Established the notion of adverse impact and the four-
ffths rule 

Americans with Disabilities 
Act (1990) 

Protects against employment discrimination for qualifed 
individuals with a physical or mental disability. Says that 
employers must provide “reasonable accommodations” 
to help the individual perform the job 

Civil Rights Act of 1991 Upholds the concepts set forth in Griggs v. Duke and 
allows workers who claim discrimination to have a 
jury trial and seek both compensatory and punitive 
damages against employers 

Family and Medical Leave 
Act of 1993 

Allows employees in organizations of 50 or more 
workers to take up to 12 weeks of unpaid leave each 
year for family or medical reasons 

Equal Pay Act 1963 Law that requires employers to pay equal wages for 
equal work 

Pregnancy Discrimination 
Act 1978 

An addition to Title VII of the Civil Rights Act that 
makes it specifcally illegal to discriminate against 
women on the basis of pregnancy 

Sexual Harassment Considered an illegal form of sex discrimination under 
Title VII of the Civil Rights Act 

afliation. Later legislation extended protected-class status to older and disabled 
workers. Employers must keep separate personnel records, including information 
on all actions such as recruitment, selection, promotions, and frings, for each of 
these groups and for majority-group workers. If some action is found to discriminate 
against one or more of these groups, the second concept, adverse impact, comes 
into play. Discrimination can be either intentional (unequal treatment of employees 
based on protected status) or unintentional. Adverse impact is when members of a 
protected group are treated unfairly, either intentionally or unintentionally, by an 
employer’s personnel action. For instance, the guidelines state that, if any personnel 

adverse Impact 
when members of a protected 
group are treated unfairly by 
an employer’s personnel action 
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decision causes a disproportionate percentage of people in a particular group to be 
hired in comparison with another group, adverse impact exists. Even if it is unin-
tentional, if a test or other selection tool is used that is inherently discriminating 
against certain protected group members, the use of the test is not legally defensible. 
Te guidelines led to the establishment of the four-ffths rule, which states that a 
hiring procedure has adverse impact when the selection rate for any protected group 
is 4/5, or 80%, of the group with the highest hiring rate. In a classic legal decision, 
Griggs v. Duke Power Company (1971), reafrmed in the Civil Rights Act of 1991, the 
Supreme Court ruled that, if a selection test has adverse impact, then the employer 
must demonstrate that the test is a reliable and valid predictor of job performance. 
Te idea behind this law was to stop employers from discriminating against under-
represented groups by using tests that are not job related. If a plaintif (who may be 
an individual or a group suing the company or the EEOC) can demonstrate adverse 
impact, then the burden of proof on whether an employment selection test is fair 
rests with the employer. Tis means that the employer must have pre-established data 
showing that its screening tests and other selection methods are valid indicators of 
future job performance. Tis is where measurement comes into the picture. To show 
that a test predicts future job performance, the test must meet certain standards of 
reliability and validity. If the test has low reliability (imagine you get a very diferent 
score each time you take it), how can it consistently predict job performance? 

In addition to Title VII of the Civil Rights Act, the Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA) protects against discrimination for disabled workers and requires employers 
to make reasonable accommodations for disabled workers to perform jobs. Despite 
the passage of the law, there is consistent evidence that individuals with disabilities 
continue to experience discrimination in the workplace. For example, Martinez and 
colleagues (Martinez et al., 2016) showed that individuals with a history of cancer 
experience discrimination in selection contexts. 

In relation to employee selection, applicants with disabilities may encounter dif-
fculties with certain types of employee screening and selection tests if their disability 
interferes with test performance. For instance, a vision-impaired applicant may need 
to be presented with a large-print version of a pencil-and-paper test, or, if vision is 
severely impaired, an audio test may need to be administered. Any written test might 
be inappropriate for testing a dyslexic applicant. A difculty then arises in comparing 
the test results of the disabled applicant, who received a diferent version of the test, 
or who was administered the test in a diferent format, with applicants completing 
the regular version of the test. Yet the disability may not hinder the individual’s ability 
to do the job. Terefore, personnel specialists must ofer reasonable accommodations 
so that an applicant’s disability does not interfere with test performance. 

Te passage of the ADA has sparked a great deal of debate about whether or 
not disabled applicants whose disability interferes with test taking should or should 
not be tested. It seems the solution lies not in the test scores themselves, but in the 
judicious interpretation of the scores. An even more fundamental issue is determin-
ing if an applicant even has a disability, because it is illegal to ask applicants about 
disabilities. 
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Te Age Discrimination in Employment Act (1967) protects against discrimina-
tion in personnel decisions, including hiring, promotion, and layofs, for workers 
aged 40 years and older. Te Family Medical Leave Act of 1993 protects employees 
having children from employment discrimination and allows for up to 12 weeks of 
unpaid leave for family or medical emergencies. Tis means that parents caring for 
a newborn or for an ill family member are protected against being fred or discrimi-
nated against because of the need to take extended time from work for family care. 

Te fnal important concept from the Uniform Guidelines is afrmative action, 
the voluntary development of organizational policies that attempt to ensure that jobs 
are made available to qualifed persons regardless of sex, age, or ethnic background. 
In general, afrmative action programs will hire or promote a member of a protected 
group over an individual from the majority group if the two are determined to be 
equally qualifed. However, if the protected group member is less qualifed than a 
majority group applicant—usually a white male—the organization is under no obli-
gation to hire the less qualifed applicant. Afrmative action programs typically deal 
with all personnel functions, including recruitment, screening, selection, job place-
ments, and promotions. 

Tere are certain exceptions to Title VII coverage, such as in cases where a par-
ticular position requires the workers to be of only one class. Te term that is used 
is that the position has bona fde occupational qualifcations (BFOQs), or real 
occupational needs. For example, a fashion designer is allowed to hire only female 
models for showing her line of women’s clothing, or a sports club is allowed to hire 
only male or female locker-room attendants for their respective locker rooms. Keep 
in mind, however, that the courts have allowed only very few exceptions to Title VII 
based on BFOQs. In particular, restaurants that have hired only female waitpersons 
or airlines with policies of hiring only female fight attendants have not been allowed 
by the courts to continue this practice. 

Opportunities for I/O Psychologists to Shape the Future 

Remote Work 

Te frst major opportunity for I/O psychologists to change the future of work is by 
focusing on the most efective ways to work in a largely remote environment. Te 
vast majority of workers had to change the ways they did work as a result of the global 
COVID-19 pandemic. Even when the virus is gone, workers will still expect to work 
remotely, and I/O psychologists can assist with identifying ways to most efectively 
attract, select, and hire workers in a remote environment (Phetmisy & King, 2021; 
Rudolph et al., 2021). I/O psychologists can help companies determine which work-
ers should be remote, how much of one’s work time should be spent in the ofce, and 
how and when diferent combinations of employees should be working together in 

afrmative action 
the voluntary development 
of policies that try to ensure 
that jobs are made available 
to qualifed individuals 
regardless of sex, age, or ethnic 
background

 Stop & Review 
Defne and discuss the 
concepts of protected 
groups, adverse impact, 
and afrmative action. 

Bona Fide Occupational 
Qualifcations (BFOQs) 
real and valid occupational needs 
required for a particular job 
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the ofce. As we go through each of the chapters, consider how basic human resource 
functions such as recruitment, selection, onboarding, training, performance man-
agement, and separation might be diferent in a fully or partially remote workplace. 
Tese are questions that will need to be addressed over the next 5–10 years, and I/O 
psychologists are well trained to help. Other ideas, such as how to motivate employ-
ees in a virtual work environment, how to lead others, and how culture will shift, are 
all open doors for future inquiry. As we go through the textbook, we will raise this 
idea of virtual and remote work to ensure that we are capturing the realities of the 
21st-century work environment. More employees are doing virtual job interviews, 
going through employee socialization and onboarding processes in a remote way, and 
engaging in online training. Tere is a lot of opportunity to uncover the best prac-
tices for how to carry out these tasks in a remote way and the circumstances in which 
remote options are superior or inferior to face-to-face engagement. 

Diversity and Inclusion 

Te second major opportunity for I/O psychologists to help the organizations of 
the future relates to diversity and inclusion. From creating “family-friendly” policies 
such as employer-sponsored childcare and extended family leave (Grandey, 2001; 
Halpern & Murphy, 2005), to attracting and retaining top talent, to providing train-
ing to decrease microaggressions (Williams, 2020), sexual harassment, and racial 
discrimination (Hayes et al., 2020), industrial/organizational psychologists must be 
well versed in topics related to diversity and inclusion. Troughout the text, we will 
discuss the impact of bias in all aspects of the employment cycle. When we touch on 
an insight related to diversity and inclusion, we will include this symbol: 

Despite all of the federal laws aimed at reducing unfair treatment (described 
earlier in this chapter), the workplace continues to be fraught with bias. Bias is 
often subtle, but it is pervasive, resulting in severely negative consequences among 
those who are targeted (Jones et al., 2017). Tis includes workers with disabil-
ities (Hernandez et al., 2020), workers who are older (Suh, 2021; Zaniboni et 
al., 2019), people of color (Hernandez et al., 2019; McCord et al., 2018; Rabelo 
et al., 2020), women (Chang & Milkman, 2020; Hideg & Krstic, 2020), and those 
who do not ft normative expectations on gender identity and sexual orientation 
(Christensen, 2020; Christensen et al., 2020; Dray et al., 2020; Melson-Silimon 
et al., 2019, 2021). When an individual holds more than one marginalized iden-
tity, they face diferent and unique biases based on that intersectionality (Crenshaw, 
2017; Voyles & Nadler, 2020). 

Even within a broad category such as race, there is evidence of subtle and nuanced 
bias. For example, those with darker skin tones experience greater discrimination 
than those with lighter skin (Harrison & Tomas, 2009), particularly in high client-
facing roles (Derous, 2017). Black women who wear their hair in a “natural” style 
experience greater discrimination than those who straighten their hair (Koval & 
Rosette, 2020). In fact, many states have passed laws to prohibit discrimination 
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against natural hair, including California, Washington, Colorado, New York, New 
Jersey, Maryland, and Virginia. Although anti-Black racism has received the most 
attention since events such as the Black Lives Matter protests in 2020, it is important 
to also examine racism against Hispanic workers and Asian workers (Aguinis et al., 
2020; Roth et al., 2017) and, more broadly, confront the problems that colorblind 
ideologies elicit in the workplace (Ofermann, Basford, Graebner et al., 2014). 

Many top scholars argue that I/O psychologists must step in to contribute to 
progress in outreach and education (Roberson et al., 2020; Ruggs & Avery, 2020). 
Enrica Ruggs and her colleagues have studied several ways that organizations and 
individuals can work to reduce bias (Ruggs & Hebl, 2012; Ruggs et al., 2011, 2013, 
2016). 

In education, she suggests ideas such as 

z Explaining the benefts of diversity to educators 
z Recruiting greater diversity in faculty to act as role models to students 
z Ensuring that examples used in class refect the diversity of the population 
z Delivering professional development around diversity to educators. 

For individuals working to avoid bias against themselves (see also Singletary & Hebl, 
2009) 

z Provide personal details about oneself to combat stereotypes 
z Acknowledge or disclose stigma 
z Enhance positivity during high-stakes situations such as hiring interviews. 

Additional research focuses on strategies that individuals can use to improve 
their cultural competence, such as setting goals for reducing discrimination (Madera 
et al., 2013), utilizing behavioral scripts for how they can interact with others (Avery 
et al., 2009), and increasing contact and friendship across diferences (Mousa, 2020; 
Onyeador et al., 2020; Ragins & Ehrhardt, 2021). Across all of these ideas, hav-
ing high-quality interactions with people who are diferent from yourself—engaging 
in perspective-taking and empathy—are the most fruitful steps that any individual 
can take to reduce their own bias and discomfort when dealing with others across 
diferences. 

Each of us can be an ally by learning more about bias and discrimination and 
stepping in to interrupt it (Brown & Ostrove, 2013). Being an ally involves ofering 
appropriate assistance and advocating for those with marginalized identities, being 
willing to learn about others’ identity, making personal connections, and communi-
cating efectively (Ostrove & Brown, 2018; Ostrove et al., 2019). 

As we go through this textbook, we will examine the various ways that organiza-
tions can improve their processes to remove bias and more efectively foster diversity 
and inclusion. Diversity training is among the most popular approaches, although it 
is clearly not sufcient to eradicate bias (Robinson et al., 2020). Tere are important 
steps that can be taken in recruiting diverse candidate pools, designing less biased 
selection methods, utilizing training to improve inclusion, ensuring performance 
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evaluations are free of bias, employing inclusive leadership, and fostering an inclusive 
culture, among others. 

I/O psychology has had an important impact in how we select, train, develop, 
and motivate employees; there is huge potential for I/O psychology to play an even 
bigger part in helping to improve work performance and make the conditions for 
workers better, more rewarding, and equitable. I/O psychologists can work toward 
this by researching and taking action on equity. Although increased diversity presents 
challenges to organizations and managers, this increased workforce diversity also rep-
resents a tremendous strength and opportunity. An obvious advantage of increased 
workforce diversity is the opportunity for diferent viewpoints and perspectives 
that will lead to organizational creativity and innovation (Jackson & Joshi, 2011). 
Increased workforce diversity can also help an organization understand and reach 
new markets for products or services. An organization’s commitment to diversity 
can also help in recruiting and retaining the best workers. For instance, not only 
do cutting-edge companies that value workforce diversity attract the most qualifed 
workers, but also the valuing of diversity permeates the entire organizational culture, 
leading to reduced organizational confict, greater cooperation among workers, and 
increased fexibility and innovation (Loden & Rosener, 1991). 

Summary 

Industrial/organizational psychology is the branch of psychology that deals with the 
study of work behavior. I/O psychologists are concerned with both the science and 
practice of industrial/organizational psychology. Te scientifc goal is to increase our 
knowledge and understanding of work behavior, and the practical goal is to use that 
knowledge to improve the psychological well-being of workers. Te study of work 
behavior is a multidisciplinary, cooperative venture. Because I/O psychologists are 
not the only professionals who study work behavior, they combine their research with 
that of other social sciences. 

Important historical contributions that led to the development of the feld of I/O 
psychology include the work of Frederick Taylor, who founded the school of scien-
tifc management, which held that work behavior could be studied by systematically 
breaking down a job into its components and recording the time needed to perform 
each. 

Te application of such time-and-motion studies increased the efciency of many 
manual-labor jobs. During both World War I and World War II, psychologists 
became involved in the psychological testing of military recruits to determine work 
assignments. Tis frst large-scale testing program was the beginning of formalized 
personnel testing, which is still an important part of I/O psychology. Elton Mayo and 
his human relations movement emphasized the role that social factors play in determin-
ing worker behavior. Trough a series of studies, he demonstrated the importance of 
worker morale or satisfaction in determining performance. Mayo also discovered the 
Hawthorne efect, or the notion that subjects’ behavior could be afected by the mere 
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fact that they knew they were being observed and by the expectations they associated 
with being participants in an experiment. Following World War II, there was tremen-
dous growth and specialization in I/O psychology, including specialties within the 
feld that focus on how work groups and organizations function and on how technol-
ogy and workers interface. In 2020, the global COVID-19 pandemic and Black Lives 
Matter movement changed the workplace in important ways. 

Next, we focused on what makes I/O psychology diferent from other felds of 
psychology, emphasizing the importance of measurement (validity and reliability) 
because of federal laws that govern workplace discrimination. 

Reliability refers to the consistency or stability of a measure. Tis includes test– 
retest reliability, which measures whether someone gets a similar score when taking a 
test on separate dates, and parallel forms reliability, when diferent versions of a test 
are compared and test takers are expected to perform similarly across forms. Tere 
is also another form of reliability called internal consistency, which examines whether 
each item on a test correlates with the other items. Tis can be tested by dividing 
the test in half to use split-half reliability or determining the average intercorrelation 
among all items of the test to calculate Cronbach’s alpha. 

Equally important to measurement is the validity of a measure, which refers to 
whether a test measures what it says it is measuring. Tis requires content validity, 
which means that a measure captures one’s ability to perform the job, and construct 
validity, which refers to whether a measure captures what it is supposed to measure. 
Finally, there is criterion-related validity, which relates to whether scores on a measure 
predict some future criterion. 

One of the reasons measurement is so important to I/O psychology is because 
measures may cause intentional or unintentional discrimination against members of 
a protected class (which includes discrimination on the basis of sex, race, religion, 
color, national origin, persons over 40, and persons with physical or mental disabili-
ties) based on legal guidelines set forth by the federal government. Tese laws include 
Title VII of the Civil Rights Act, the Americans with Disabilities Act, the Age Dis-
crimination in Employment Act, and the Family Medical Leave Act. All of these laws 
are overseen by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. 

Today, industrial/organizational psychology is a rapidly growing feld that has the 
opportunity to assist companies with two of the most pressing issues facing organi-
zations today—how to redesign the workplace for a more virtual environment, and 
how to reduce bias and discrimination to create a more equitable workplace. 

Study Questions and exercises 

1 Although I/O psychology is a distinct specialty area in the larger feld of psychol-
ogy, consider how the topics studied by I/O psychologists might beneft from 
other psychology specialty areas. For example, what contributions have social psy-
chology, educational psychology, cognitive psychology, and other areas made to 
I/O psychology? 
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2 Consider the historical advancements made by scientifc management, human 
relations, and the army’s intelligence testing programs. How has each of these 
infuenced what we know about work and about workers today? 

3 Tink about tests you have taken, including any tests or interviews that you par-
ticipated in to obtain a job. Apply the concepts of reliability and validity to those 
methods. Do you think the methods were reliable? Valid? How could they have 
been improved? 

4 Consider the important trends in I/O psychology today. Are there any ways that 
these trends have afected or will afect your life as a worker? 

5 Imagine that you chose a career path in I/O psychology. What research questions 
or practice issues interest you? How might these interests afect your choice of 
training in I/O psychology and the job title you might hold? 

Web Links 

www.apa.org 
American Psychological Association—publisher of journals with information about 
careers and graduate programs. 

www.siop.org 
Society for Industrial and Organizational Psychology—excellent information on 
graduate training in I/O psychology. 

www.siop.org/psychatwork.aspx 
What do I/O psychologists really do? Tis is a link to the SIOP site that profles the 
careers of I/O psychologists. 

www.siop.org/gtp/GTPapply.aspx 
SIOP website on preparing for and applying to a graduate program. 

www.psychologicalscience.org 
Association for Psychological Science—includes many links to other psychology 
websites. Click on “psychology links.” 

www.siop.org/SIOP-Stands-Against-Racism 

Suggested readings 

Gibson, J. L., Payne, S. C., Morgan, W. B., & Allen, J. A. (2018). Te Society for Indus-
trial and Organizational Psychology’s guidelines for education and training: An exec-
utive summary of the 2016/2017 revision. American Psychologist, 73(5), 678. 
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Kath, L. M., Salter, N. P., Bachiochi, P., Brown, K. G., & Hebl, M. (2020). Teaching IO 
psychology to undergraduate students: Do we practice what we preach? Industrial 
and Organizational Psychology, 13(4), 443–460. 

Powers, K. (2019). History of industrial organizational psychology. In B. Mosher & 
R. Cox IV (Eds.), Workplace psychology. Chemeketa Press. https://workplacepsychology. 
pressbooks.com/chapter/psy104_ch01/ 

Salas, E., Kozlowski, S. W., & Chen, G. (2017). A century of progress in industrial and 
organizational psychology: Discoveries and the next century. Journal of Applied Psy-
chology, 102(3), 589. 

Society for Industrial and Organizational Psychology, Inc. (SIOP), Division 14 of the 
American Psychological Association. www.siop.org. Te Industrial/Organizational 
Psychologist. 
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Research Methods 
in Industrial/ 
Organizational 
Psychology 

Inside Tips 
UNDERSTANDING THE BASICS OF RESEARCH METHODS AND DESIGN 

Tis chapter presents a general overview of selected research method topics and their 
use, in general and specifcally in I/O psychology. Although it is intended to be a basic 
introduction to research methods, some of the material can be quite complicated, par-
ticularly if you have not done a course that has introduced you to these concepts. If 
this is the case, you might want to devote some extra time to this chapter and consider 
looking at an introductory research methods textbook, such as the one listed in the Sug-
gested Readings. 

Many of the concepts discussed in this chapter will be used throughout the book when 
presenting and discussing theories, interpreting research results, and studying the efective-
ness of various interventions used by I/O practitioners. Because this chapter introduces a 
number of important terms, you should plan to spend some time studying their defnitions 
and understanding how they are used. In summary, this is an important chapter that 
serves as a foundation for what is to come. 

Imagine that you want to fnd the answer to a work-related question, such as what 
qualities make a person an efective manager. How would you go about answer-
ing this question? You might ask people you know, but what if you get conficting 
answers? Your father might say that a good manager must have a thorough knowl-
edge of the task and of work procedures. A friend might believe that the most 
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important quality is skill in relating to people. Your boss might answer that the sit-
uation determines which type of manager works best. Tree people, three answers. 
Who is correct? 

You might then try another strategy: observing some good managers to see for 
yourself which qualities make someone an efective work group leader. But how do 
you know who is a “good” manager? Moreover, how will you determine which char-
acteristics make the good manager efective? Te only sound procedure for answering 
the question of what makes a good manager is to use systematic, scientifc research 
methods. Scientifc research methods rely not on hunches or beliefs, but on the sys-
tematic collection and analysis of data. 

How would you approach the problem in a more systematic, scientifc fashion? 
First, to determine the most important characteristics of a successful work group 
manager, you would need to defne “success.” Is a successful manager one who leads 
a productive work group, one who is well liked and respected by subordinates, or 
one who leads a work group that is both productive and satisfed? Once you have 
defned your criteria for managerial success, the next step is to fgure out how you will 
measure such success. It is important that the measurement be accurate and precise 
so that a clear distinction between truly successful and unsuccessful managers can be 
made. Here, we use the concepts of reliability and validity that were covered in Chap-
ter 1. Next, you must isolate the specifc characteristics that you believe are related 
to success as a work group manager. From your experience or reading, you may have 
some informed ideas about the kinds of knowledge, abilities, or personality that make 
a successful manager, but you must test these ideas in some systematic fashion. Tis 
is the purpose of research methods in psychology. Research methodology is a set of 
procedures that allow us to investigate the hows and whys of human behavior and to 
predict when certain behavior will and will not occur. 

In this chapter, we will study the basic social science research methods used by 
I/O psychologists to study work behavior. We will learn why the research process is 
important for industrial/organizational psychology and examine the goals of social 
science research methods. We will review the step-by-step procedures used in social 
science research and conclude with a discussion of how research results are inter-
preted and applied to increase our understanding of actual work behavior. 

Social Science research Methods 

One of the prime purposes of the social science research methods used by I/O psy-
chologists is to enable the researcher to step back from any personal feelings or biases 
to study a specifc issue objectively. Objectivity is the overarching theme of scientifc 
research methods in general and of social science research methods in particular. It is 
this objectivity, accomplished via the social scientifc process, that distinguishes how 
a social scientist approaches a work-related problem or issue and how a nonscientist 
practitioner might approach the same problem or issue. Research methodology is 
simply a system of guidelines and procedures designed to assist the researcher in 

Objectivity 
the unbiased approach to 
observation and interpretations 
of behavior 
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obtaining a more accurate and unbiased analysis of the problem at hand. Similarly, 
statistical analysis is nothing more or less than procedures for testing the repeated 
objective observations that a researcher has collected. 

Goals of Social Science Research Methods 

Because I/O psychology is a science, it shares the same basic goals of any science: to 
describe, explain, and predict phenomena (Kaplan, 1964). Because I/O psychology 
is the science of behavior at work, its goals are to describe, explain, and predict work 
behavior. For example, an I/O psychologist might attempt to satisfy the frst goal by 
describing the production levels of a company, the rates of employee absenteeism and 
turnover, and the number and types of interactions between supervisors and workers 
for the purpose of arriving at a more accurate picture of the organization under study. 
Te goal of explaining phenomena is achieved when the I/O psychologist attempts to 
discover why certain work behaviors occur. Finding out that a company’s employee 
turnover rates are high because of employee dissatisfaction with the levels of pay and 
benefts would be one example. Te goal of prediction would be addressed when 
a researcher attempts to use the scores from certain psychological tests to predict 
which employee would be the best candidate for a management position, or when a 
researcher uses a theory of motivation to predict how employees will respond to dif-
ferent types of incentive programs. 

I/O psychology is also an applied science and, therefore, has the additional goal of 
attempting to control or alter behavior to obtain desired outcomes. Using the results 
of previous research, an I/O psychologist can attempt to alter some aspect of work 
behavior. For example, some long-standing evidence indicates a connection between 
employee participation in organizational decision making and levels of job satisfac-
tion (Argyris, 1964). Knowing this, an I/O psychologist might implement a program 
of increased employee participation in company policy decision making in an efort 
to improve levels of employee job satisfaction. 

Steps in the Research Process 

Te process of conducting research typically follows a series of steps (see Figure 2.1). 
Te frst step is the formulation of a problem or issue for study. Te second step 

Figure 2.1 Steps in the research process. 
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is the generation of hypotheses. Te third step is designing the research, which 
includes selecting the appropriate research method or design. Te fourth step is the 
actual collection of data, which is governed by the particular research design used. 
Te ffth step involves analysis of the collected data. Tis leads to the fnal step, 
which involves the interpretation of results and the drawing of conclusions based 
on the results. 

Formulation of the Problem or Issue 

Te frst step in conducting research is to specify the problem or issue to be stud-
ied. Sometimes, a researcher develops an issue because of his or her interests in a 
particular area. For example, an I/O psychologist might be interested in the rela-
tionships between worker job satisfaction and employee loyalty to the organization, 
or between worker productivity and the length of time that employees stay with a 
particular organization. Often, the selection of a research problem is infuenced by 
previous research. On the other hand, a client company that has a particular prob-
lem that needs to be alleviated, such as an extraordinarily high level of employee 
absenteeism, may provide the practicing I/O psychologist-consultant with an issue. 
Similarly, large organizations may have I/O psychologists on staf whose job is to 
study problems using social science methods to better understand the problems or 
to help solve them. 

Generation of Hypotheses 

Te next step in the research process involves taking those elements that the 
researcher intends to measure, known as variables, and generating statements con-
cerning the supposed relationships between variables. Tese statements are known 
as hypotheses. In the examples of research issues given earlier, job satisfaction, 
worker productivity, employee loyalty, employment tenure, and absenteeism are all 
variables. Te hypotheses will later be tested through the analysis of the collected 
systematic observations of variables, better known as the collection and analysis of 
research data (see Table 2.1). 

By testing hypotheses through the collection of systematic observations of 
behavior, a researcher may eventually develop a theory or model, which is an 
organization of beliefs that enables us to understand behavior more completely. 
In social science, models are representations of the complexity of factors that afect 
behavior. In I/O psychology, models are representations of the factors that afect 
work behavior. 

We have all seen architects’ cardboard and plaster models of buildings and the plastic 
models of aircraft that can be purchased in hobby shops. Tese are concrete models that 
represent the physical appearance of the actual building or aircraft. Te models used 

Variables 
the elements measured in 
research investigations 

hypotheses 
statements about the supposed 
relationships between variables 

theory/Model 
the organization of beliefs into 
a representation of the factors 
that afect behavior 
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Table 2.1 Examples of Hypotheses in I/O Psychology Research 

•  Engaging in ethical leadership behavior can cause leaders to become more abusive to 
their subordinates (Lin et al., 2016) 

•  Greater gender diversity is related to better company financial performance, 
particularly in countries with greater gender equality (Zhang, 2020) 

•  Taking breaks at work earlier in the day is associated with greater recovery than 
taking later breaks (Hunter & Wu, 2016) 

•  When customers see employees treated badly by other customers, they leave larger 
tips and treat the employee better (Hershcovis & Bhatnagar, 2017) 

•  Responding with anger to negotiation offers can lead to greater concessions 
(Hillebrandt & Barclay, 2017) 

•  Employees with high job demands and fewer resources to do their job are more 
likely to experience job burnout (Nahrgang et al., 2011) 

•  Asking employees to do illegitimate/non-work-related tasks lowers their self-esteem 
and well-being (Eatough et al., 2016) 

•  Confronting someone for prejudice can result in greater workplace belonging as long 
as you believe people can change (Rattan & Dweck, 2018). 

in I/O psychology research are abstract representations of the factors infuencing work 
behavior. Developing a theory and diagramming that theory are convenient ways to 
organize our thinking and our understanding of complex behavioral processes. 

Many people who do not have an understanding of scientifc research methodol-
ogy have misconceptions about theories. Either they believe that theories represent 
the personal views of scientists, or they believe that theories represent proven facts. 
Neither is wholly true. Teories are important because they help us represent the 
complex and often intangible forces that infuence human behavior. By using a the-
ory as a guide, I/O psychologists can develop strategies for conducting research to 
fnd support for—or against—the theory. A theory is the starting point for under-
standing and infuencing behavior, and theories can be used as guides to improve the 
work world for all concerned. 

Although I/O psychologists use research models to guide their investigations, 
models of human work behavior are also the products of research. Te researcher 
may use an existing theory or model to develop certain hypotheses about aspects of 
work behavior and then test those hypotheses through research. Tese results may 
then be used to refne the model or create a new, “improved” model. It is through the 
creation, testing, and refnement of theories that advances are made in the science of 
I/O psychology. 

Selecting the Research Design 

Once hypotheses are generated, the researcher chooses a research design that will 
guide the investigation. Te type of design selected depends on such things as the 
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research setting and the degree of control that the researcher has over the research 
setting. For instance, a researcher may decide that he or she will conduct a study of 
workers’ task performance by observing workers in the actual work setting, during 
normal working hours, in order to make the setting as “natural” as possible. Alter-
natively, the researcher may decide instead that it would be less disruptive to bring 
workers into a laboratory room where the work tasks could be simulated. Diferent 
settings may require diferent research designs. 

Te researcher may also be constrained in the selection of a research design by 
the amount of control the researcher has over the work setting and the workers. 
Te company may not allow the researcher to interfere with normal work activities, 
forcing the researcher to use observational measurement of behavior or to use existing 
data that the organization has already collected. We shall discuss specifc research 
designs shortly. 

Collection of Data 

Te next step in the research process involves the testing of hypotheses through 
data collection. Te collection of data is governed by the particular research design 
used. However, an important concern in data collection is sampling, or selecting 
a representative group from a larger population for study. Te term representa-
tive is meant to imply that the sample accurately refects the characteristics of 
the larger groups. In many cases, student samples are used to represent workers, 
which has emerged as a criticism of the sampling methods used in industrial/ 
organizational psychology (Bergman & Jean, 2016). Alternatively, many studies 
use employees from online survey sites such as Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, where 
participants receive small monetary benefts for flling in a survey. Although the 
site is intended to be more representative of workers, because you can choose only 
to survey full-time employees, there are certainly questions about whether indi-
viduals who take surveys for money really are representative of most employees 
(Cheung et al., 2017). 

Even when researchers intend to use a random sample, such as calling or mailing 
a randomly selected subset of voters, sampling errors can emerge. For example, poll-
ing data for the 2016 and 2020 presidential elections overestimated the strength of 
Democratic presidential candidates Hilary Clinton, in 2016, and Joe Biden, in 2020, 
against Donald Trump. Te Pew Research Center suggests that one possibility for the 
inaccuracy in polling is that Democratic voters are easier to reach or more willing to 
respond to surveys (Keeter et al., 2020). If this is the case, then randomly calling vot-
ers could result in inaccurate conclusions if more liberal voters are willing to respond. 
Response rates (who is most likely to respond) should be considered when conduct-
ing survey research. Beyond avoiding sampling errors, researchers also need to decide 
whether they prefer to use random or stratifed sampling. 

With random sampling, research participants are chosen from a specifed popu-
lation in such a way that each individual has an equal probability of being selected. 

Sampling 
the selection of a representative 
group from a larger population 
for study 

random Sampling 
the selection of research 
participants from a population 
so that each individual has 
an equal probability of being 
chosen 
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Stratifed Sampling 
the selection of research 
participants based on 
categories that represent 
important distinguishing 
characteristics of a population 

For example, to choose a random sample of 20 workers from a company employing 
200 workers, we would begin with a list of all workers and, using a table of random 
numbers or a computer program that generates random numbers, randomly select 
20 workers. Te concept of sampling also applies to studying behaviors in certain 
individuals or groups of individuals. For example, if we wanted a random sampling 
of a particular employee’s typical work behavior, we might study diferent, random 
5-minute time periods throughout a typical workday or week. 

Stratifed sampling begins with the designation of important variables that divide 
a population into subgroups, or strata. For example, we might want to consider male 
and female employees and management and nonmanagement personnel as diferent 
strata. We then randomly select a specifed number of employees in such a way that our 
research sample mirrors the actual breakdown of these groups in the total population. 
For example, assume that 40% of the individuals in our total worker population are 
female and 60% are male, and 25% are management and 75% are nonmanagement. 
We would want to choose a sample that represented these percentages. Of the individu-
als in our selected sample, 40% should be female, and 25% should be management 
personnel. We may also want to ensure that the percentages of male and female managers 
and nonmanagers in our sample are representative of the larger population. 

Both of these sampling techniques help ensure that the sample is representative of 
the population from which it is drawn. Te random selection procedure also protects 
against any sorts of biases in the choice of participants for study. 

Analyses of Research Data 

Once data are gathered, they are subjected to some form of analysis for interpreta-
tion. Most often, this involves statistical analysis of quantitative data (i.e., data with 
numerical values), although data can be analyzed using qualitative data analysis 
techniques (not based on the numerical values of the data). Statistical analysis of 
data requires that the research observations be quantifed in some way. Statistics 
are simply tools used by the researcher to help make sense of the observations 
that have been collected. Some statistical analyses are simple and are used to help 
describe and classify the data. Other statistical techniques are quite complex and 
help the researcher make detailed inferences. For example, some statistics allow the 
researcher to determine the causes of certain observed outcomes. A brief discussion 
of certain statistical analysis techniques is presented in the appendix at the end of 
this chapter. 

Interpretation of Research Results 

Te fnal step in the research process is interpretation of the results. Here, the 
researcher draws conclusions about the meaning of the fndings and their relevance 



R e s e a Rc h  M e t h o d s  i n  i / o  Psyc h o lo gy

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

  

 

to actual work behavior, as well as their possible limitations. For example, imagine 
that a researcher decides to study the efects on work group productivity of two 
managerial styles: a directive style, whereby the manager closely supervises work-
ers, telling them what they should be doing and how they should be doing it; and 
a nondirective, participative style, whereby the manager allows the workers a great 
deal of freedom in deciding how they will get the work task done. Te researcher 
conducts the study on groups of directive and nondirective frontline managers 
who are employed at several factories that manufacture jet aircraft parts. By col-
lecting and analyzing data, the researcher concludes that directive managers lead 
more productive groups. However, the researcher might want to set some limits 
for the use of these fndings. Te researcher might caution that these results may 
only apply to managers who are supervising factory work groups and might not 
pertain to managers of service organizations, such as hospitals or restaurants, to 
more creative jobs, such as developing smartphone apps, or to managers of sales-
persons (Figure 2.2). Te researcher might also mention that, although a directive 
management style appears to be related to productivity, it is not known whether 
it is related to other important variables, such as employee satisfaction or work 
quality. 

In the next few sections, we will examine in depth some of the steps in the 
research process. First, we will examine the various research designs used to govern 
the collection of research data. Second, we will briefy discuss how research variables 

Figure 2.2 A researcher who studied management styles of structural engineers would need to be 
cautious in interpreting data. Would the same kind of supervision produce the same 
results in a retail store? In a law frm? 

Souce: Photograph found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/CUA-_IGpXXo). 
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are measured. Next, we will discuss some of the problems and limitations of con-
ducting research in I/O psychology and will consider the ways that research results 
and theories can be applied to the practice of I/O psychology. Finally, we will discuss 
rules of conduct for researchers who are studying people and their work behavior. 
Research methods are obviously important to practicing I/O psychologists. See the 
“Up Close” feature to learn how knowledge of research methods can help you in 
your working life. 

Major research Designs 

When testing theories and collecting data, researchers use specifc research designs. Two 
of the most common designs are the experimental design and the correlational design, 
although other methodologies can be used. We will begin by looking at each of these 
two general research designs. Another method of conducting research is called meta-
analysis. Tis is a method that allows researchers to “combine” results from diferent 
studies in a systematic way (Schalken & Rietbergen, 2017). Finally, researchers will 
occasionally conduct an in-depth, descriptive investigation of a particular issue, which 
is known as a case study. Each of these research designs will be explored. 

The Experimental Method 

experimental Method 
a research design characterized 
by a high degree of control 
over the research setting to 
allow for the determination of 
cause-and-efect relationships 
among variables 

Te experimental method is most commonly associated with research conducted 
in a laboratory, although it can also be applied in an actual work setting, in which 
case it is known as a feld experiment. Te experimental method is designed to give 
the researcher a very high degree of control over the research setting. In a laboratory 
experiment, the researcher has a great deal of control, which is a major advantage of 
conducting research in a laboratory. In a feld experiment, the researcher typically has 
less control than in the laboratory, but the researcher must still maintain control over 
the situation in a feld experiment to draw strong conclusions. 

CLOSe  how to Use research Methods in Your  
Own Life 

Although a thorough knowledge of social science 

research methods is critical for an I/O psychologist, how 

might this knowledge apply to the life of the typical 

working person? 

Perhaps the greatest value of social science research  

methods is that the general principles of trying to take  

an objective (unbiased) perspective,  using caution con-

cerning cause-and-efect interpretations, and basing  
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interpretations on repeated observations can be extremely  

useful as guidelines for decision making. Rather than bas-

ing important work-related decisions on hunches,  previ-

ous experience, or personal preferences, approach the  

problems as a scientist would. Step back from your own  

biases. Try to collect some objective data to clarify the  

problems and base your decisions on the data. 

For example, a student approached me about her part-

time job, which had been a source of grief to her and to  

others who worked with her at the customer service desk  

of a large department store. The problem was that the  

manager never seemed to schedule hours in a way that  

satisfed all the employees. Some employees seemed to  

get the “better” hours, whereas others were complaining  

that they consistently had to work the “bad” shifts. The  

student believed that she had the perfect solution: the  

employees would all submit their ideal work schedules  

and possible alternatives, and the manager would arrange  

them in a way that was satisfactory to everyone. 

I suggested that, rather than assuming she had  

reached a workable solution, she should go back and  

approach the problem from a research perspective.  

First, I recommended that she determine the magni-

tude and scope of the problem. She developed a brief  

survey that she gave to all the department employees,  

asking about their satisfaction with the current work  

scheduling. The results indicated that the majority  

of the workers did indeed have difculties with the  

scheduling. She next approached the manager to see  

whether she would be open to suggestions for change,  

which she was.  Rather than relying on just her solu-

tion, the student then solicited suggestions for dealing  

with the difculties from all the employees. When a  

new strategy was eventually selected (they did try a  

variation of her suggestion),  it was implemented on  

a trial basis, with careful assessment of its efects on  

employee attitudes and on difculties related to sched-

uling conficts. By following this systematic method of  

relying on data, the workers were thus able to improve  

their situation. 

A sound background in research methods can also 

assist in the evaluation of new work techniques or man-

agement strategies. Whenever you hear of some revo-

lutionary strategy for increasing work performance or 

efciency, do what a good social scientist would do: go 

directly to the primary source. Find out what research 

evidence (if any) supports the technique and read those 

reports with a critical eye. See if there are serious faws 

in the ways that the technique was tested, faws that 

might make you doubt whether it really works. 

CLOSe (continued) 

In the experimental method, the researcher systematically manipulates levels of 
one variable, called the  independent variable, and measures its efect on another 
variable, called the  dependent variable. Te dependent variable is the outcome 
variable, or the behavior that is of primary interest to the investigator. In the experi-
mental method, other variables in the setting are presumed to be held constant. Tat 
is, no elements except the independent variable are allowed to vary. As a result, any 
change in the dependent variable is presumed to have been caused by the indepen-
dent variable. Te primary advantage of the experimental method is that it allows us 
to determine cause-and-efect relationships among variables. 

Independent Variable 
in the experimental 
method, the variable that is 
manipulated by the researcher 

Dependent Variable 
in the experimental method, 
the variable that is acted on by 
the independent variable; the 
outcome variable 
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treatment Group 
the group in an experimental 
investigation that is subjected 
to the change in the 
independent variable 

Control Group 
a comparison group in an 
experimental investigation that 
receives no treatment 

Stop & Review 
Describe the six steps 
in the research process. 

extraneous Variables 
variables other than the 
independent variable that 
may infuence the dependent 
variable 

To determine whether the manipulation of an independent variable produces 
any signifcant change in a dependent variable, following the experimental method, 
researchers often compare the results of two groups of participants. One group, called 
the experimental group, or treatment group, is subjected to the change in the inde-
pendent variable. Te second group, called the control group, receives no change. 
In other words, the second group is not subjected to the treatment. Tis comparison 
of treatment and control groups allows the researcher to determine the magnitude of 
the efect produced by the manipulation of the independent variable (the treatment). 
Measuring the dependent variable of the control group allows the researcher to rule 
out any normal fuctuations that might have occurred naturally in the absence of 
the treatment. Te comparison of treatment and control groups gives the researcher 
greater confdence that the treatment was (or was not) efective. 

For example, imagine that a researcher wants to test the efectiveness of a new 
training program for sales skills. A number of salespersons are randomly assigned 
to the treatment group and attend the training session. Other salespersons are ran-
domly assigned to the control group and do not receive the training content. (In a 
good experimental design, the control group should also attend “a session,” but one 
that does not have the training content; this allows the researcher to control for any 
efects that may result from participants’ simply attending a program.) A comparison 
of the subsequent sales records of the two groups allows the researcher to determine 
the efectiveness of the program. In this case, the independent variable is whether 
the salespersons did or did not receive the training content; the dependent variable 
would be the amount of sales. It is also possible to expand the experimental method 
to include a number of diferent treatment groups—for example, diferent types of 
sales training programs—and to compare the efectiveness of these various treatments 
with one another and with a control group. Of course, the experimental method is 
not used only for comparing treatment and control groups. Any variable that can 
be broken into distinct categories or levels can serve as an independent variable in 
an experimental design. For instance, we might examine diferences between male 
and female workers or among “high-,” “medium-,” and “low-” producing workers 
(as determined by productivity measures). 

Aside from the specifed independent variables, other variables that may be afect-
ing the dependent variable are termed extraneous variables. It is these variables 
that increase the difculty of conducting research because they can be any factors 
other than the independent variables that infuence the dependent variable. Con-
sider, for example, the Hawthorne studies discussed in Chapter 1. In these studies 
of the infuence of lighting and other work conditions on assembly line productivity 
(the independent variables), the attention paid to the workers by the researchers was 
an extraneous variable that afected productivity (the dependent variable). 

Te key to the success of the experimental method is to hold all extraneous vari-
ables constant. For example, observing all research participants, treatment and control 
groups, at the same time of day, using the same methods, same equipment, and so 
forth. Tis is, of course, much easier to do in a laboratory setting than in an actual 
work setting. Sometimes, extraneous variables result from systematic diferences in 
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the individuals being studied. For example, if participants are given the opportunity 
to volunteer to participate in a particular treatment group (with the nonvolun-
teers serving as a control group), there may be some motivational diferences in the 
treatment volunteers that might act as a moderating or confounding variable, thus 
afecting the results. Tat is, participants in the treatment group might be more ener-
getic and “helpful” than those in the control group, and it would thus be impossible 
to tell whether any diferences between the two groups resulted from the treatment 
or from these inherent motivational diferences. Many potential extraneous variables 
can be controlled through the random assignment of participants to the experimen-
tal and control groups. Random assignment ensures that any motivational diferences 
or other individual characteristics show up in equivalent proportions in both groups. 
In other words, assigning participants randomly to treatment and control groups 
serves to control for the efects of extraneous variables. 

One of the major drawbacks of the experimental method is its artifciality. 
A researcher who controls the experimental setting may create a situation that 
is quite diferent from the actual work setting. Tere may, thus, be some con-
cern about whether the results will apply or generalize to real settings. In feld 
experiments, there is less concern about the generalizability of fndings because the 
participants and the setting are usually representative of those that can be afected 
by the results. However, any time that a researcher creates an experimental situa-
tion, he or she runs the risk of generating artifcial conditions that would not exist 
in the usual work setting. 

Two Examples of the Experimental Method: A Laboratory 
and a Field Experiment 

One experimental study was designed to determine which of two decision-making 
styles was most efective when individuals were working under high-stress conditions 
(Johnston et al., 1997). In this laboratory experiment, 90 U.S. Navy–enlisted person-
nel volunteered and were required to take part in a simulation where they would be 
working as a ship’s radar screen operator. Te participants were randomly assigned 
to one of two training groups. Te frst group learned a “vigilant” decision-making 
style. Vigilant decision making is where the decision maker scans and considers all 
information in an orderly, sequential fashion, taking into account all information 
and reviewing all alternatives before making a decision. Participants in the second 
group were trained in “hypervigilant” decision making. In hypervigilant decision 
making, the decision maker scans only the information that is needed in a particular 
circumstance, and scanning of information does not follow a systematic, ordered 
sequence. Te type of training participants received constituted the independent 
variable. Stress was created by having distracting radio communications played and 
by an experimenter who told the participants to “hurry up” and “perform better” at 
regular intervals. 

random Assignment 
a method of assigning subjects 
to groups by chance to control 
for the efects of extraneous 
variables 
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Te participants were seated at a computer screen that presented a simulation of 
a ship’s radar screen that systematically presented images representing approaching 
ships, submarines, and aircraft. Participants had to identify each object, determine if 
it was a “friendly” or enemy craft, and engage enemy craft. Te dependent variable in 
this study consisted of the number of objects that were correctly identifed and dealt 
with appropriately. Te results of the study confrmed the researchers’ hypothesis 
that hypervigilant decision making was best under high-stress conditions, primarily 
because it is quicker and more efcient and provides less of a cognitive “load” on the 
radar operator. 

Our second example of the experimental method is a feld experiment designed 
to test the efects on safe driving behavior of worker participation in setting safety-
related goals (Ludwig & Geller, 1997). Te study participants were 324 college-aged 
pizza deliverers from three pizza stores. Observation of the drivers showed that they 
often did not stop completely at a stop sign as they headed out on deliveries. Pizza 
deliverers were randomly assigned to one of two types of safety meetings focusing 
on the importance of making a full and safe stop. In one condition, driving-related 
safety goals were set by store managers. In the other condition, the deliverers partici-
pated in setting their own driving safety goals. Te type of goal setting constituted 
the independent variable. At certain intervals, the managers observed stopping 
behaviors as the drivers exited the stores’ parking lots and headed down the road 
on their deliveries. During the posttraining period, managers posted the rates of 
safe stopping for the drivers to see. Also recorded were other safety behaviors, such 
as whether or not the drivers wore their seat belts and used their turn signals when 
turning onto the highway. Each of these safe driving behaviors constituted the 
study’s dependent variables. 

Te results showed that both groups, those who helped set their own safety goals 
and those whose goals were set by managers, engaged in safer stopping behavior dur-
ing the time period when their managers were watching and providing feedback. But 
only the group who had set their own stopping safety goals showed increased use of 
turn signals and seat belt use. In other words, the safe stopping behavior “general-
ized” to other safety behaviors, but only for the group that participated in setting its 
own goals. 

Although both of these studies were fairly well designed and executed and pro-
duced some useful knowledge, both have limitations. Te laboratory investigation 
used Navy-enlisted personnel, not actual ship radar operators, which raises the ques-
tion of whether the results would generalize to actual radar operators or to other 
similar workers, such as air trafc controllers. As presented, the dependent variables 
in the studies are fairly limited. (Both studies were presented in simplifed format. 
Additional variables were measured in each.) For example, although the safety study 
found that drivers increased seat belt usage and the use of their turn signals, we don’t 
know if other driving behaviors (e.g., speeding) were similarly afected. Although the 
results of studies such as these may answer some questions, additional ones might 
arise. For example, from the results of these experiments, we still don’t know for sure 
why one particular decision-making style was better or exactly why setting your own 
safety goals had better efects on safe driving. 
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Tis is the research process. Results of one study may stimulate subsequent 
research in the same area. Scientifc research builds on the results of previous studies, 
adding and refning, to increase our knowledge of the behavior in question. 

Quasi-Experiments 

In many cases, a researcher does not have the control over the situation needed to 
run a true experiment. As a result, a quasi-experiment is used, which is a design 
that follows the experimental method but lacks features such as random assign-
ment of participants to groups and manipulation of the independent variable. For 
example, a researcher might compare one group of workers who have undergone a 
particular training program with another group of workers who will not receive the 
training, but, because they were not randomly assigned to the groups, the groups 
are not equivalent. As a result, cause-and-efect relationships cannot be determined. 
For example, one study examined the efectiveness of a management coaching pro-
gram and compared managers in the coaching programs to other managers who 
did not receive coaching, but who were matched on age, years of experience, and 
salary (Evers et al., 2006). 

Quasi-experiments are quite common in I/O psychology because of the difcul-
ties in controlling extraneous variables, and, often, the unit of analysis is groups or 
organizations, rather than individuals. Quasi-experiments can be used, for example, 
to compare departments or organizations on some variables of interest. It is impor-
tant in making these comparisons, however, that the groups be as equivalent as 
possible. Moreover, in quasi-experimental designs, researchers often try to measure 
as many possible extraneous variables as they can in order to statistically control 
for their efects. Tis helps strengthen the results obtained in quasi-experiments. As 
mentioned, many of the studies we will explore in this book are quasi-experimental 
designs, and they are quite frequent in I/O psychology. 

The Correlational Method 

Quasi-experiment 
follows the experimental 
design but lacks random 
assignment and/or 
manipulation of an 
independent variable 

Te second major method for data collection, the correlational method (also referred 
to as the observational method), looks at the relationships between or among vari-
ables as they occur naturally. When the correlational method is used, in contrast to 
the experimental method, there is no manipulation of variables by the experimenter. 
A researcher simply measures two or more variables and then examines their statisti-
cal relationship to one another. Because the correlational method does not involve 
the manipulation of independent variables, distinctions between independent and 
dependent variables are not nearly as important as they are in the experimental 
method. Because the correlational method does not require the rigid control over 

Correlational Method 
a research design that examines 
the relationship between 
variables as they naturally 
occur 
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variables associated with the experimental method, it is easy to use in actual work set-
tings. In addition, correlational research can be conducted with archival data—data 
that an organization has already collected. For example, an organization might use 
data on employee absenteeism and look at the relationship between number of sick 
days and ratings on a job satisfaction survey that was administered to employees. 
Because of its ease of use, a great deal of the research on work behavior thus uses the 
correlational method. Te major drawback of this method is that we cannot deter-
mine cause-and-efect relationships. A common problem is the tendency of people 
to try to make causal statements from correlations, which leads to many misconcep-
tions and faulty interpretations of data. Many students of statistics quickly learn that 
correlation does not necessarily imply causality. However, with advancements in “big 
data” (extremely large data sets, often collected online, that are too large to analyse 
with traditional data analysis software) (Oswald et al., 2020), and data visualization 
tools (Tay et al., 2018), there is immense opportunity to utilize correlational research 
to draw strong conclusions. 

Considerable caution must be exercised when interpreting the results of correla-
tional research. For example, suppose that a researcher fnds a relationship between 
workers’ attitudes to their employer and the amount of money they invest in a com-
pany stock program. Employees with very positive attitudes tend to use a greater 
portion of their income to purchase stock. It could be that their favorable attitudes 
cause them to demonstrate their support for (and faith in) the company by buying 
stock, but the cause-and-efect relationship could also go the other way: employees 
who purchase stock at bargain prices may develop more positive attitudes about the 
company because they now have an investment in it. On the other hand, a third vari-
able (an extraneous variable), such as the length of time employees have worked for 
the company, may actually be the cause of the observed correlation between employee 
attitudes and stock purchases. Employees with a long tenure may generally have more 
favorable attitudes about the company than newcomers (over time, those with nega-
tive attitudes usually leave the organization). Tese employees are also older and may 
be able to invest a larger proportion of their incomes in stock options than younger 
workers, who may be raising families and purchasing frst homes. Length of time on 
the job may thus infuence both of the other two variables. Te simple correlation 
between employee attitudes and stock purchases, therefore, does not lead us to any 
frm cause-and-efect conclusions. 

Two Examples of the Correlational Method 

Two researchers studied the ability of certain tests and other assessment methods to 
predict future managerial success. Te participants were more than 1,000 entry-level 
women managers, all of whom took part in a 2-day testing program at an assessment 
center. Te assessment techniques included an interview, some standardized tests, and 
several scored exercises. (We will discuss assessment centers and employee assessment 
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techniques in Chapters 4 and 5.) At the end of the assessment, each woman was 
rated on a 4-point scale of “middle-management potential,” with endpoints ranging 
from not acceptable to more than acceptable. Seven years later, measures of the 
women’s “management progress” were obtained. Results indicated “a sizable correla-
tion between predictions made by the assessment staf and subsequent progress seven 
years later” (Ritchie & Moses, 1983). 

In a study of secretaries and managers in seven German companies, research-
ers examined the relationship between the time it took for these ofce workers to 
deal with computer errors and the workers’ “negative emotional reactions,” such as 
voicing frustration or outbursts of anger (Brodbeck et al., 1993). Tis study was an 
observational feld study, because the researchers observed the workers as they went 
through their normal daily routine at work. Te observers merely recorded the errors 
workers made while working at computers, noted the time that it took workers to 
deal with the computer errors, and noted their emotional reactions. As you might 
expect, there was a signifcant positive relationship (a positive correlation) between 
the length of time workers spent trying to solve computer errors and their reactions 
of frustration and anger. In other words, the more time the workers spent trying to 
solve computer errors, the more angry and frustrated they became. 

As mentioned, each of the methods, experimental and correlational, has its 
own strengths and weaknesses. Sometimes, researchers might use both methods in 
a large-scale investigation. Although the experimental method is most commonly 
associated with laboratory studies, and correlational research is most often associated 
with feld research, either method can be used in either setting. Te key to using the 
experimental method in a feld investigation is gaining control over the environment 
by manipulating levels of the independent variable and holding extraneous vari-
ables constant. Because the correlational method looks at the relationships among 
variables as they naturally exist, a correlational design may often be easier to imple-
ment, particularly in actual work settings, as the study of German ofce workers 
demonstrates. 

Complex Correlational Designs 

Although simple correlational designs do not allow the determination of cause-and-
efect relationships, most correlational designs in modern I/O psychology research 
involve complex statistical analyses that allow for combining predictor variables and 
statistically controlling for possible extraneous variables, and methods that allow for 
inferring the likelihood of cause and efect. 

A multiple regression design allows a researcher to examine the relationship 
between a particular outcome variable and multiple predictors. Tis allows the 
researcher to determine how a number of variables correlate with a certain outcome. 
For example, a researcher might be interested in how ability in combination with 
motivation predicts job performance. For example, a study of nurses might use a 

Multiple regression Design 
examines the relationship 
between a particular outcome 
variable and multiple 
predictors 
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measure of technical nursing skills and motivation to predict the nurses’ on-the-job 
performance evaluations. Te simple correlations between technical skills and per-
formance and between motivation and performance can be examined, but, through 
multiple regression (we will learn more about this in the appendix at the end of the 
chapter), the researcher can see how skills and motivation in combination predict 
performance and understand the relative contribution each of the variables makes in 
predicting job performance. 

Te multiple regression design also allows a researcher to control for possible 
extraneous variables and examine the efect of one variable on another after control-
ling for (or “holding constant”) the efects of extraneous variables. In the study of 
nurses, for example, the researcher might measure and control for possible extraneous 
variables, such as the age and years of experience of the nurses, in examining how 
skills and motivation afect performance. 

Certain complex designs can also be used to infer causality. One example that 
is quite common in the I/O psychology literature is the use of a mediation model. 
In a mediation model, the relationship between two variables is hypothesized to be 
explained by, or mediated by, a third variable—the mediator variable (see Figure 2.3). 
For example, the relationship between job satisfaction and employee turnover (assum-
ing that less satisfed employees are more likely to quit their jobs) is mediated by a 
third variable—the intention to quit. 

Meta-Analysis 

As we have seen, the results of a single research study provide some answers, but often 
raise other questions. Moreover, diferent research investigations of the same topic or 
issue may reach inconsistent, and sometimes totally contradictory, conclusions. For 
example, one study may fnd strong support for a given hypothesis, a second study 
may fnd only weak support, and a third study may have results that are opposite to 

Figure 2.3 A mediation model for the job satisfaction–employee turnover relationship. 
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those of the frst study. Students who are just beginning to explore research in I/O 
psychology or other social sciences seem to get particularly frustrated by such incon-
sistencies. How can any conclusions be drawn from the varying and often conficting 
results of several independent research investigations? 

Te answer is found in a methodological technique called meta-analysis, which 
allows the results of a number of studies to be combined and analyzed together to 
draw a summary conclusion (Rosenthal, 1991; Wolf, 1986). Meta-analyses are usu-
ally conducted when there are 20 or more separate studies of a given hypothesis or 
topic. Meta-analysis may be used for several purposes, including summarizing the 
relationship between variables examined in each of a set of studies and determin-
ing other factors that are associated with increases or decreases in the magnitude of 
relationships between variables of interest (these “other factors” are often referred 
to as moderating variables). Although it depends on the research question and the 
types of studies and their specifc research designs, meta-analysis will typically use 
an indicator of efect size from each examined study. Efect size refers to an esti-
mate of the magnitude of the relationship between any variable X and any variable 
Y (in a correlational design) or the size of the efect of an independent variable on 
a dependent variable (in an experimental design). One measure of efect size is the 
correlation coefcient, which is provided in many studies to describe relationships 
between variables (see the appendix at the end of the chapter for more information 
on correlation coefcients). 

Meta-analysis is used to compare and combine data from all of the examined 
studies, taking into account the efect sizes and the number of participants in each 
of the independent studies. Typically, meta-analytic techniques yield a summary 
statistic that tells us something about the overall relationship between the variables 
examined in each of the studies and whether the results from the independent 
studies are signifcantly diferent from each other in meaningful ways. For example, 
diferent studies examining the relationship between job satisfaction and employee 
absenteeism have produced diferent results, with some studies reporting higher 
levels of job satisfaction associated with lower rates of absenteeism (e.g., Ostrof, 
1993, and others reporting no association between the two factors (Ilgen & 
Höllenback, 1977); see Chapter 9 for more information). Meta-analytic proce-
dures may suggest that diferent studies yield diferent results because each uses 
a diferent measure of absenteeism or job satisfaction, or because the participants 
in studies were diferent. Meta-analyses have been used to summarize the research 
results from many studies of the absenteeism–job satisfaction relationship and have 
found that the two factors are indeed related—low satisfaction is related to higher 
rates of absenteeism—but the relationship is not as strong as most people believe 
(e.g., Scott & Taylor, 1985). 

Meta-analytic studies have become quite popular, particularly in I/O psychology 
and other felds studying work behavior. Tese analyses have addressed variables such 
as the efects of: personality and intelligence on counterproductive academic behaviors 
such as cheating (Cuadrado et al., 2021); justice perceptions of workplace behaviors 
(Cohen-Charash & Spector, 2001) empowering leadership on employee performance 
(Kim et al., 2018); situational factors, interpersonal interactions, and personal factors 

Meta-Analysis 
a technique that allows results 
from several diferent research 
studies to be combined and 
summarized 

efect Size 
an estimate of the magnitude 
of a relationship or efect 
found in a research 
investigation 
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on safety climate (He, Wang & Payne, 2019), team training in health-care settings (Hughes 
et al., 2016); organizational climate on decisions to disclose sexual orientation at work 
(Wax et al., 2018); thriving at work afecting job outcomes (Kleine et al., 2019); and 
job insecurity on employee outcomes (Jiang & Lavaysse, 2018). 

One meta-analysis confrmed the widely held view that more physically demand-
ing jobs, such as hazardous jobs with high risk for injury, were related to workers 
becoming stressed and “burned out” (Nahrgang et al., 2011). In another meta-
analysis of 55 studies investigating the relationship between workers’ personalities, 
positive job attitudes, and organizational citizenship behaviors—pro-company 
behaviors exhibited by employees—it was found that positive job attitudes were a 
better predictor of organizational citizenship behaviors than were workers’ person-
alities (Organ & Ryan, 1995). 

The Case Study Method 

We have stated that there are difculties in conducting controlled research in actual 
work settings. Often, a researcher or scientist-practitioner will have the opportu-
nity to conduct research in a business or industry, but will fnd it impossible to 

Figure 2.4 In one example of the case study method, a psychologist found that company picnics, 
games, and other social activities increased employees’ loyalty to the organization. 

Souce: Photograph by You X Ventures, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/NdZ 
08c-zu0c). 

https://www.unsplash.com
https://www.unsplash.com
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follow either the experimental or the correlational method. Te study may involve 
a one-time-only assessment of behavior or the application of an intervention to 
only a single group, department, or organization. Such research is known as a case 
study. Te results of a single case study, even if the study involves the application 
of some highly researched intervention strategy, do not allow us to draw any frm 
conclusions. A case study is really little more than a descriptive investigation. We are 
unable to test hypotheses or to determine cause-and-efect relationships from a case 
study because it is like conducting research with only one participant. What may 
have seemed to work in this one instance may not work in a second or third case. 
However, this does not mean that the case study method is not valuable, and, in fact, 
many exploratory studies follow this method. Case studies can provide rich, descrip-
tive information about certain work behaviors and situations. In some topic areas, 
where it has been impossible to conduct controlled experimental studies, the results 
of case studies may be the only evidence that exists. Moreover, such results might 
inspire the development of hypotheses that will later be tested with experimental or 
correlational studies. 

Measurement of Variables 

One of the more difcult aspects of research is the measurement of variables. A vari-
able must be operationalized—that is, brought down from the abstract level to 
a more concrete level and clearly defned so that it can be measured or manipu-
lated. In the frst example of the correlational method outlined earlier, the variable 
“middle-management potential” was operationalized as a rating on a 4-point scale. 
In the experimental study of pizza delivery drivers, “safe driving behavior” was opera-
tionalized as wearing a seat belt, using a turn signal, and coming to a full stop at an 
intersection. Both variables could be considered operational defnitions of the more 
general variable of “performance.” 

During the process of operationalizing a variable, a particular technique for mea-
suring the variable is usually selected. We will examine two of the general categories 
of techniques used to measure variables in I/O psychology: observational techniques 
and self-report techniques. 

Observational Techniques 

One procedure for measuring research variables is through direct, systematic observa-
tion. Tis involves the researchers themselves recording certain behaviors that they 
have defned as the operationalized variables. For example, a researcher might con-
sider the number of items manufactured as a measure of productivity or may look 
for certain defned supervisory behaviors, such as demonstrating work techniques to 

Case Study 
a research investigation 
involving a one-time 
assessment of behavior 

Operationalized 
clearly defning a research 
variable so that it can be 
measured 

Stop & Review 
Describe and contrast 
the experimental and 
correlational methods. 
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Obtrusive Observation 
research observation in which 
the presence of the observer is 
known to the participants 

Unobtrusive Observation 
research observation in which 
the presence of the observer is 
not known to the participants 

subordinates, giving direct orders, and setting specifc work quotas, to assess whether 
a manager has a “task-oriented” supervisory style. 

Te measurement of variables through direct observation can be either obtrusive 
or unobtrusive. With obtrusive observation, the researcher is visible to the persons 
being observed. Te primary disadvantage of this technique is that the participants 
may behave diferently because they know they are a part of a research investigation. 
Tis is exactly what happened in the original Hawthorne experiments. Researchers 
engaging in obtrusive observation must always consider how their presence will afect 
participants’ behavior, and thus the results of the study. 

Unobtrusive observation also involves direct observation of behavior, but in 
this case participants are unaware of the researcher’s presence and do not know 
that their behavior is being studied (or may not know which behaviors are being 
studied). Te primary advantage of unobtrusive observation is that the researcher 
can be fairly confdent that the recorded behavior is typical. Te major drawback 
to unobtrusive observation lies in ethical concerns about protecting the privacy of 
the participants. 

Self-Report Techniques 

Self-report techniques 
measurement methods relying 
on research participants’ 
reports of their own behavior 
or attitudes 

Survey 
a common self-report measure 
in which participants are asked 
to report on their attitudes, 
beliefs, and/or behaviors 

Direct observational measurement techniques are often costly and difcult to obtain, 
requiring the assistance of trained observers. More commonly, researchers measure 
variables through self-report techniques, which include a variety of methods for 
assessing behavior from the responses of the research participants themselves. One of 
the most popular self-report techniques is the survey. Surveys can be used to measure 
any number of aspects of the work situation, including workers’ attitudes about their 
jobs, their perceptions of the amount and quality of the work that they perform, and 
the specifc problems they encounter on the job. Most typically, surveys take the form 
of pencil-and-paper or online measures that the participants can complete either in 
a group session or on their own time. However, surveys can also involve face-to-face, 
telephone, or video (e.g., Zoom) interviews. 

Te most obvious problem with surveys is the possibility of distortion or bias of 
responses (either intentional or unintentional). If the survey is not conducted in a 
way that protects respondents’ anonymity, particularly when it deals with sensitive 
issues or problems, workers may feel that their answers can be traced back to them 
and possibly result in retribution by management. In these cases, workers may tem-
per their responses and give “socially desirable” answers to survey questions. 

Self-report techniques are also used in I/O psychology research to assess work-
ers’ personalities, occupational interests, and management or supervisory style; 
to obtain evaluations of job candidates; or to elicit supervisors’ ratings of worker 
performance. Compared with observational techniques, self-reports allow the 
researcher to collect massive amounts of data relatively inexpensively. However, 
developing sound self-report tools and interpreting the results are not easy tasks and 
require thorough knowledge of measurement theory, as well as research methods 



R e s e a Rc h  M e t h o d s  i n  i / o  Psyc h o lo gy

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

and statistics. Many I/O psychologist researchers and practitioners use self-report 
measures extensively in their work. 

Measuring Work Outcomes: the Bottom Line 

Tere are a tremendous number of potential independent variables in I/O psychol-
ogy research. I/O psychologists have examined how characteristics of workers such as 
personality, attitudes, and education afect work behavior. As we saw in Chapter 1, 
factors in the physical and social work environment can be manipulated to see how 
they afect worker performance and satisfaction and engagement with their work. 
Other variables, such as the amount and frequency of compensation, styles of super-
vision, work schedules, and incentive programs, also serve as independent variables 
in research on work behavior. 

Many dependent variables are also studied in I/O research. However, a great deal 
of research in I/O psychology focuses on dependent variables such as productivity, 
work quality, employee turnover, employee absenteeism, and employee satisfaction/ 
engagement. Tese key dependent variables represent work outcomes—what often 
translates to the “bottom line” in work organizations. Most commonly, changes in 
these important variables result in fnancial losses or gains for businesses. 

Of these important dependent variables, the frst two, work productivity and 
quality, are usually theoretically linked because a company’s goals should be to pro-
duce as much as possible while ensuring that the output is of high quality. However, 
although these variables are linked, they are typically considered separately by many 
businesses. For example, in many manufacturing plants, the departments responsible 
for production volume and for quality control are separate. 

On the surface, it may seem that the measurement of a variable such as productiv-
ity is relatively simple and accurate. Tis may be true if the task involves production 
of concrete objects, such as the number of hamburgers sold or the number of books 
printed. However, for companies that deal with more abstract products, such as services, 
information, or ideas, the measurement of productivity is not as easy, nor as precise. 

Te accurate measurement of quality is often more difcult (Hofman et al., 
1991). For example, in a department store, productivity may be assessed by the 
dollar amount of sales, which is a fairly reasonable and simple assessment. How-
ever, the quality of the salespersons’ performance might involve factors such as 
the friendliness, courteousness, and promptness of their service, which are usually 
more difcult to measure. Similarly, a writer’s productivity might be defned as the 
number of books or articles the author produced (a straightforward assessment), 
although the quality of the writing might be more difcult to measure. Tus, quality 
is often quite difcult to defne operationally. We will deal with the measurement of 
worker productivity and worker performance in more detail in upcoming chapters, 
particularly in Chapter 5. 

Although they are distinct variables, employee absenteeism, turnover, and sat-
isfaction/engagement are also theoretically tied to one another (Vroom, 1964). In 
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Chapter 1, we saw that Mayo believed that there was a strong relationship between 
employee satisfaction and productivity. However, this is not always the case; the 
happy worker is not necessarily the productive worker. Tere may be a relationship 
between employee satisfaction and a tendency to show up for work and stay with the 
job. Specifcally, it is thought that higher satisfaction leads to lower absenteeism and 
turnover. Although the reasons for being absent and individual diferences can alter 
the relationship between job satisfaction and absenteeism. For example Schaumberg 
and Flynn (2017) showed that job satisfaction predicts absenteeism for individuals 
who are not prone to feeling guilty, but does not for those who are more prone to 
experience guilt. Individuals who feel guilt may avoid playing “hooky” from work 
regardless of whether or not they like their jobs. We will discuss this issue in detail 
in Chapter 8. 

In any case, the interrelationships between job satisfaction, absenteeism, and 
turnover are important. If negative relationships do indeed exist between employee 
satisfaction and rates of absenteeism and turnover (they are negative relationships, 
because higher satisfaction would be associated with lower absenteeism and lower 
turnover), it is important that companies strive to keep workers satisfed. Happy 
workers may be less likely to be absent from their jobs voluntarily or to look for work 
elsewhere. Reduced rates of absenteeism and turnover can translate into tremendous 
savings for the company. 

Turnover and absenteeism can be measured fairly easily, but the assessment of 
worker satisfaction is much less precise, because attitudes about a wide range of 
elements in the work environment must be considered. Moreover, the worker atti-
tude–behavior relationship needs to be studied in depth. A more complex construct 
is replacing the simple notion of job satisfaction, and that is the notion of employee 
engagement, which involves not only employees’ attitudes about their jobs, but also 
their broader attitudes about the organization and their commitment to it. We will 
deal more deeply with these issues in Chapter 8. 

Although these key variables are most commonly considered dependent variables, 
this does not preclude the possibility that any one of them could be used as an inde-
pendent variable. For example, we might classify workers into those who are “good 
attenders” with very few absences and “poor attenders” who have regular absences. 
We could then see whether there are diferences in the good and poor attenders’ per-
formance levels or in their attitudes about their jobs. However, certain variables, such 
as productivity, absenteeism, and turnover, represent the bottom-line variables that 
translate into profts or losses for the company, whereas job satisfaction tends to be 
the bottom-line variable for the employee. Tese bottom-line variables are most often 
considered dependent variables. 

Interpreting and Using research results 

When a researcher conducts a study and obtains research results, it is the researcher’s 
task to make sense of those results. To interpret research data accurately, an I/O 
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psychologist must be very knowledgeable about methods of data collection and sta-
tistical analysis and be aware of potential research problems and the strengths and 
limitations of the methods that have been used. We covered these topics in Chapter 1 
in relation to measurement. 

When interpreting results, it is important to consider the limitations of the fnd-
ings. One concern is the extent to which we are successful in eliminating extraneous, 
or “confounding,” variables. Tis is called internal validity. In an experiment, inter-
nal validity deals with how confdent we are that the change in a dependent variable 
was actually caused by the independent variable, as opposed to extraneous variables. 
A second concern is the external validity of the research results—that is, whether 
the results obtained will generalize to other work settings. In other words, how well 
do the fndings apply to other workers, jobs, and/or environments? For example, say 
that the results of research on patterns of interactions between workers in an insur-
ance claims ofce indicate a signifcant positive relationship between the amount of 
supervisor–supervisee contact and worker productivity: as supervisors and workers 
interact more, more work is completed. Can these results be generalized to other 
settings? Maybe, but maybe not. Tese fndings might be particular to these work-
ers and related to their specifc characteristics. Te participants may be the kind of 
workers who need a lot of supervision to keep them on task. Other groups of workers 
might view interactions with supervisors negatively, and the resulting dissatisfaction 
might lead to a restriction of output. Alternatively, the results might be specifc to the 
type of tasks in which workers are engaged. Because insurance claims often need to be 
approved by supervisors, a worker must interact with the supervisor to complete the 
job. As a result, increased supervisor–supervisee contact may be a sign of increased 
efciency. For assembly line workers, however, supervisor–supervisee interactions 
might be a distraction that reduces productivity, or they might have little efect on 
output. To know whether research results will generalize to a variety of work settings, 
results must be replicated with diferent groups of workers in diferent work settings. 
Eventually, further research may discover the moderating variables that determine 
when and where supervisor–subordinate contacts have benefcial efects on work 
productivity. 

External validity is especially important for research conducted under tightly con-
trolled circumstances, such as a laboratory investigation, where the conditions of the 
research setting may not be very similar to actual work conditions. One solution is 
to combine the strength of experimental research—well-controlled conditions—with 
the advantage of real-world conditions by conducting experimental research in actual 
work settings. 

Once these issues have been considered fully, scientists must consider how they 
report their results for academic publication. Careful reporting of methods and sta-
tistics ensures that academic rigor has been taken, allows other scientists to replicate 
their results, and creates greater transparency in what was done for the research study 
(Eby et al., 2020). Table 2.2 contains a checklist designed by Eby and colleagues for 
ensuring the best academic methods are utilized in research. 

So far, we have been discussing only one objective of research in I/O psychol-
ogy: the scientifc objective of conducting research to understand work behavior 

Internal Validity 
the extent to which extraneous 
or confounding variables are 
removed 

external Validity 
whether research results 
obtained in one setting will 
apply to another setting

 Stop & Review 
List the fve common 
work outcomes that are 
often measured in I/O 
psychology. 
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Table 2.2 This useful checklist helps authors ensure that they are following best practices for research quality and 
transparency 

Source: Created by Eby et al., 2020. 

more completely. As you recall, in Chapter 1, we mentioned that there are two 
goals in industrial/organizational psychology: the scientifc and the practical, 
whereby new knowledge is applied toward improving work conditions and out-
comes. Although some research in I/O psychology is conducted merely to increase 
the base of knowledge about work behavior, and some I/O practitioners (and 
practicing managers) use strategies to afect work behavior that are based on 
hunches or intuition rather than on sound research evidence, the two facets of 
I/O psychology should work together. To be efective, the applications used by 
I/O practitioners to improve work behavior must be built on a strong foundation 
of research. Trough sound research and the testing of hypotheses and theories, 
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better applications develop. Moreover, the efectiveness of applications can be 
demonstrated conclusively only through additional evaluation and research (see 
the box “Applying I/O Psychology”). 

ethical Issues in research and practice 
in I/O psychology 

It is very important when conducting any type of psychological research involving 
human beings that the researcher—whether student or professional—adhere to ethi-
cal principles and standards. Te American Psychological Association (APA) lists 
several core principles that should guide the ethical conduct of research in psychol-
ogy, including I/O psychology (American Psychological Association, 2002). Tese 
guiding principles include striving to beneft the persons with whom the psychologist 
is working and taking care to do no harm; being honest and accurate in the science, 
teaching, and practice of psychology; and respecting the rights of people to privacy 
and confdentiality. 

Although the ethical issues pertaining to I/O psychologists are complex, we will 
review a few of the key elements for research and practice of I/O psychology. 

A  P P  lY I N G  I / O  P  S  Y  C H O  l  O  G  Y  

the hawthorne effect: A Case Study in Flawed research Methods 

The initial Hawthorne studies clearly followed the 

experimental method, because Mayo and his colleagues 

manipulated levels of lighting and the duration of work 

breaks. Furthermore, because the studies were con-

ducted in the actual work setting, they were also feld 

experiments. The result, particularly the discovery of the 

Hawthorne efect, is a classic in the feld of I/O psychol-

ogy.  In fact, this efect is studied in other areas of psy-

chology and social science. 

the independent variable (lighting), but by an extrane-

ous variable that was not controlled by the researchers: 

the attention the workers received from the observers. 

Although Mayo and his colleagues eventually became 

aware of this unanticipated variable, which led to the 

discovery of the Hawthorne efect, the design and imple-

mentation of the studies had other methodological 

problems. 

In the 1970s, researchers reexamined the data from 

the original Hawthorne experiments, combing through 

the records and diaries kept by Mayo and his colleagues. 

These investigators found a series of very serious meth-

odological problems that cast doubt on the original 

conclusions drawn from the Hawthorne studies. These 

Although the original Hawthorne studies were set 

up in the experimental method, the discovery of the 

Hawthorne efect actually resulted from a breakdown 

in research procedures. The changes observed in the 

dependent variable (productivity) were caused not by 
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A  P P  lY I N G  I / O  P  S  Y  C H O  l  O  G  Y  

(Continued) 

reanalyses indicated difculties with the number of par-

ticipants (one of the studies used only fve participants), 

the experimenters’ “contamination” of the participant 

population (two of the fve participants were replaced 

because they were not working hard enough), the lack 

of control or comparison groups, and the absence of 

appropriate statistical analyses of data (Franke & Kaul, 

1978; Parsons, 1974). The I/O psychologist Parsons dis-

covered not only serious faws in the published reports 

of the Hawthorne experiments, but also a number of 

extraneous variables that were not considered, further 

confounding the conclusions. For example: 

[U]nlike the big open foor of the relay assembly 

department, the test room was separate, smaller, 

and quieter . . . and the supervisors were friendly, 

tolerant observers, not the usual authoritarian 

foremen . . . Back in their relay-assembly depart-

ment, the women had been paid a fxed hourly 

wage plus a collective piecework rate based on 

the department’s total output. In the test room, 

the collective piecework rate was based on the 

output of only the fve workers, so that individual 

performance had a much more signifcant impact 

on weekly pay. The monetary reward for increased 

individual efort thus became much more evident 

and perhaps more efective than in the depart-

ment setting. 

(Rice, 1982) 

All in all, there are signifcant faws in the research design 

and execution of the Hawthorne experiments. Of course, 

this does not mean that a Hawthorne efect cannot exist, 

because we do know that the presence of others can 

afect behavior. What it does mean is that the original 

Hawthorne studies were too methodologically muddled 

to enable researchers to draw any frm conclusions from 

them. On the one hand, we must forgive Mayo and his 

associates on some of these issues because their stud-

ies were conducted before many of the advancements 

in research methodology and design were made. On the 

other hand, some of the errors in data collection were 

obvious. In many ways, the Hawthorne studies illustrate 

some of the difculties of conducting research and the 

dangers of drawing conclusions based on fawed research 

methods. The moral is that conducting research is a com-

plex but important endeavor. Researchers and users of 

research must display caution in both the application of 

methods and the interpretation of results to avoid errors 

and misinformation. 

Informed Consent 
a research participant is fully 
informed of the nature of the 
experiment and has the right 
to not participate 

Te researcher must obtain participants’ informed consent—a sort of “full dis-
closure.” Tat is, participants must be told in advance the purposes, duration, and 
general procedures involved in the research, and they have the right to decline partici-
pation at any point. At the end of the research, participants should be fully debriefed, 
and the researcher should ensure that no harm has been caused. Researchers must also 
protect the privacy of research participants by either collecting data anonymously 
or keeping the data confdential—with identities known only to the researchers for 
purposes of accurate recordkeeping. 

Te same general principles apply to the practice of I/O psychology. In addi-
tion, practicing I/O psychologists should not misrepresent their areas of expertise 
and should be honest, forthright, and fair in their dealings with clients and client 
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organizations. An excellent case reader deals specifcally with ethical issues for the 
practicing I/O psychologist, entitled Ethics and Values in Industrial-Organizational 
Psychology (Lefkowitz, 2017). Another resource is the book Decoding the Ethic Code: 
A Practical Guide for Psychologists (Fisher, 2016). 

Summary 

Te goals of I/O psychology are to describe, explain, predict, and then alter work 
behavior. Research methods are important tools for I/O psychologists because they 
provide a systematic means for investigating and changing work behavior. Objectivity 
is the overriding theme of the social scientifc method used to study work behavior. 

Te frst step in conducting research involves the formulation of the problem or 
issue. Te second step is the generation of hypotheses, which are simply statements 
about the supposed relationships among variables. It is through the systematic collec-
tion of observations of behavior that a researcher may develop a set of hypotheses into 
a more general theory, or model, which is a way of representing the complex relation-
ships among a number of variables related to actual work behavior. Te third step in 
conducting research is choosing a particular design to guide the actual collection of 
data—the fourth step. Te data collection stage includes sampling, the methods by 
which participants are selected for study. Te fnal steps in the process are the analyses 
of research data and the interpretation of research results. 

I/O psychologists use two basic types of research designs. In the experimental 
method, the researcher manipulates one variable, labelled the independent variable, 
and measures its efect on the dependent variable. In an experimental design, any 
change in the dependent variable is presumed to be caused by the manipulation 
of the independent variable. Typically, the experimental method involves the use 
of a treatment group and a control group. Te treatment group is subjected to the 
manipulation of the independent variable, and the control group serves as a com-
parison by not receiving the treatment. Variables that are not of principal concern to 
the researchers but that may afect the results of the research are termed extraneous 
variables. In the experimental method, the researcher attempts to control for extra-
neous variables through the random assignment of participants to the treatment and 
control groups in order to ensure that any extraneous variables will be distributed 
evenly between the groups. Te strength of the experimental method is the high 
level of control that the researcher has over the setting, which allows the investi-
gator to determine cause-and-efect relationships. Te weakness of the method is 
that the controlled conditions may be artifcial and may not generalize to actual, 
uncontrolled work settings. Quasi-experiments follow the experimental method, but 
do not involve random assignment or manipulation of the independent variable. 
Te other type of research method, the correlational method (sometimes called the 
observational method), looks at the relationships among measured variables as they 
naturally occur, without the intervention of the experimenter and without strict 
experimental controls. Te strength of this design is that it may be more easily 
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conducted in actual settings. However, the correlational method does not allow the 
specifcation of cause-and-efect relationships. 

Meta-analysis is a method that allows the results of a number of studies to be 
combined and analysed together to draw an overall summary or conclusion. Meta-
analysis may also be used to determine if the results of diferent studies of the same 
factors are signifcantly diferent from each other. 

Te case study is a commonly used descriptive investigation that lacks the controls 
and repeated observations of the experimental and correlational methodologies. Te 
case study can provide important information, but does not allow the testing of 
hypotheses. 

An important part of the research process involves the measurement of variables. 
Te term operationalization refers to the process of defning variables so that they can 
be measured for research purposes. I/O psychology researchers use a variety of mea-
surement techniques. Researchers may measure variables through the direct obtrusive 
or unobtrusive observation of behavior. In obtrusive observation, the researcher is 
visible to the research participants, who know that they are being studied. Unobtru-
sive observation involves observing participants’ behavior without their knowledge. 
Another measurement strategy is self-report techniques, which yield information about 
participants’ behavior from their own reports. One of the most widely used self-
report techniques is the survey. 

When interpreting research results, attention must be given to internal validity— 
whether extraneous variables have been accounted for in the research—as well as the 
external validity of the fndings—that is, whether they will generalize to other set-
tings. A critical concern for I/O psychologists is the interrelation of the science and 
practice of industrial/organizational psychology and adhering to ethical principles 
and guidelines that govern research and practice in I/O psychology. 

Study Questions and exercises 

1 Consider the steps in the research process. What are some of the major problems 
that are likely to be encountered at each step in the research process? 

2 What are the strengths and weaknesses of the experimental and the correlational 
methods? Under what circumstances would you use each? 

3 Consider the various measurement techniques used by I/O psychologists. Why 
are many of the variables used in I/O psychology difcult to measure? 

4 Choose some aspect of work behavior and develop a research hypothesis. Now try 
to design a study that would test the hypothesis. Consider what your variables are 
and how you will operationalize them. Choose a research design for the collection 
of data. Consider who your participants will be and how they will be selected. 
How might the hypothesis be tested statistically? 

5 Using the study that you designed earlier, what are some of the ethical consider-
ations in conducting the research? What information would you include in an 
informed consent form for that study’s participants? 
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Web Links 

www.simplypsychology.org/research-methods.html 
A general psychology website that discusses research methods and has a number of 
methods-related defnitions and explanations. 

www.apa.org/ethics/code/index.aspx 
APA site for ethics in conducting research. 

Suggested readings 

Aron, A., Aron, E. N., Coups, E. (2013). Statistics for psychology (6th ed.). Boston: Pearson. 
Tis straightforward text examines basic methods students in the social and behavioral 
sciences need to analyze data and test hypotheses. 

Brough, P. (Ed.). (2018). Advanced research methods for applied psychology: Design, analysis 
and reporting. Routledge. 
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AppenDIx 

Quantitative (Measurement) 
Data 
data that measure some 
numerical quantity 

Qualitative (Categorical or 
Frequency) Data 
data that measure some 
category or measurement 
quality 

Statistical Analyses of 
Research Data 

Although a comprehensive treatment of research methods and statistics is beyond 
the scope of this text, it is important to emphasize that the science and practice of 
industrial/organizational psychology require a thorough knowledge of research meth-
ods and statistics and some experience using them. More important for our present 
concerns, it is impossible to gain a true understanding of the methods used by I/O 
psychologists without some discussion of the statistical analyses of research data. 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, research methods are merely procedures or 
tools used by I/O psychologists to study work behavior. Statistics, which are arith-
metical procedures designed to help summarize and interpret data, are also important 
research tools. Te results of statistical analyses help us to understand relationships 
between variables. In any research investigation, there are two main questions: 
(1) is there a statistically signifcant relationship between the variables of interest, and 
(2) what is the strength of that relationship? For example, does the independent vari-
able have a strong, moderate, or weak efect on the dependent variable (e.g., What is 
the efect size?)? Statistics provide the answers to these questions. 

Tere are many types of statistical analyses, and which is most appropriate in a 
given study depends on such factors as the variables of interest, the way these vari-
ables are measured, the design of the study, and the research questions. Concerning 
the measurement of variables, it is important to point out that variables can be 
described as being either quantitative or qualitative in nature. Te term quantitative 
data (also known as measurement data) refers to a numerical representation of a vari-
able, such as an individual’s weight provided by a scale, a score on a cognitive ability 
test, a student’s grade point average, and so on. In all cases, some sort of measurement 
instrument has been used to measure some quantity. Te term qualitative data (also 
referred to as categorical or frequency data) refers to numbers that are used as labels 
to categorize people or things; the data provide frequencies for each category. When 
data collection involves methods such as discussion or focus groups, for example, the 
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data are likely to be qualitative and expressed in such statements as, “Twelve people 
were categorized as ‘highly favorable’ to changes in work schedules, 20 as ‘moder-
ately favorable,’ and 9 as ‘not favorable.’” Here, we are categorizing participants into 
groups, and the data represent the frequency of each category. In contrast, if, instead 
of categorizing participants into high, moderate, and low favorability, we assigned 
each of them a score based on some continuous scale of favorability (scale from 1 to 
10), the data would be measurement data, consisting of scores for each participant 
on that variable. Independent variables are often qualitative, involving categories, 
although they may also involve quantitative measurement, whereas dependent vari-
ables are generally quantitative. Diferent types of statistical techniques are used to 
analyze quantitative and qualitative data. Because they tend to be more frequently 
used in I/O psychology, our discussion will focus on procedures used to analyze 
quantitative, or measurement, data. 

We will discuss two types of statistics: (1) descriptive statistics, used to summarize 
recorded observations of behavior, and (2) inferential statistics, used to test hypotheses 
about research data. 

Descriptive Statistics 

Te simplest way to represent research data is to use descriptive statistics, which 
describe data in ways that give the researcher a general idea of the results. Suppose we 
have collected data on the job performance ratings of 60 employees. Te rating scale 
ranges from 1 to 9, with 9 representing outstanding performance. As you can see in 
Table 2.3, it is difcult to make sense out of the raw data. A frequency distribu-
tion, which is a descriptive statistical technique that presents data in a useful format, 
arranges the performance scores by category so that we can see at a glance how many 
employees received each numerical rating. Te frequency distribution in Figure 2.5 is 
in the form of a bar graph or histogram. 

Table 2.3 Performance Rating Scores of 60 Employees 

Employee Score Employee Score Employee Score 

Adams 5 Alva 6 Ang 6 
Bates 4 Bender 1 Berra 7 
Brown 6 Cadiz 5 Camus 8 
Chow 7 Cisneros 4 Crow 5 
Davis 8 Dawes 7 DeRios 4 
Driver 4 Dudley 6 Evans S 
Ewing 5 Exner 4 Fang 2 
Farris 3 Fernal 5 Ford 9 

Descriptive Statistics 
arithmetical formulas for 
summarizing and describing 
research data 

Frequency Distribution 
a descriptive statistical 
technique that arranges scores 
by categories 

(continued) 
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Table 2.3 (Continued) 

Employee Score Employee Score Employee Score 

Frank 5 Gant 3 Ghent 5 
Gower 3 Grant 6 Gwynne 2 
Hall 6 Hawkes 7 Horner 4 
Hull 4 Hu 8 Jacobs S 
Justin 3 Kee 5 Kubiak 9 
Lang 5 Lantz 7 Leong 5 
Mayes 5 Mertz 3 Mio 4 
Murphy 4 Nguyen 5 Page 5 
Pierce 2 Rabago S Richards 3 
Sherrod 7 Simpson 8 Suls S 
Taylor 3 Tucker 2 Tran 4 
Woll 5 Young 6 Zapf 5 

Figure 2.5 Frequency distribution (histogram) of 60 employee performance ratings scores. 

Measures of Central 
tendency 
present the center point in a 
distribution of scores 

Other important descriptive statistics include measures of central tendency and
variability. Measures of central tendency present the center point of a distribution 
of scores. Tis is useful in summarizing the distribution in terms of the middle or 
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average score. Te most common measure of central tendency is the mean, or aver-
age, which is calculated by adding all the scores and dividing by the number of scores. 
In our performance data, the sum of the scores is 303, and the number of scores is 
60. As a result, the mean of our frequency distribution is 5.05. Another measure of 
central tendency is the median, or the midpoint of the distribution, such that 50% of 
the scores (in this example, 50% would be 30 of the 60 scores) fall below the median 
and 50% fall above the median. In this distribution of scores, the median is in the 
center rating category of 5. 

Measures of variability show how scores are dispersed in a frequency distribution. 
If scores are widely dispersed across a large number of categories, variability will be 
high. If scores are closely clustered in a few categories, variability will be low. Te most 
commonly used measure of distribution variability is the standard deviation. In a 
frequency distribution, the standard deviation indicates how closely the scores spread 
out around the mean. Te more widely dispersed the scores, the greater the standard 
deviation. Te more closely bunched the scores, the smaller the standard deviation. 
For example, imagine that two managers each rate 15 subordinates on a 5-point per-
formance scale, and the mean (average) ratings given by each manager are the same: 
2.8 on the 5-point scale. However, manager A’s ratings have a large standard deviation, 
whereas manager B’s ratings have a very small standard deviation. What does this tell 
you? It means that manager A gave more varied ratings of subordinate performance 
than did manager B, because the standard deviation represents the variance of the dis-
tribution of scores. In contrast, manager B gave similar ratings for all 15 subordinates, 
such that all the ratings are close in numerical value to the average and do not vary 
across a wide numerical range. Both the mean and the standard deviation are impor-
tant to more sophisticated inferential statistics. 

Inferential Statistics 

Mean 
a measure of central tendency; 
also known as the average 

Median 
a measure of central tendency; 
the midpoint of a distribution 
of scores 

Variability 
estimates the distribution of 
scores around the middle or 
average score 

Standard Deviation 
a measure of variability 
of scores in a frequency 
distribution 

Although descriptive statistics are helpful in representing and organizing data, infer-
ential statistics are used to test hypotheses. For example, assume that we wanted to 
test the hypothesis that a certain safety program efectively reduced rates of industrial 
accidents. One group of workers is subjected to the safety program, whereas another 
(the control group) is not. Accident rates before and after the program are then mea-
sured. Inferential statistics would tell us whether or not diferences in accident rates 
between the two groups were meaningful. Depending on the research design, difer-
ent sorts of inferential statistics will typically be used. 

When inferential statistics are used to analyze data, we are concerned about 
whether a result is meaningful, or statistically signifcant. Te concept of statisti-
cal signifcance is based on theories of probability. A research result is statistically 
signifcant if its probability of occurrence by chance is very low. Typically, a research 
result is statistically signifcant if its probability of occurrence by chance is less 
than 5 out of 100 (in research terminology, the probability, or p, is less than 0.05; 
p < 0.05). For example, say we fnd that a group of telephone salespersons who have 

Inferential Statistics 
statistical techniques used 
for analyzing data to test 
hypotheses 

Statistical Signifcance 
the probability of a particular 
result occurring by chance, 
used to determine the meaning 
of research outcomes 
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normal Distribution 
(bell-shaped curve) a 
distribution of scores along 
a continuum with known 
properties 

undergone training in sales techniques have average (mean) sales of 250 units per 
month, whereas salespersons who did not receive the training have mean sales of 
242 units. Based on the diference in the two means and the variability (standard 
deviations) of the two groups, a statistical test will determine whether the diference 
in the two groups is statistically signifcant (and thus if the training program actually 
increases sales). 

Te concept of the normal distribution of variables is also important for the use 
of inferential statistics. It is assumed that many psychological variables, especially 
human characteristics such as intelligence, motivation, or personality constructs, are 
normally distributed. Tat is, scores on these variables in the general population are 
presumed to vary along a continuum, with the greatest proportion clustering around 
the midpoint and proportions dropping of toward the endpoints of the continuum. 
A normal distribution of scores is symbolized visually by the bell-shaped curve. Te 
bell-shaped curve, or normal distribution, is a representative distribution of known 
mathematical properties that can be used as a standard for statistical analyses. Te 
mathematical properties of the normal distribution are represented in Figure 2.6. Te 
exact midpoint score, or median, of the normal distribution is the same as its mean. 
In a normal distribution, 50% of the scores lie above the midpoint and 50% below. 
Te normal distribution is also divided in terms of standard deviations from the 
midpoint. In a normal distribution, approximately 68% of all scores lie within one 
standard deviation above or below the midpoint or mean. Approximately 95% of all 
scores in a normal distribution lie within two standard deviations above or below the 
midpoint. Now that you know the properties of the bell-shaped, or normal, curve, go 
back to the frequency distribution in Figure 2.5. You should notice that this distribu-
tion closely approximates the bell-shaped, normal distribution. 

Figure 2.6 A normal distribution. 
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Statistical Analysis of Experimental Method Data 

As mentioned, depending on the research design, diferent inferential statistics may 
be used to analyze data. Typically, one set of statistical techniques is used to test 
hypotheses from data collected in experimental methods, and another set is used to 
analyze data from correlational research. 

Te simplest type of experimental design would have a treatment group, a con-
trol group, and a single dependent variable. Whether or not a group receives the 
treatment represents levels of the independent variable. Te most common statistical 
technique for this type of study is the t-test, which examines the diference between 
the means on the dependent variable for the two groups, taking into account the vari-
ability of scores in each group. In the example of trained and untrained salespersons 
used earlier, a t-test would determine whether the diference in the two means (250 
units vs. 242 units) is statistically signifcant—that is, not due to chance fuctuations. 
If the diference is signifcant, the researcher may conclude that the training program 
did have a positive efect on sales. 

When an experimental design moves beyond two group comparisons, a statistical 
method called analysis of variance, or ANOVA, is often used. Analysis of variance 
looks at diferences among more than two groups on a single dependent variable. 
For example, if we wanted to examine diferences in sales performance between a 
group of salespersons exposed to 2 weeks of “sales infuence tactic training,” a group 
exposed to only 3 days of the training program, and a group with no training, analysis 
of variance would be the appropriate technique. In this instance, we still have one 
dependent variable and one independent variable, as in the two-group case; how-
ever, the independent variable has three, rather than two, levels. Whenever a research 
design involves a single independent variable with more than two levels and one 
dependent variable, the typical statistical technique is referred to as a one-way analy-
sis of variance (it is called “one-way” because there is a single independent variable). 
Te one-way ANOVA would tell us whether our three groups difered in any mean-
ingful way in sales performance. 

When a research design involves more than one independent variable, which is 
very common, the technique that is typically used is the factorial analysis of vari-
ance. For example, we may wish to examine the efect of the three levels of our 
infuence training program on sales performance for a group of salespersons who 
receive a sales commission compared with a group who do not. Tis design involves 
a single dependent variable (sales performance) and two independent variables, one 
with three levels (training) and one with two levels (commission vs. no commission). 
Te number of diferent groups in a research study is determined by the number of 
independent variables and their levels. In this case, our design would result in six 
groups of salespersons (2 × 3 = 6), and the analysis would involve a 2 × 3 factorial 
analysis of variance. 

Tere is a major advantage to examining more than one independent variable in 
a research study, and it involves the types of efects that may be detected. Suppose 
that, in our study, we fnd that sales infuence tactic training signifcantly increases 

t-test 
a statistical test for examining 
the diference between the 
means of two groups

 Stop & Review 
how would a researcher 
use descriptive and 
inferential statistics? 
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 Correlation Coefcient 
a statistical technique used 
to determine the strength of 
a relationship between two 
variables 

sales performance. Tis change in the dependent variable due to the independent 
variable of training is called a main efect. Similarly, we may fnd a main efect 
of the sales commission variable, such that salespersons who receive a commis-
sion have signifcantly higher sales performance than those who do not. Tis type 
of efect could not be detected if we were examining either independent variable 
alone. However, by examining both independent variables at the same time, we 
may detect a diferent type of efect called an interaction. Two variables are said 
to interact when the efect of one independent variable on the dependent variable 
difers, depending on the level of the second independent variable. In our study, an 
interaction between sales infuence tactic training and sales commission would be 
indicated if our training program only increased the sales performance of salesper-
sons who received a commission and did not afect the performance of salespersons 
who did not receive commissions. 

An even more sophisticated technique, multivariate analysis of variance 
(MANOVA), examines data from multiple groups with multiple dependent vari-
ables. Te logic of MANOVA is similar to that of ANOVA, but more than one 
dependent variable is investigated at a time. For instance, we may want to investigate 
the efects of training or receiving a sales commission (or both) on sales performance 
and worker job satisfaction. MANOVA procedures would tell us about diferences 
between our groups on each of these dependent variables. Understanding how these 
complex statistical techniques work and how they are calculated is not important for 
our discussion. Tese terms are presented only to familiarize you with some of the 
statistics that you might encounter in research reports in I/O psychology or in other 
types of social science research and to increase your understanding of the purposes 
of such procedures. 

Statistical Analysis of Correlational Method Data 

When a research design is correlational, a diferent set of statistical techniques is 
usually used to test hypotheses about presumed relationships among variables. As 
mentioned earlier, the distinction between independent and dependent variables in 
a correlational design is not as important as in the experimental method. In a cor-
relational design, the independent variable is usually called the predictor, and the 
dependent variable is often referred to as the criterion (we will discuss predictors and 
criterion variables more fully in Chapter 4). In a simple correlational design with two 
variables, the usual statistical analysis technique is the correlation coefcient, which 
measures the strength of the relationship between the predictor and the criterion. 
Te correlation coefcient ranges from +1.00 to −1.00. Te closer the coefcient is 
to either +1.00 or −1.00, the stronger the linear relationship between the two vari-
ables. Te closer the correlation coefcient is to 0, the weaker the linear relationship. 
A positive correlation coefcient means that there is a positive linear relationship 
between the two variables, where an increase in one variable is associated with an 
increase in the other variable. 
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Assume that a researcher studying the relationship between the commuting dis-
tance of workers and work tardiness obtains a positive correlation coefcient of 
0.75. Tis correlation indicates that the greater the commuting distance of employ-
ees, the greater the likelihood that they will be late for work. A negative correlation 
coefcient indicates a negative relationship: an increase in one variable is associated 
with a decrease in the other. For example, a researcher studying workers who cut 

Figure 2.7 Plots of scores for positive, negative, and zero correlations. 
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Stop & Review 
Describe a statistical 
test that would be used 
in an experimental 
research design and one 
that would be used in a 
correlational research 
design. 

out patterns in a clothing factory hypothesizes that there is a relationship between 
workers’ job experience and the amount of waste produced. Statistical analysis indi-
cates a negative correlation coefcient of −0.68: the more experience workers have, 
the less waste they produce. A correlation coefcient of 0 indicates that there is no 
relationship between the two variables. For example, a researcher measuring the 
relationship between the age of factory workers and their job performance fnds a 
correlation coefcient of approximately 0.00, which shows that there is no relation-
ship between age and performance. (Tese relationships are presented graphically 
in Figure 2.7.) 

Whereas the simple correlation coefcient is used to examine the relationship 
between two variables in a correlational study, the multiple regression technique 
allows a researcher to assess the relationship between a single criterion and multiple 
predictors. Multiple regression would allow a researcher to examine how well sev-
eral variables, in combination, predict levels of an outcome variable. For example, 
a personnel researcher might be interested in how educational level, years of experi-
ence, and scores on an aptitude test predict the job performance of new employees. 
With multiple regression, the researcher could analyze the separate and combined 
predictive strength of the three variables in predicting performance. Again, a 
detailed understanding of multiple regression is far beyond the scope of this text, 
although we will discuss the use of multiple regression in personnel selection in 
Chapter 4. 

Another statistical method that is often used in correlational designs is factor 
analysis, which shows how variables cluster to form meaningful “factors.” Factor 
analysis is useful when a researcher has measured many variables and wants to exam-
ine the underlying structure of the variables or combine related variables to reduce 
their number for later analysis. For example, using this technique, a researcher 
measuring workers’ satisfaction with their supervisors, salary, benefts, and working 
conditions fnds that two of these variables, satisfaction with salary and benefts, 
cluster to form a single factor that the researcher calls “satisfaction with compensa-
tion.” Te other two variables, supervisors and working conditions, form a single 
factor that the researcher labels “satisfaction with the work environment.” If you 
read literature in I/O psychology or related social sciences, you may see examples of 
the use of factor analysis. 

Appendix Summary 

Statistics are research tools used to analyze research data. Descriptive statistics are 
ways of representing data to assist interpretation. One such statistic is the frequency 
distribution. Te mean and median are measures of central tendency in a distribu-
tion, and the standard deviation is an indicator of distribution variability. Inferential 
statistics are used to test hypotheses. Te concept of statistical signifcance is used to 
determine whether a statistical test of a hypothesis produced a meaningful result. 
Te concept of the normal distribution provides a standard for statistical analyses. 
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Diferent inferential statistics are typically used to analyze data from diferent 
research designs. For example, a t-test is used to examine the diference between 
two groups on some dependent variable. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) is used for 
statistical analyses when there are more than two groups, and a multivariate analysis 
of variance (MANOVA) is used when there is more than one dependent variable. 
Statistical analyses of correlational method data rely on the correlation coefcient, 
a statistic that measures the strength and direction of a relationship between two 
variables. Multiple regression involves correlational research with more than two vari-
ables. Factor analysis allows for statistical clustering of variables to form meaningful 
factors or groupings of variables. 
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chaPter 3  

Pre-Employment 
Planning 

Inside Tips 
UNDERSTANDING HOW ORGANIZATIONS PLAN FOR AND RECRUIT 

FOR HIRING TALENT 

In this chapter we will begin to understand the foundation of personnel/human resources 
processes, beginning with job analyses. Conducting a job analysis is an example of the imple-
mentation of the research methods and measurement issues that were covered in the frst two 
chapters. Understand that personnel processes—those related to the creation, development, 
and maintenance of an organization’s human resources—lie on a foundation of under-
standing what the jobs employees do every day are all about. Here is your frst opportunity 
to begin to apply your knowledge of the research methods that are so important to I/O 
psychology. 

Imagine that you have fnished school and chosen an exciting, rewarding career. 
Armed with your new knowledge, and a highly polished resume, you start searching 
for the right position in the right organization. From the applicant’s perspective, a 
job search can be an exhausting, stressful, but exciting task. Just as you are looking 
for potential employers, organizations are out looking for talented new employees 
through campus recruiters and online job postings. Organizations spend a tremen-
dous amount of time, money, and energy trying to recruit and select a qualifed, 
capable, and productive workforce. Although there are always signifcant numbers 
of unemployed workers in the population, the market for truly skilled workers is 
tight. Organizations continue to compete with one another for the most skilled and 
productive employees. More and more, companies are realizing the importance of 
developing comprehensive programs for employee recruitment, screening, testing, 
and selection. Tey are also becoming more forward thinking—planning ahead sev-
eral years to try to predict their future human resources needs. Moreover, they are 
beginning to understand that the costs of hiring the wrong types of workers greatly 
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Figure 3.1 There are many stages in the employment cycle that occur before anyone ever applies 
to a job. It starts with a job analysis, followed by the determination of a pay range for 
the job. Then, human resource planning might occur to determine how many employ-
ees are needed before the recruitment process. In the next chapter we will cover the 
selection process itself. 

outweigh the investment of developing good recruitment and screening programs. 
Depending on the job level, the costs of recruiting, selecting, training, and then 
releasing a single employee can range from a few thousand dollars to several hun-
dreds of thousands of dollars, depending on the level of the position—it has been 
estimated that the hiring costs are approximately three times the person’s annual 
salary (Cascio, 2003). 

Tis chapter will take you through the pre-employment process. First, organiza-
tions must conduct a job analysis to determine the tasks and skills required for each 
job. Second, they must determine the pay for each job. Tird, they must engage in 
human resource planning to determine the number of employees they need. Fourth, 
they engage in recruitment eforts to attract talent. All of these steps occur before 
an applicant ever enters the door. We will dive into selection methods in the next 
chapter (see Figure 3.1). 

cLOSe   What Do You Want to Do for a Living?—
Using O*Net for Your career Search 

“My Next Move” (www.mynextmove.org/) is a useful 

online tool for your career search.  It is managed by the 

National center for O*NET Development, and it lists 

over 900 diferent careers from the O*NET database. 
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There are three ways to use this website, depending 

upon your answer to the question: What do you want to 

do for a living? Think about it for a moment. 

1.  “I want to be a . . .” 

 If you have a clear idea about what you want to do  

for a living, you can search careers using key words. In  

this case, the website asks you to describe your dream  

career in a few words. For instance, you can type “doc-

tor.” Then, it directs you to a list of career options  

(e.g., physician assistants, optometrists, surgeons).  

Once you click a career option, it directs you to the  

page that summarizes the required knowledge, skills,  

abilities, tasks, and responsibilities in your chosen job.  

It also displays the appropriate educational training  

and personality for the job, together with a job out-

look on the average salary and likelihood of new job  

opportunities. 

2.  “I’ll know it when I see it.” 

 If you think you will know when you actually see 

some career options, you can browse careers by 

industry. Over 900 career options are organized by 

diferent industries (e.g., arts and entertainment, 

construction, education, government, and health and 

counseling). you can look for a list of career options 

based on your choice of industries. 

3.  “I’m not really sure.” 

 If you are not quite sure about your career, you can  

tell the website what you like to do by answering  

questions regarding the type of work you might  

enjoy. Based on your answers, it will suggest potential  

career options that meet your interests and train-

ing. The questions constitute a self-assessment  

tool for career exploration called the O*NET Interest  

Profler (www.onetcenter.org/IP.html). The O*NET  

Interest Profler gives you scores for six broad occu-

pational interest areas: realistic, investigative, artis-

tic, social, enterprising, and conventional. Once you  

have scores for each area, follow the instructions on  

the O*NET Interest Profler page to discover your  

career options. 

In addition to scores for interest areas, you will be  

asked to specify one among fve job zones. Each of the  

fve job zones corresponds to a level of preparation  

(from “little or no preparation” to “extensive prepara-

tion”) required for the job in terms of experience, edu-

cation,  and training.  you can also specify your job zone  

based on your plans for preparation. The website will  

then present careers that ft your interests and prepara-

tion level. 

It is worth noting that a recent meta-analysis of  

926,462 people revealed some racial/ethnic diferences  

in interests (Jones et al., 2020). According to the study,  

for example, Black Americans have stronger social, enter-

prising, and conventional interests than White Ameri-

cans, and White Americans have stronger realistic and  

investigative interests compared with Black Americans.  

The fndings have implications for recruiting diverse  

applicants and for creating greater equality in access to  

careers. 

cLOSe (continued) 

There are three ways to use this website, depending 
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Job analysis 

Job analysis 
the systematic study of 
the tasks, duties, and 
responsibilities of a job and the 
qualities needed to perform it 

Job Description 
a detailed description of 
job tasks, procedures, and 
responsibilities; the tools and 
equipment used; and the end 
product or service 

Job Specifcation 
a statement of the human 
characteristics required to 
perform a job 

Imagine that you are scanning online for available job openings in your chosen 
feld. You see a variety of openings with fnely crafted job descriptions, requiring 
specifc skills and ofering competitive salaries. Have you ever stopped to wonder 
how companies come up with those job descriptions or salary ranges? Te answer is 
job analysis, or the systematic study of the tasks, duties, and responsibilities of a 
job and the knowledge, skills, and abilities needed to perform it. Job analysis is the 
starting point for nearly all personnel functions, from selection, to pay, to training, to 
performance appraisal (Wheaton & Whetzel, 1997). 

Because most jobs consist of a variety of tasks and duties, gaining a full under-
standing of a job is not always easy. Most jobs are quite complex and require workers 
to possess certain types of knowledge and skills to perform a variety of diferent tasks. 
Workers might need to operate complex machinery or software to perform their jobs, 
or they might need to possess a great deal of information about a particular product 
or service, particularly in this ultra-competitive global marketplace. Jobs might also 
require workers to interact efectively with diferent types of people, or a single job 
might require a worker to possess all these important skills and knowledge. As jobs 
become more and more complex, the need for efective and comprehensive job analy-
ses becomes increasingly important. 

To perform a good job analysis, the job analyst must be well trained in the basic 
research methods we discussed in Chapter 2 and the knowledge of measurement 
we addressed in Chapter 1. Job analysis typically involves the objective measure-
ment of work behavior performed by actual workers. Terefore, a job analyst must 
be an expert in objective measurement techniques to perform an accurate job 
analysis. In fact, a review of research on job analysis suggests that experience and 
training in job analysis methods are critical for efective job analysis (Voskuijl & 
van Sliedregt, 2002). 

A job analysis leads directly to the development of several other important 
personnel “products”: a job description, a job specifcation, a job evaluation, and 
performance criteria. Using the methods described in the next sections, the job ana-
lyst will determine the key behaviors done in the job. Tese behaviors will be used to 
create a job description: a detailed accounting of the tasks, procedures, and respon-
sibilities required of the worker; the machines, tools, and equipment used to perform 
the job; and the job output (end product or service). 

From the job description, a job analyst will determine information about the 
human characteristics required to perform the job, such as physical and personal 
traits, work experience, and education needed to do the job, which become a 
job specifcation. Te job specifcation includes the knowledge, skills, abilities, and 
other characteristics (KSAOs) needed to do the job. Usually, job specifcations give 
the minimum acceptable qualifcations that an employee needs to perform a given 
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Table 3.1 Examples of a Job Description and a Job Specifcation 

Partial Job Description for Human Resources Assistant 

Job summary: Supports human resources processes by administering employment tests, 
scheduling appointments, conducting employee orientation, maintaining personnel 
records and information 
Job tasks and results: Schedules and coordinates appointments for testing; administers 
and scores employment tests; conducts new employee orientation programs; 
maintains personnel databases, involving assembling, preparing, and analyzing 
employment data; must maintain technical knowledge by attending educational 
workshops and reviewing publications; must maintain strict confdentiality of HR 
information 

Partial Job Specifcation for Human Resources Assistant 

Minimum of 2 years’ experience in human resources operations. Bachelor’s 
degree in business, psychology, social sciences, or related area; master’s degree in 
HR-related discipline desired; profciency in database management programs and 
statistical analysis software; good interpersonal skills, with training and presentation 
experience 

Source: Adapted from Plachy, 1998. 

job. A sample job description and job specifcation are presented in Table 3.1. A third 
personnel “product,” job evaluation, is the assessment of the relative value or worth 
of a job to an organization to determine appropriate compensation, or wages. We will 
come back to the concept of the job evaluation in the determining pay section that 
follows job analysis. 

Sources of Information for Job analysis 

A variety of methods and procedures are available for conducting a job analy-
sis, including observational techniques, examination of existing data on jobs, 
interview techniques, and surveys. Each method will yield a diferent type of infor-
mation, and each has its own strengths and weaknesses. In certain methods, such 
as interviewing, the data may be obtained from a variety of sources, such as the 
job incumbent (the person currently holding the job), supervisory personnel, or 
outside experts. Moreover, diferent job analysis methods are often used in com-
bination to produce a detailed and accurate description of a certain job (Brannick 
et al., 2007). 

Job evaluation 
an assessment of the relative 
value of a job to determine 
appropriate compensation 
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Figure 3.2 This job analyst uses observational methods to analyze this machinist’s job. 

Observations 

Observational methods of job analysis are those in which trained job analysts gather 
information about a particular job. To do this, the analyst usually observes the 
job incumbent at work for a period of time (Figure 3.2). Job analysts may also 
make use of videos to record work behavior for more detailed analysis. Typically, 
in observational analysis, the observer takes detailed notes on the exact tasks and 
duties performed. However, to make accurate observations, the job analyst must 
know what to look for. For example, a subtle or quick movement, but one that is 
important to the job, might go unnoticed. Also, if the job is highly technical or 
complex, the analyst may not be able to observe some of its critical aspects, such as 
thinking or decision-making processes. Observational techniques usually work best 
with jobs involving manual operations, repetitive tasks, or other easily seen activi-
ties. For example, describing the tasks and duties of a sewing machine operator is 
much simpler than describing the job of a computer technician, because much of the 
computer technician’s job involves cognitive processes employed in troubleshooting 
computer problems. 

With observational techniques, it is important that the times selected for obser-
vation are representative of the worker’s routine, especially if the job requires that 
the worker be engaged in diferent tasks during diferent times of the day, week, 
or year. For example, an accounting clerk may deal with payroll vouchers on 
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Figure 3.3 Links between job analysis and personnel functions. 

Source: Based on Ghorpade, 1988. 
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 Stop & Review 
List and defne three 
products of a job 
analysis. 

Figure 3.4 Job analysis can even be used for complex jobs such as this thermochemical process/ 
control engineer at NREL’s Thermochemical User Facility Pilot Plant in the Field Test 
Laboratory Building. 

Source: Photograph by Science in HD on Unsplash (https://peacockengineering.com/increasing-
your-frst-time-fx-rate/science-in-hd-i4abhj811n0-unsplash/). 

Tursdays, may spend most of Fridays updating sales fgures, and may be almost 
completely occupied with preparing a company’s tax records during the month of 
January. 

One concern regarding observational methods is whether the presence of the 
observer in some way infuences workers’ performance. Tere is always the chance 
that workers will perform their jobs diferently simply because they know that they 
are being watched (recall the Hawthorne efect discussed in Chapter 1). 

Participation 

In some instances, a job analyst may want to actually perform a particular job or job 
operation to get a frsthand understanding of how the job is performed. For example, 
several years ago, one of us was involved in conducting a job analysis of workers 
performing delicate microassembly operations. Tese microassemblers were working 
on ftting together extremely tiny electrical components. Te only way to gain a true 
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understanding of (and appreciation for) the fne hand–eye coordination required to 
perform the job was to actually attempt the assembly task. 

Existing Data 

Most large, established organizations usually have some information or records that 
can be used in the job analysis, such as a previous job analysis for the position or 
an analysis of a related job. Such data might also be borrowed from another orga-
nization that has conducted analyses of similar jobs. Human resources professionals 
often exchange such information with professionals at other organizations. In addi-
tion, government sources, such as the U.S. Department of Labor, might provide data 
that can assist in a specifc job analysis (Dierdorf, 2012). Existing data should always 
be checked to make sure they conform to the job as it is currently being performed 
and to determine if the existing data account for the inclusion of new technology 
in the job. 

A  P P Ly  I N G  I / O  P  S  y  c  H O L  O  G  y  

a Detailed Job analysis of real estate agents 

In one project,  the State of california hired an indus-

trial/organizational psychologist to undertake a detailed 

job analysis of real estate salespersons and brokers 

(Buckly, 1993). The state wanted to understand the 

real estate professionals’ job better in order to improve 

the existing state licensing exam for real estate  

agents/brokers. 

1. Locating and listing property—Includes inspecting 

the property, performing a market analysis, and sug-

gesting a price range for the property. 

2.  Marketing property—Includes promoting the prop-

erty through advertising, fnding prospective buyers, 

and showing and describing features of the property 

to prospective buyers. 

The I/O psychologist began by surveying nearly  

1,000 real estate salespersons and brokers, ask-

ing them about the activities they engaged in and  

the knowledge they needed to perform their jobs.  

The results of this job analysis indicated that real  

estate salespersons typically engaged in the following   

activities: 

3. Negotiating sales contracts—Includes preparing and 

presenting ofers and counterofers and negotiating 

deals. 

4.  Assisting with transfer of property—Includes arranging   

for escrow; assisting the buyer to fnd fnancing; 

coordinating with inspectors, appraisers, and the 

escrow and title companies; and reviewing closing 

documents with clients. 
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A  P P Ly  I N G  I / O  P  S  y  c  H O L  O  G  y  

(Continued) 

5. Maintaining professional image—Includes staying 

informed about changes in real estate laws, market 

trends, and the community. 

In addition to these activities, real estate salespersons 

had to demonstrate knowledge of: 

•	 Types of properties and ownerships (e.g., leases, 

common interest properties) 

•	 Land use controls and regulations (zoning, property 

taxes, building codes, etc.) 

•	 Market value and market analysis 

•	 Property financing and financing regulations 

•	 Contracts 

•	 Transfer of property rules and laws. 

The result of this project was that the I/O psycholo-

gist recommended that the state change the licens-

ing examination test items in order to better refect 

the job as described by real estate salesperson job 

incumbents. 

Interviews for Job Analysis 

Interviews are another method of job analysis. Tey can be open-ended (“Tell me all 
about what you do on the job”) or they can involve structured or standardized ques-
tions. Because any one source of information can be biased, the job analyst may want 
to get more than one perspective by interviewing the job incumbent, the incumbent’s 
supervisor, and, if the job is a supervisory one, the incumbent’s subordinates. Te job 
analyst might also interview several job incumbents within a single organization to 
get a more reliable representation of the job and to see whether various people hold-
ing the same job title in a company actually perform similar tasks. 

Surveys 

Survey methods of job analysis usually involve the administration of a pencil-and-
paper or online questionnaire that the respondent completes and returns to the 
job analyst. Surveys can consist of open-ended questions (“What abilities or skills 
are required to perform this job?”); closed-ended questions (“Which of the fol-
lowing classifcations best fts your position: (a) supervisory, (b) technical, (c) line, 
(d) clerical?”); or checklists (“Check all of the following tasks that you perform in 
your job.”). 

Te survey method has two advantages over the interview method. First, the sur-
vey allows the collection of information from a number of workers simultaneously. 
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Tis can be helpful and very cost-efective when the analyst needs to study several 
positions. Second, because the survey can be anonymous, there may be less distortion 
or withholding of information than in a face-to-face interview. One of the drawbacks 
of the survey, however, is that the information obtained is limited by the questions 
asked. Unlike an interview, a survey cannot probe for additional information or for 
clarifcation of a response. 

Often, in the conducting of job analyses, job incumbents or knowledgeable super-
visors of job incumbents are referred to as subject matter experts (or SMEs). Subject 
matter experts can provide job analysis information via interviews or through survey 
methods. 

Job Diaries 

Another method for job analysis is to have job incumbents record their daily activities 
in a diary. An advantage of the job diary is that it provides a detailed, hour-by-hour, 
day-by-day account of the worker’s job. One difculty of diary methods, however, 
is that it is quite time-consuming, both for the worker who is keeping the diary and 
for the job analyst who has the task of analyzing the large amount of information 
contained in the diary. 

Subject Matter 
expert (SMe) 
an individual who has 
detailed knowledge about a 
particular job 

Figure 3.5 Specifc job analysis techniques 
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Specifc Job analysis techniques 

Job element Method 
a job analysis method that 
analyzes jobs in terms of the 
knowledge, skills, abilities, and 
other characteristics (KSAOs) 
required to perform the jobs 

In addition to these various general methods for conducting job analyses, there are 
a number of specifc, standardized analysis techniques. Tese techniques have not 
only been widely used but have also generated a considerable amount of research on 
their efectiveness. We will consider four of these specifc techniques: the job element 
method, the critical incidents technique, the Position Analysis Questionnaire, and 
functional job analysis. 

Job Element Method 

Te job element method of job analysis looks at the basic knowledge, skills, abili-
ties, or other characteristics—KSAOs—that are required to perform a particular job 
(Primof, 1975). Tese KSAOs constitute the basic job elements. 

In the job element method, the job analyst relies on “experts” (subject matter 
experts, or SMEs) who are informed about the job to identify the job elements 
(KSAOs) required for a given job. Te experts then rate or rank the diferent elements 
in terms of their importance for performing the job. Te job element method is 
“person oriented” (or personality based) in that it focuses on the characteristics of the 
individual who is performing the job (Morgeson et al., 2019). Tis method has been 
used most often in jobs in the federal government. Because of its limited scope, the 
job element method is often combined with other job analysis methods outlined next. 

critical Incidents Technique 

critical Incidents 
technique (cIt) 
a job analysis technique that 
relies on instances of especially 
successful or unsuccessful job 
performance 

Te critical incidents technique (CIT) of job analysis records the specifc worker 
behaviors that have led to particularly successful or unsuccessful job performance 
(Flanagan, 1954). For example, some critical incidents for the job of clerical assistant 
might include the following: “Possesses knowledge of word processing programs”; 
“Notices an item in a letter or report that doesn’t appear to be right, checks it, and 
corrects it”; “Misfles charts, letters, etc., on a regular basis”; and “Produces a manu-
script with good margins, making it look like a professional document.” All of these 
behaviors presumably contribute to the success or failure of the clerical assistant. 
Research indicates that information is best provided by experts on the job and that 
careful qualitative analysis methods should be used (Butterfeld et al., 2005). Tere-
fore, information on such incidents is obtained by questioning—either through 
interviews or questionnaires—job incumbents, job supervisors, or other knowledge-
able individuals. Trough the collection of hundreds of critical incidents, the job 
analyst can arrive at a very good picture of what a particular job—and its success-
ful performance—is all about. CIT is particularly suited to analyzing complex jobs 

84 



P r e - e m P loy m e n t  P l a n n i n g

 

 

 

Figure 3.6. critical incidents interview form. 

Source: Adapted from Flanagan, 1954. 

(Anderson & Wilson, 1997). An example of a critical incidents interview form is 
presented in Figure 3.6. 

Te real value of the CIT is in helping to determine the particular knowledge, 
skills, and abilities that a worker needs to perform a job successfully. For example, 
from the critical incidents given for the clerical assistant position, we know that the 
successful worker will need to know how to fle, use a word processing program, 
check basic grammar and sentence structure, and set up a typed manuscript page. 
Te CIT technique is also useful in developing appraisal systems for certain jobs 
by helping to identify the critical components of successful performance. In fact, 
recently, the results of CIT analyses have been used to teach “best practices” in profes-
sions such as medicine, counseling, and customer service (Rademacher et al., 2010). 

Position Analysis Questionnaire 

One of the most widely researched job analysis instruments is the Position Analysis 
Questionnaire (PAQ) (McCormick et al., 1969), which is a structured questionnaire 
that analyzes various jobs in terms of 187 job elements that are arranged into six cat-
egories, or divisions, as follows: 

z Information input—Where and how the worker obtains the information needed 
to perform the job. For example, a newspaper reporter may be required to use 
published, written materials as well as interviews with informants to write a news 

Position analysis 
Questionnaire (PaQ) 
a job analysis technique that 
uses a structured questionnaire 
to analyze jobs according to 
187 job statements, grouped 
into six categories 
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Functional Job analysis (FJa) 
a structured job analysis 
technique that examines the 
sequence of tasks in a job and 
the processes by which they are 
completed 

Dictionary of Occupational 
Titles (DOT) 
a reference guide that classifes 
and describes over 40,000 jobs 

story. A clothing inspector’s information input may involve fne visual discrimina-
tions of garment seams. 

z Mental processes—Te kinds of thinking, reasoning, and decision making required 
to perform the job. For example, an air trafc controller must make many deci-
sions about when it is safe for jets to land and take of. 

z Work output—Te tasks the worker must perform and the tools or machines 
needed. For example, a word processor must enter text using keyboard devices. 

z Relationships with other persons—Te kinds of relationships and contacts with oth-
ers required to do the job. For example, a teacher instructs others, and a store clerk 
has contact with customers by providing information and ringing up purchases. 

z Job context—Te physical and/or social contexts in which the work is performed. 
Examples of job context elements would be working under high temperatures or 
dealing with many confict situations. 

z Other job characteristics—Other relevant activities, conditions, or characteristics 
necessary to do the job. 

Each of these job elements is individually rated using six categories: extent of 
use, importance to the job, amount of time, applicability, possibility of occurrence, 
and a special code for miscellaneous job elements. Te standard elements are rated 
on a scale from 1, for minor applicability, to 5, for extreme applicability. Tere is an 
additional rating for “does not apply” (McCormick, 1979). A sample page from the 
PAQ is shown in Figure 3.7. 

Te PAQ results produce a detailed profle of a particular job that can be used 
to compare jobs within a company or similar positions in diferent organizations. 
Because the PAQ is a standardized instrument (meaning it has been extensively vali-
dated), two analysts surveying the same job should come up with similar profles. 
Tis might not be the case with interview techniques, where the line of questioning 
and interpersonal skills specifc to the interviewer could greatly afect the job profle. 

As mentioned, the PAQ has historically been one of the most widely used and 
thoroughly researched methods of job analysis (Hyland & Muchinsky, 1991). In one 
interesting study, the PAQ was used to analyze the job of a homemaker. It was found 
that a homemaker’s job is most similar to the jobs of police ofcer, frefghter, and 
airport maintenance chief (Arvey & Begalla, 1975). 

Functional Job Analysis 

Functional job analysis (FJA) has been used extensively by organizations in both the 
public and private sectors (Morgeson et al., 2019). It was developed in part to assist 
the U.S. Department of Labor in the construction of a comprehensive job classifca-
tion system and to help create the Dictionary of Occupational Titles (DOT) (U.S. 
Department of Labor, 1991). Te DOT was a reference guide that classifed and gave 
general descriptions for over 40,000 diferent jobs. Te DOT has been replaced by 
the online O*NET system that we will discuss shortly. 
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Figure 3.7 Sample page from the Position Analysis Questionnaire (PAQ). 

Source: Mccormick et al., 1969. 

Table 3.2 Hierarchy of Work Functions Used in Functional Job Analysis 

Data People Tings 

0  Synthesizing 0  Mentoring, leading 0  Setting up 
1 Coordinating, innovating 1  Negotiating 1  Precision working 
2  Analyzing 2  Instructing, consulting 2  Operating-controlling 
3  Compiling 3  Supervising 3  Driving-operating 
4  Computing 4  Diverting 4  Manipulating 
5  Copying 5  Persuading 5   Tending, data processing 
6  Comparing 6  Exchanging information 6  Feeding, of bearing 

7 S erving 7 H andling 
8 Taking instructions, 

helping 

Source: Fine & cronshaw, 1999; U.S. Department of Labor, 1991. 
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O*Net 
the U.S. Department of 
Labor’s website that provides 
comprehensive information 
about jobs and careers 

Functional job analysis uses three broad categories representing the job’s typical 
interaction with data, people, and things. Data refers to information, knowledge, 
and conceptions. Jobs are evaluated with an eye to the amount and type of interac-
tion the person performing the job has with data—numbers, words, symbols, and 
other abstract elements. People refers to the amount of contact with others that a job 
requires. Tese people can be coworkers, supervisors, customers, or others. Tings 
refers to the worker’s interaction with inanimate objects such as tools, machines, 
equipment, and tangible work products. Within each of these categories there is a 
hierarchy of work functions that ranges from the most involved and complex func-
tions (given the numerical value of “0”) to the least involved and least complex (the 
highest digit in the category; see Table 3.2). 

For example, using FJA, the job of industrial/organizational psychologist requires 
“coordinating” data (value of “1”), “mentoring/leading” people (the highest value 
of “0”), and “handling” things (relatively low value of “7”). For the occupation of job 
analyst, the corresponding numbers are 2, 6, and 7, meaning that this job involves 
“analyzing” data, “exchanging information” with people, and “handling” things (see 
Figure 3.5). For instance, in a study of over 200 nursing assistants in nursing homes, 
functional job analysis discovered that nursing assistants were spending too little time 
dealing with the people aspects of their jobs (e.g., giving attention to elderly resi-
dents) and a disproportionately large amount of time dealing with data (e.g., reports) 
and things, such as changing bedding (Brannon et al., 1992). 

O*Net: A Useful Tool for Understanding Jobs 

O*NET—the Occupational Information Network (www.onetcenter.org) is the U.S. 
Department of Labor’s website that is intended to be the primary source of informa-
tion about occupations. O*NET is an extensive database of information about jobs. 
O*NET has career exploration tools to assist individuals in evaluating their career 
interests; information on the job-related skills and training needed for particular 
jobs; consumer guides that explain personnel testing and assessment; and a clear-
inghouse for information for I/O psychologists, human resources professionals, and 
career and vocational counselors. Te Department of Labor intends to make the 
ever-evolving O*NET the central source for information about jobs, careers, and the 
world of work. 

Measurement Issues 

As the job analysis will lead us to determine how we recruit, screen, and pay employ-
ees, it is important to reintroduce the topic of validity and reliability. Any type of 
measurement instrument used in industrial/organizational psychology, including 
those used in employee screening and selection, must meet certain measurement 

reliability 
the consistency of a 
measurement instrument or its 
stability over time 
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Table 3.3 O*NET Summary Report for Occupation: Industrial/Organizational Psychol-
ogists (greatly abbreviated) 

Sample of Reported Job Titles: Consultant, I/O Psychologist, Consulting Psychologist 
Management Consultant, Research Scientist 

Tasks 
Develop and implement employee selection and placement programs 
Analyze job requirements and content . . . for classifcation, selection, training 
Identify training and developmental needs 
Assess employee performance 

Knowledge 
Personnel and human resources 
Psychology 
Education and training 
Administration and management 
Customer personal service 
Sales and marketing 

Skills 
Critical thinking 
Active listening 
Complex problem solving 
Service orientation 
Speaking 

Abilities 
Oral and written comprehension and expression 
Problem sensitivity 
Deductive and inductive reasoning 
Originality 

Work Activities 
Getting information and interpreting its meaning for others 
Organizing, planning, prioritizing work 
Analyzing data 
Making decisions and problem solving 
Providing consultation and advice to others 
Interacting with computers, etc. 
[Other information includes: Interests, Work Styles, Work Values, Related Occupations, 
and Wages & Employment Trends. (2020 median wages are over $96,000 per year, by 
the way, with good growth prospects.)] 

standards. Two critically important concepts in measurement (as we covered in 
Chapter 1) are reliability and validity. You can review the material from Chapter 1, 
but we also provide the defnitions here. 

We build on those concepts from Chapter 1, here, and dive deeper into how 
criterion-related validity is assessed. Tere are two common ways that predictor– 
criterion correlations can be empirically generated. Te frst is the follow-up method 

test–retest reliability 
a method of determining the 
stability of a measurement 
instrument by administering 
the same measure to the same 
people at two diferent times 
and then correlating the scores 
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Parallel Forms 
a method of establishing the 
reliability of a measurement 
instrument by correlating 
scores on two diferent but 
equivalent versions of the same 
instrument 

Internal consistency 
a common method of 
establishing a measurement 
instrument’s reliability by 
examining how the various 
items of the instrument are 
intercorrelated 

Validity 
a concept referring to the 
accuracy of a measurement 
instrument and its ability to 
make accurate inferences about 
a criterion 

content Validity 
the ability of the items in a 
measurement instrument to 
measure adequately the various 
characteristics needed to 
perform a job 

construct Validity 
refers to whether an 
employment test measures 
what it is supposed to measure 

criterion-related Validity 
the accuracy of a measurement 
instrument in determining the 
relationship between scores 
on the instrument and some 
criterion of job performance 

Figure 3.8 According to functional job analysis, the job of restaurant cook involves compiling 
data, speaking to people, and doing precision work with things. 

Source: Photograph by Herman Latawa, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/ 
RKdkETvcyn4). 

(often referred to as predictive validity). Here, the screening instrument (for example, 
a skill test) is administered to applicants without interpreting the scores and with-
out using them to select among applicants. Once the applicants become employees, 
criterion measures such as job performance assessments are collected. If the test 
instrument is valid, the scores should correlate with the criterion measure. Once there 
is evidence of the predictive validity of the instrument, scores are used to select the 
applicants for jobs. Te obvious advantage of the predictive validity method is that it 
demonstrates how scores on the screening instrument actually relate to future job per-
formance. Te major drawback to this approach is the time that it takes to establish 
validity. During this validation period, applicants are tested, but are not hired based 
on their test scores. 

In the second approach, known as the present-employee method (also termed con-
current validity), the screening instrument is given to current employees, and their 
scores are correlated with some criterion of their current performance. Again, a rela-
tionship between test scores and criterion scores supports the measure’s validity. Once 
there is evidence of concurrent validity, a comparison of applicants’ test scores with 
the incumbents’ scores is possible. Although the concurrent validity method leads to 
a quicker estimate of validity, it may not be as accurate an assessment of criterion-
related validity as the predictive method because the job incumbents represent a 
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select group, and their test performance is likely to be high, with a restricted range of 
scores. In other words, there are no test scores for the “poor” job performers, such as 
workers who were fred or quit their jobs or applicants who were not chosen for jobs. 
Interestingly, available research suggests that the estimates of validity derived from 
both methods are generally comparable (Barrett et al., 1981). 

Standardized tests and other assessment instruments can be reliable and valid 
screening devices for many jobs. However, two important issues must be considered: 
validity generalization and test utility. Te validity generalization of a screening 
test refers to its validity in predicting performance in a job or setting diferent from 
the one in which the instrument was validated. For example, a standardized test 
of managerial potential is found to be valid in selecting successful managers in a 
manufacturing industry. If the test is also helpful in choosing managers in a service 
organization, its validity has generalized from one organization to another. Similarly, 
validity generalization would exist if a test of clerical abilities is successful in selecting 
applicants for both secretarial and receptionist positions. Of course, the more similar 
the jobs and organizations involved in the validity studies are to the jobs and organi-
zations that subsequently use the screening tests, the more likely it is that validity will 
generalize from one situation to another. 

High validity generalization of a standardized test will greatly increase its 
usefulness—and reduce the workload of I/O psychologists—because the instrument 
may not need to be validated for use with each and every position and organization. 
Some I/O psychologists argue that the validity generalization of most standardized 
employee screening procedures is quite high, which means that they can be used 
successfully in a variety of employment settings and job classifcations (Ones et al., 
2017). At the other extreme is the view that the ability of tests to predict future 
job success is situation-specifc, and validity should be established for each use of a 
screening instrument. Although few I/O psychologists believe that the validity of test 
instruments is completely situation-specifc, there is some disagreement over how 
well their validity generalizes. 

From an international perspective, some types of tests may generalize better across 
countries and cultures. For example, tests of cognitive abilities should be important 
for many jobs throughout the world, and evidence suggests they are less prone to 
cultural efects (Salgado et al., 2003), whereas personality tests, for example, may be 
more susceptible to cultural efects (Hough & Connelly, 2013). 

Test utility is the value of a screening test in helping to efect important orga-
nizational outcomes. In other words, test utility determines the success of a test in 
terms of dollars gained by the company through the increased performance and 
productivity of workers selected based on test scores. For example, in one organiza-
tion, a valid screening test was used to select applicants for 600 jobs as computer 
programmers (Schmidt et al., 1979). Te estimated money gained in 1 year from 
the increased speed and efciency of the chosen workers was more than $97 million. 
Te initial cost of the screening tests was only $10 per applicant, a very good return 
on investment. 

Validity Generalization 
the ability of a screening 
instrument to predict 
performance in a job or setting 
diferent from the one in 
which the test was validated 

test Utility 
the value of a screening test 
in determining important 
outcomes, such as dollars 
gained by the company 
through its use 
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Determining Pay 

compensable Factors 
the job elements that are used 
to determine appropriate 
compensation for a job 

Before recruiting for a job, the organization also needs to know the pay range it 
can ofer for each position. Pay is heavily infuenced by the KSAOs and behaviors 
determined to be important for the job during job analysis and described in the job 
evaluation. Te job evaluation is one important part of the pay decision (Conroy, 
2019). Detailed job evaluations typically examine jobs on a number of dimensions, 
called compensable factors. Examples of compensable factors might be the physical 
demands of a job; the amount of education, training, or experience required; the 
working conditions associated with the job; and the amount of responsibility the 
job carries. Each job may be given a score or weighting on each factor. Te summed 
total of the weighted compensable factors indicates the value of the job, which is 
then translated into the dollar amount of compensation. Bear in mind that a com-
pensable factors analysis of a job determines rates of compensation based solely on 
the training, responsibility, and conditions associated with a job. It does not take 
into account market conditions, such as the supply and demand for workers for a 
certain job. 

Te compensable factors determined to be important for the job are really only 
half of the equation. Human resources professionals will consider how this job 
relates to other jobs in the organization to ensure that the pay rate for diferent 
jobs matches market pricing (Conroy, 2019). Imagine that a job evaluation shows 
that the salary for a new position in digital marketing should have a pay range of 
$100,000–120,000. Te human resources professional would then consider what 
other marketing positions get paid to ensure there are not large disparities. Te sal-
ary might also be compared with what engineers or human resources representatives 
are paid. And, one would consider what the typical pay range is for this type of job 
outside of the organization. Trough consideration of all of these factors, a fnal pay 
range would be determined. Of course, these decisions should be made in the context 
of the organization’s overall strategic goals (Conroy, 2019). 

A common question that arises about pay is whether or not to openly share pay 
information with employees. Pay transparency can be useful in determining 
pay equity but can also have unintended consequences. If there are pay inequities, 
pay transparency can have negative efects for those who learn they are underpaid 
(SimanTov-Nachlieli & Bamberger, 2021) or if it reveals inequities where some 
employees are receiving idiosyncratic deals related to pay (Abdulsalam et al., 2020). 
On the other hand, transparency around how pay is determined, especially if pay is 
determined in a consistent fashion, has generally positive outcomes (SimanTov-
Nachlieli & Bamberger, 2021), and pay transparency can contribute to greater pay 
equity between men and women. 

For decades, the issue of how jobs are compensated has been a source of contro-
versy because of pay inequality between men and women, often referred to as the 
gender pay gap. Although the most recent research shows that pay for women is 
catching up to the wages paid men, these gains are slow in coming. According to 
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the United States Census Bureau (Leisenring, 2020), the pay gap was at its largest in 
1973, when full-time working women earned 57 cents for each dollar that their male 
counterparts earned. Tat diference has decreased over time to 82 cents in 2019. 
At this rate, it will take until 2059 for women to achieve equal pay. Tis disparity 
amounts to a diference of between $700,000 and $2,000,000 per woman over her 
lifetime. Te pay gap is even greater for women of color and for better-educated 
women compared with White women and less well-educated women. 

According to the World Economic Forum (2019), the gender wage gap persists 
in all countries, although Western Europe has the smallest gap, followed by North 
America, and the Middle East and North Africa have the largest pay gap. Tree 
issues bear directly on the “gender gap” in wages (Klein et al., 2021). Te frst con-
cerns access to higher-paying jobs (Wittig & Berman, 1992). Traditionally, many 
such jobs were primarily held by men, but, throughout the 1960s and 1970s, the 
women’s rights movement helped increase the access of women to these positions. 
However, although women are now found in nearly every type of job, there is 
still considerable sex stereotyping of jobs, which means that many relatively high-
paying jobs and professions are still flled mainly by men. For example, men are 
found in large numbers in skilled craft jobs that receive higher wages than cleri-
cal and service jobs, which are flled mainly by women. In corporations, men fll 
more fnance positions, and women are overrepresented in lower-paying human 
resources posts. 

Second, female-dominated jobs may pay less than male-dominated jobs, even 
when they involve similar tasks. In the 1980s, this gender-based pay disparity gave 
birth to the concept of comparable worth, or equal pay for equal work. For example, 
the job of human resources clerk, a traditionally “female” job, and the position of 
records manager in the production department, a job usually flled by men, both 
require workers to perform similar tasks, such as keeping records and managing data 
fles. Because of the similarity in duties, both positions should be paid equal wages. 
However, the job of records manager typically pays higher wages than the position of 
HR clerk. 

Because of its focus on evaluating the worth of work tasks, the issue of comparable 
worth is tied to the ability of organizations to conduct valid and fair job evalua-
tions, which should reveal instances of equal jobs receiving unequal compensation. 
However, opponents of the comparable worth movement argue that job evaluation 
methods may be inaccurate because they do not account for factors such as the over-
supply of female applicants for certain jobs, such as teachers and airline attendants, 
the lower levels of education and work experience of women relative to men, and 
women’s preferences for certain types of “safe” jobs with “pleasant working condi-
tions.” Advocates of the comparable worth movement argue that even these factors do 
not account for the considerable disparity in pay for men and women (Aisenbrey & 
Brückner, 2014; Pinzler & Ellis, 1989; Tacker & Wayne, 1995). For a number 
of reasons, women are simply not paid the same wages for the same level of work. 
One argument is that society does not value the type of work required by many 
jobs that are flled primarily by women, such as secretarial, clerical, teaching, and 

comparable Worth 
the notion that jobs that 
require equivalent KSAOs 
should be compensated equally 
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exceptioning 
the practice of ignoring 
pay discrepancies between 
particular jobs possessing 
equivalent duties and 
responsibilities

 Stop & Review 
What two issues are 
involved in the wage 
gender gap? 

nursing positions. Alternatively, certain jobs that are flled primarily by men may be 
compensated at higher levels because more value is ascribed to them (Aisenbrey & 
Brückner, 2014). 

Another reason for gender-based pay disparity is the practice of exceptioning, 
whereby a job evaluation reveals that two jobs, with equivalent duties and respon-
sibilities, receive very diferent rates of pay, and yet no steps are taken to rectify the 
inequality. In other words, an “exception” is made because it is too costly or too dif-
fcult to raise the wages of the lower-paid job. An example of exceptioning is the pay 
rates for physicians and nurses. Te average salary of a physician is three to fve times 
that of a nurse, and yet the two jobs have many comparable duties and responsibili-
ties. Although the imbalance in salaries is known to exist, hospitals are fnancially 
unable to pay nurses what they are worth, and so an exception is made. 

Te issue of comparable worth has been hotly debated by both business and gov-
ernment ofcials. Certain cases of sex discrimination in employee compensation 
have reached the courts, highlighting the issue of comparable worth. For example, in 
AFSCME v. State of Washington (1983), a job evaluation of state employee positions 
found that women’s job classes were paid approximately 20% less than comparable 
men’s classes. It was recommended that women state employees be paid an additional 
$38 million annually. Because the State of Washington did not act on the recom-
mendation, the women employees’ union sued. Te court ruled that the state was 
discriminating against its women employees and awarded them nearly $1 billion. In 
a highly controversial decision, the U.S. Supreme Court would not allow the largest 
gender discrimination case, involving 1.5 million women employees of Walmart to 
go forward, even though there was evidence that the women were paid less than men 
in comparable positions. 

If the comparable worth movement goes forward, and the government decides to 
take steps to correct pay inequalities, the impact on workers and work organizations 
will be tremendous. First, job evaluations will have to be conducted for nearly all 
jobs in the country—a staggering and expensive task. Second, because it is unlikely 
that workers and unions will allow the wages of higher-paid workers to be cut, the 
salaries of the lower-paid workers will have to be raised—also an enormous expense. 
Regardless of what takes place in the next several years, the issue of comparable worth 
has focused greater attention on job evaluations and job evaluation procedures. It is, 
thus, likely that greater attention will be given to improving such procedures in the 
near future. 

Te fnal interpretation of the gender wage gap is that women receive lower pay 
for the same job within the same frm, known as within-job pay inequality (Klein 
et al., 2021). And the diferences in equity-based awards (such as stock options) add 
additional gaps to pay diferences (Klein et al., 2021). At least some of the pay difer-
ential may relate to inferences that women are less likely to stay with the organization 
(Klein et al., 2021), although questions about past pay history have also been shown to 
contribute to within-job pay inequality (Gottsacker, 2020). As a result, many states 
have banned inquiries about pay history, although the U.S. Supreme Court has not 
made it illegal at the federal level. Te idea behind the ban is that if there has been a 
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history of pay inequity, which we know there has been, then anchoring women’s sal-
ary against their previous salary perpetuates pay inequality (Gottsacker, 2020). Initial 
analyses of the impact of such laws show that states that have enacted pay bans have 
narrowed the gender pay gap by as much as 1% in a short period of time (Hansen & 
McNichols, 2020). 

In today’s global environment, many organizations are multinational, with 
ofces around the world. As a result, attention is being paid to employees selected 
for international assignments. Researchers have suggested that cultural sensitiv-
ity and ability to adapt to diferent situations and surroundings are important for 
employees working in other countries and cultures (Caligiuri et al., 2009). Impor-
tantly, it has been suggested that selecting and placing the right employees for global 
assignments are not enough. Attention must be paid to the ongoing development 
and training for workers going abroad (Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran, 2007). 
We will discuss this further in Chapter 6, which focuses on employee training and 
development. 

human resource Planning 

With job analysis in hand and pay determined, the human resources professional 
determines how many and what types of employees need to be hired. We often think 
of selection as reflling a single position that has been vacated. But reflling vacan-
cies is a reactive response to hiring. Te best organizations continually evaluate their 
human resources needs and plan their hiring and stafng in order to meet their com-
panies’ business goals. Tis means forecasting what types of positions organizations 
think they will need in the subsequent year, including new positions that they may 
create and reflling positions that may become vacant. 

Efective human resource planning (HR planning) begins with the strategic goals 
of the organization. For example, imagine an internet-based marketing company that 
provides marketing services for small businesses. Tis company has recently branched 
out and now provides clients with websites that the clients can control themselves. 
Te marketing company will need web experts to build and maintain the infrastruc-
ture for the sites and will need to provide customer support services to help clients 
maintain their own websites. Tis will mean that the company needs to hire a certain 
number of web design experts and customer service agents with web knowledge to 
staf the customer help lines. 

Human resources professionals need to consider a number of factors in HR plan-
ning: What are the organization’s goals and strategic objectives? What are the stafng 
needs required for the organization to accomplish its goals? What are the current 
human resource capacities and existing employee skills in the organization? Which 
additional positions are needed to meet the stafng needs (sometimes referred to as 
a “gap analysis”—i.e., what is the gap between the HR capacities the company has 
and what it needs)? 
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employee recruitment 
the process by which 
companies attract qualifed 
applicants

 Stop & Review 
What are the four pro-
cesses in a model of hu-
man resource planning? 
how are they connected 
or related? 

Stafng today’s organizations requires that companies take into account a num-
ber of critical issues, such as the changing nature of work and the workforce (e.g., 
greater need for experienced, “knowledge” workers), increased competition for the 
best workers, ensuring that there is good “ft” between workers and organizations, 
and increasing workforce diversity. 

Human resource planning also considers the short- and long-term time frames 
and begins to ask the broader HR questions: What are the training needs of employ-
ees going to be in the future? How can we competitively recruit the highest potential 
employees? How competitive are we in our compensation and beneft programs? 
How can we fnd employees who are a “good ft” for our company and its culture? 

One model of human resource planning suggests that companies need to focus on 
four interrelated processes (Cascio, 2003). Tese are: 

z Talent inventory: an assessment of the current KSAOs (knowledge, skills, abili-
ties, and other characteristics) of current employees and how they are used. 

z Workforce forecast: a plan for future HR requirements (i.e., the number of posi-
tions forecasted, the skills those positions will require, and some sense of what the 
market is for those workers). 

z Action plans: development of a plan to guide the recruitment, selection, training, 
and compensation of the future hires. 

z Control and evaluation: having a system of feedback to assess how well the HR 
system is working and how well the company met its HR plan (you will fnd that 
evaluation is critical for all HR functions—we need to constantly evaluate I/O 
programs and interventions to determine their efectiveness). 

employee recruitment 

Once an organization knows how many employees it needs and what skills those 
employees should have, it can move into the recruitment phase of employee selection. 
Employee recruitment is the process by which organizations attract potential work-
ers to apply for jobs. If you have ever applied for a job, then you know that the job 
description, job specifcation, and pay range are determined before the recruitment 
process ever begins. 

One of the primary objectives of a successful program is to attract a large pool of 
qualifed applicants. A wide variety of recruitment techniques and tactics can be used, 
including job advertisements on internet sites (e.g., Monster.com, CareerBuilder.com), 
employment agencies (including executive search frms—i.e., “headhunters”—for 
high-level positions), and referrals by current employees. College students are most 
familiar with on-campus recruitment programs and web-based career sites that post 
openings as well as allowing applicants and employers to “connect” online through 
professional social networking sites (e.g., LinkedIn.com, Indeed.com). Te larger 
internet job sites, such as Monster.com, have millions of registered job seekers and 
employers, allowing a potential applicant to search hundreds of jobs in minutes, post 
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 On the Cutting edge: Job Search in a Pandemic 

a resume, and get career advice. Te downside of internet recruitment, however, is the 
large number of potential applicants who need to be sifted through. Recently, there 
have been attempts to provide detailed information about what sort of applicants 
might best ft the positions and the organization and jobs on companies’ websites. 

recruitment from the Perspective of the recruit 

Recruitment is a two-way process: while the recruiting organization is attempting to 
attract and later evaluate prospective employees, job applicants are evaluating various 
potential employers. Job search is a shared experience for almost all college students 
who seek employment (or a better job) after graduating college. Tis can be a very 
exciting process, but can also be stressful and exhausting. A study examining college 
students’ motivation during the job search process showed that internal motivation 
tends to decrease over time during the job search, whereas external motivation remains 
stable (da Motta Veiga & Gabriel, 2016). Both types of motivation are important in 
determining one’s level of efort in searching for a job as long as students utilize goal 
strategies such as setting goals, developing a plan, and using feedback related to the 
job search. Importantly, receiving feedback on one’s job search can be a double-edged 
sword such that college students who receive useful, high-quality feedback tend to 
invest more time in job search, whereas those who receive low-quality feedback may 
withdraw efort (Chawla et al., 2019) 

Research shows that a majority of young job applicants have preferred larger, 
multinational frms, with a smaller subset preferring working for small organizations 
(Barber et al., 1999). In addition, job seekers are infuenced by the type of industry, 
the proftability of the company, the company’s reputation, the opportunities for 
employee development and advancement, and the company’s organizational culture. 
Applicants also form judgments of organizations based on their thorough recruit-
ment materials (Rynes, 1993). Potential applicants examine online reviews of the 
organization from past employees on sites such as Glassdoor and Indeed (Evertz 
et al., 2019). Organizations that convey a clear and consistent positive image of the 
organization, often referred to as organizational branding, are more attractive to 
potential applicants (Ghielen et al., 2021; Lawong et al., 2019). 

O  N  T H E    C U T T I N G  E  D  G E  

In December of 2019, a new respiratory coronavirus, 

cOVID-19, was identifed in Wuhan,  china. By early 

2020, the pandemic had spread across the globe, 

including the United States. As of the end of 2021, there 

were hundreds of millions of cases of the virus, causing 

many millions of deaths across the globe.  In March of 
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O  N  T H E    C U T T I N G  E  D  G E  (  c o n t i n u e d ) 

2020, the spread of the virus had virtually shut down the 

global economy. In the United States, and in many other 

countries, stay at home orders were issued, schools 

were closed, and most in-person businesses were shut 

down, with the exception of essential services such as 

grocery stores and medical care. Massive layofs swept 

the nation, and those who did not lose their jobs started 

to work remotely. Researcher Lynn McFarland and her 

colleagues examined the impact of cOVID-19 on job 

search behavior (McFarland et al., 2020).  They found 

that job search greatly increased in the weeks follow-

ing the onset of the pandemic. In addition, the types of 

jobs people searched for also changed such that there 

was an increase in applications to work-from-home jobs, 

although there was no increase in face-to-face jobs. 

The question remains, at this point in time, how the 

pandemic will change the nature of work in the long 

term, although we expect that employees will continue 

to work from home to some extent long after the pan-

demic is gone. 

realistic Job Preview (rJP) 
an accurate presentation 
of the prospective job 
and organization made to 
applicants 

In their eforts to attract applicants, however, many companies will “oversell” a 
particular job or their organization. Advertisements may say that “this is a great place 
to work” or that the position is “challenging” and ofers “tremendous potential for 
advancement.” Tis is not a problem if such statements are true, but, if the job and 
the organization are presented in a misleading, overly positive manner, the strategy 
will eventually backfre. Although the recruitment process may attract applicants, the 
new employees will quickly discover that they were fooled and may look for work 
elsewhere or become dissatisfed and unmotivated. 

Terefore, organizations should consider using a realistic job preview (RJP), 
which is an accurate description of the duties and responsibilities of a particular job, 
in order to mitigate overly positive and unrealistic expectations from employees. For 
example, many people are drawn to careers in consulting or to certain health-care 
professions because the jobs seem important, interesting, and exciting. But, there are 
also downsides to those jobs, and knowing those as well can allows applicants to deter-
mine their own suitability (and capabilities) for performing a job (Callinan & 
Robertson, 2000). Indeed, applicants who receive a realistic job preview have higher 
job commitment and satisfaction and lower turnover (Shibly, 2019). Realistic job pre-
views can take the form of an oral presentation from a recruiter, supervisor, or job 
incumbent; a visit to the job site; or a discussion in a brochure, manual, video, or 
company website. 

Another important goal for any recruitment program is to avoid intentional or 
unintentional discrimination against underrepresented groups such as women, peo-
ple of color, workers who are older, and persons with disabilities (Breaugh, 2017). 
One recent suggestion that serves to ofer a realistic job preview while also reducing 
bias in the selection process is ofering practice employment tests during the recruit-
ment process. Although not a common practice, one study showed that ofering job 
applicants the opportunity to take an exam related to occupational knowledge and 
writing ability ofered several important benefts (Campion et al., 2019). Taking the 
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practice test allowed for a realistic job preview for potential applicants and allowed 
many potential applicants to opt out of applying for a position. In addition, for those 
who did apply for the job, taking the practice test resulted in score gains on the actual 
employment task for Black and Hispanic applicants. 

In addition to ofering practice tests, organizations can take other steps to increase 
the diversity in their recruitment pool. Employers should take steps to attract 
applicants from underrepresented groups in proportion to their numbers in the 
population from which the company’s workforce is drawn, at a minimum. In other 
words, if a company is in an area where the population within a 10–20-mile radius is 
40% White, 30% African American, 10% Asian American, and 10% Hispanic, the 
recruitment program should draw applicants in roughly those proportions to avoid 
unintentionally discriminating against any group. Many organizations make eforts 
to over-recruit from underrepresented groups to improve their chances of captur-
ing the most diverse talent. Tis type of targeted recruitment can increase diversity 
among new hires (Newman & Lyon, 2009). 

Not only is it important to be able to attract underrepresented applicants, it is also 
important to be able to get them to accept job ofers. If an organization is perceived 
as not welcoming to members of underrepresented groups, it will be difcult to get 
candidates to accept jobs. For example, research has shown that qualifed members 
of minority groups lost enthusiasm for jobs in organizations that had few minority 
group members and few minorities in higher-level positions (Avery & McKay, 2006; 
McKay & Avery, 2006). 

For applicants with disabilities, the application process itself can create barriers 
to employment (Bonaccio et al., 2020). For example, persons with visual impair-
ment may be unable to see small text used in online applications. Organizations 
that are mindful of these challenges can increase their success at recruiting this 
underutilized segment of the workforce. Owing to the competitive nature of 
recruiting the very best employees, companies need to give greater consideration 
to recruitment methods and processes. Some researchers have specifcally looked at 
recruitment eforts that target specifc groups of potential employees, such as college 
students. For example, many innovative organizations, particularly those creating 
web-based innovations (e.g., Google/Alphabet, Facebook, Zynga) are competing 
hard to recruit high-potential college graduates. Retail giants, such as Walmart, 
have actively targeted seniors through associations such as the American Association 
for Retired Persons (AARP). 

Summary 

Tere are many stages in the preselection process, beginning with job analysis, 
followed by determining pay, engaging in human resource planning, and fnally 
recruiting a broad pool of applicants. Job analysis is the systematic study of a job’s 
tasks, duties, and responsibilities and the knowledge, skills, and abilities needed to 
perform the job. Te job analysis, which is the important starting point for many 
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personnel functions, yields several products: a job description, which is a detailed 
accounting of job tasks, procedures, responsibilities, and output; a job specifcation, 
which consists of information about the physical, educational, and experiential qual-
ities required to perform the job; a job evaluation, which is an assessment of the 
relative value of jobs for determining compensation; and performance criteria, which 
serve as a basis for appraising successful job performance. 

Job analysis methods include observation, use of existing data, interviews, and 
surveys. One structured job analysis technique is the job element approach, a broad 
approach to job analysis that focuses on the knowledge, skills, abilities, and other 
characteristics (KSAOs) required to perform a particular job. Te critical incidents 
technique of job analysis involves the collection of particularly successful or unsuc-
cessful instances of job performance. Trough the collection of hundreds of these 
incidents, a detailed profle of a job emerges. Another structured job analysis tech-
nique, the Position Analysis Questionnaire (PAQ), uses a questionnaire that analyzes 
jobs in terms of 187 job elements arranged into six categories. Functional job analysis 
(FJA) is a method that has been used to classify jobs in terms of the worker’s inter-
action with data, people, and things. FJA relies on the U.S. Labor Department’s 
O*NET database. FJA examines the sequence of tasks required to complete the job, 
as well as the process by which the job is completed. Research has determined that all 
these specifc, standardized methods are efective. 

In preparing for screening and selection of employees, it is important to consider 
the measurement properties of any screening instruments, such as employment tests. 
Tis includes issues of the reliability and validity of the screening instruments, which 
should be thoroughly evaluated before they are utilized. 

With job analysis in hand, organizations can begin determining pay for diferent 
positions, depending on the skills required for the job. Ten, the organization will 
determine how many employees it projects needing in the subsequent year using 
human resource planning. Human resource planning involves thinking forward to the 
positions that need to be flled, the talent needed to fll them, and the process of how 
the organization will fll these positions. 

Finally, employee recruitment begins. Employee recruitment is the process of attract-
ing potential workers to apply for jobs. Tere are a variety of employee recruitment 
methods, such as advertisements, college recruitment programs, employment agen-
cies, and employee referrals. An important element of the recruitment process is 
presenting applicants with an accurate picture of the job through the use of realistic 
job previews (RJPs), which help increase satisfaction and decrease turnover of new 
employees. 

Study Questions and exercises 

1. Consider each of the products of a job analysis. How do these products afect 
other organizational outcomes? 
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2. Compare and contrast the four specifc, structured methods of job analysis: the 
functional job analysis, the job element method, the Position Analysis Question-
naire, and the critical incidents technique. Make a table listing their respective 
strengths and weaknesses. 

3. Consider your current job, or a job that you or a friend had in the past. How 
would you begin to conduct a job analysis of that position? What methods would 
you use? What are the important components of the job? 

4. Using the preceding job, go to O*NET and fnd the code for that job title using 
the “Occupational listings,” sorted by title (www.onetcenter.org/occupations. 
html). Using the code, look up the online job using the occupational title (http:// 
online.onetcenter.org/fnd/) and fnd the information for that job, or you can put 
in the code for I/O psychologist (19–3032.00). 

5. List some of the reasons why women are paid less than men are for comparable 
work. Tink of some stereotypically “female” jobs and comparable jobs that are 
stereotypically held by men. Are there inequities in compensation between the 
“male” and “female” jobs? Why or why not? 

Web Links 

www.onetcenter.org 
Te U.S. Department of Labor’s “one-stop” site for job career information. 

www.job-analysis.net 
An interesting site, part of a larger human resources site, with detailed information 
and links on job analysis methods and practice. 

www.siop.org/Research-Publications/Items-of-Interest/ArtMID/19366/Article 
ID/4977/How-Can-Organizations-Help-Close-the-Pay-Gap 

Suggested readings 

Morgeson, F. P., Brannick, M. T., & Levine, E. L. (2019). Job and work analysis: Methods, 
research, and applications for human resource management. Sage. 

Voskuijl, O. F. (2017). Job analysis: Current and future perspectives. In A. Evers, 
N. Anderson, & O. Voskuijl (Eds.), Te Blackwell handbook of personnel selection 
(pp. 25–46). Blackwell. 
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chapter 4  

Assessing and Selecting 
Employees 

Inside Tips 
UNDERSTANDING THE HIRING AND ASSESSMENT PROCESS 

In this chapter, we will continue our look at how employees are selected into organizations 
by focusing directly on assessment techniques used in hiring. As mentioned earlier, we will be 
applying some of the research and measurement methods discussed in Chapter 2, so make sure 
to review the concepts if necessary. 

A study hint for organizing and understanding the many screening and testing proce-
dures presented in this chapter is to consider those processes in the context of some of the 
methodological issues discussed previously. In other words, much of the strength or weak-
ness of any particular employment method or process is determined by its ability to predict 
important work outcomes, which are usually defned as “job performance.” Te ability to 
predict future employee performance accurately from the results of employment tests or from 
other employee screening procedures is critical. However, other important considerations for 
screening methods concern their cost and ease of use, or, in other words, their utility. Hiring 
interviews, for example, are considered to be relatively easy to use, whereas testing programs 
are thought (rightly or wrongly) to be costly and difcult to implement. Often, our own 
experiences in applying for jobs give us only a limited picture of the variety of employee 
screening methods. 

You have found what you consider to be the perfect job. You polish up your resume (and 
hopefully have some friends, and perhaps your career services counselor, read it over and 
make suggestions) and spend a lot of time crafting a dynamic cover letter. You then begin 
the online application process. A week later, you receive an e-mail scheduling you for 
an “employment testing session and interview.” You begin to wonder (and worry) about 
what the testing session and interview will be about. 
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In this chapter, we will focus on the methods used in assessing and screening appli-
cants for jobs. Tis is an area where I/O psychologists have been greatly involved—in 
the development of employment tests, work simulations, hiring interview protocols, 
and other methods used to predict who, among a large pool of applicants, might be 
best suited for success in a particular job. 

a Model for employee Selection 

Te model for recruiting and hiring efective and productive employees is actually 
quite simple. It consists of two categories of variables: criteria and predictors. Criteria 
(or the singular, criterion) are measures of success. Te most common way to think 
of success on the job is in terms of performance criteria. A performance criterion for 
a cable TV installer may be the number of units installed. For a salesperson, dollar 
sales fgures may be a performance criterion (we will discuss performance criteria in 
more depth in Chapter 5). Yet, when it comes to hiring good employees, we may 
want to go beyond these rather simple and straightforward performance criteria. Te 
general criterion of “success” for an employee may be a constellation of many factors, 
including performance, loyalty, and commitment to the organization; a good work 
attendance record; ability to get along with supervisors and coworkers; and ability to 
learn and grow on the job. Tus, for the purpose of hiring workers, we might want to 
think of “success on the job” as the ultimate criterion—a criterion we aspire to mea-
sure, but something that we may never actually be able to capture with our limited 
measurement capabilities. 

Predictors are any pieces of information that we are able to measure about job 
applicants that are related to (predictive of ) the criteria. In employee selection, 
we measure predictors, such as job-related knowledge and expertise, education, 
and skills, in an efort to predict who will be successful in a given job. Figure 4.1 
illustrates this model for employee selection. Trough evaluation of resumes and 
hiring interview performance and from the results of employment tests, applicants 
are measured on a number of predictors. Tese predictor variables are then used to 
select applicants for jobs. Evaluation of the success of an employee selection program 
involves demonstrating that the predictors do indeed predict the criterion of success 
on the job. 

early Screening Methods 

A wide variety of data sources, such as resumes, job applications, letters of recom-
mendation, employment tests, and hiring interviews, can be used in screening and 
selecting potential employees (Figure 4.2). If you have ever applied for a job, you 

criteria 
measures of job success 
typically related to 
performance 

predictors 
variables about applicants that 
are related to (predictive of ) 
the criteria 
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  Figure 4.1 Multiple predictors are used in selection decisions to get at the diferent success 
criteria. 

have had frsthand experience of some of these. We will consider all these screening 
methods in this frst section, except for employment tests and interviews. Because of 
the variety and complexity of tests used in employee screening and selection, we will 
consider employment testing and hiring interviews in a later section of this chapter. 

Application/ Resumes 

Te frst step in the screening process involves the evaluation of application blanks, 
cover letters, and resumes. Usually, standard application forms are used for screening 
lower-level positions in an organization, whereas resumes are used to hire for higher-
level jobs. Often, these applications are submitted online. Te main purpose of the 

104 



A s s e s s i n g  A n d  s e l e c t i n g  e m p loy e e s

    
 

Figure 4.2 Multiple assessment methods are often used during selection. During early screening, 
most job openings require a resume or application along with references and testing. 
Once a fnalist slate has been determined, most organizations will conduct job inter-
views and sometimes use assessment centers for higher-level jobs. 

application and resume is to collect background information about the applicant 
such as education, work experience, and outstanding work or school accomplish-
ments to determine if the applicant meets the minimum requirements for the job in 
terms of education or experience. Work experience can be measured in both quan-
titative (e.g., time in a position, number of times performing a task) and qualitative 
(e.g., level of complexity or challenge in a job) terms (Sajjadiani et al., 2019). 

As with all employment screening devices, the application form should collect 
only information that has been determined to be job related. Questions that are not 
job related, and especially those that may lead to job discrimination, such as inquiries 
about age, ethnic background, religious afliation, marital status, or fnances, should 
not be included. In addition, there is evidence from numerous research studies that 
race and gender inferred from applications and resumes can elicit illegal and unfair 
bias from evaluators, although training may reduce those efects (Derous et al., 2020). 

One difculty with application forms lies in evaluating and interpreting the infor-
mation obtained to determine the most qualifed applicants. For example, it may be 
difcult to choose between an applicant with little education but ample work experi-
ence and an educated person with no work experience. Tere have been attempts to 
quantify data related to experience and education from application forms through 
the use of weighted application forms. Weighted application forms assign difer-
ent weights to each piece of information on the form. Te weights are determined 

Weighted application Forms 
forms that assign diferent 
weights to the various pieces of 
information provided on a job 
application 
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through detailed research, conducted by the organization, to determine the relation-
ship between diferent types of education or experience and success on the job (Ryan & 
Ployhart, 2014). 

In addition to demonstrating that an applicant meets the minimum requirements 
for a job, resumes and cover letters provide the employer with a frst impression 
of the applicant (Soroko, 2012). In fact, research has shown that impressions of 
qualifcations from written applications infuenced impressions of applicants in their 
subsequent interviews (Macan & Dipboye, 1994). Terefore, applicants should 
ensure that there are no typos or mistakes on their resumes and cover letters. 

References and Letters of Recommendation 

Two other sources of information used in employee screening and selection are ref-
erences and letters of recommendation. Typically, reference checks and letters of 
recommendation can provide four types of information: (1) employment and edu-
cational history, (2) evaluations of the applicant’s character, (3) evaluations of the 
applicant’s job performance, and (4) the recommender’s willingness to rehire the 
applicant (Cascio, 1987). 

Tere are important reasons why references and letters of recommendation may 
have limited importance in employee selection. First, because applicants can usually 
choose their own sources for references and recommendations, it is unlikely that they 
will supply the names of persons who will give bad recommendations. Terefore, 
letters of recommendation tend to be distorted in a highly positive direction—so 
positive that they may be useless in distinguishing among applicants. One inter-
esting study found that both longer reference letters and letters written by persons 
with more positive dispositions tended to be more favorably evaluated than either 
short letters or those written by less “positive” authors (Judge & Higgins, 1998). In 
addition, because of increased litigation against individuals and former employers 
who provide negative recommendations, many companies are refusing to provide any 
kind of reference for former employees except for job title and dates of employment. 
Tus, some organizations are simply forgoing the use of reference checks and letters 
of recommendation. 

Letters of recommendation are still widely used, however, in applications to grad-
uate schools and in certain professional positions. One study examined the use of 
reference letters by academics and personnel professionals in selection. As expected, 
letters of reference are used more frequently for selection of graduate students than 
for selection of employees, although neither group relied heavily on reference letters, 
primarily because most letters tend to be so positively infated that they are consid-
ered somewhat useless in distinguishing among applicants (Nicklin & Roch, 2009). 
Beyond their low validity levels, letters of recommendation have also been shown to 
have an adverse impact on women, who are often described in letters in ways that 
focus on their ability to get along well with others rather than their ability to execute 
tasks (Madera et al., 2009). To avoid those risks, letter writers should think twice 
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about describing women in terms of their good social skills and, instead, focus on 
their competence. 

In many graduate programs, steps have been taken to improve the efectiveness of 
these letters as a screening and selection tool by including forms that ask the recom-
mender to rate the applicant on a variety of dimensions, such as academic ability, 
motivation/drive, oral and written communication skills, and initiative. Tese rat-
ing forms often use graphic rating scales to help quantify the recommendation for 
comparison with other applicants. Tey also attempt to improve the accuracy of the 
reference by protecting the recommender from possible retaliation by having the 
applicants waive their rights to see the letter of reference. 

Te use of background checks for past criminal activity has been on the rise and 
has fueled an industry for companies providing this service. Although quite common 
for applicants for positions in law enforcement, jobs working with children and other 
vulnerable populations, and positions in government agencies, many companies are 
routinely conducting background checks on most or all candidates for jobs before hire 
in an attempt to protect employers from litigation and to prevent hiring poor workers 
(Duane et al., 2017). Te Society for Human Resource Management ( SHRM, 2012 ) 
found that the vast majority of employers are routinely conducting criminal back-
ground checks on potential employees. Interestingly, although background checks 
are becoming commonplace, there has been very little research examining the impact 
on organizations. Tis is an important concern, because companies who routinely 
refuse to hire applicants with criminal or arrest records can come under fre from the 
EEOC owing to adverse impact concerns, because African Americans and Hispan-
ics are more likely, as a group, to have arrest records (Viswesvaran & Ones, 2018). 
Likewise, the use of credit checks as a selection tool can have an adverse impact on 
applicants of color (Volpone et al., 2015). 

cLOSe   Using Social Network Sites when 
prescreening Job applicants 

The use of social network sites (SnS), such as Facebook 

and LinkedIn,  has become so common that many hir-

ing managers are now searching their job applicants’ 

comments, pictures, and profles on SnS. According to 

a survey conducted by CareerBuilder.com, 45% of hir-

ing managers reported that they searched applicants on 

SnS. The same report also revealed that 35% of employ-

ers decided not to hire certain applicants because they 

found unfavorable comments or pictures of the appli-

cants on the internet. however, the survey also found 

that information on a more professional SnS (e.g., 

LinkedIn) could help strengthen a candidate’s likelihood 

of getting hired. 

Are you a potential job applicant? Activity on SnS 

has both pros and cons. You can now share your life with 

many friends. You can also join a community to share 

similar interests or enhance professional skills. Occa-

sionally, however, you may accidentally share informa-

tion that you did not intend to share, or you may post 
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cLOSe (continued) 

comments that would be considered unacceptable in a 

professional situation. 

One study found that the information on SnS can  

reveal an individual’s personality, work ethics, behavior,  

and tendencies (Back et al.,  2010).  Therefore,  investi-

gating job applicants’  daily behaviors on SnS to see if  

candidates are suitable for positions may seem to make  

sense to many employers (Brown & Vaughn, 2011).  nev-

ertheless,  organizations need to be cautious when using  

the information found on SnS for their hiring deci-

sions. For their selection processes to be legally defen-

sible, the information they obtain and utilize should be  

relevant to job requirements (i.e., ensuring the validity  

of such information). The use of SnS allows employers  

to unearth a variety of information about job appli-

cants,  including age,  marital status,  or religious aflia-

tion. The discovery of such information is prohibited  

in traditional job application and interview processes.  

Moreover, contrary to the common perception that SnS  

reveals undisclosed information about a person, these  

sites are places where people may present themselves  

in a socially desirable manner. As a result, employers  

may end up with inaccurate assessments of job appli-

cants. In addition, there is no consistency in the type  

of information employers can fnd, because SnS users  

can edit privacy settings and customize their profles.  

This leads to inconsistent assessment across diferent  

job applicants. 

Despite these limitations in using information from 

SnS, such information does have some impact on hiring 

decisions.  If you are an SnS user,  you may want to recon-

sider how and why you use certain SnS. Ultimately, act-

ing more professionally in the “bare-all” online world is 

advisable. 

employment testing 

After the evaluation of the biographical information available from resumes, appli-
cation forms, or other sources, the next step in comprehensive employee screening 
programs is employment testing. As we saw in  Chapter 1 , the history of personnel 
testing in I/O psychology goes back to World War I, when intelligence testing of 
armed forces recruits was used for employee placement. Today, the use of tests for 
employment screening and placement has expanded greatly. A considerable percent-
age of large companies and most government agencies routinely use some form of 
employment test to measure a wide range of characteristics that are predictive of 
successful job performance. For example, some tests measure specifc skills or abili-
ties required by a job, whereas others assess more general cognitive skills as a means 
of determining if one has the aptitude needed for the successful performance of a 
certain job. Still other tests measure personality dimensions that are believed to be 
important for particular occupations. 

One concern with testing is that women and people of color often face stereotype 
threat when taking exams. According to the theory, stereotype threat refers to the 
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“predicament” in which members of a social group (e.g., African Americans, women) 
fear being judged in a way that is consistent with negative stereotypes about their 
group or behaving in a way that could confrm the stereotype (Steele & Aronson, 
1998). For instance, when stereotyped group members take standardized ability tests, 
such as in educational admission or employment selection contexts, their perfor-
mance may be partially undermined when they encounter cues of a salient negative 
stereotype in the testing environment (e.g., women are not good at math, or ethnic 
minorities are inferior in intellectual abilities; Steele et al., 2002). Stereotype threat 
is a situational stressor that occurs when someone feels performance pressure because 
they are aware of negative stereotypes related to their race or gender group. Knowing 
that one’s group is stereotyped as performing less well in certain domains can create a 
self-fulflling prophecy, causing the individual to perform poorly. 

Considering that there is an expectation that tests will not have an adverse impact 
on diferent demographic groups, it is important that I/O psychologists efectively 
mitigate stereotype threat (Roberson & Kim, 2014; Roberson & Kulik, 2007). 
Importantly, stereotype threat is communicated and reinforced through cultural, 
societal, and organizational levers, making it difcult to eradicate (Jones & Carpen-
ter, 2014). Nonetheless, there is evidence that stereotype threat can be mitigated in 
test-taking environments through simple interventions such as telling test-takers that 
there are no mean diferences across race or gender (Nguyen & Ryan, 2008). Alterna-
tively, placing demographic questions such as asking someone’s race and gender at the 
end of a test instead of as the frst questions actually can reduce the salience of race 
and gender (Kirnan et al., 2009). A meta-analysis (a study of studies) on stereotype 
threat interventions showed that interventions do improve performance, but there 
are certainly diferences in the types of interventions (Liu et al., 2021). For example, 
promoting social belonging and providing in-group role models had a medium efect 
on reducing stereotype threat, whereas interventions focused on boosting resilience 
such as self-afrmation and improving confdence have small, but still signifcant, 
efects. 

Test Formats 

Test formats, or the ways in which tests are administered, can vary greatly. Several 
distinctions are important when categorizing employment tests: 

z Individual versus group tests—Individual tests are administered to only one per-
son at a time. In individual tests, the test administrator is usually more involved 
than in a group test. Typically, tests that require some kind of sophisticated appa-
ratus, such as a driving simulator, or tests that require constant supervision are 
administered individually, as are certain intelligence and personality tests. Group 
tests are designed to be administered simultaneously to more than one person, 
with the administrator usually serving only as a test monitor. Te obvious advan-
tage to group tests is the reduced cost for administrator time. More and more, tests 

Stop & Review 
What are some diversity 
and inclusion issues 
related to selection? 
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of all types are being administered online, so the distinction between individual 
and group testing is becoming blurred, as many applicants can complete screening 
instruments online simultaneously. 

z Speed versus power tests—Speed tests have a fxed time limit. An important 
focus of a speed test is the number of items completed in the time period pro-
vided. A typing test and many of the scholastic achievement tests are examples of 
speed tests. A power test allows the test-taker sufcient time to complete all items. 
Typically, power tests have difcult items, with a focus on the percentage of items 
answered correctly. 

z Paper-and-pencil versus performance tests—“Paper-and-pencil tests” refers to 
both paper versions of tests and online tests that require some form of written 
reply, in either a forced choice or an open-ended “essay” format. Many employee 
screening tests, and nearly all tests in schools, are of this format. Performance tests, 
such as typing tests and tests of manual dexterity or grip strength, usually involve 
the manipulation of physical objects. 

As mentioned, most written-type tests are now administered via computer (usu-
ally web-based), which allows greater fexibility in how a test can be administered. 
Certain performance-based tests can also be administered via computer simulations 
(see Figure 4.3) 

Figure 4.3 Some employment tests involve sophisticated technology, and may even use virtual 
reality to test applicants. 

Source: Photograph by Laurens Derks, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/ 
bCdIx5LjrYo). 
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Although the format of an employment test is signifcant, the most important 
way of classifying the instruments is in terms of the characteristics or attributes they 
measure, such as biographical information (biodata instruments), cognitive abilities, 
mechanical abilities, motor and sensory abilities, job skills and knowledge, or person-
ality traits (see Table 4.1 for examples of these various tests). 

Types of Tests 

Figure 4.4 Types of tests. 

Biodata Instruments 

Biodata tests measure background information and personal characteristics that can 
be used in a systematic fashion to select employees (Ryan & Ployhart, 2014). Devel-
oping biodata instruments typically involves taking information that would appear 
on application forms and other items about background, personal interests, and 
behavior and using that information to develop a form of forced-choice employment 
test. Along with items designed to measure basic biographical information, such as 
education and work history, the biodata instrument might also involve questions of 
a more personal nature, probing the applicant’s attitudes, values, likes, and dislikes. 
Biodata instruments are unlike the other test instruments we will discuss because 
there are no standardized biodata instruments. Instead, biodata instruments take a 
great deal of research to develop and validate. Because biodata instruments are typi-
cally designed to screen applicants for one specifc job, they are most likely to be used 
only for higher-level positions. 

Biodata 
background information 
and personal characteristics 
that can be used in employee 
selection 
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Table 4.1 Some Standardized and Well-Researched Tests Used in Employee Screening 
and Selection 

Cognitive Ability Tests 

Comprehensive Ability Battery (Hakstian & Cattell, 1975–82): Features 20 tests, each 
designed to measure a single primary cognitive ability, many of which are important 
in industrial settings. Among the tests are those assessing verbal ability, numerical 
ability, clerical speed and accuracy, and ability to organize and produce ideas, as well 
as several memory scales. 

Wonderlic Cognitive Ability Test (formerly the Wonderlic Personnel Test) (Wonderlic, 
1983): A 50-item, pencil-and-paper test measuring the level of mental ability for 
employment, which is advertised as the most widely used test of cognitive abilities by 
employers. 

Raven Progressive Matrices (Raven & Raven, 2003): A nonverbal test of general cognitive 
ability that consists of sequences of fgures that get progressively harder. It measures 
intelligence without using any verbal content. 

Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale-Revised or WAIS-R (Wechsler, 1981): A comprehensive 
group of 11 subtests measuring general levels of intellectual functioning. Te 
WAIS-R is administered individually and takes more than an hour to complete. 

Mechanical Ability Tests 

Bennett Mechanical Comprehension Test (Bennett, 2008): A 68-item, pencil-and-paper 
test of the ability to understand the physical and mechanical principles in practical 
situations. Can be group administered; comes in two equivalent forms. 

Mechanical Ability Test: A 35-item, multiple-choice instrument that measures natural 
mechanical aptitude. Used to predict potential in engineering, assembly work, 
carpentry, and building trades. 

Motor and Sensory Ability Tests 

Hand-Tool Dexterity Test (Bennett, 1981): Using a wooden frame, wrenches, and 
screwdrivers, the test-taker takes apart 12 bolts in a prescribed sequence and reassembles 
them in another position. Tis speed test measures manipulative skills important in 
factory jobs and in jobs servicing mechanical equipment and automobiles. 

O’Connor Finger Dexterity Test (O’Connor, 1977): A timed performance test measuring fne 
motor dexterity needed for fne assembly work and other jobs requiring manipulation 
of small objects. Test-taker is given a board with symmetrical rows of holes and a cup of 
pins. Te task is to place three pins in each hole as quickly as possible. 

Job Skills and Knowledge Tests 

Minnesota Clerical Assessment Battery or MCAB (Vale & Prestwood, 1987): 
A self-administered battery of six subtests measuring the skills and knowledge 
necessary for clerical and secretarial work. Testing is completely computer 
administered. Included are tests of typing, proofreading, fling, business vocabulary, 
business math, and clerical knowledge. 
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Purdue Blueprint Reading Test (Owen & Arnold, 1942): A multiple-choice test assessing 
the ability to read standard blueprints. 

Various Tests of Software Skills. Includes knowledge-based and performance-based tests of 
basic computer operations, word processing, and spreadsheet use. 

Personality Tests 

California Psychological Inventory or CPI (Gough, 1987): A 480-item, pencil-and-paper 
inventory of 20 personality dimensions. Has been used in selecting managers, sales 
personnel, and leadership positions. 

Hogan Personnel Selection Series (Hogan, 1985): Tese pencil-and-paper tests assess 
personality dimensions of applicants and compare their profles to patterns of 
successful job incumbents in clerical, sales, and managerial positions. Consists of 
four inventories: the prospective employee potential inventory, the clerical 
potential inventory, the sales potential inventory, and the managerial potential 
inventory. 

Revised NEO Personality Inventory or NEO-PI-R (Costa & McCrae, 1992): A very 
popular personality inventory used in employee screening and selection. Tis 
inventory measures the fve “core” personality constructs of Neuroticism (N), 
Extraversion (E), Openness (O), Agreeableness (A), and Conscientiousness (C). 

Bar-On Emotional Quotient Inventory (EQ-I; Bar-On, 1997) and the Mayer–Salovey– 
Caruso Emotional Intelligence Test (MSCEIT) (Mayer, 2002): Two measures of 
emotional intelligence. 

Comprehensive biodata instruments can give a highly detailed description and 
classifcation of an applicant’s behavioral history—a very good predictor of future 
behavior (sample biodata items are given in Figure 4.5). One potential problem in 
the use of biodata instruments concerns the personal nature of many of the ques-
tions and the possibility of unintentional discrimination against minority groups 
because of items regarding age, fnancial circumstances, and the like. Tus, biodata 
instruments should only be developed and administered by professionals trained 
in test use and validation. It has been suggested that, given the success of bio-
data in employee selection, it is surprising that biodata instruments are not more 
widely used. 

Cognitive Ability Tests 

Tests of cognitive ability range from tests of general intellectual ability to tests of 
specifc cognitive skills. Group-administered pencil-and-paper tests of general intel-
ligence have been used in employee screening for some time (Georgiou et al., 2019). 
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Figure 4.5 Sample biodata items. 

Two such widely used older instruments are the Otis Self-Administering Test of Men-
tal Ability (Otis, 1929) and the Wonderlic Personnel Test (now called the Wonderlic 
Cognitive Ability Test; Wonderlic, 1983). Both are fairly short and assess basic verbal 
and numerical abilities. Designed to measure the ability to learn simple jobs, to fol-
low instructions, and to solve work-related problems and difculties, these tests are 
used to screen applicants for positions as ofce clerks, assembly workers, machine 
operators, and certain frontline supervisors. 

One criticism of using general intelligence tests for employee selection is that they 
measure cognitive abilities that are too general to be efective predictors of specifc 
job-related cognitive skills. However, research indicates that such general tests are 
reasonably good predictors of job performance (Bertua et al., 2005). In fact, it has 
been argued that general intelligence is the most consistent predictor of performance 
across all types and categories of jobs. One meta-analysis of workers in the United 
Kingdom found that tests of cognitive abilities predicted both job performance and 
the success of employee training eforts (Bertua et al., 2005). However, there is con-
cern that cognitive ability tests can also have an adverse impact on women, people of 
color (Rupp et al., 2020), and older applicants (Fisher et al., 2017). 

Mechanical, Motor, and Sensory Ability Tests 

Standardized tests have also been developed to measure abilities in identifying, rec-
ognizing, and applying mechanical principles. Tese tests are particularly efective 
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in screening applicants for positions that require operating or repairing machinery, 
for construction jobs, and for certain engineering positions. Te Bennett Mechan-
ical Comprehension Test (BMCT; Bennett, 2008) is one such commonly used 
instrument. Te BMCT consists of 68 items, each of which requires the applica-
tion of a physical law or a mechanical operation. One study using the BMCT and 
several other instruments determined that the BMCT was the best single predic-
tor of job performance for a group of employees manufacturing electromechanical 
components (Muchinsky, 1993). A UK military study also found that a mechanical 
comprehension test predicted recruits’ abilities to handle weapons (Munnoch & 
Bridger, 2008). 

A number of tests measure specifc motor skills or sensory abilities. Tests such 
as the Crawford Small Parts Dexterity Test (Crawford, 1981) and the Purdue Peg-
board (Tifn, 1968) are timed performance instruments (speed tests) that require 
the manipulation of small parts to measure the fne motor dexterity in hands and 
fngers required in jobs such as assembling computer components and soldering 
electrical equipment. For example, the Crawford test uses boards with small holes 
into which tiny pins must be placed using a pair of tweezers. Te second part of the 
test requires screwing small screws into threaded holes with a screwdriver. Sensory 
ability tests include tests of hearing, visual acuity, and perceptual discrimination. 
Te most common test of visual acuity is the Snellen Eye Chart, which consists of 
rows of letters that become increasingly smaller. Various electronic instruments are 
used to measure hearing acuity. No doubt you have taken one or more of these in 
school or in a doctor’s ofce. In employment settings, they are used in basic screen-
ing for positions such as inspectors or bus drivers who require fne audio or visual 
discrimination. 

Job Skills and Knowledge Tests 

Various standardized tests also assess specifc job skills or domains of job knowledge. 
Examples of job skill tests for clerical workers would be a standardized typing test or 
tests of other specifc clerical skills such as proofreading, alphabetical fling, or cor-
rection of spelling or grammatical errors, as well as the use of software. For example, 
the Judd Tests (Simmons, 1993) are a series of tests designed to assess competency in 
several areas of computer competence, including word processing, spreadsheet pro-
grams, and database management. 

A special sort of job skill test involves the use of work sample tests, which measure 
applicants’ abilities to perform brief examples of some of the critical tasks that the 
job requires (Tornton III & Kedharnath, 2013). Te sample tasks are constructed as 
tests, administered under standard testing conditions, and scored on some predeter-
mined scale. Teir obvious advantage is that they are clearly job-related. A drawback 
is that work samples are usually rather expensive to develop and take a great deal of 
time to administer. 

Work Sample tests 
used in job skill tests to 
measure applicants’ abilities 
to perform brief examples of 
important job tasks 
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personality tests 
instruments that measure 
psychological characteristics of 
individuals 

One example of a work sample test was developed for applicants for the job of 
concession stand attendant at a city park’s snack bar. Te test required applicants to 
use the cash register, make change, fll out a report, page someone over a loudspeaker, 
and react to an “irate customer” who was arguing about receiving the wrong change. 
Research suggests that work sample tests can be a very good predictor of job perfor-
mance (Roth et al., 2005). In addition to being an efective screening device, this 
work sample served as a realistic job preview, providing applicants with a good idea 
of what the job was all about. 

Job knowledge tests are instruments that assess specifc types of knowledge required 
to perform certain jobs. For example, a job knowledge test for nurses or paramedics 
might contain questions asking about appropriate emergency medical procedures. 
A job knowledge test for a fnancial examiner might include questions about reg-
ulations governing fnancial transactions and securities regulations. Research has 
demonstrated good predictive validity for job knowledge tests (Ones & Viswes-
varan, 2007). 

Personality tests are designed to measure certain psychological characteristics of 
workers. A wide variety of these tests are used in employee screening and selection 
in an attempt to match the personality characteristics of job applicants with those of 
workers who have performed the job successfully in the past. Although personality 
tests were met with skepticism in the past, they are widely accepted today (Hough 
& Oswald, 2005), given their predictive validity in selection contexts (Ones, 2005). 
Like many other types of tests, personality tests are delivered online, and online test-
ing yields quite similar outcomes as in-person testing (Meade et al., 2007), ofering 
an increase in fexibility and options for administering the tests (see the “On the Cut-
ting Edge” box on page 120). 

General personality inventories, such as the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality 
Inventory (MMPI; Hathaway & McKinley, 1970), are used to screen out appli-
cants who possess some psychopathology that might hinder the performance of 
sensitive jobs, such as police ofcer, airline pilot, or nuclear power plant operator. 
However, most of the time, personality tests are used to assess the “normal” charac-
teristics that are deemed to be important for the performance of certain jobs. For 
example, personality dimensions such as achievement motivation or persistence 
might be used to screen applicants for positions in sales jobs, and tests for traits of 
responsibility and service orientation may be administered to applicants for bank 
teller positions. Other commonly used personality tests include the 16 Personality 
Factor Questionnaire (Cattell et al., 1970), which measures normal personality, 
and the California Psychological Inventory (Gough, 1984), which assesses manage-
rial potential. 

Te most widely used personality tests are the Big Five model and the newer 
variation of the Big Five called the HEXACO model (see Feher & Vernon, 2021, 
for a review). Te Big Five assesses emotional stability (neuroticism), extraversion, 
agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness to experience; HEXACO adds 
honesty-humility, resulting in: honesty-humility, emotionality, extraversion, agree-
ableness, conscientiousness, and openness to experience (He et al., 2019). Of these 
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facets, meta-analytic research shows that conscientiousness is the strongest predic-
tor of job performance, followed by emotional stability (neuroticism). According 
to the meta-analysis (He, Donnellan & Mendoza, 2019), extraversion has a weak 
relationship to job performance overall, although some facets of extraversion (such 
as assertiveness and positive emotions) predicted job performance to a greater 
extent than others (such as gregariousness and excitement-seeking). 

Although widely used, there is some concern that personality tests could violate 
the Americans with Disabilities Act by adversely afecting individuals with psycho-
logical or personality disorders (Melson-Silimon et al., 2019). Even the most widely 
used personality measure, the Big Five, which assesses conscientiousness, extraver-
sion, agreeableness, openness to experience, and emotional stability (neuroticism), 
has been shown to correlate with personality disorders (Melson-Silimon et al., 2019). 
Tis does not mean that personality tests cannot be used in selection contexts, as 
it is possible to develop job-related personality tests that have no adverse impact 
(Gonzalez et al., 2019). Another concern relates to the Big Five factor of extraver-
sion, because the assertiveness factor in this personality dimension can be perceived 
negatively for women because of gender stereotypes, whereas it is perceived positively 
for men (Kim et al., 2020). 

A relatively new construct that has begun to capture the attention of I/O psy-
chologists interested in the selection of employees is that of emotional intelligence. 
Emotional intelligence involves knowledge, understanding, and regulation of emo-
tions; ability to communicate emotionally; and using emotions to facilitate thinking 
(Mayer et al., 2016). As such, emotional intelligence is partly personality, partly an 
ability, and partly a form of intelligence, and so it does not ft neatly into any of our 
categories of tests. However, it is easy to see how this interesting construct might 
be related to performance as a supervisor or workplace leader who needs to inspire 
followers and be aware of their feelings, and how the ability to regulate emotions in 
a positive way might be benefcial for any worker, particularly when facing interper-
sonal problems or conficts with other employees or when under stress. Emotional 
intelligence is growing in popularity as a tool for employee selection (Herpertz et al., 
2016; Ryan & Ployhart, 2014) because of its benefts to performance, but, impor-
tantly, research shows that the skills associated with emotional intelligence can also 
be trained (Mattingly & Kraiger, 2019). 

Honesty and Integrity Tests 

emotional Intelligence 
ability to understand, regulate, 
and communicate emotions 
and use them to inform 
thinking 

In the past, polygraphs, or lie detectors—instruments designed to measure physio-
logical reactions presumably associated with lying such as respiration, blood pressure, 
or perspiration—were used in employee selection. Most often, polygraphs were used 
to screen out “dishonest” applicants for positions in which they would have to handle 
cash or expensive merchandise, although they were also used by a wide number of 
organizations to screen and select employees for almost any position. Research, much 

polygraphs 
instruments that measure 
physiological reactions 
presumed to accompany 
deception; also known as lie 
detectors 
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Integrity tests 
measures of honest or 
dishonest attitudes and/or 
behaviors 

of it conducted by industrial/organizational psychologists, called into question the 
validity of polygraphs. A major problem concerned the rate of “false-positive” errors, 
or innocent persons who are incorrectly scored as lying. Because of this question-
able validity and the potential harm that invalid results could cause innocent people, 
the federal government passed legislation in 1988 that severely restricted the use of 
polygraphs in general employment screening. However, polygraphs are still allowed 
for the testing of employees about specifc incidents, such as thefts, and for screening 
applicants for public health and safety jobs and for sensitive government or police 
positions (Linos & Riesch, 2020). 

Since the establishment of restrictions on the use of polygraphs, many employers 
have turned to using paper-and-pencil measures of honesty, referred to as integrity 
tests. Typically, these tests ask about past honest/dishonest behavior or about atti-
tudes condoning dishonest behavior. Typical questions might ask, “What is the total 
value of cash and merchandise you have taken from your employer in the past year?” 
or “An employer who pays people poorly has it coming when employees steal. Do 
you agree or disagree with this statement?” Like polygraphs, these tests also raise 
the important issue of “false positives,” or honest persons who are judged to be dis-
honest by the instruments. On the other hand, meta-analyses of validity studies of 
integrity tests indicate that integrity tests (and the personality-based correlate of 

Figure 4.6 Much employment testing today is computer administered. 

Source: Photograph by Christina Wocintechchat, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/ 
photos/y3YyxZA7bjs). 
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honesty-humility) predict employee “counterproductive behaviors,” such as chronic 
tardiness, taking extended work breaks, and “goldbricking” (ignoring or passing of 
assigned work tasks), organizational citizenship (or helping) behaviors, and task per-
formance (Lee, Berry & Gonzalez-Mule, 2019). 

Other Employee Screening Tests 

In addition to the categories of employee tests we have discussed, there are other 
types of tests that do not ft neatly into any of the categories. For example, in the 
U.S., many employers concerned about both safety issues and poor work perfor-
mance screen applicants for drug use, usually through analysis of urine, hair, or 
saliva samples. Unfortunately, current laboratory tests are not 100% accurate, rais-
ing additional concerns about fairness. Unlike the polygraph, however, today there 
are few restrictions on drug testing in work settings. Te most controversial issue 
surrounding drug testing relates to marijuana, which has been made legal in many 
states for medical and recreational use (Hazle et al., 2020). Some states have limited 
pre-employment screening of cannabis use, others only allow the use of prescribed 
medical marijuana to avoid violating the Americans with Disabilities Act, and others 
continue to allow employers to deny work to those who test positive for cannabis 
use (Hazle et al., 2020). Te issue is particularly complex because use of cannabis 
before work is related to declines in workplace performance, whereas use of can-
nabis after work hours was found to be unrelated to job performance (Bernerth & 
Walker, 2020). 

The Efectiveness of Employee Screening Tests 

Te efectiveness of using standardized tests for screening potential employees 
remains a controversial issue. Critics of testing cite the low validity coefcients 
(approximately 0.20) of certain employment tests. (As the model at the begin-
ning of Chapter 4 illustrates, the validity coefcient is the correlation coefcient 
between the predictor, or the test score, and the criterion, usually a measure of 
subsequent job performance.) However, supporters believe that a comparison of all 
screening methods—tests, biographical information, and hiring interviews—across 
the full spectrum of jobs reveals that employment tests are the best predictors of 
job performance (Ployhart et al., 2017). Obviously, the ability of a test to predict 
performance in a specifc job depends on how well it can capture and measure the 
particular skills, knowledge, or abilities required. For example, tests of word pro-
cessing and other clerical skills are good predictors of success in clerical positions 
because they do a good job of assessing the skills and knowledge needed to be a 
successful clerical assistant. 
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   the Future of employment testing: “Smart” tests, 
performance-Based Simulations, and Video Interviews 

O n  T  h  E   C U T T I N G  E  D  g  E  

Most companies today use computer-based testing  

(CBT) or web-based programs to administer pencil-

and-paper employment tests (Kantrowitz et al., 2011;  

Ryan & Derous, 2019; Tippins, 2015). In CBT, applicants  

complete the test instruments on a PC or online. Com-

puters can then immediately score the tests, record the  

results in databanks, and provide the test-taker with  

feedback if appropriate. A more sophisticated develop-

ment is the use of computer-adaptive testing (CAT).  

Despite its prevalent usage in educational and govern-

mental institutions, organizations have only recently  

started to adopt CAT for pre-employment testing  

purposes (Tippins, 2015). In computer-adaptive tests  

(often referred to as “smart” tests), the computer pro-

gram “adjusts” the difculty of test items to the level  

of the person being tested. For example, if a test-taker  

misses several questions, the computer will adjust the  

level of test difculty by asking easier questions. If the  

test-taker is getting several answers correct, the com-

puter will present more difcult questions.  Although  

CAT is typically only used with knowledge-based tests  

where there are right and wrong answers, it has also  

been applied to personality tests. Computer-adaptive  

testing is usually quicker and more efcient than tra-

ditional testing because, by adjusting the test’s dif-

fculty to ft the test-taker, the computer can get an  

accurate assessment using fewer questions.  You may  

soon encounter a CAT program because many of the  

standardized graduate school entrance exams are now  

available in CAT form. 

fact that they present only written information. A novel 

approach to testing makes use of either computer-

based or interactive video-computer technology (Ryan 

& Derous, 2019). In interactive video testing, an appli-

cant views a videotaped example of a simulated work 

setting. The video scene usually presents a realistic, 

work-related problem situation. The applicant is then 

asked to respond with an appropriate solution. In efect, 

through video-computer technology, the applicant is 

“transported” into the work situation and required to 

“perform” work-related tasks and make work-related 

decisions. In addition to testing an applicant’s work-

related knowledge and decision making, such interac-

tive testing provides applicants with a realistic preview 

of the job. The major drawback to interactive computer-

video testing is the cost of development of such testing 

programs. Computerized testing programs can also use 

gamifcation to make the experience more engaging for 

test-takers (georgiou et al., 2019). 

Amidst the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020–2021, most 

hiring interviews were also done virtually, creating a 

great deal of interest in the design and impact of video-

based interviews, including asynchronous video inter-

views (Lukacik et al., 2020). Although video interviewing 

became a necessary evil because of the virus, using 

video-based interviewing also allows for improvements 

to selection practices such as ensuring that the same 

questions are asked of all candidates and the potential 

for all decision makers to see the exact same informa-

tion when making their hiring decisions. There is a 

great deal of potential for video- and technology-based 

selection practices, although more research is needed 

Traditional employment tests, whether they be on 

paper or computer-administered, are limited by the 
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O n  T  h  E   C U T T I N G  E  D  g  E  (  c o n t i n u e d ) 

on applicant reactions and adverse impact of such tests 

(McCarthy et al., 2017). To meet this need, one study 

designed an automated video interview to score per-

sonality through artifcial intelligence (hickman et al., 

2021). The computer program was able to identify some 

aspects of personality (such as emotional stability) bet-

ter than others and was more efective when trained on 

interviewer judgments of personality than when trained 

on interviewee’s self-reported personality, raising some 

question as to the reliability and validity of these instru-

ments that are increasingly common in use. 

in the area of employment testing involves using  

game-based technology to turn tests of certain skills  

and abilities into games. This is particularly efective  

with younger applicants who grew up with online  

games. One example of a “gamifed” test assesses an  

applicant’s interpersonal skills (georgiou et al., 2019).  

The applicant’s avatar moves through a series of situ-

ations with other avatars (the applicant’s “crew”). In  

the game, the applicant has to interact with the others,  

make decisions, and deal with confict. The “correct”  

actions/responses have been predetermined and lead  

to an assessment of the applicant’s ability to interact  

with others—their “soft skills.”  gamifcation is also  

being used as a technology for training employees  

because it leads to greater motivation and involvement  

in the material. 

Another beneft of computer-based testing is that it  

can be converted into a more enjoyable experience for  

the test-taker through gamifcation. Employment tests  

can be intimidating, with images of school-based test-

ing and pressures to perform well. A new advancement  

Te most efective use of screening tests occurs when a number of instruments 
are used in combination to predict efective job performance. Because most jobs are 
complex, involving a wide range of tasks, it is unlikely that successful performance 
is due to just one particular type of knowledge or skill. Terefore, any single test 
will only be able to predict one aspect of a total job. Employment screening tests are 
usually grouped together into a test battery. Scores on the various tests in the bat-
tery are used in combination to help select the best possible candidates for the job. 
Importantly, using a combination of tests, such as a personality test and an ability 
test, are a better predictor of job performance than either test used alone (Nesnidol & 
Highhouse, 2020). 

All in all, utility analyses of standardized employee testing programs indicate that 
such tests are usually cost-efective. Many years ago, Hunter and Schmidt (1982) 
went so far as to estimate that the U.S. gross national product would be increased by 
tens of billions of dollars per year if improved employee screening and selection pro-
cedures, including screening tests, were routinely implemented. Utility analyses allow 
the employer to determine the fnancial gains of a testing program and then compare 
them with the costs of developing and implementing the program. 

test Battery 
a combination of employment 
tests used to increase the 
ability to predict future job 
performance

 Stop & Review 
Defne fve categories 
of employment tests. 
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Faking 
purposely distorting one’s 
responses to a test to try to 
“beat” the test 

Another important issue in testing is the importance of ethics in the administra-
tion and use of employment testing, including the protection of the privacy of persons 
being tested (Bauer, Truxillo et al., 2020). I/O psychologists are very concerned about 
ethical issues in testing. In fact, the Society for Industrial and Organizational Psy-
chology (SIOP) published a ffth edition of its Principles for the Validation and Use 
of Personnel Selection Procedures (2018). Tis publication outlines important ethical 
concerns for employment testing. 

A fnal issue concerning testing is the issue of faking. Faking is trying to “beat” 
the test by distorting responses to the test in an efort to present oneself in a positive, 
socially desirable way. Faking is a particular concern for personality and integrity tests 
(Geiger et al., 2018; Lopez et al., 2019). Laypersons tend to believe that employment 
tests are easily faked, but this is not the case. First, some tests have subscales designed 
to determine if a test-taker is trying to fake the test. Second, it is often difcult for the 
test-taker to determine exactly which responses are the correct (desired) responses. 
Finally, there is evidence that personality and integrity tests are quite robust, still 
validly measuring their intended constructs even when test-takers are trying to fake 
(Ones & Viswesvaran, 1998). 

Final Steps in the Selection Decision 

Once the large pool of applicants has been trimmed to the most qualifed few, 
employers usually meet with job fnalists for some type of in-person assessment. Tis 
can take the form of a very intensive assessment center. More common is the tradi-
tional job interview. 

Assessment Centers 

assessment center 
a detailed, structured 
evaluation of job applicants 
using a variety of instruments 
and techniques 

One of the most detailed forms of employment screening takes place in an assess-
ment center, which ofers a detailed, structured evaluation of applicants on a wide 
range of job-related knowledge, skills, and abilities (Ingold et al., 2018). Specifc 
managerial skills and characteristics an assessment center attempts to measure 
include oral and written communication skills; behavioral fexibility; creativity; tol-
erance of uncertainty; and skills in organization, planning, and decision making. 
Because a variety of instruments are used to assess participants, the assessment cen-
ter often makes use of large test batteries. As we saw in Chapter 1, the assessment 
center approach was developed during World War II by the U.S. Ofce of Strategic 
Services (the forerunner of the CIA) for the selection of spies. Today, it is used 
primarily to select managers, but it is also being used extensively for managerial 
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development purposes—to provide feedback to managers concerning their job 
performance-related strengths and weaknesses (Parr et al., 2016). 

We will discuss this use of assessment centers again in the chapter on employee 
training (Chapter 6). In assessment centers, applicants are evaluated on a number 
of job-related variables using a variety of techniques, such as personality and ability 
tests, that are considered to be valid predictors of managerial success. Applicants also 
take part in a number of situational exercises, which are attempts to approximate 
certain aspects of the managerial job. Tese exercises are related to work samples, 
except that they are approximations rather than actual examples of work tasks (Buck-
ett et al., 2020; Keeler et al., 2019). 

Sometimes, these situational exercises are used independently in employment 
screening as a situational test. Situational tests can be written, live tests or be presented 
via video (Bardach et al., 2020). One popular situational exercise is the in-basket (or 
“inbox”) test (Frederiksen, 1962), which requires the applicant to deal with a stack of 
memos, letters, and other materials that have supposedly collected in the “in-basket” 
of a manager (see Figure 4.7). Te applicant is given some background information 

Figure 4.7 Example of an Assessment Center In-basket Exercise. 

Situational exercise 
assessment tools that require 
the performance of tasks that 
approximate actual work tasks 
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  the Use of assessment center Methodology for 
assessing employability of college Graduates 

about the job and then must actually take care of the work in the in-basket by answer-
ing correspondence, preparing agendas for meetings, making decisions, and the like. 
A group of observers considers how each applicant deals with the various tasks and 
assigns a performance score. 

Another situational exercise is the leaderless group discussion (Bass, 1954). Here, 
applicants are put together in a small group to discuss some work-related topic. Te 
goal is to see how each applicant handles the situation and who emerges as a discus-
sion leader. Other assessment center exercises might require the assessee to make a 
presentation, role-play an encounter with a supervisee, or engage in a team exercise 
with other assessees (Oostrom et al., 2019). Trained observers rate each applicant’s 
performance on each exercise. Because evaluation of assessment center exercises is 
made by human observers/assessors, to avoid systematic biases and to ensure that 
assessors are in agreement on ratings of assessees (in other words, that there is reliabil-
ity in the ratings), training of assessors is critical (Schleicher et al., 2002), but most 
data suggest that assessment center ratings demonstrate high levels of reliability across 
raters (Putka & Hofman, 2013). 

Te result of testing at the assessment center is a detailed profle of each appli-
cant, as well as some index of how a particular applicant rated in comparison with 
others. Research has indicated that assessment centers are relatively good predictors 
of managerial success (Parr et al., 2016). Of course, the major drawback is the huge 
investment of time and resources they require, which is the major reason that assess-
ment centers are usually only used by larger organizations and for the selection of 
candidates for higher-level management positions. However, recent innovations using 
videotape and computerized assessment of participants has led to a recent renewal of 
interest in assessment centers, both in managerial selection and in other forms of 
evaluation (see box on “Applying I/O Psychology”). 

A  P P LY I  n g  I / O  P  S  Y  C  h  O L  O  g  Y  

Since the early 1990s, the use of assessment centers and 

assessment center methods has grown. There has been 

an increase in the use of assessment centers in mana-

gerial selection, and assessment centers are also being 

used as a means of training and “brushing up” mana- 

gers’ skills. In addition, assessment center methods are 

being expanded to facilitate screening and orientation 

of entry-level employees. In colleges and universities, 

assessment center methodologies are being used to 

evaluate new students or in outcome evaluation—mea-

suring the managerial skills and potential “employabil-

ity” of students as they graduate. 

For instance, in one university’s master’s-level pro-

gram in industrial/organizational psychology,  frst-year  
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(Continued) 

master’s students are put through an assessment center 

evaluation, with second-year master’s students serving as 

evaluators (Kottke & Shultz, 1997). This not only allows 

for an assessment of student skills, but also provides stu-

dents with direct, hands-on experience with assessment. 

In another project, all graduates of a state university’s 

business school underwent a “mini” assessment center, 

including completing a computerized in-basket test that 

assessed both managerial skills and skills in operating 

computer software, participation in a leaderless group dis-

cussion, mock hiring interview, and formal presentation 

(Riggio et al., 2003). The goal was to evaluate the “mana-

gerial potential” of business school graduates and to track 

them during their early careers as a way of determining 

if the knowledge and skills measured in the assessment 

center were indeed predictive of future career success. 

A follow-up study did indeed demonstrate that college 

assessment center ratings of leadership potential cor-

related with later ratings of leadership made by the for-

mer college students’ work supervisors (Schleicher et al., 

2002). In another student assessment center, assessment 

hiring Interviews 

center ratings were related to early career progress of the 

alumni (Waldman & Korbar, 2004). 

Why the surge of interest in assessment centers? 

There are several reasons. First, the assessment cen-

ter methodology makes sense. It ofers a detailed, 

multimodal assessment of a wide range of knowledge, 

skills, abilities, and psychological characteristics. This 

is the test battery approach we discussed earlier. Sec-

ond, much of the measurement in assessment centers 

is “performance-based,” and there is a trend in assess-

ment away from pencil-and-paper assessment and 

toward more behavior- or performance-based assess-

ment. Third, assessment centers are easier to conduct 

today. With computer and video technology, it is easy 

to conduct an assessment center and store the partici-

pants’ performance data for later, more convenient eval-

uation ( Jackson et al., 2016). Finally, evidence indicates 

that assessment centers serve a dual purpose by assess-

ing participants and helping them to develop manage-

rial skills by undergoing the assessment center exercises 

(herd et al., 2018). 

To obtain almost any job in the U.S., an applicant must go through at least one hir-
ing interview, which is the most widely used employee screening and selection device. 
Despite its widespread use, if not conducted properly, the hiring interview can be a poor 
predictor of future job performance. I/O psychologists have contributed greatly to our 
understanding of the efectiveness of interviews as a hiring tool. Care must be taken to 
ensure the reliability and validity of judgments of applicants made in hiring interviews 
(see “Up Close” box). Part of the problem with the validity of interviews is that many 
interviews are conducted haphazardly, with little structure to them (Kausel et al., 2016). 
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 Stop & Review 
Defne and describe an 
assessment center. 

You may have experienced one of these poor interviews that seemed to be nothing 
more than a casual conversation, or you may have been involved in a job interview in 
which the interviewer did nearly all of the talking. Although you might have learned 
a lot about the company, the interviewer learned little about your experience and 
qualifcations. In these cases, it is obvious that little concern has been given to the 
fact that, just like a psychological test, the hiring interview is actually a measurement 
tool, and employment decisions derived from interviews should be held to the same 
standards of reliability, validity, and predictability as tests. 

A number of variations on the traditional interview format have been developed 
to try to improve the efectiveness of interviews as a selection tool, including situation 
and behavior descriptive interviews (Culbertson et al., 2017). In situational inter-
views, applicants are asked to imagine how they would deal with specifc job-related, 
hypothetical situations. In contrast, job descriptive interviews (also called structured 
behavioral interviews) ask interviewees to draw on past job incidents and behaviors 
to deal with hypothetical future work situations. It is interesting to note that, in a 
review of court cases involving allegations of discrimination in hiring, judges also 
valued good measurement properties in hiring interviews—ruling more favorably for 
the organization if the interviews were objective, job-related, structured, and based 
on multiple interviewers’ evaluations (Williamson et al., 1997). 

Tere has been increased use of videoconference technology to conduct hiring 
interviews. Tis can be done either via a live videoconference or via a computer–video 
interface. I/O psychologists have only begun studying videoconference interviews. 
One interesting fnding is that interviewers tend to make more favorable evaluations 
of videoconference applicants than in face-to-face interviews, likely because there are 
some nonverbal cues, particularly cues that reveal anxiety and discomfort, absent in 
videoconference interviews (Blacksmith et al., 2016; Lukacik et al., 2020). During 
the COVID-19 pandemic, most businesses were working remotely and needed to 
utilize technology-based interviews in order to hire new employees, including both 
synchronous and asynchronous video interviews (Lukacik et al., 2020). 

When used correctly as part of an employee screening and selection program, the 
hiring interview should have three major objectives. First, the interview should be 
used to help fll in gaps in the information obtained from the applicant’s resume and 
application form and from employment tests and to measure the kinds of factors that 
are only available in a face-to-face encounter, such as poise and oral communication 
skills. Second, the hiring interview should provide applicants with realistic job pre-
views, which help them decide whether they really want the job and ofer an initial 
orientation to the organization (Rynes, 1988). 

Finally, because the hiring interview is one way that an organization interacts 
directly with a portion of the general public, it can serve an important recruitment 
tool for the company (Wilhelmy et al., 2016). 

Tere are serious concerns about the accuracy of judgments made from hiring 
interviews, however, because, unlike screening tests or application forms, which 
ask for specifc, quantifable information, hiring interviews are typically more free-
wheeling afairs (Levashina et al., 2014). Interviewers may ask completely diferent 
questions of diferent applicants, which makes it very difcult to compare responses. 
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Figure 4.8 The hiring interview should maintain high standards of measurement, the same as 
other screening methods. 

Source: Photograph by Tim gouw, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/bwki71ap-y8). 

Interviews that lack structure yield very little information about the applicant and 
probably no valid assessment of the person’s qualifcations. 

Te reliability of interviewer judgments is also problematic. Diferent interview-
ers may arrive at completely diferent evaluations of the same applicant, even when 
evaluating the same interview. Also, because of nervousness, fatigue, or some other 
reason, the same applicant might not perform as well in one interview as in another, 
which further contributes to low reliability. 

Perhaps the greatest source of problems afecting hiring interview validity is inter-
viewer biases. Interviewers may allow factors such as an applicant’s gender (Koch et 
al., 2015), race (Pogrebtsova et al., 2020), physical disability (Brecher et al., 2006), 
physical attractiveness (Johnson et al., 2014), appearance (Madera & Hebl, 2012), 
weight (Pingitore et al., 1994), pregnancy (Bragger et al., 2002), class (Chua & 
Mazmanian, 2020), or age (Gioaba & Krings, 2017) to infuence them. 

Tere may also be a tendency for an interviewer to make a snap judgment, arriv-
ing at an overall evaluation of the applicant in the frst few moments of the interview 
(Luan et al., 2019). Te interviewer may then spend the remainder of the time try-
ing to confrm that frst impression, selectively attending to only the information 
that is consistent with the initial evaluation. Structured interviews, where a series of 
questions are asked of all applicants, may help lessen snap judgments (Frieder et al., 
2016). Another potential source of bias is the contrast efect, which can occur after 
the interview of a particularly good or bad applicant. All subsequent applicants may 
then be evaluated either very negatively or very positively in contrast to this person. 

Snap Judgment 
arriving at a premature, 
early overall evaluation of an 
applicant in a hiring interview 

127 

https://www.unsplash.com


 

 
 

 

 
 

  

 

H U M A N  R E S O U RC E S  I S S U E S  

Stop & Review 
Name and defne four 
potential biases in hir-
ing interviews. 

In general, the hiring interview may fail to predict job success accurately because 
of a mismatch between the selection instrument and the information it obtains and 
the requirements of most jobs (Hamdani et al., 2014). Receiving a positive evaluation 
in an interview is related to applicants’ abilities to present themselves in a positive 
manner and to carry on a one-on-one conversation. In other words, evaluations of 
interviewees may be strongly afected by their level of communication or social skills. 
Terefore, for some jobs, such as those that involve primarily technical skills, perfor-
mance in the interview is in no way related to performance on the job, because the 
types of skills required to do well in the interview are not the same as those required in 
the job. Researchers have also found a relationship between general cognitive ability 
and interview performance, suggesting that more intellectually gifted persons receive 
more positive interview evaluations (Hufcutt et al., 1996). Despite this relation-
ship, research suggests that interview performance from a well-conducted, structured 
interview can predict job performance above and beyond the efects of cognitive 
ability (Cortina et al., 2000). 

cLOSe   how to conduct More effective hiring  
Interviews 

A great deal of research indicates that typical hiring 

interviews, although widely used, are not always efec-

tive predictors of job performance.  There are,  however, 

ways to improve their reliability and validity, some of 

which are outlined here. 

Use Structured Interviews, Job-related 
Interview Questions 
Structured interviewing, in which the same basic ques-

tions are asked of all applicants, is nearly always more 

efective than unstructured interviewing because it 

allows for comparisons among applicants (Dipboye, 

1994). The use of structured questions also helps pre-

vent the interview from wandering of course and assists 

in keeping interview lengths consistent. Just like any 

other selection method, interview questions should be 

developed from a detailed job analysis to ensure that 

they are job-related. At least one study has shown that 

gender bias, often prevalent in job interviews, did not 

occur when the interview was structured (Pogrebtsova 

et al., 2020). 

provide for Some rating or Scoring of 
applicant responses 
To interpret the applicant responses objectively, it is 

important to develop some scoring system (graves & 

Karren, 1996). Experts could determine beforehand what 

would characterize good and poor answers. Another 

approach is to develop a scale for rating the quality of 

the responses. It may also be benefcial to make some 
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record of responses to review later and to substantiate 

employment decisions, rather than relying on memory. 

Use trained Interviewers 

Interviewer training improves the quality of hiring 

interview decisions (Campion et al., 1998) and can be 

used to reduce bias (Derous et al., 2016). Interviewers 

can be instructed in proper procedures and techniques 

and trained to try to avoid systematic biases (howard 

& Dailey, 1979). Training is also important because of 

the public relations function of hiring interviews (e.g., 

the interviewer is representing the organization to a seg-

ment of the public; Stevens, 1998). 

consider Using panel or Multiple 
Interviews 
Because of personal idiosyncrasies, any one interview-

er’s judgment of an applicant may be inaccurate. One 

way to increase interview reliability is to have a group 

of evaluators assembled in a panel (Roth & Campion, 

1992). Although panel interviews may improve reliabil-

ity, they may still have validity problems if all interview-

ers are incorrect in their interpretations or share some 

biases or stereotypes. Also, the use of panel interviews 

is costly. Using multiple (separate) interviews is another 

way to increase the reliability of judgments made in hir-

ing interviews (Conway et al., 1995). 

cLOSe (continued) 

record of responses to review later and to substantiate 

Making employee Selection Decisions 

You have data from all of your fnalists: their scores on the application blank, person-
ality, intelligence, physical ability test, and an integrity test. You just completed your 
job review and you think you have the job in the bag because you nailed the inter-
view. But whether you are to be hired or not might depend on how the organization 
scores job applicants. Tere are two types of decision errors in employee selection. 
When we erroneously accept applicants who would have been unsuccessful on the 
job, we are making false-positive errors (see Figure 4.9). On the other hand, when 
we erroneously reject applicants who would have been successful in the job, we are 
making false-negative errors. Although both errors are problematic to the organi-
zation, it is more difcult to identify false-negative errors than false-positive errors. 
We cannot eliminate these errors entirely, but we can minimize them by using more 
objective decision strategies. 

All too often, employee selection decisions are made subjectively, using what is 
often referred to as the clinical approach. In this approach, a decision maker sim-
ply combines the sources of information in whatever fashion seems appropriate to 
obtain some general impression about applicants. Based on experience and beliefs 
about which types of information are more or less important, a decision is made. 
Although some good selection decisions may be made by experienced decision mak-
ers, subjective, clinical decisions are error prone and often inaccurate (Meehl, 1954). 

False-positive errors 
erroneously accepting 
applicants who would have 
been unsuccessful 

False-Negative errors 
erroneously rejecting 
applicants who would have 
been successful 
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Multiple regression Model 
an employee selection method 
that combines separate 
predictors of job success in a 
statistical procedure 

Figure 4.9 Accuracy of prediction in employee screening. 

Source: Figure in Millsap and Kwok (2004) 

Te alternative is to use a statistical decision-making model, which combines infor-
mation for the selection of applicants in an objective, predetermined fashion. Each 
piece of information about job applicants is given some optimal weight that indicates 
its strength in predicting future job performance. It makes sense that an objective 
decision-making model will be superior to clinical decisions because human beings, 
in most cases, are incapable of accurately processing all the information gathered 
from a number of job applicants. Statistical models are able to process all of this 
information without human limitations. 

One statistical approach to personnel decision making is the multiple regression 
model, an extension of the correlation coefcient (see the Appendix in Chapter 2). As 
you recall, the correlation coefcient examines the strength of a relationship between 
a single predictor, such as a test score, and a criterion, such as a measure of job per-
formance. However, rather than having only one predictor of job performance, as in 
the correlation coefcient or bivariate regression model, multiple regression analysis 
uses several predictors. Typically, this approach combines the various predictors in an 
additive, linear fashion. In employee selection, this means that the ability of all the 
predictors to predict job performance can be added together, and that there is a linear 
relationship between the predictors and the criterion: higher scores on the predictors 
will lead to higher scores on the criterion. Although the statistical assumptions and 
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calculations on which the multiple regression model is based are beyond the scope of 
this text, the result is an equation that uses the various types of screening information 
in combination. 

Te multiple regression model is a compensatory type of model, which means that 
high scores on one predictor can compensate for low scores on another. Tis is both 
a strength and a weakness of the regression approach. For example, an applicant’s 
lack of previous job-related experience can be compensated for by test scores that 
show great potential for mastering the job. However, in other situations, this may be 
problematic. Take, for example, the screening of applicants for a job as an inspector 
of microcircuitry, a position that requires the visual inspection of very tiny computer 
circuits under a microscope. From her scores on a test of cognitive ability (i.e., general 
intelligence), an applicant might show great potential for performing the job. How-
ever, the applicant might have an uncorrectable visual problem that leads her to score 
poorly on a test of visual acuity. Here, the compensatory regression model would 
not lead to a good prediction, for the visual problem would mean that the applicant 
would fail, regardless of her potential for handling the cognitive aspects of the job. 

A second type of selection strategy, one that is not compensatory, is the mul-
tiple cutof model, which uses a minimum cutof score on each of the predictors. 
An applicant must obtain a score above the cutof on each of the predictors to be 
hired. Scoring below the cutof on any one predictor automatically disqualifes the 
applicant, regardless of the scores on the other screening variables. For example, a 
school district may decide to hire only those probationary high school teachers who 
have completed a specifed number of graduate units and who have scored above 
the cutof on a national teacher’s examination. Te main advantage of the multiple 
cutof strategy is that it ensures all eligible applicants have some minimal amount of 
ability on all dimensions that are believed to be predictive of job success. Te difer-
ence between the multiple cutof model and the multiple hurdle model (see below) is 
that the multiple cutof method is non-compensatory, meaning that someone cannot 
make up for a low score on one predictor by receiving a particularly high score on 
another predictor. 

Cutof scores are most commonly used in public-sector organizations that give 
employment tests to large numbers of applicants (Truxillo et al., 1996). Te setting 
of cutof scores is an important and often controversial decision because of the legal 
issues involved. Particular care needs to be taken by I/O psychologists to set cutof 
scores that distinguish the best candidates for jobs, but do not unfairly discriminate 
against people of color, women, or older workers (see Cascio et al., 1988). 

Te multiple regression and multiple cutof methods can be used in combination. 
If this is done, applicants will be eligible for hire only if their regression scores are 
high and if they are above the cutof score on each of the predictor dimensions. Of 
course, using both strategies at the same time greatly restricts the number of eligible 
applicants, and so they are used together only when the pool of applicants is very large. 

Another type of selection decision-making method is the multiple hurdle model. 
Tis strategy uses an ordered sequence of screening devices. At each stage in the 
sequence, a decision is made either to reject an applicant or to allow the applicant 
to proceed to the next stage. An example of the multiple hurdle model would be 

Stop & Review 
Defne and discuss the 
concepts of predictors 
and criteria. 

Multiple cutof Model 
an employee selection method 
using a minimum cutof 
score on each of the various 
predictors of job performance 

Multiple hurdle Model 
an employee selection 
strategy that requires that 
an acceptance or rejection 
decision be made at each of 
several stages in a screening 
process 
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employee placement 
the process of assigning 
workers to appropriate jobs 

one used for hiring police ofcers (Figure 4.10). Te frst stage, or hurdle, might be 
receiving a passing score on a civil service exam. If a passing score is obtained, the 
applicant’s application blank is evaluated. An applicant who does not pass the exam 
is no longer considered for the job. A third hurdle is a physical exam and ftness test. 
Tose who pass that test then move on to an interview. Te fnal hurdle is attendance 
at a 6-month-long police academy training. Typically, all applicants who pass all the 
hurdles are then selected for jobs. 

One advantage of the multiple hurdle strategy is that unqualifed persons do not 
have to go through the entire evaluation program before they are rejected. Also, 
because evaluation takes place at many times on many levels, the employer can be 
quite confdent that the applicants who are selected do indeed have the potential to 
be successful on the job. Because multiple hurdle selection programs are expensive 
and time-consuming, they are usually only used for jobs that are central to the opera-
tion of the organization. 

employee placement 

Whereas employee selection deals with how people are hired for jobs, employee 
placement is the process of deciding to which job hired workers should be assigned. 
Employee placement typically only takes place when there are two or more openings 
that a newly hired worker could fll. Placement also becomes important when large 
organizations close departments or ofces and do not want to lay of the workers 
from the closed sites, but instead want to reassign these workers to other positions 
within the organization. Although placement is a diferent personnel function, many 
of the methods used in placement are the same as those used in employee selec-
tion. Te main diference is that, in placement, the worker has already been hired. 
Terefore, the personnel specialist’s job is to fnd the best possible “ft” between the 
worker’s attributes (KSAOs) and the requirements of the job openings. 

Personnel specialists are looking more broadly at the issue of employee selection 
and placement. Rather than just focusing on ftting potential employees into the 
right job, researchers and practitioners are concerned with how particular individu-
als might ft with a particular work group or team and with a specifc organization 
(Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). Assuring that there is good ft between individuals and 
their work organizations and work environments not only allows organizations to 
predict who will be the better performers, but also helps to increase well-being among 
the selected employees. 

Summary 

Criteria are measures of job success, most often related to performance. Predic-
tors are variables about applicants that should be predictive of criteria. Generally, 
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Figure 4.10 Multiple hurdle model for police ofcer selection. 

Source: Found in Cascio, 1987, p. 282. 
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there are multiple stages of employee selection. In early stages, applicants may 
complete an application form or submit a resume. Sometimes, weighted applica-
tion forms are used to assign diferent weights to responses on the job application. 
Applicants may also submit references or letters of recommendation and take early 
screening tests. Tese tests could be individual (given to one person at a time) or 
group-based. Tey can be speed tests—tests that have a specifc time period—or 
power tests, which have items that become increasingly difcult and are scored 
as the number correct but provide sufcient time to get the test done. Histori-
cally, most tests were administered in a paper-and-pencil format, but, today, many 
tests are administered online. Biodata instruments can also be used to collect 
personal information from applicants. Tere are also cognitive ability tests, which 
measure general intellectual ability or domain-specifc knowledge, and physical 
ability tests, such as mechanical, motor, and sensory ability—such as visual acuity 
or hearing—tests. Another group of tests relates to specifc job skills or knowl-
edge such as work sample tests, which measure the ability to perform critical job 
tasks, and job knowledge tests that assess specifc types of knowledge needed to 
do the job. Tere are also personality tests that are designed to measure certain 
psychological characteristics of workers, such as the Big Five, which measures emo-
tional stability (neuroticism), extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and 
openness to experience, and the more recent HEXACO test, which also includes 
honesty-humility. Similar to personality, employers will sometimes test applicants’ 
emotional intelligence, which involves knowledge, understanding, and regulation 
of emotions; ability to communicate emotionally; and using emotions to facilitate 
thinking and utilize honesty or integrity tests. As a fnal stage of selection, employ-
ers may use an assessment center, which is a detailed, structured evaluation of job 
applicants using a variety of instruments and techniques such as situational exer-
cises, which are attempts to approximate certain aspects of the managerial job, and 
in-basket tests. Tese are used to assess one’s ability to carry out the job and are 
primarily used for managerial-level jobs. 

Nearly every job will also use some type of hiring interview during the fnal selec-
tion procedure. Tis might be a situational interview, in which applicants are asked 
to imagine how they would deal with a hypothetical situation, or a job descriptive 
interview (also called structured behavioral interview), in which applicants are asked 
to recall and describe past workplace behaviour. Just like any test, hiring interviews 
should consider measurement issues such as validity and reliability, but it is also 
important to reduce interviewer biases by asking all applicants the same questions. 
Training interviews, using panel interviews, or conducting multiple interviews all 
increase the validity and reliability of interview ratings. Finally, when all the tests 
and interviews are done, hiring managers get to select the candidate who will add 
the most to the organization. Tere is always the risk of hiring someone who will not 
be successful in the job (a false-positive error), and the risk of eliminating an appli-
cant who would have been successful (a false-negative error). All too often, subjective 
decision-making processes are used. Statistical models of decision making include 
the multiple regression model, an approach that allows predictors to be combined sta-
tistically; the multiple cutof strategy, a method of setting minimum cutof scores for 
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each predictor; and the multiple hurdle approach, a stringent method that uses an 
ordered sequence of screening devices. Employee placement involves assigning selected 
employees to jobs to which they are best suited. 

Study Questions and exercises 

1 Imagine that you were in charge of hiring new employees for a particular job that 
you are familiar with. Which screening methods would you choose and why? 

2 Search for a detailed job advertisement or a job description. What are the KSAOs 
that the job seems to require? Suggest which sorts of tests or other screening pro-
cedures might best measure the KSAOs associated with the job. 

3 Consider the last job you applied for. What kinds of screening procedures did you 
encounter? What were their strengths and weaknesses? How could they have been 
improved? 

4 It is clear that, in much of the hiring that takes place, subjective evaluations of 
applicants are often the basis for the decisions. Why is this the case? What are 
some reasons that more objective—and more valid—hiring procedures are often 
ignored by employers? 

Web Links 

www.siop.org/Research-Publications/Items-of-Interest/ArtMID/19366/ 
ArticleID/4979/Using-Personality-to-Improve-Diversity-Equity-and-Inclusion-
Practical-Evidence-Based-Recommendations 

www.siop.org/Research-Publications/Items-of-Interest/ArtMID/19366/ 
ArticleID/4976/Diversity-Equity-Inclusion-in-the-Prehire-Process 

www.ipacweb.org 
Site for the International Personnel Assessment Council, an organization devoted to 
personnel testing and assessment. 

www.cpp.com 

www.wonderlic.com 
Two test publisher sites (Consulting Psychologists Press and the Wonderlic site) 
where you can look at some of the employment tests available. 

www.siop.org/workplace/employment%20testing/testtypes.aspx 
SIOP provides a list of categories of employment screening tests, listing advantages 
and disadvantages of each type. 
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chapter 5  

Evaluating Employee 
Performance 

Inside Tips 
EMPLOYEE PERFORMANCE: A CRITERION FOR SUCCESS 

Tis chapter looks at how employees’ job performance is measured and appraised in organi-
zations. Often, measures of performance are the criteria used to determine the efectiveness 
of an employee testing or screening program, as discussed in the previous chapter. Because 
job performance is such an important outcome variable in I/O psychology, it is important 
to understand the measurement issues concerning this factor. For example, when reviewing 
studies that discuss infuences on job performance, you should investigate how performance 
was operationally defned and measured. Were objective or subjective criteria used? How 
accurate or inaccurate might the assessments of performance be? How can performance 
assessments and appraisals be improved? 

Job performance and performance appraisals 

From the frst few days on the job, you have wondered, “How am I doing?” Are you 
performing at an acceptable (or better) level? How are you performing in comparison 
with others in a similar position or compared with what your supervisor expects? You 
wait for some assessment of your job performance with a mixture of eager anticipa-
tion and trepidation. 

Te evaluation of employees’ job performance is a vital personnel function and 
of critical importance to the organization. In this chapter, we will consider the very 
important variable of job performance in the context of assessments and evaluations. 
We will discuss the importance of performance appraisals, procedures for appraising 
performance, and the difculties encountered in attempting to appraise performance. 
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performance appraisals 
the formalized means of 
assessing worker performance 
in comparison with certain 
established organizational 
standards 

We will also look at research on performance appraisals and assessment and discuss 
the legal concerns in performance appraisals. 

In work organizations, measurement of performance typically takes place in the 
context of formalized performance appraisals, which measure worker performance 
in comparison with certain predetermined standards. Performance appraisals serve 
many purposes for the individual worker, for the worker’s supervisor, and for the 
organization as a whole (Cleveland et al., 1989). 

For the worker, performance appraisals are linked to development and career 
advancement. Performance appraisals function as the foundation for pay increases 
and promotions, provide feedback to help improve performance and recognize weak-
nesses, and ofer information about the attainment of work goals. Work supervisors 
use performance appraisals to make personnel decisions such as promotions, demo-
tions, pay raises, and frings and to give workers constructive feedback to improve 
work performance. Moreover, the formal performance appraisal procedure facilitates 
organizational communication by helping to encourage interaction between workers 
and supervisors. Research has shown that employees who receive regular performance 
appraisals that are characterized as “helpful” to the performance of their job show 
stronger commitment to their jobs and organizations (see Schleicher et al., 2019, for 
a review). For the organization, performance appraisals provide a means of assessing 
the productivity of individuals and work units (see Table 5.1). 

Table 5.1 The Many Purposes of Performance Appraisals 

For the Worker 

Means of reinforcement (praise, pay raises) 
Career advancement (promotions, increased responsibility) 
Information about work goal attainment 
Source of feedback to improve performance 
Can lead to greater job engagement 

For the Supervisor 

Basis for making personnel decisions (promotions, frings, etc.) 
Assessment of workers’ goal attainment 
Opportunity to provide constructive feedback to workers 
Opportunity to interact with subordinates 

For the Organization 

Assessment of productivity of individuals and work units 
Validation of personnel selection and placement methods 
Means for recognizing and motivating workers 
Source of information for personnel training needs 
Evaluation of the efectiveness of organizational interventions (e.g., training programs, 

system changes, etc.) 
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the Measurement of Job performance 

As we have seen, job performance is one of the most important work outcomes. It is 
the variable in organizations that is most often measured and that is given the most 
attention. Tis makes sense, because the success or failure of an organization depends 
on the performance of its employees. 

Tere are many ways to measure job performance. Yet, as we saw in our discussion 
of personnel selection in Chapter 4, I/O psychologists typically refer to measures 
of job performance as performance criteria. Performance criteria are the means of 
determining successful or unsuccessful performance. As we saw in Chapter 3, perfor-
mance criteria are one of the products that arise from a detailed job analysis, for, once 
the specifc elements of a job are known, it is easier to develop the means to assess 
levels of successful or unsuccessful performance. 

Objective versus Subjective Performance Criteria 

performance criteria 
measures used to determine 
successful and unsuccessful job 
performance 

One important categorization of job performance assessments is to distinguish between 
objective and subjective measures. Objective and subjective performance criteria are 
also sometimes referred to as “hard” and “soft” performance criteria, respectively (see 
Ramawickrama et al., 2017, for a review). Objective performance criteria involve the 
measurement of some easily quantifable aspects of job performance, such as the num-
ber of units produced, the dollar amount of sales, or the time needed to process some 
information. For example, an objective criterion for an assembly-line worker might 
be the number of products assembled. For an insurance claims adjuster, the average 
amount of time it takes to process a claim might be an objective measure of perfor-
mance (see Table 5.2). Such criteria are often referred to as measures of productivity. 

Subjective performance criteria consist of judgments or ratings made by some 
knowledgeable individual, such as a worker’s supervisor or coworker. Tese criteria 
are often used when objective criteria are unavailable, difcult to assess, or inappro-
priate. For example, it is usually inappropriate to use objective performance criteria 
to assess a manager’s job because it is difcult to specify the exact behaviors that 
indicate successful managerial performance. Instead, subjective criteria, such as sub-
ordinate or superior ratings, are used. 

Objective performance criteria ofer two main advantages. First, because objective 
criteria typically involve counts of output or the timing of tasks, they are less prone to 
bias and distortion than subjective performance ratings. Second, objective criteria are 
usually more directly tied to “bottom-line” assessments of an organization’s success, 
such as the number of products assembled or dollar sales fgures. It is often more dif-
fcult to determine the links between subjective criteria and bottom-line outcomes. 

As mentioned, it is often difcult, if not impossible, to obtain objective perfor-
mance criteria for certain jobs, such as graphic artist, software developer, and executive 
vice president (see Figure 5.1). Jobs such as these may best be assessed through ratings 

Objective performance 
criteria 
measures of job performance 
that are easily quantifed 

Subjective performance 
criteria 
measures of job performance 
that typically consist of ratings 
or judgments of performance

 Stop & Review 
Describe nine purposes of 
performance appraisals. 
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Table 5.2 Examples of Objective Job Performance Criteria 

Job Title Measure 

Social worker Number of clients helped, number of people diagnosed 
Real estate agent Number of houses sold 
Customer service 

(telephone) 
Number of people helped, number of complaints 

received 
Cashier Number of products purchased, people helped 
Hotel maid Number of rooms cleaned, towels replaced 
Truck driver Miles driven, weight of cargo carried, amount of time taken 

per trip 
Aircraft maintenance 

worker 
Number of planes serviced 

Receptionist Number of people checked in, appointments scheduled 
Cabinet worker Number of cabinets made 
Fast-food cook Number of burgers cooked, amount of time to cook burger 
Bartender Number of drinks served, amount of tips given 
Bill collector Amount of debt collected, number of people contacted 
Hair stylist Number of haircuts given 
Pharmacy technician Number of prescriptions flled 
Telemarketer Number of people called, number of rejections received 

Source: Adapted from Landy et al., 1983. 

or judgments. Another drawback of objective assessments is that they may focus too 
much on specifc, quantifable outcomes. Because many jobs are complex, looking at 
only one or two objective measures of performance may not capture the total picture 
of performance. Some aspects of job performance, such as work quality, worker ini-
tiative, and work efort, are difcult to assess objectively. For example, a salesperson 
might have high dollar sales fgures, but may be so pushy and manipulative that 
customers are unlikely to return to the store. Likewise, a research analyst may have 
relatively low output rates because he spends a great deal of time teaching new work-
ers valuable work techniques and helping coworkers solve problems. It is important 
to emphasize that comprehensive evaluation of employee performance might include 
both very positive, outside-of-the-job-description activities, such as helping other 
workers, and counterproductive behaviors, such as “goofng of,” substance abuse on 
the job, or disrupting the work team (Ramawickrama et al., 2017). 

In many cases, collecting objective performance data is time-consuming and 
costly (although see “On the Cutting Edge”). By contrast, subjective performance 
criteria are usually easy and relatively inexpensive to obtain and, thus, may be the 
preferred method of assessment for many organizations. Moreover, subjective perfor-
mance criteria can be used to assess variables that could not be measured objectively, 
such as employee motivation or “team spirit.” 
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Figure 5.1 How would the performance of this tattoo artist best be assessed? 

Source: Photograph by Janko Ferliĉ, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/Visezp_DeTU). 

Regardless of the criteria used to evaluate performance of a job, a number of 
important criterion concerns or issues have implications for conducting accurate 
performance appraisals. A primary issue is whether the criteria identifed in the job 
analysis relate to the true nature of the job. A particular concern here is criterion 
relevance: the notion that the means of appraising performance is, indeed, perti-
nent to job success, as identifed in the job analysis. A performance appraisal should 
cover only the specifc KSAOs needed to perform a job successfully. For example, 
the performance criteria for a bookkeeper should deal with knowledge of accounting 
procedures, mathematical skills, and producing work that is neat and error-free, not 
with personal appearance or oral communication skills—factors that are clearly not 
relevant to the efective performance of a bookkeeper’s job. However, for a public 
relations representative, personal appearance and communication skills may be rel-
evant performance criteria. 

criterion relevance 
the extent to which the means 
of appraising performance is 
pertinent to job success 
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 the Boss Is Watching: electronic Monitoring of employee 
performance 

 

O n  T H E   C U T T I N G  E  D  g  E  

“Your call may be monitored in an efort to improve  

our customer service.” How many times have you heard  

that when calling a helpline? Probably most of the time.  

Workers in call centers, as well as many employees who  

work online or on company computer networks, can have  

their performance monitored electronically. For example,  

employees in the collections department of a credit card  

company must maintain computerized records of phone  

calls, correspondence, and other activity for all accounts.  

The computerized monitoring system allows supervisors  

to note the number and length of calls to each account,  as  

well as the amount of money collected. Supervisors receive  

a detailed weekly report of employee computer activities  

that gives a good indication of how the workers spent  

their time. A hard measure of employee performance is  

obtained from the amount of money collected from each  

account. Twenty years ago, 80% of employers were using  

some sort of electronic surveillance of employee perfor-

mance (Alge, 2001), and that number has vastly increased   

over the last two decades. According to research by the  

American Management Association (2019), organizations  

monitor computer keystrokes, computer fles, and inter-

net histories in addition to phone calls and video camera  

surveillance. 

When the COVID-19 pandemic began in March of  

2020, many employees switched to remote work. A  

survey by Stanford University (Bloom,  2020) reported  

a 12,000% increase in working from home, with 42%  

of employees working from home full-time in June of  

2020. This shift in employment practices ignited a cor-

responding increase in employee monitoring amount-

ing to a 50% increase (Migliano, 2020) in the demand  

for employee monitoring systems. The most popular  

surveillance tools according to the study were Hubstaf,  

Time Doctor,  and FlexiSPY.  Microsoft also announced  

new software for monitoring employee performance,  

“Productivity Score,” that documents how many min-

utes per day an individual employee spends on Word,  

Excel, Outlook, etc. However, the article also says that,  

following backlash and criticism, Microsoft changed the  

program to remove individual employee names from  

the reports. Even in-person workers experienced an  

increase in electronic monitoring during the pandemic.  

For example, retail giant Amazon installed cameras to  

detect whether employees were engaging in social dis-

tancing (staying at least 6 feet apart from each other),  

according to CnBC (Palmer, 2020). 

Although electronic monitoring can be a highly

efective and inexpensive way to increase and monitor 

employee performance (Claypoole & Szalma, 2019), it 

can also negatively impact employee well-being.  One 

study showed that employees believe electronic moni-

toring invades their privacy, eliciting anger, decreased 

helping behaviors,  and increased counterproductive

workplace behavior (Yost et al., 2019). 

 

 

criterion contamination 
the extent to which 
performance appraisals contain 
elements that detract from 
the accurate assessment of job 
efectiveness 

A related concern is criterion contamination: the extent to which perfor-
mance appraisals contain elements that detract from the accurate assessment of job 
efectiveness—elements that should not be included in the performance assess-
ment. A common source of criterion contamination stems from appraiser biases. For 
example, a supervisor may give an employee an overly positive performance appraisal 
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because the employee has a reputation of past work success or because the employee 
was a graduate of a prestigious university. Criterion contamination can also result 
from extraneous factors that contribute to a worker’s apparent success or failure in a 
job. For instance, a sales manager may receive a poor performance appraisal because 
of low sales levels, even though the poor sales actually result from the fact that the 
manager supervises a young, inexperienced sales force. 

It is unlikely that any criterion will capture job performance perfectly; every cri-
terion of job performance may fall short of measuring performance to some extent. 
Criterion defciency describes the degree to which a criterion falls short of measur-
ing job performance perfectly. Criterion defciency occurs when the measurement of 
the performance criteria is incomplete. An important goal of performance appraisals 
is to choose criteria that optimize the assessment of job success, thereby keeping cri-
terion defciency to a minimum. 

A fnal concern is criterion usefulness, or the extent to which a performance 
criterion is usable in appraising a particular job in an organization. To be useful, a 
criterion should be relatively easy and cost-efective to measure and should be seen as 
relevant by the appraiser, the employee whose performance is being appraised, and 
the management of the organization. 

Sources of Performance Ratings 

criterion Defciency 

the degree to which a cri-
terion falls short of mea-
suring job performance 

criterion Usefulness 
the extent to which a 
performance criterion is usable 
in appraising a particular job

 Stop & Review 
compare and contrast 

Because performance ratings play such an important role in performance assess-
ment in organizations, a great deal of personnel research has focused on the process 
and methods of rating performance. Most supervisors provide annual performance 
reviews, although an industry report released by SHRM (Society for Human 
Resource Management; O’Connell, 2020) suggests that this number is drop-
ping, with 82% of employees reporting the use of annual reviews in 2016, 65% 
in 2017, 58% in 2018, and 54% in 2019. In addition to performance reviews by 
one’s supervisor, reviews can also contain data from a worker’s peers, subordinates, 
the worker himself or herself, or even customers evaluating the performance of a 
service worker. Te obvious advantage of getting these diferent perspectives on 
performance assessment is that each type of appraiser—supervisor, self, peer, subor-
dinate, and customer—may see a diferent aspect of the worker’s performance, and 
thus, may ofer unique perspectives (Tomason et al., 2011). Moreover, multiple-
perspective performance appraisals are perceived as fairer and, therefore, are more 
likely to be accepted by those evaluated (Karkoulian et al., 2016). 

Supervisor Appraisals 

objective and subjective 
performance criteria and 
give examples of each. 

Conducting regular appraisals of employee performance is considered one of the most 
important supervisory functions. Supervisor performance appraisals are so common 
because supervisors are usually quite knowledgeable about the job requirements and 
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are often in a position to provide rewards for efective performance and suggestions 
for improvement for substandard performance. Supervisors play a large role in how 
a performance appraisal is perceived by employees. Managers who have supervisors 
who are perceived as fair and those who are trusted by their employees tend to elicit 
more positive reactions from their direct reports when delivering performance feed-
back (Schleicher et al., 2019). 

Yet supervisors do not witness all employee behavior, and so collecting data from 
additional sources can be benefcial. 

Self-Appraisals 

Self-appraisals of performance have been used by many companies, usually in con-
junction with supervisor appraisals. Although there is evidence that self-appraisals 
correlate slightly with supervisor performance appraisals, self-appraisals tend to 
be more lenient and focus more on efort exerted rather than on performance 
accomplishments (DeNisi & Murphy, 2017). Quite often, there are large discrep-
ancies between how supervisors rate performance and the worker’s self-rating. 
It has been suggested that part of the discrepancy between self- and supervisor 
appraisals can be overcome if both the worker and the supervisor are thoroughly 
trained to understand how the performance rating system works and when work-
ers receive more frequent, regular performance feedback from supervisors. One 
advantage of appraisal discrepancies, however, may be that they highlight dif-
ferences in supervisor and worker perceptions and can lead to an open dialogue 
between supervisor and supervisee (Campbell & Lee, 1988). Self-appraisals of 
performance are also useful in encouraging workers to be more committed to 
performance-related goals (Riggio & Cole, 1992). One advantage of appraisal 
discrepancies, however, may be that they highlight diferences in supervisor and 
worker perceptions and can lead to an open dialogue between supervisor and 
supervisee (Campbell & Lee, 1988). 

Although studies of U.S. workers have found that self-appraisals tend to be more 
lenient than supervisor performance ratings, individuals from more collectivistic cul-
tures, including individuals from countries such as China, Korea, and Japan, generally 
rate themselves lower than individuals from individualistic cultures such as the United 
States (Cho & Payne, 2016). Considering that diferent cultures may have diferent 
levels of modesty, the accuracy of self-appraisals and their discrepancy from supervisor 
ratings may need to be evaluated with culture taken into account. 

Peer Appraisals 

Peers are another source of ratings. Particularly among individuals who work on 
teams, peers are keenly aware of what constitutes good performance and have the 
most information about one’s workplace contributions. One obvious problem with 
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peer ratings of performance is the potential for confict among employees who are 
evaluating each other, a particular problem when peers are competing for scarce job 
rewards. Further, not all peer ratings are equally valid. Research shows that ratings 
from peers who are more central to one’s workplace network provide more valid rat-
ings of performance (Zhao et al., 2020). 

Subordinate Appraisals 

Subordinate ratings are most commonly used to assess the efectiveness of persons in 
supervisory or leadership positions. Research on subordinate appraisals indicates con-
siderable agreement with supervisor ratings (Riggio & Cole, 1992). Subordinate ratings 
may be particularly important because they provide a diferent, meaningful perspective 
on a supervisor’s performance—the perspective of the persons being supervised. 

For example, one study (Hofman & Woehr, 2009) examined the validity of sub-
ordinate ratings by having participants obtain ratings from peers, supervisors, and 
subordinates and then participate in an assessment center. Te assessment center 
provided data on leadership skills such as decision making, infuencing others, and 
coaching. Subordinate ratings were more strongly related to leadership efectiveness 
than peer ratings or manager ratings. Simply put, if you are trying to measure leader-
ship, then subordinates may be the best source of information. 

Customer Appraisals 

Stop & Review 
Defne four important 
criterion concerns in 
performance appraisals. 

Another form of performance rating for employees working in customer service 
positions is ratings made by customers. Although customer ratings are not com-
monly considered a method of performance appraisal, they can be because they 
ofer an interesting perspective on whether certain types of workers (salespersons, 
waitpersons, telephone operators) are doing a good job. Customer evaluations of 
an individual employee’s performance are most appropriate when the employee and 
customer have a signifcant, ongoing relationship, such as customers evaluating a sup-
plier, a sales representative, a real estate agent, a stockbroker, or the like. One might 
say that customer appraisals are inherently valid (if the customer is satisfed, then the 
employee has done his or her job). In addition, research shows that customer apprais-
als also correlate with observer ratings (Demerouti et al., 2019). 

360-Degree Feedback 

A comprehensive form of performance appraisal gathers ratings from all levels that 
were mentioned above in what is commonly called 360-degree feedback (Waldman 
et al., 1998). In 360-degree feedback programs (sometimes referred to as multirater 

360-Degree Feedback 
a method of gathering 
performance appraisals 
from a worker’s supervisors, 
subordinates, peers, customers, 
and other relevant parties 
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feedback), performance ratings are gathered from supervisors, subordinates, peers, 
customers, and suppliers (if applicable). Te obvious advantages of 360-degree 
feedback include improved reliability of measurement because of the multiple evalu-
ations, the inclusion of more diverse perspectives on the employee’s performance, the 
involvement of more organizational members in the evaluation and feedback pro-
cess, and improved organizational communication (Campion et al., 2015). Although 
360-degree feedback programs may have distinct advantages, including enhanced 
development and improved performance of employees, they are also time-intensive 
and costly. Despite being costly, however, the data largely suggest that 360-degree 
feedback improves employees’ engagement in knowledge sharing and the overall level 
of employees’ ability to do their job, especially when the feedback is used for both 
developmental and assessment purposes (Kim et al., 2016). Because 360-degree feed-
back programs are often used as a management development tool, rather than being 
used only as a performance appraisal system, we will discuss 360-degree feedback 
more fully in the next chapter, on employee training. 

Methods of rating performance 

When it comes to subjectively evaluating employee performance, a variety of rating 
methods can be used. We will review some of the more common methods. Tese 
methods can be classifed into two general categories: those that can be termed “com-
parative methods” and those that can be labeled “individual methods.” 

Comparative Methods 

comparative Methods 
performance appraisal 
methods involving 
comparisons of one worker’s 
performance against that of 
other workers 

Comparative methods of performance appraisal involve some form of comparison 
of one worker’s performance with the performance of others. Tese procedures are 
relatively easy to implement in work organizations and include rankings, paired com-
parisons, and forced distributions.

Rankings 

rankings 
performance appraisal 
methods involving the ranking 
of supervisees from best to 
worst 

Te comparative method of rankings requires supervisors to rank their direct 
reports from best to worst on specifc performance dimensions or to give an overall 
comparative ranking on job performance (see Dominick, 2009). Although this is a 
simple and easy technique that supervisors are not likely to fnd difcult or time-
consuming, it has several limitations. Although ranking separates the best workers 
from the worst, there are no absolute standards of performance. Tis is a problem 
if few or none of the entire group of workers are performing at “acceptable” levels. 
In this case, being ranked second or third in a group of 15 is misleading, because 
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even the highest-ranking workers are performing at substandard levels. Conversely, 
in a group of exceptional workers, those ranked low may actually be outstanding 
performers in comparison with other employees in the organization or workers in 
other companies. 

Paired Comparisons 

Another comparative method of performance appraisal uses paired comparisons, in 
which the rater compares each worker with every other worker in the group and then 
simply has to decide who is the better performer. Of course, this technique becomes 
unwieldy when the number of group members being evaluated becomes large (for 
instance, there are 6 possible paired comparisons for a group of 4 workers, but 28 
paired comparisons for a 7-member group). Each person’s fnal rank consists of the 
number of times that individual was chosen as the better of a pair. Te drawbacks of 
this technique are similar to those of the ranking method. However, both these com-
parative techniques have the advantage of being simple to use and of being applicable 
to a variety of jobs. One possible use for this technique might be to decide which 
team member(s) to eliminate when downsizing. 

Forced Distributions 

paired comparison 
performance appraisal method 
in which the rater compares 
each worker with each other 
worker in the group 

In the comparative method known as forced distributions, the rater assigns workers 
to established categories, ranging from poor to outstanding, on the basis of compari-
son with all other workers in the group. Usually, the percentage of employees who 
can be assigned to any particular category is controlled to obtain a fxed distribution 
of workers along the performance dimension. Most often, the distribution is set up to 
represent a normal distribution (see Figure 5.2). Tis forced distribution evaluation 
technique is similar to the procedure used by an instructor who grades on a so-called 
“normal curve,” with preassigned percentages of A, B, C, D, and F grades. One large 
U.S. company established a policy of placing all employees in a performance distribu-
tion, with the bottom 10% of performers fred each year in an efort to continually 
upgrade the performance level of the entire workforce. 

One possible problem with the forced distribution occurs when there is an abun-
dance of either very good or very poor workers in a supervisor’s work group. Tis can 
create a situation where a supervisor might artifcially raise or lower some employ-
ees’ evaluations to ft them into the predetermined distribution. In some situations, 
forced distribution may lead to employee dissatisfaction if it is perceived as unfair 
(Schleicher et al., 2009) and, if used in a layof situation, may raise concerns about 
adverse impact (Giumetti et al., 2015). 

Information comparing the performance of one employee with that of others can 
be used in conjunction with other performance appraisal methods. For example, a 

Forced Distributions 
assigning workers to 
established categories of poor 
to good performance, with 
fxed limitations on how many 
employees can be assigned to 
each category 

147 



H u m a n  R e s o u Rc e s  I s s u e s

  

 

 

 

Individual Methods 
performance appraisal 
methods that evaluate an 
employee by himself or herself, 
without explicit reference to 
other workers 

Graphic rating Scales 
performance appraisal methods 
using a predetermined scale to 
rate the worker on important 
job dimensions 

Figure 5.2 A forced distribution performance rating using fve categories with a sample of 50 
employees. 

study by Farh and Dobbins (1989) found that, when subordinates were presented 
with information comparing their job performance with that of their peers, their self-
ratings of performance were more accurate and there was greater agreement between 
self-appraisals and appraisals made by supervisors. Tus, although comparative meth-
ods may sometimes yield misleading results, the use of comparative information may 
increase the accuracy and quality of self-appraisals of performance. 

Individual Methods 

It is more common for employees to be evaluated using what could be termed “indi-
vidual methods.” Individual methods involve evaluating an employee by himself or 
herself. However, even though ratings are made individually, appraisals using indi-
vidual methods may still make comparisons of one individual employee’s rating with 
individual ratings of other employees. We will begin our discussion of individual meth-
ods with the most widely used method of performance rating: graphic rating scales. 

Graphic Rating Scales 

Te vast majority of performance appraisals use graphic rating scales, which ofer pre-
determined scales to rate the worker on a number of important aspects of the job, such 
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as quality of work, dependability, and ability to get along with coworkers. A graphic 
rating scale typically has a number of points with either numerical or verbal labels, 
or both. Te verbal labels can be simple, one-word descriptors, or they can be quite 
lengthy and specifc (see Figure 5.3). Some graphic rating scales use only verbal end-
points, or anchors, with numbered rating points between the two anchors. 

Figure 5.3 Examples of graphic rating scales. 

Source: Found in guion, 1965. 
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Behaviorally anchored 
rating Scales (BarS) 
performance appraisal 
technique using rating scales, 
with labels refecting examples 
of poor, average, and good 
behavioral incidents 

When graphic rating scales are used in performance assessment, appraisals are usu-
ally made on anywhere from 7 to 12 key job dimensions, which are derived from the 
job analysis. Better graphic rating scales defne the dimensions and the particular rat-
ing categories quite clearly and precisely. In other words, it is important that the rater 
know exactly what aspect of the job is being rated and what the verbal labels mean. 
For instance, in Figure 5.3, examples (f ) and (i) defne the job dimension, whereas 
example (h) defnes the rating categories. 

Although good graphic rating scales take some time to develop, often the same 
basic scales can be used for a number of diferent jobs by simply switching the rel-
evant job dimensions. However, a common mistake made by many organizations is 
attempting to develop a “generic” set of performance rating scales for use with all 
persons and all jobs within the company. Because the relevant job dimensions change 
drastically from job to job, it is critical that the dimensions being rated are those that 
actually assess performance of the particular job. Te major weakness of graphic rat-
ing scales is that they may be prone to certain biased response patterns, such as the 
tendency to give everyone “good” or “average” ratings. Also, limiting ratings to only a 
few job dimensions may constrain the appraiser and may not produce a total picture 
of the worker’s job performance. 

Behaviorally Anchored Rating Scales 

An outgrowth of the critical incidents method of job analysis is the development 
of behaviorally anchored rating scales (BARS), which attempt to clearly defne 
the scale labels and anchors used in performance ratings. Rather than having scale 
labels such as poor, average, or good, BARS have examples of behavioral inci-
dents that refect poor, average, and good performance in relation to a specifc 
dimension. 

Figure 5.4 presents a behaviorally anchored rating scale for appraising the job of 
Navy recruiter on the dimension of salesmanship skills. Note frst the very detailed 
defnition of the job dimension at the top of the scale. On the left are the rating 
points, ranging from 8 to 1. Te verbal descriptors to the right of each category give 
examples of behavioral incidents that would diferentiate a recruiter’s sales skills, from 
highest levels to lowest. 

As you might imagine, the development of BARS is a lengthy and tedious pro-
cess. Te result, however, is a rating instrument that focuses clearly on performance 
behaviors relevant to a particular job. An appraiser is forced to spend a great deal of 
time just thinking about what adequate or inadequate performance of a certain job 
dimension entails, particularly if the rater had a hand in developing the scale. Tis 
increased attention to job behaviors helps to overcome some of the general biases 
and stereotyping that may occur in other performance ratings, for a worker can-
not be summarily judged without consideration of how the person’s past behavior 
supports the rating. 
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Figure 5.4 A behaviorally anchored rating scale (BARS). 

Source: Found in Borman, 1986, p. 103. 

Behavioral Observation Scales 

A performance assessment technique related to the BARS is behavioral observa-
tion scales (BOS). With this method, raters indicate how often the worker has been 
observed performing key work-related behaviors. Whereas BARS focus on expec-
tations that a worker would be able to perform specifc behaviors that are typical 
of certain performance levels, behavioral observation scales concentrate on critical 
behaviors that were actually performed. Bear in mind that behavioral observation 
scales do not involve the direct observation and assessment of performance behaviors, 

Behavioral Observation 
Scales (BOS) 
performance appraisal 
methods that require 
appraisers to recall how often 
a worker has been observed 
performing key work behaviors 
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checklists 
performance appraisal 
methods using a series 
of statements about job 
performance 

but rather the recollections of observers, who may be biased or selective in what 
they remember. Studies have compared behavioral observation scale and graphic rat-
ing scale assessments of performance and showed that employees preferred the BOS 
method (see Schleicher et al., 2019, for a review). 

Checklists 

Another individual method of performance rating is the use of checklists, which 
consist of a series of statements about performance in a particular job. Te statements 
are derived from a job analysis and can refect either positive or negative aspects of 
performance (see Figure 5.5). Te rater’s task is to check of the statements that apply 
to the worker being evaluated. Each of the statements is given a numerical value 
refecting the degree of efective performance associated with it. Te numerical values 
assigned to the checked items are then summed to give an overall appraisal of the 
worker’s performance. Tere is some evidence that rating infation may be reduced 
when using checklists rather than graphic rating scales (Yun et al., 2005). 

A variation of checklist rating is the forced-choice scale, developed in an attempt 
to overcome the rater’s tendency to give generally positive or negative performance 

Figure 5.5 A checklist rating scale for a project manager. 

Note: This is only a portion of the checklist. Scores are derived based on the number of items 
checked and the scale values of those items. 

Source: Found in Jacobs, 1986. 
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appraisals. While using the forced-choice technique, the rater is unaware of how posi-
tive an appraisal is being made. Tis format presents groups of descriptive statements 
from which the rater must select the one that is either most or least descriptive of the 
worker. Te statements carry diferent values that are later added to form the overall 
performance appraisal. 

Although checklists are easy to use and provide detailed appraisals of performance 
that are focused on job-related behaviors, they do have some drawbacks. Te develop-
ment of such techniques is expensive and time-consuming, requiring the generation 
of applicable work-related statements and the assignment of accurate performance 
values. Also, checklists may limit the focus of a performance appraisal, because the 
rater must choose among a fnite set of statements that might not capture all aspects 
of an individual’s performance of a particular job. 

Narratives 

Stop & Review 
List and defne three 
comparative methods of 
performance appraisal. 

A relatively simple form of individual performance evaluation is the use of 
narratives, which are open-ended, written accounts of the worker’s performance or 
listings of specifc examples of performance strengths and weaknesses. Te advantage 
of narratives is that appraisers have the freedom to describe performance in their own 
words and to emphasize elements that they feel are important. Teir major drawback 
is that they ofer no quantifcation of performance, which makes it very difcult 
to compare workers’ performance. An additional problem with narratives is that 
the worker may misinterpret the meaning of the report. For example, an appraiser 
may write that the worker is doing a “fair job,” meaning that some improvement is 
needed, but the worker may interpret the word “fair” to mean “adequate” or “good” 
and may, thus, believe that no improvement is necessary. Another concern is that 
subtle bias may easily enter into the performance narrative that a supervisor writes 
(Wilson, 2010). 

We have seen that there are quite a number of methods for rating employee job 
performance, but what works best? All forms of ratings sufer from the same limita-
tion: they are subjective and, thus, prone to the unique perspective and biases of 
the person doing the rating. No one method of rating performance has emerged as 
superior to the others. However, a key issue is the focus of the rater’s attention on 
actual job performance. Terefore, methods that focus raters on performance-related 
job behaviors—the BARS and BOS methods—should theoretically improve rater 
accuracy. 

problems and pitfalls in performance appraisals 

Narratives 
open-ended written accounts 
of a worker’s performance used 
in performance appraisals 

Despite the various performance appraisal tools designed to help obtain more objec-
tive assessments, the appraisal evaluation process remains highly subjective. Because 
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Leniency error 
the tendency to give all 
workers very positive 
performance appraisals 

Severity error 
the tendency to give all 
workers very negative 
performance appraisals 

central tendency error 
the tendency to give all 
workers the midpoint rating in 
performance appraisals 

appraisers selectively observe on-the-job performance and rate what they believe to 
be an individual’s performance level, their judgments are prone to a number of sys-
tematic biases and distortions. A great deal of research has helped uncover some of 
these problems. Understanding these potential errors in the performance appraisal 
process can make it easier to develop the means to combat them and to produce bet-
ter appraisals of work performance. We will consider several types of such systematic 
problems, including leniency/severity errors, halo efects, recency efects, causal attri-
bution errors, and personal biases. 

Leniency/Severity Errors 

A leniency error in performance ratings occurs when an appraiser tends to judge 
all workers leniently, routinely giving them very positive appraisals. A severity 
error is the exact opposite and arises when an appraiser tends to rate employees 
on the low end of performance scales, giving generally negative appraisals. For 
the rater making a severity error, no performance ever seems good enough. Tere 
is also a central tendency error, whereby the appraiser tends always to use the 
midpoint of the rating scale. All three of these errors lead to the same problem: 
a short-circuiting of the appraisal process because the rater’s tendency to use only 
one area of the performance scale does not actually discriminate between poor, fair, 
and outstanding workers. In statistical terms, the ratings show little variance. As 
shown, some techniques, such as the various comparative methods, help combat 
such response tendency errors. 

Halo Efects 

halo efect 
an overall positive evaluation 
of a worker based on one 
known positive characteristic 
or action 

A halo efect in performance appraisal occurs when appraisers make overall positive 
appraisals of workers on the basis of one known positive characteristic or action. If a 
particular worker did an outstanding job on a particular task, the supervisor assumes 
that all of this person’s work is also outstanding, regardless of whether it really is. Cer-
tain personal characteristics such as physical attractiveness or being labeled a “rising 
star” may also lead to halo efects. Research indicates that halo efects occur because 
raters use the one salient characteristic as the basis for forming an overall, generally 
positive or negative, impression of the worker’s performance. Tere is also a “reverse” 
halo efect, sometimes called the “rusty halo” or “horns” efect, in which an overall 
negative performance appraisal is made on the basis of one instance of failure or one 
negative characteristic. 

Because halo efects are such a common source of bias in performance apprais-
als, a number of rater training programs have been developed to try to control for 
them. Many of these training programs involve simply making raters more aware 
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of the phenomenon of halo efects and helping them to focus on behavioral dimen-
sions of job performance. 

Recency Efects 

Another potential error in performance appraisals is the tendency to give greater 
weight to recent performance and lesser value to earlier performance; this can be 
referred to as the recency efect. Because performance assessments usually rely on the 
appraiser’s memory of a worker’s past performance, there are bound to be problems 
related to accurate recall. In general, the greater the delay between the performance 
and the appraisal of work behaviors, the less accurate the appraisal will be. Te lesser 
value given to earlier performance because of the recency efect may not always be 
detrimental to accurate performance appraisals, however. Earlier performance by a 
relatively new employee may refect the employee’s learning period, where mistakes 
may be more numerous, whereas later performance may refect the employee’s perfor-
mance once he or she has more completely learned about the job. 

Causal Attribution Errors 

recency efect 
the tendency to give greater 
weight to recent performance 
and lesser weight to earlier 
performance 

Te process by which people ascribe cause to events or behaviors is known as causal 
attribution. Research has uncovered a number of systematic biases in causal attribu-
tion that have important implications for the accuracy of performance appraisals. 
Two of these attributional biases are particularly relevant to performance appraisals. 
Te frst causal attribution bias is the tendency for appraisers to give more extreme 
appraisals if they believe that the cause of a worker’s performance is rooted in efort 
rather than ability. Tat is, if an appraiser feels that particularly high levels of perfor-
mance were the result of great efort on the part of a worker, that worker will receive 
a more positive performance appraisal than one whose high levels of performance 
were perceived as resulting from possession of natural ability or talent. Similarly, a 
performance failure due to a lack of sufcient efort will be judged more harshly than 
a failure believed to be caused by lack of ability. 

Te second pertinent bias in causal attribution is called the actor–observer bias. 
Tis bias is founded in the notion that, in any event, there is an actor—the person 
performing a behavior—and an observer—the person watching and appraising the 
event and the actor’s behavior. In performance appraisals, the worker is the actor, 
and the appraiser is the observer. Te bias in causal attribution occurs when the 
actor and observer are each asked to state the cause of the particular event. In the 
case of performance appraisals, the event could be a particularly successful or unsuc-
cessful work outcome. Te actor tends to overemphasize the role that situational 
factors, such as luck, task difculty, and the work environment, played in the result. 

causal attribution 
the process by which people 
assign cause to events or 
behaviors 

actor–Observer Bias 
the tendency for observers 
to overattribute cause to 
characteristics of the actor 
and the tendency for the 
actor to overattribute cause to 
situational characteristics 
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In contrast, the observer has a tendency to attribute cause to dispositional factors, or 
personal characteristics of the actor such as ability, efort, and personality. Tis means 
that the performance appraiser tends to believe that performance is due primarily to 
qualities in the worker and tends to neglect the role that situational factors played 
in the performance outcome. Terefore, in certain situations of poor work perfor-
mance, the supervisor may blame the worker, when the failure was actually due to 
circumstances beyond the control of the worker. On the other side, the worker is 
prone to overemphasizing situational factors and, in cases of failure, will try to lay the 
blame elsewhere—for example, by faulting the working conditions or coworkers. Te 
actor–observer bias not only leads to inaccurate perceptions of work performance, 
but is also one of the main reasons that supervisors and supervisees do not always see 
eye to eye when it comes to performance appraisals (see “Applying I/O Psychology”). 
Interestingly, in one study, it was found that actors, but not observers, were aware 
of the actor–observer bias in specifc rating situations, suggesting that workers may 
realize that supervisors are being biased, but may not be able to make their supervi-
sors aware of it. 

Personal Biases 

In addition to the biases and errors that can afict any appraiser of work perfor-
mance, the personal biases of any particular appraiser can distort the accuracy of 
assessments. Te most common personal biases are those based on the worker’s sex, 
race, age, and physical characteristics, including disabilities. It even has been found 
that pregnancy can be a source of negative bias in performance appraisals. It is no 
secret that women, ethnic minorities, older people, and people with disabilities are 
sometimes discriminated against in performance appraisals, despite legislation specif-
ically designed to ensure fairness. However, reviews of research on racial and gender 
bias in performance appraisal concluded that such bias may be less of a problem than 
commonly believed. On the other hand, having a close personal relationship with a 
supervisee, or merely a liking for that individual over others, could bias appraisals in 
a favorable direction. 

Tere is also evidence that certain types of individuals are more prone to bias 
in performance appraisals. For example, in an interesting review of research, it was 
found that supervisors who have high levels of power over those they are evaluating 
tended to make more negative performance evaluations than supervisors who did not 
have as much power over supervisees (Georgesen & Harris, 1998). One explanation 
is that powerful individuals attend more to negative stereotypic information about 
their subordinates, such as being particularly harsh in an evaluation when an inexpe-
rienced, young worker makes a mistake (Rodríguez-Bailón et al., 2000). 

Certain personal biases may be deeply ingrained in individuals and are, therefore, 
difcult to overcome. As with other biases, one way to deal with personal biases is 
to make appraisers more aware of them. Because discrimination in personnel proce-
dures has been outlawed through federal civil rights legislation, most organizations 
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and managers are on the lookout to prevent such biases from leading to discrimina-
tion. Ironically, programs designed to protect against personal biases and subsequent 
discrimination may lead to instances of reverse discrimination, a bias toward favor-
ing a member of a particular underrepresented group over members of the majority 
group. 

Cross-Cultural and International Issues 

Te individual focus of performance appraisals, where a single worker is the focus 
of the evaluation, is, in many ways, a Western/U.S. view of evaluating performance 
(Fletcher & Perry, 2001). In many non-U.S. cultures, the focus is on the work group, 
or collective, instead of on individual performance. For instance, Japanese and Rus-
sian workers may prefer receiving performance feedback at the group, rather than 
the individual, level (Elenkov, 1998). Research has also suggested that cultures that 
are less egalitarian are less accepting of 360-degree performance appraisals, presum-
ably because there is resistance to the idea of having lower-level workers and peers 
evaluate managers’ performance (Peretz & Fried, 2012). Tere may also be cultural 
norms regarding how direct and “blunt” feedback can be (Fletcher & Perry, 2001). 
Because of the personal nature of traditional performance appraisals, it is important 
that cultural norms and expectations be considered in the development and delivery 
of a performance appraisal system. 

Stop & Review 
Describe fve sources 
or types of error/bias in 
performance appraisals. 

A  P P LY I  n g  I / O  P  S  Y  C H O L  O  g  Y  

combating the actor–Observer Bias in performance appraisals 

The actor–observer bias, or the tendency for actors  

to make situational attributions and for observers to  

make dispositional attributions, is a particular problem  

in performance appraisals that can lead to inaccurate  

assessments and cause rifts between the evaluating  

supervisor and subordinates. How can this bias be  

overcome? 

some of the observer bias, there may still be some ten-

dencies toward overattributing cause to dispositional 

characteristics of the worker.  An even better remedy is 

to change the perspective of the observers/evaluators by 

providing them with direct experience with the actor’s 

job. Because much of the actor–observer bias is the 

result of the difering perspectives of the actor and the 

observer, putting the observer/appraiser “in the shoes” 

of the actor/worker can help the observer see conditions 

as the actor sees them (Mitchell & Kalb, 1982). 

One way to try to combat this problem is to cre-

ate performance rating forms that require the evalua-

tor to take into account the various situational factors 

that may have hampered the employee’s performance 

(Bernardin et al., 1998). Although this strategy can avoid 

A large savings and loan organization has done  

just that. All supervisors who are responsible for  

157 



H u m a n  R e s o u Rc e s  I s s u e s

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A  P P LY I  n g  I / O  P  S  Y  C H O L  O  g  Y  

(Continued) 

conducting the performance appraisals of customer 

service representatives—tellers and loan ofcers— 

must spend 1 week during each appraisal period work-

ing in customer service. The belief is that, because 

many of these supervisors are far removed from the 

customer service situation, they are unable to evalu-

ate objectively the pressures that the workers have to 

deal with, such as difcult or irate customers. Provid-

ing appraisers with this direct experience helps them 

take into account the situational variables that afect 

employees’ performance, thus leading to more accu-

rate assessments. 

A common misconception is that the actor–observer 

bias will be overcome if both supervisor performance 

appraisals and workers’ self-appraisals are obtained. 

However, if the actor–observer bias is operating, all this 

will produce is two very discrepant performance apprais-

als: one from the supervisor, blaming the worker for 

poor performance, and one from the worker, blaming 

the situation. Peer evaluations, likewise, will not be of 

much help, because coworkers are also subject to the 

actor–observer bias. Peer evaluations will also over-

attribute cause to characteristics of the person being 

appraised, because the coworker is also an observer. 

the Dynamic Nature of performance today 

In today’s modern world of work, many jobs constantly change and evolve. Te 
measures used to evaluate performance at one point in a job may not still be valid 
a short time later, as the job requirements “morph” into something very diferent. 
Tis is particularly true in start-up organizations, where jobs may become either 
more specialized over time or become broader, quickly encompassing new duties and 
responsibilities. 

Another concern is that annual, biannual, or even quarterly performance reviews 
are far too infrequent to adequately assess ongoing performance and provide more 
immediate performance feedback. Many managers, and even HR professionals, are 
becoming disenchanted with traditional performance reviews owing to concerns 
about the accuracy of measurement and the long time intervals between evalua-
tions (Wilkie, 2015). As a result, many organizations are abandoning traditional 
performance reviews and using briefer, and more frequent, “check-ins”—which 
are like mini performance assessments. For example, General Electric (GE) has 
eliminated annual performance reviews and, instead, has managers conduct regular 
feedback sessions via a smartphone app that was designed in-house (Baldassarre & 
Finken, 2015). 

Other organizations are turning to more frequent assessment of performance 
goals, believing there are important advantages to using smartphone apps or online 

158 



 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

E VA LU AT I N G  E M P LOY E E  P E R F O R M A N C E  

check-ins to provide more immediate feedback from managers and from other team 
members. Tere are several advantages: 

z Problems and issues can be dealt with more quickly. 
z Te instant electronic technology appeals to younger workers. 
z It allows for quicker assessment of performance goal attainment, leading to faster 

raises and promotions. 
z It creates a more engaged workforce. 

In addition to the use of apps and other sorts of “immediate” technology to give 
workers performance feedback, many organizations are outsourcing the performance 
appraisal process to frms that collect performance evaluations online and aggregate 
and summarize the data to produce reports to the workers being evaluated and their 
supervisors. Tis is particularly true when companies decide to use 360-degree evalu-
ations, which require sophisticated technology to collect and analyze the data. As a 
result, there is a growing industry that helps organizations with performance reviews, 
often ofering their own evaluation instruments and rating scales that the organiza-
tion can adopt or customize for their own use. When using these outside services, 
however, it is important that the organization be engaged in the selection and/or the 
creation of the performance review measures and should monitor the process to make 
sure that it is being done correctly and efectively. 

positive employee Behaviors 

Although employers want their employees to be satisfed and committed to the 
organization, job satisfaction and organizational commitment are attitudes. What 
employers really care about is how job satisfaction and organizational commitment 
translate into positive employee behaviors. We have already explored the connec-
tions between job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and the important work 
behaviors of job performance, absenteeism, and turnover. However, there are other 
forms that positive employee behaviors can take. 

Organizational Citizenship Behaviors 

Early research on positive employee behaviors focused on altruistic, or prosocial, 
behaviors. Prosocial behaviors are those that go beyond specifc job requirements 
to promote the welfare of the work group and the organization (Organ, 2018). 
Protecting an organization from unexpected dangers, suggesting methods of 
organizational improvement without expecting a payof, undertaking deliberate 
self-development, preparing oneself for higher levels of organizational responsi-
bility, and speaking favorably about the organization to outsiders are all forms of 
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Organizational citizenship 
Behavior (OcB) 
eforts by organizational 
members to advance or 
promote the work organization 
and its goals 

prosocial behavior. Subsequent research suggested that workers have deep-seated 
motives for performing prosocial behaviors (Rioux & Penner, 2001). Not only do 
prosocial behaviors have positive infuences on the ability of individuals and teams 
to do their jobs, but there is also evidence of a positive relationship with job satis-
faction (Smith et al., 1983). 

Researchers have looked more broadly at worker behaviors that beneft the organi-
zation. Tis cluster of “pro-organizational” behaviors, which includes organizational 
prosocial behaviors, has been termed “organizational citizenship behavior” (Organ, 
1988). Organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) consists of eforts by organi-
zational members to advance or promote the work organization, its image, and its 
goals (Figure 5.6). Job satisfaction, as well as motivating job characteristics, such as 
jobs that provide workers with autonomy and meaningful work (we will discuss such 
motivating “job characteristics” in Chapter 8), combine to help produce organiza-
tional citizenship behaviors (Van Dyne et al., 1994). In addition, certain personality 
types, particularly persons who are “agreeable” and conscientious employees, are 
more likely to perform OCBs (Chiaburu et al., 2011). Table 5.3 presents a list of 
categories of OCB. 

OCBs are positively correlated with both job satisfaction and organizational 
commitment (Podsakof et al., 2000). In addition, employees who engage in more 
OCBs are less likely to turn over than those who do not engage in OCBs (Chen 

Figure 5.6 Demonstrating positive feelings about your organization is an example of organiza-
tional citizenship behaviors. 

Source: Photograph by Brooke Cagle, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/TxSVq 
ngnjq4). 

160 

https://www.unsplash.com
https://www.unsplash.com


 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

E VA LU AT I N G  E M P LOY E E  P E R F O R M A N C E  

Table 5.3 Types of Organizational Citizenship Behaviors (OCBs) 

Helping Behavior—voluntarily helping others with work-related problems; helping 
prevent others from encountering problems; keeping the peace/managing confict 

Sportsmanship—maintaining a positive attitude in the face of challenges or problems; 
tolerating inconveniences and impositions; not taking rejection personally; sacrifcing 
personal interests for the sake of the group 

Organizational Loyalty—promoting the organization to outsiders; defending the 
organization from external threats; remaining committed to the organization even 
under adverse conditions 

Organizational Compliance—accepting and adhering to the organization’s rules and 
procedures; being punctual; not wasting time 

Individual Initiative—volunteering to take on additional duties; being particularly 
creative and innovative in one’s work; encouraging others to do their best; going 
above and beyond the call of duty 

Civic Virtue—participating in organizational governance; looking out for the 
organization (e.g., turning out lights to save energy, reporting possible threats, etc.); 
keeping particularly informed about what the organization is doing 

Self-Development—voluntarily working to upgrade one’s knowledge and skills; learning 
new skills that will help the organization 

Source: Podsakof et al., 2000. 

et al., 1998) and are less likely to be voluntarily absent (Lee et al., 2004). Moreover, 
there is evidence that supervisors notice OCBs, tending to give more positive per-
formance appraisals to employees who engage in citizenship behaviors as opposed to 
those who simply do their jobs. In addition, managers and leaders have been found 
to play a critical role in the incidence of employees’ OCBs if the leaders engage in 
OCBs themselves (Yafe & Kark, 2011). An important question, however, is, “Do 
OCBs afect the bottom line?” Do employees’ organizational citizenship behaviors 
afect organizational performance? Research suggests that employees who “go the 
extra mile” and exhibit OCBs do indeed have work groups and organizations that 
are more productive and produce higher-quality work than work groups exhibiting 
low levels of OCBs (Podsakof & MacKenzie, 1997). Organizational citizenship 
behaviors seem to afect work performance in groups as diverse as salespersons 
(Podsakof & MacKenzie, 1997), manufacturing workers (Allen & Rush, 1998), 
machine crews in a paper mill (Podsakof & MacKenzie, 1997), and restaurant 
crews (Walz & Niehof, 1996). 

Podsakof and MacKenzie (1997) suggested a number of reasons why OCBs may 
be related to organizational efectiveness. Tey include the following: 

z Workers who help new coworkers “learn the ropes” help them to speed up the ori-
entation and socialization process and become more productive employees faster. 

z Employees who help each other need less managerial supervision, freeing up the 
managers’ time for other important duties. 
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counterproductive Work 
Behaviors (cWBs) 
deviant, negative behaviors 
that are harmful to an 
organization and its workers 

z Employees who have positive attitudes toward one another are more cooperative 
and avoid destructive conficts with other workers. 

z Workers freely and voluntarily meet outside work times and regularly touch base 
with one another, improving the fow of organizational communication. 

z OCBs lead to a positive work environment and help in the recruitment and reten-
tion of the best-qualifed workers. 

z Workers pick up the slack and “cover” for one another during absences or times 
of heavy individual workloads. 

z Employees are more willing to take on new responsibilities or learn new technol-
ogy or work systems. 

As can be seen, organizational citizenship behaviors lead to work groups that 
engage in the best sorts of organizational and personnel processes and may help 
explain what separates the top-performing work groups and organizations from 
those who have substandard levels of performance. On the other hand, some workers 
might be so involved in work and going above and beyond their job descriptions, 
engaging in so many OCBs, that it might interfere with their personal lives. Indeed, 
it is critically important that management recognize employees’ OCBs, acknowledg-
ing and rewarding employees for engaging in these positive work behaviors, or else 
workers will experience a sort of “citizenship fatigue” (“I do all of this for the orga-
nization, but no one cares”)—leading to a negative impact on the employee and the 
organization (Bolino et al., 2015). 

An interesting question concerns whether workers in various countries engage 
in the same organizational citizenship behaviors and at the same levels. Research 
suggests that, although OCBs seem to be more or less universal, there are difer-
ences in how workers and organizations view these behaviors. For example, workers 
and supervisors in China and Japan are more likely to view OCBs as an everyday, 
expected part of one’s job than do workers in the U.S. or Australia (Lam et al., 1999). 
Nevertheless, there is evidence that OCBs are positively correlated with measures of 
the productivity and service quality of Taiwanese bank employees (Yen & Niehof, 
2004), government and manufacturing employees in China (Liu et al., 2013), and 
Korean travel agents (Yoon & Suh, 2003). 

Counterproductive and Deviant Work Behaviors 

Beyond the role of negative emotions, what are some negative employee behaviors 
that are of major concern to organizations? I/O psychologists have investigated 
counterproductive work behaviors (CWBs), which are deviant behaviors that 
are harmful to an employee’s organization and the organization’s members (Ben-
nett & Robinson, 2000). Counterproductive work behaviors include such things 
as stealing from employers, vandalism, sabotage, harassment of coworkers, delib-
erately missing work, and using drugs or alcohol on the job (see Table 5.4 and 
Figure 5.7). 
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Research has shown that CWBs can result from stress, frustration at work, feel-
ings of inequity, or even from jealousy, which cause attempts to retaliate against the 
employer and seek revenge (Jensen et al., 2010; Shoss et al., 2016). Meta-analyses 
suggest that CWBs are more prevalent in younger employees and those with lower job 

Table 5.4 Examples of Counterproductive Work Behaviors (CWBs) 

Said something hurtful to or made fun of a coworker 
Acted rudely or publicly embarrassed a coworker 
Took property from work without permission 
Falsifed a receipt to get reimbursed for more than you spent on a business expense 
Took an additional or longer work break than is acceptable 
Came in late to work without permission 
Neglected to follow your boss’s instructions 
Used an illegal drug or consumed alcohol on the job 
Dragged out work in order to get paid overtime 
Discussed confdential company information with an unauthorized person 
Made a derogatory ethnic, religious, or racial remark at work 
Littered your work environment 

Intentionally worked slower than you could have worked 

Source: Bennett & Robinson, 2000. 

Figure 5.7 Employee theft is one form of counterproductive work behaviour. 

Source: Photograph by Tim gouw, found on Unsplash. 
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 Stop & Review 
Give fve examples of 
counterproductive work 
behaviors. 

satisfaction (Lau et al., 2003). Just like many of the other work-related attitudes and 
behaviors, there are personality correlates of CWBs. Bolton and colleagues (2010) 
showed that the personality dimensions of agreeableness and conscientiousness 
negatively relate to CWBs. Agreeableness was most highly related to interperson-
ally directed CWBs, while conscientiousness was most related to organizationally 
directed CWBs such as workplace sabotage and withdrawal. Extraversion was nega-
tively related to theft, and openness to experience positively predicted employees 
purposely doing their job wrong. 

Researchers suggest that organizations should engage in programs to try to allevi-
ate sources of stress and provide strategies to give workers greater control over their 
jobs as a way to reduce CWBs. Tere is evidence that CWBs are not just individually 
motivated (“bad apples”), but can also be infuenced by the norms and values of the 
group and organization (“bad barrels”; O’Boyle et al., 2011). (We will discuss group 
level infuences on behavior fully in Chapter 12.) Also, making sure that employees 
are treated fairly, providing reasonable workloads, clearly defning jobs, and hav-
ing supervisors trained to mediate interpersonal disputes among workers are other 
strategies to prevent counterproductive behavior and workplace violence (Atwater & 
Elkins, 2009). 

the performance appraisal process 

performance Feedback 
the process of giving 
information to a worker 
about performance level 
with suggestions for future 
improvement 

In the past few decades, research on performance appraisals has increasingly focused 
on the cognitive processes underlying performance appraisal decisions—how an 
evaluator arrives at an overall evaluation of a worker’s performance (e.g., Kravitz 
& Balzer, 1992). Tis research views performance appraisal as a complex, decision-
making process, looking at (a) how information about the worker’s performance is 
acquired, (b) how the evaluator organizes and stores information about a worker’s 
performance behaviors, and (c) how the evaluator retrieves and translates the stored 
information in making the actual performance appraisal (Howell et al., 2015). Evalu-
ators form ongoing, or “online,” evaluations of others from observing behavior day 
to day, rather than just waiting until the time a formal performance rating is required 
and then forming an opinion based solely on memory (Pulakos et al., 2015). Because 
evaluation of performance is an ongoing, information-processing task, evaluators 
should be presented with the performance appraisal rating instruments up front so 
that they can familiarize themselves with the rating dimensions before they begin to 
observe and evaluate performance. 

In addition to evaluating workers’ performance, the performance appraisal must 
include performance feedback, which is the process of providing information to a 
worker regarding performance level with suggestions for improving future perfor-
mance (Boswell & Boudreau, 2002). Performance feedback typically occurs in the 
context of the performance appraisal interview. Here, the supervisor typically sits 
down face-to-face with the worker and provides a detailed analysis of the worker’s 
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performance, giving positive, constructive criticism and suggestions and guidelines 
for improvement. Guidelines for efective feedback are given in Table 5.5. Although 
constructive feedback is critical to a good performance appraisal, more “informal” 
feedback from supervisor to subordinate should take place regularly, on a day-to-day 
basis. 

Because of the importance of performance appraisals, the appraisal process is 
likely to have some psychological and emotional efects on the worker. It is cru-
cial that the supervisor be aware of this potential impact of the procedure and 
be equipped to deal with the worker’s possible reactions (O’Malley & Gregory, 
2011). Whether the worker perceives the performance appraisal process positively 
or negatively, and how the worker acts on the information provided in the feed-
back session, are in large part determined by how the information is presented 
by the supervisor. Supervisors who have a more positive orientation toward feed-
back themselves are perceived more positively than those who do not (Steelman & 
Wolfeld, 2018). O’Malley and Gregory (2011) further suggest that supervisors 
should use empathy during the feedback session and focus on what success will 
look like for the employee, taking a learning goal orientation and focusing on how 
performance can be improved. At the end of the day, performance appraisals are so 
important that we suggest managers should be appraised on their ability to deliver 
efective appraisals. Tose who do a good job should be rewarded, and those who 
do not should receive coaching to improve. (See “Up Close” for suggestions on how 
to improve performance appraisals, and see Table 5.6, which provides suggestions 
for appraiser training programs.) 

Table 5.5 guidelines for Efective Performance Feedback 

1 Feedback should be descriptive rather than evaluative 
2 Feedback should be specifc rather than general 
3 Feedback should be appropriate, taking into account the needs of the employer, the 

worker, and the situation 
4 Feedback should be directed toward behavior that the worker can do something 

about or is able to change 
5 Feedback should be well timed. More immediate feedback is usually more efective 
6 Feedback should be honest rather than manipulative or self-serving 
7 Feedback should be understood by both parties. If necessary, additional input 

should be sought to enhance and clarify the feedback process 
8 Feedback should be proactive and coactive. When change in past behavior is 

required, specifc directions for change should be provided. Both parties should 
agree on the need for change and the remedy 

9 Feedback should not be used as an opportunity to criticize or to fnd fault with the 
worker. It should be a natural process in the ongoing superior–subordinate relationship 

Source: Harris, 1993. 
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Table 5.6 Suggestions for a good Appraiser Training Program 

Hauenstein (1998) suggests that a good training program for performance appraisers 
should have the following: 

1 Appraisers should be familiarized with the performance dimensions used in the 
evaluation system 

2 Appraisers should be provided with opportunities for practice and feedback (using 
written or videotaped examples) 

3 Appraisers should be informed about common rating biases and trained to reduce 
these biases 

4 Appraisers should be trained to improve their observational skills and use notes and 
behavioral diaries 

5 Training should improve appraiser’s self-confdence in conducting performance 
appraisals 

6 Appraisers should be trained to provide good feedback, to be sensitive to employees’ 
reactions to evaluations, and to involve employees in the process as much as possible 

close how to Improve performance appraisals 

given the importance of performance appraisals and the  

difculties associated with conducting appraisals, Wallace  

et al. (2016) ofered these evidence-based suggestions: 

1 Train the appraisers—Because conducting good per-

formance appraisals is a difcult process, prone to  

error and potential bias,  it is imperative that apprais-

ers be adequately trained. They must be taught how to  

use the various appraisal instruments and should be  

instructed to avoid possible errors, such as halo efects  

and leniency/severity errors. Appraisers should be  

knowledgeable of the performance appraisal methods  

and procedures up front,  before they begin observing  

workers’ performance, so they know what they should  

look for in their direct reports’ performance. 

2 Encourage employee participation. Performance  

appraisals are not supposed to be unidirectional  

conversations. Both the appraiser and the appraised  

should contribute to the conversation,  state opin-

ions,  and shape the course of the discussion to  

make the appraisal as fair and efective as pos-

sible. Yet, one study showed that appraisers speak  

three times as long as those being appraised,  and  

this was particularly true during the performance  

review portion of the meeting compared with the  

developmental portion of the meeting (Meinecke  

et al., 2017). 

3 Create transparent systems. All employees should 

understand how performance appraisals are con-

ducted and what is expected of them. not only will 

this make the appraisal feel fairer, but it is useful for 

employees to understand what is being measured so 

they can allocate their eforts in a way that is consis-

tent with expectations. 

given the importance of performance appraisals and the 
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Legal concerns in performance appraisals 

In theory, employers in the U.S. have had the right to terminate an employee, with or 
without cause, in what is called “employment-at-will” rights. With increased employ-
ment litigation, however, this right to fre at will has been challenged. Most often, 
discharged employees have argued that there was an “implied employment contract,” 
such as promises made by an employer. For example, before deregulation of provi-
sion of utilities (e.g., electricity), many utility employees were led to believe that they 
had “lifetime employment,” because workers were rarely fred or laid of. However, 
in the more competitive post-deregulation environment, utility companies needed 
to downsize, causing many of the laid-of workers to seek legal recourse. To prevent 
problems in this area, employers should be careful to fully inform new employees 
about employment-at-will and should avoid making any sort of real or implied 
“contracts” or promises regarding future employment. Tis is also another reason 
why performance appraisals need to be accurate, frequent, and backed up with good 
recordkeeping. For instance, if an employee has a record of mediocre or substandard 
performance and is one of the frst to be let go during a workforce reduction, having 
accurate records of the employee’s performance will reduce the company’s exposure 
should the employee seek legal recourse. 

Because performance appraisals are tied to personnel actions such as promotions, 
demotions, and raises, they are carefully scrutinized in terms of fair employment legis-
lation. Under these legal guidelines, any performance appraisal must be valid. As we 
covered in Chapter 3, if a performance appraisal intentionally or unintentionally dis-
criminates against employees of a particular race, gender, religion, color, or national 
origin, then the appraisal design must stand up to legal standards. Supreme Court 
cases have ruled that appraisals must be based on a job analysis and validated against 
the job duties that the workers actually perform (Albemarle Paper v. Moody, 1975; 
United States v. City of Chicago, 1978). In addition, performance appraisals must 
also be administered and scored under controlled and standardized conditions (Brito 
v. Zia Company, 1973), and appraisers should receive training, or at least written 
instructions, on how to conduct performance appraisals (Dorsey & Mueller-Hanson, 
2017). Further, additional case law has determined that not having a performance 
appraisal cannot be used as a defense for alleged discrimination (Watson v. Fort Worth 
Bank & Trust, 1988). 

In addition to civil rights legislation, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) 
requires that employers make reasonable accommodations for disabled workers in 
performing their jobs, and performance appraisals of these workers need to take into 
account both the disability and the accommodations to avoid discrimination in the 
appraisal. Despite these laws, there is consistent evidence that women, people of 
color, those with disabilities, members of the LGBTQ+ community, and pregnant 
employees experience discrimination in performance evaluations (Colella et al., 
2017). In some instances, bias in performance appraisals can be intentional. But, 
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 Stop & Review 
Outline fve techniques 
for improving perfor-
mance appraisals. 

in many other instances, bias is unintentional and based on unconscious biases and 
performance expectations that individuals hold for diferent groups. For example, 
a creative, innovative idea might actually be more likely to be noticed and encoded 
when exhibited by a man than a woman (Howell et al., 2015). In addition, the very 
same behavior can be interpreted diferently when exhibited by White men than 
when exhibited by women or people of color, having diferential impacts on perfor-
mance evaluations (Hekman et al., 2017). 

Summary 

A thorough job analysis is the starting point for measuring and evaluating actual 
job performance. Performance appraisals involve the assessment of worker per-
formance on the basis of predetermined organizational standards. Performance 
appraisals serve many important purposes, including being the basis for personnel 
decisions and a means of assessing performance. One way to categorize perfor-
mance is in terms of objective and subjective criteria. Objective performance criteria 
are more quantifable measurements of performance, such as the number of units 
produced or dollar sales. Subjective performance criteria typically involve judgments 
or ratings of performance. Concerns for a performance criterion include whether 
it is relevant to job success, called criterion relevance; whether the criterion contains 
elements that detract from the “pure” assessment of performance, termed criterion 
contamination; the degree to which a criterion falls short of perfect assessment of 
job performance, called criterion defciency; and whether the criterion is usable, 
called criterion usefulness. 

Research on ratings of job performance has examined who is making performance 
ratings. Self-appraisals are ratings or evaluations made by the workers themselves. 
Peer appraisals involve coworkers rating each other’s performance. In some instances, 
subordinates may rate the performance of their supervisors. Most common, of 
course, are supervisory ratings of subordinates’ performance. Te type of feedback 
called 360-degree feedback involves getting multiple performance evaluations from 
supervisors, peers, subordinates, and customers. 

Tere are a variety of methods for rating performance. Comparative methods 
of appraisal, such as the paired comparison and forced distribution techniques, 
directly compare one worker’s performance with that of another worker’s. Indi-
vidual methods of appraisal do not make direct comparisons with other workers. 
Individual methods include checklists and forced-choice scales and are easy-to-use 
methods of appraisal that require the evaluator simply to check of statements char-
acteristic or uncharacteristic of a particular worker’s job performance. Te most 
common method of individual performance appraisal involves the use of graphic 
rating scales, whereby an appraiser uses a standardized rating instrument to make a 
numerical and/or verbal rating of various dimensions of job performance. A spe-
cifc type of rating technique, the behaviorally anchored rating scale (BARS), uses 
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examples of good and poor behavioral incidents as substitutes for the scale anchors 
found in traditional rating instruments. 

A major problem in rating job performance is caused by systematic biases and 
errors. Response tendency errors, such as leniency/severity or central tendency errors, 
lead to consistently good, bad, or average ratings, respectively. Halo efects occur when 
appraisers make overall positive (or negative) performance appraisals because of one 
known outstanding characteristic or action. Tere are also errors caused by giving 
greater weight to more recent performance, known as recency efects, and various attri-
bution errors, including actor–observer bias. Te latter may lead an appraiser to place 
greater emphasis on dispositional factors and lesser emphasis on situational factors 
that may have afected performance. 

In addition to in-role job performance, employees are also evaluated on their 
organizational citizenship behaviors (going above and beyond) and counterproductive 
work behaviors (CWBs), which are deviant behaviors that are harmful to an employee’s 
organization such as stealing, vandalism, sabotage, harassment of coworkers, deliber-
ately missing work, and using drugs or alcohol on the job. 

A good performance appraisal consists of two parts: the performance assessment 
and performance feedback. Te feedback should occur in a face-to-face situation in 
which the supervisor provides constructive information, encouragement, and guide-
lines for the improvement of the worker’s future performance. 

Because performance appraisals are important to the worker’s livelihood and 
career advancement, there are considerable legal overtones to the appraisal process. 
Performance appraisals must be valid procedures, resulting from job analysis, that do 
not unfairly discriminate against any group of workers. 

Study Questions and exercises 

1 Tink of a job you have had in the past, or talk to someone you know about his or 
her job. Using what you know about the position, try to determine what the rele-
vant performance criteria would be for the job. Develop methods for assessing the 
performance criteria. Would you measure these criteria objectively or subjectively? 

2 Using the job from question 1, design a performance appraisal system for the posi-
tion. What does it consist of? Who will do the evaluations? 

3 What are the advantages and disadvantages of using graphic rating scales versus 
comparative methods in performance appraisals? 

4 In some organizations, performance appraisals are taken too lightly: they receive 
little attention and are conducted irregularly and infrequently, and there is little 
motivation for appraisers to do a good job. Why might this occur? Imagine that 
your task is to convince the management of one of these organizations to improve 
its performance appraisal system. What would you say to convince the manage-
ment? What components of a good performance appraisal system would you sug-
gest be implemented? 
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5 When considering organizational citizenship behaviors (OCBs) and counterpro-
ductive work behaviors (CWBs), what would the organization or your supervisor 
have to do to motivate you to engage in OCBs? Is there anything that would cause 
you to engage in CWBs? 

Web Links 

www.performance-appraisal.com 
Tis site, maintained by Archer North Consultants, has some interesting information 
on performance appraisals. 
http://performance-appraisals.org 
Tis site has a wealth of resources to help understand performance appraisals, includ-
ing many suggested books and a Q&A area. 

Suggested readings 

Bayo-Moriones, A., Galdon-Sanchez, J. E., & Martinez-de-Morentin, S. (2020). Perfor-
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tems and multinational enterprises: Where we are and where we should go. Human 
Resource Management, 60(5), 707–713. 
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Chapter 6  

Employee Training and 
Development 

Inside Tips 
ISSUES OF TRAINING AND TRAINING METHODS 

Tis chapter concludes the focus on personnel processes by looking at how employees are 
trained and developed over their careers. We will also touch on topics that were introduced 
in several of the earlier chapters. We return to methodological issues (particularly experi-
mental design issues) when considering the evaluation of training programs. Te section on 
assessing training needs is in some ways related to the discussion of job analysis procedures 
in Chapter 3, except that now we are assessing what knowledge, skills, abilities, and other 
characteristics (KSAOs) workers need to perform their jobs, rather than analyzing the jobs 
themselves. Analyses of employee performance data (Chapter 5) can also assist in training 
needs analysis. When going through the discussion on employee training, you should see 
some similarities to the sort of “training” and education you are receiving in college. After 
all, learning is learning. 

You have just graduated from college. You went through the arduous process of 
applying for jobs, being screened, interviewed, and “courted” to some extent by your 
employer. You are anxious to get to work—to show them what you can do and to 
make your mark on the company. However, before you are able to get started, the 
company sends you to a training center where you will learn the basics of the job, 
learn company policies and procedures, and learn about the culture of your new 
organization (we will discuss organizational culture and onboarding in Chapter 11 
on Socialization and Working in Groups). 

Employee training is a planned efort by an organization to facilitate employees’ 
learning, retention, and transfer of job-related behavior. In most organizations, train-
ing is not limited to new employees, as various types of training and development 
programs are ofered at all stages of an employee’s career. 

employee training 
planned organizational eforts 
to help employees learn job-
related knowledge, skills, and 
other characteristics 
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In this chapter, we will begin by examining areas of employee training. We will 
also examine the fundamentals of the learning process and how learning applies to 
employee training and development. We will then look at factors that afect the suc-
cess of training programs. Next, we will look at how employee training needs are 
assessed and study general training methods. Finally, we will examine how training 
programs are evaluated. 

areas of employee training 

Training, like learning, is a lifelong process. Organizations need to provide for 
the wide variety of training needs of workers to stay competitive. We will briefy 
examine some of these specifc focuses of employee training and development pro-
grams. One of the most common types of training, new employee training, will 
be covered in Chapter 11, in our discussion of employee socialization, along with 
diversity training and team training. Leadership training will be discussed in the 
leadership chapter (Chapter 14). We will focus here on the fundamentals of train-
ing design. 

Retraining and Continuing Education Programs 

Considerable evidence indicates that a certain amount of the knowledge and skills of 
workers either erodes or becomes obsolete during their work careers, and this reality 
is only increasing with advancements in artifcial intelligence (Ghislieri et al., 2018). 
To maintain workers’ profciencies, organizations must encourage and support basic 
“refresher courses,” as well as continuing education programs that provide workers 
with new information. With rapid technological advancements, it is critical that the 
skills and knowledge of persons employed in jobs that require the use of advanced 
technology be constantly updated. 

Certain professionals, particularly those in licensed health-care professions such as 
medicine, dentistry, and clinical psychology, require some form of continuing educa-
tion to continue to work in the feld. Other professionals, such as managers, lawyers, 
engineers, and architects, are also increasingly encouraged to participate in continu-
ing education programs. 

Research on employee training/retraining suggests that organizations’ investment 
in employee training pays of. For example, in one study, employees showed more 
commitment to the organization after training, and there was a short-term decrease 
in absenteeism, presumably because employees realize that the frm is investing in 
them (Kampkötter & Marggraf, 2015). Another study found that training reduced 
employee turnover, but that the efect was mediated by employee job satisfaction 
(Koster et al., 2011). 
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Retirement Planning and Preparation 

Te training departments of many organizations ofer employees assistance in planning 
and preparing for retirement (Figure 6.1). Research suggests that many workers do not 
prepare well (or at all) for retirement (Kim & Moen, 2001). Seminars are ofered on 
such topics as making the retirement decision, retirement plans and options, invest-
ment and money management, and services and opportunities for retirees and seniors. 
More general programs aimed at helping retirees adjust to a nonworking lifestyle are 
also ofered. An increase in preretirement training programs refects a general trend 
toward more employee training and greater concern for employees’ pre- and post-
retirement welfare. One study found that both pre- and postretirement planning were 
needed for employees to successfully retire (Donaldson et al., 2010). Another study 
suggested that employees who think about retirement early by contributing to a retire-
ment savings plan tended to be healthier than noncontributors—a positive outcome for 
both employees and organizations (Gubler & Pierce, 2014). 

Employee Career Development 

Organizations are becoming more and more aware of the need for greater atten-
tion to be given to the development and planning of employees’ careers. Helping 

Figure 6.1 An employer-sponsored session for retirement planning. 

Source: Photograph by Amy Hirschi, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/W7aX 
Y5F2pBo). 
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workers plan their careers can help lead to a more productive, more satisfed, and 
more loyal workforce (Gafney, 2005). Tis may be particularly true for younger 
workers (Akkermans et al., 2014). Many organizations have developed formal career 
development systems, which beneft all parties involved, including workers, man-
agers, and the organization (Maurer & Chapman, 2013; see Table 6.1). 

Career development systems typically ofer a variety of programs, including career 
counseling, courses in career planning, and workshops that provide tools and tech-
niques for helping employees manage their careers. For example, career counseling 
programs might help individuals set career goals and develop a plan for getting the 
type of training and education necessary to meet those goals. Tey may also assist in 
fnding jobs for employees who are about to be laid of. With increased job mobility 
and organizational downsizing, research has demonstrated that it is very impor-
tant today for employees to learn to take responsibility for and “self-manage” their 
careers (Barnett & Bradley, 2007). Moreover, companies that demonstrate they are 
concerned about employee career advancement are going to be more successful at 
attracting and retaining employees. 

Table 6.1 Benefts of a Career Development System 

For Managers/Supervisors For Employees For the Organization 

Increased skill in managing own Helpful assistance with career Better use of employee skills. 
careers decisions and changes Increased loyalty 

Greater retention of valued Enrichment of present job and Dissemination of information at all 
employees increased job satisfaction organizational levels 

Better communication between Better communication between Better communication within 
manager and employee employee and manager organization as a whole 

More realistic staf and development More realistic goals and expectations. Greater retention of valued 
planning Better feedback on performance employees 

Productive performance appraisal Current information about the Expanded public image as a 
discussions organization and future trends people-developing organization 

Increased understanding of the Greater sense of personal responsibility Increased efectiveness of personnel 
organization for managing career systems and procedures 

Enhanced reputation as a people 
developer 

Employee motivation for accepting 
new responsibilities 

Building of talent inventory for 
special projects 

Clarifcation of ft between 
organizational and individual goals 

Source: Leibowitz et al., 1986. 
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Fundamental Issues in employee training 

Employee training is rooted in basic theories of learning. Designers of good employee 
training programs are familiar with learning theories and principles. Te most rel-
evant theories for employee training are social learning theory and cognitive theories 
of learning. Social learning theory emphasizes the observational learning of behav-
ior (Bandura, 1997; Bandura & Walters, 1977). A key process in social learning 
theory is modeling. Modeling is imitative learning that occurs through observing 
and reproducing another person’s action, such as when an employee learns to oper-
ate a piece of machinery by watching a supervisor work with the equipment and 
imitating the supervisor’s actions. Cognitive theories of learning view workers as 
information processors, focusing on how new information is stored and retrieved and 
how that information is used to produce work behavior (Cooke et al., 2003). Cogni-
tive theories are particularly useful in understanding complex thought processes, such 
as how workers can go beyond learned information and come up with novel and 
creative solutions or ideas. 

Key Issues in the Success of Training Programs 

If employee training programs are to be successful, a number of key issues 
should be considered. For example, we must take care to see that learning achieved 
during the training sessions actually transfers to new behaviors at the worksite. 
We also need to consider the trainees’ willingness and readiness to learn. In addi-
tion, we need to look at the structure of the training program in terms of when, 
where, and how training will take place. Let’s look more closely at these key train-
ing issues. 

Transfer of Training 

Social Learning theory 
learning theory that 
emphasizes the observational 
learning of behavior 

Modeling 
learning that occurs through 
the observation and imitation 
of the behavior of others 

Cognitive theories of 
Learning 
learning theories that 
emphasize that humans are 
information processors 

An important concern is the transfer of training (Ford et al., 2018). How well does 
learning transfer from the training situation to the actual work environment? Because 
training transfer is infuenced by the degree of similarity between the training tasks 
and the actual job tasks, the most useful training programs directly address the actual 
tasks that are performed on the job. Positive transfer of learned tasks has been found 
to be maximized when the training mirrors the job and when the job environment 
allows for and is supportive of practicing newly acquired skills (see Grossman & 
Salas, 2011, for a review). Given this fact, organizations need to consider the very real 

transfer of training 
concept dealing with whether 
training is actually applied in 
the work setting 
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problem of developing training in one culture and then utilizing the same training 
design globally or in diferent cultures (Sarkar-Barney, 2004). 

Tere are numerous other factors that can increase transfer of training. Training 
transfer is also more likely to occur if the employee voluntarily chooses to enroll in 
the training program, as opposed to being required to attend the training (Curado 
et al., 2015). Setting training goals positively afects training transfer (Johnson 
et al., 2012). Goals are just one piece of creating accountability for transfer of train-
ing (Grossman & Burke-Smalley, 2018). Other types of accountability, such as 
feedback from supervisors and positive reinforcement of utilizing new skills, also 
help to maintain transfer of training. One study found that, when trainees set goals 
for implementing the training strategies and feedback was given concerning the 
achievement of those goals, the trained behaviors tended to stay in place (Wexley & 
Baldwin, 1986). Without feedback and reinforcement, learned skills or procedures 
may deteriorate as workers forget some of their important elements, pick up bad hab-
its that interfere with their application, or lapse into using old work strategies (Marx, 
1982). Tus, attention should be given to the maintenance of newly learned work 
behaviors. It is also important that workers see the connection between the learning 
of new behaviors and how the use of the new learning will enhance their working 
lives. “Brush-up” or reminder training sessions should follow a few months down 
the line. In short, training should take place on a regular basis, be thorough, and 
continue throughout an employee’s career. For efective transfer and maintenance of 
learning, employees must see that learning new work skills helps them to be better, 
more productive workers, which in turn can lead to promotions and other forms of 
career advancement. 

A  P P LY I  n g  I / O  P  S  Y  C H O L  O  g  Y  

Diversity and Sexual harassment training 

One of the common ways that industrial/organizational demonstrating changes in behavior. Hayes et al., (2020)  

argue that diversity and sexual harassment training has  

utilized relatively poor training design and evaluation.  

Although meta-analyses show positive efects for diver-

sity training, at least on attitudes, and particularly when  

combined with other diversity initiatives (Bezrukova et  

al., 2016), there is still much room for improvement.  

For example, the benefts of training can be enhanced  

by doing a needs analysis (Brummel et al., 2019), by  

ensuring that training is ongoing rather than a one-time  

event (Robinson et al., 2020), by using training sessions  

psychologists have worked to improve diversity and 

inclusion in organizations is through diversity training. 

With internationalization and increased access to jobs, 

work groups are becoming increasingly diverse, with 

greater national and cultural diversity and more women 

in the workforce. This has prompted organizations 

to allocate resources to diversity training programs 

and eforts to prevent harassment, including sexual 

harassment. However, from a training perspective, 

many of these programs have fallen short in terms of 
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A  P P LY I  n g  I / O  P  S  Y  C H O L  O  g  Y  

(Continued) 

that last over 4 hours and involve social interaction 

(Kalinoski et al., 2013), and by increasing accountabil-

ity for transfer of training back on the job (Sachdev et 

al., 2019). Other suggestions include extending diversity 

training from a focus on perpetrators to also focusing 

on creating allies (gardner & Alanis, 2020) and engaging 

Trainee Readiness 

bystanders in training eforts (Lee, Hanson & Cheung,  

2019). Yet, others still suggest that training is not the  

full answer. Hernandez et al. (2020) argue that I/O psy-

chologists should consider as well how recruitment,  

selection,  and performance management systems could  

also be used to reduce discrimination and harassment. 

A second consideration is what could be termed trainee readiness. A great deal of 
research indicates that positive employee attitudes toward training programs are 
critical for training success (Noe, 1986). Is the trainee prepared to learn? Does the 
trainee feel the need for training and see the usefulness of the material that will be 
learned? Trainee ability, or “trainability,” is another important factor to consider 
(Kanfer & Ackerman, 1989). For example, does the employee possess the basic 
prerequisites to be a good candidate for learning these new behaviors? In other 
words, does the trainee have the aptitude to learn? Finally, if a training program is 
going to be successful, we must consider the trainee’s motivation (Tarenou, 2001). 
If a learner has no desire to learn new tasks, it is unlikely that much learning will 
take place (see Kraiger & Ford, 2021, for a review). Or if a trainee feels unable to 
master the material—if he or she feels the material is “beyond reach”—learning 
will be adversely afected (Mathieu, Hofmann et al., 1993; Mathieu, Martineau 
et al., 1993). 

Te concept of readiness is particularly important when looking at the training 
and development of higher-level positions in management and leadership (Day, 
2013). Moreover, research has indicated that both giving employees a realistic pre-
view of what the training program is about and providing them with the personal and 
career-related benefts have positive efects on both trainee reactions to the program 
and their learning (Smith-Jentsch et al., 1996). 

An important issue in some highly skilled, highly specialized jobs, such as sur-
geon or air trafc controller, is the readiness for a trainee to move from working 
in a simulated environment to actually performing the job. Tis sort of trainee 
readiness has been studied in the medical profession, where simulations are used 
extensively before the doctor is allowed to practice on an actual patient (Gorman 
et al., 2020). 

trainee readiness 
the individual’s potential for 
successful training 
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Training Program Structure 

A third issue concerns the structure of the training program. When and how often 
does training take place? How long are the training sessions? How much opportunity 
is there for trainees to practice or apply what they have learned? How much guidance 
and individual attention does each trainee receive? 

Te bulk of research evidence does indeed support the old adage that “practice 
makes perfect.” In fact, evidence indicates that practice should continue to the point 
of overlearning, or where practice continues even after the trainee has established that 
the material has been learned (Driskell et al., 1992). Should the practice be continu-
ous, in what is called massed practice, or should practice sessions be spaced over time? 
Nearly all evidence supports spaced over massed practice, particularly if the practice 
involves retrieval-type learning (such as a recall test) rather than recognition learning 
(Schmidt & Bjork, 1992). Students are probably familiar with this. Studying course 
material in continuous, spaced sessions over the semester beats intense, last-minute 
“cramming” nearly every time! 

Training research has also looked at whether it is better to segment the material 
into parts, in what is called part learning, or to present the material as a whole (whole 
learning). Te research evidence suggests that whole learning is better than part learn-
ing, particularly when the trainees have high levels of cognitive abilities (Adams, 
1987). For example, teaching a worker to operate a bulldozer would be more suc-
cessful if presented as a whole task, such as learning to manipulate the controls that 
both drive the vehicle and operate the shovel, as opposed to learning the two tasks 
separately, particularly because operating a bulldozer requires driving while simulta-
neously controlling the shovel. 

Another critical element is providing trainees with feedback about learning 
accomplishments. To be efective, feedback must be immediate rather than delayed. 
If the feedback is delayed, it will be less efective, because workers tend to distance 
themselves from past actions. More feedback is generally better, although there is a 
point where too much feedback may only serve to overload and confuse trainees. 
Research has also shown that positive feedback—information about what a trainee 
has done right—is more efective than negative feedback, which focuses on what the 
trainee has done wrong (Martocchio & Webster, 1992). 

Finally, evidence indicates that, to be efective, training programs should be highly 
structured to increase the meaningfulness of the material to be learned (Fantuzzo 
et al., 1989). Adding structure to training programs may involve presenting a general 
overview of the material to trainees before actual training begins and imposing a logi-
cal or orderly sequence on the presentation of the training material. Trainees should 
also be made aware of the importance and goals of practicing newly learned skills 
(Cannon-Bowers et al., 1998). 

A review of various meta-analyses on training program structure identifed sev-
eral key best practices of training design: active learning, training techniques that 
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encourage errors (so that trainees can learn how to deal with them), prompting 
trainees to continue paying attention, and the use of technology-delivered instruc-
tion (Kraiger et al., 2015). 

Common Problems in Employee Training Programs 

Estimates of the cost of personnel training in the U.S. alone range from the tens of 
billions to the hundreds of billions of dollars per year. Yet, one problem with many 
personnel training programs is that, although organizations make a major commit-
ment to training in terms of time, money, and other resources, training programs are 
not as efective as they could be, partly because they do not adequately follow sound 
learning principles. Another problem is that employee training programs in some 
companies are not well organized. Perhaps you have even experienced such “haphaz-
ard” training in one of your jobs, where you received little formal training and were 
expected to learn “on-the-job,” with little guidance. 

a Model for Successful training programs 

Teories and principles of learning should be taken into account in the design and 
implementation of any good employee training program (Bisbey et al., 2020). In 
addition, to be successful, training programs need to follow a structured, step-by-step 
model (see Figure 6.2). A successful training program should begin by assessing train-
ing needs. In other words, the organization must frst have some idea of what workers 
need to know to perform their jobs. 

Te next step is establishing training objectives—goals for what the training is 
supposed to accomplish. Training objectives need to be specifc and related to mea-
surable outcomes because they are used both to set a course for the training program 
and to help later in determining if the training was indeed successful (Goldstein & 
Ford, 2002). 

Te next step in the training program involves the development and testing of 
training materials. A variety of factors must be taken into account in develop-
ing training materials, such as the trainees’ educational and skill levels, whether 
the training material focuses on the areas that are directly related to successful job 
performance, and what training methods will provide the best cost–beneft trade-of. 
It is also important that training materials be thoroughly tested before they are put 
into regular use. 

Te actual implementation of the training program is the next step in the train-
ing model. Important considerations in implementing the training program include 

Figure 6.2. A model for suc-
cessful employee training 
programs. 
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 Stop & Review 
List and defne four key 
issues that are impor-
tant in determining 
the success of training 
programs. 

when and how often the training will take place, who will conduct the training, the 
assignment of trainees to sessions, and where the training will be conducted. 

Te fnal step is the evaluation of the training program to determine if the train-
ing was efective. Tis step involves a detailed analysis of whether training objectives 
were met and whether the training translates into trainees using the newly learned 
behaviors on the job. 

Let’s look more closely at some of the issues related to successful personnel train-
ing programs, starting with a discussion of training needs assessment. 

Assessing Training needs 

A successful training program should begin by assessing training needs (Ferreira 
et al., 2015). In other words, the organization must have some idea of what work-
ers need to know to perform their jobs. Typically, an assessment of training needs 
should include analyses on many levels: the organizational level (the needs and goals 
of the organization), the task level (the requirements for performing the task), and 
the person level (the skills and knowledge required to do the job). An additional 
analysis can be done at the demographic level (determining training needs for spe-
cifc demographic groups). 

Organizational Analysis 

Te organizational level of needs analysis considers issues such as the long- and short-
term organizational goals and their implications for training, the available training 
resources, and the general climate for training (that is, the workers’ and supervisors’ 
commitment to participation in the training program). In addition, organizational 
analysis considers training needs that are the result of internal and external factors 
afecting the organization. For example, the introduction of a new manufacturing 
system and technology would require the organization to plan the kinds of technical 
skills, managerial skills, and support that workers will need to use the new machines 
and processes (Salas & Cannon-Bowers, 2001). An organization might also make 
a commitment to improving issues around diversity and inclusion and make that 
a training priority for the organization. Support from peers, supervisors, and the 
organization all increase transfer of training (Hughes et al., 2020). In an organiza-
tional analysis, a strategy for assessing the training climate might involve surveying 
employees regarding their perceptions of training needs and their attitudes toward 
participation in training programs. Te organizational level of needs analysis would 
also want to determine whether managers’ expectations regarding training needs were 
consistent with organizational goals. 
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Task Analysis 

Te task level of analysis is concerned with the knowledge, skills, abilities, and 
other characteristics (KSAOs) that a worker requires to perform a specifc job 
efectively. Te starting point for obtaining this information is the job descrip-
tion derived from a detailed job analysis. (As you may recall from Chapter 3, a 
job analysis is the starting point for just about any personnel operation.) Te next 
and most difcult step involves translating the specifc task requirements of the job 
into the basic components of knowledge and skill that can be incorporated into a 
training program. For example, a job as department store assistant manager might 
require the worker to handle customer complaints efectively. However, it may be 
difcult to determine the specifc skills required to perform this task to train pro-
spective employees. 

Person Analysis 

Te person analysis of employee training needs examines the current capabilities 
of the workers themselves to determine who needs what sort of training. Person 
analysis usually relies on worker defciencies outlined in performance appraisals for 
incumbent workers and information derived from employee selection data, such as 
screening tests, for new workers. Another important source of information is job 
incumbents’ self-assessments of training needs (Ford & Noe, 1987), which may also 
help build employee commitment to the training program. 

Te use of the three levels of training needs analysis—organizational, task, and 
person—can help determine which workers need training in which areas and provide 
information to guide the development of specifc training techniques. It has been 
argued that efective training programs should be based on an analysis of training 
needs on many levels, rather than simply focusing on one level of analysis (Ostrof & 
Ford, 1989). In addition, the organization must consider the impact of a proposed 
training program in terms of both the potential benefts, such as increased efciency 
and productivity, and the potential costs of the program itself. 

Demographic Analysis 

It has been suggested that training needs analysis may have to be conducted on a 
fourth level, demographic analysis (Latham, 1988). A demographic analysis involves 
determining the specifc training needs of various demographic groups, such as 
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women and men, certain ethnic minorities, and workers of diferent age brackets. 
For example, a study of the perceived training needs of workers 40 years of age and 
older found that the younger workers (aged 40–49 years) believed that they needed 
training in management skills, and the middle-aged group (aged 50–59 years) pre-
ferred training in technological skills, whereas the oldest group (60 years and older) 
showed little interest in any type of training, perhaps because they felt that they had 
little to gain from additional training (Tucker, 1985). We will discuss training for 
special groups later in the chapter. 

Establishing Training Objectives 

Te second step in a successful training program, after assessing needs, is establishing 
training objectives. As mentioned earlier, it is important that objectives be specifc 
and that they be associated with measurable outcomes. Training objectives should 
specify what the trainee should be able to accomplish on completion of the training 
program (Goldstein & Ford, 2002). For example, objectives for a training program 
for cashiers might be that the trainee will be able to operate and maintain the cash 
register and make change on completion of training. 

Training objectives are important in guiding the design of the training program 
and the selection of training techniques and strategies. Moreover, the emphasis 
on establishing training objectives that are specifc and measurable is particu-
larly important in eventually evaluating the efectiveness of the training program 
(Kraiger et al., 1993). 

Developing and Testing of Training Materials: 
Employee Training Methods 

Te next step in our employee training model involves developing and testing the 
training materials. A wide variety of employee training methods are available, ranging 
from the relatively simple and straightforward to the fairly complex and sophisticated. 
In actual practice, most comprehensive training programs utilize a combination of 
several training methods and techniques. 

It is important to pilot test the training materials, perhaps by using a group of 
workers who can provide their reactions to the materials and the program. Tis pro-
cess leads to a refnement of the training materials and improvement in the program. 
Let’s look at some of the more common training materials and methods. 

Employee training methods can be grouped into two broad categories: the on-site 
methods—those conducted on the job site—and the of-site methods—those con-
ducted away from the actual workplace. 
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On-Site Methods 

On-site training methods may be further divided into several categories, including 
on-the-job training, apprenticeship, vestibule training, and job rotation. 

On-the-job training—One of the oldest and most widely used training methods, 
on-the-job training consists simply of putting an inexperienced worker in the work-
place and having a more experienced worker teach that person about the job. Tis 
technique thus relies on principles of modeling, with the experienced worker serving 
as the role model. Also, because actual hands-on learning is involved, the worker can 
receive immediate feedback, be reinforced for successful eforts, and have a chance to 
learn how to correct errors. 

Reasons for the popularity of on-the-job training are obvious: it requires little 
preparation and has few costs to the organization, aside from the time invested by the 
experienced worker. Moreover, because the trainee is actually working while learn-
ing, certain small levels of output ofset the costs of the supervising worker’s time. 
However, problems occur when the organization neglects to consider the abilities 
and motivations of the experienced workers who serve as trainers. If these trainers 
do not see the personal benefts of serving as trainers (especially when there are no 
obvious benefts!), they will not be motivated to do a good job. Also, being a good 
trainer requires certain qualities, such as patience and an ability to communicate. If 
the trainer lacks these characteristics, this can interfere with trainees’ learning. For 
example, one study found that experienced trainers often presented ideas abstractly 
or spoke “over the heads” of trainees (Hinds et al., 2001). Problems can also arise if 
the trainer does not know or follow proper work procedures. In this case, the trainer 
may teach the new worker wrong or inefcient methods. 

On-the-job training is best used when the trainers have been carefully selected 
because of their ability to teach and when they have received systematic training 
to help them be more efective. Trainers should also receive some type of reward 
or recognition for performing their training duties, and the best trainers tend to be 
committed and take pride in the work they do (Choi et al., 2015). Finally, the orga-
nization must accept the fact that, during the on-the-job training period, production 
rates will sufer. It is impossible to expect the trainer–trainee team to do a good job 
of training while simultaneously maintaining high output rates. It has been suggested 
that, to be efective, on-the-job training should be used with other training methods, 
including of-site methods such as seminars and programmed instruction (Wexley & 
Latham, 2001). 

Apprenticeship—Skilled trade professions, such as carpentry, printing, 
masonry, and plumbing, use a very old type of training program called appren-
ticeship. A typical apprenticeship can last for several years and usually combines 
some supervised on-the-job training experience (usually at least 2,000 hours) with 
classroom instruction. Te on-the-job experience allows the apprentice to learn 
the mechanics of the profession, whereas the classroom training usually teaches 
specifc cognitive skills and rules and regulations associated with the profession 

On-the-Job training 
an employee training method 
of placing a worker in the 
workplace to learn frsthand 
about a job 

Stop & Review 
Describe the four 
levels of training needs 
analysis. 

apprenticeship 
a training technique, 
usually lasting several years, 
that combines on-the-job 
experience with classroom 
instruction 
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Vestibule training 
training that uses a separate 
area adjacent to the work area 
to simulate the actual work 
setting 

Job rotation 
a method of rotating workers 
among a variety of jobs to 
increase their breadth of 
knowledge 

(Harris et al., 2003). For example, an apprentice in the housing construction 
industry will learn the mechanical skills of building a house while on the job and 
will learn about building codes and how to read blueprints in the classroom. Te 
obvious advantage of apprenticeship programs is the detailed, long-term nature of 
the learning process. Tere is good evidence of the business benefts of apprentice-
ships in terms of increased productivity and lowered turnover (Kenyon, 2005; 
Smith & Smith, 2005). 

It is important to mention that the term apprenticeship has been used to describe a 
number of training programs that are quite diferent from traditional, formal appren-
ticeships. Tese informal “apprenticeships” might be better labeled “mentorships,” 
because they typically do not have the strict combination of hands-on learning and 
classroom training required by formal apprenticeships. We will discuss mentoring a 
bit later when we look at the use of mentoring in managerial training. 

Vestibule training—Vestibule training is another on-site training method. Tis 
method uses a separate training area adjacent to the actual work area to simulate 
that setting, complete with comparable tools and equipment. In vestibule training, 
professional trainers teach the new workers all aspects of the job, allowing them 
hands-on experience in the work simulation area. Te main advantage of vestibule 
training is that there is no disruption of actual production, because trainers rather 
than experienced workers provide instruction, and the novice workers are not in 
the actual work setting. Te major drawback to this method is its costs in terms of 
the trainers, space, and equipment needed. In recent years, some large supermarkets 
have set up vestibule training areas at closed check-out stations to teach prospective 
checkers how to operate laser scanners and cash registers to ring up goods. Vestibule 
training is used to eliminate the delays to customers that inevitably occur when using 
on-the-job training. 

Job rotation—A fnal on-site training method is job rotation, in which workers 
are rotated among a variety of jobs, spending a certain length of time (usually sev-
eral weeks to 2 months) at each. Te basic premise behind job rotation is to expose 
workers to as many areas of the organization as possible so they can gain a good 
knowledge of its workings and how the various jobs and departments ft together. 
Job rotation can also be benefcial to the organization because of “cross-training” of 
workers. Tus, if a worker is absent or quits, another worker has already been trained 
to perform the job. Most commonly, job rotation is used to help entry-level manage-
ment personnel fnd the positions for which they are best suited. It can also be used to 
groom managers for higher-level positions, presumably making them more efective 
by enabling them to see the organization from a variety of perspectives. Research has 
shown that job rotation not only increases learning, but also has positive efects on 
employees’ career progression and development (Ortega, 2001). Job rotation has also 
been used in various team approaches to work-task design to increase worker fexibil-
ity, eliminate boredom, and increase worker job satisfaction and commitment to the 
organization (Wexley & Latham, 2001). When done within a team, job rotation can 
also enhance team performance by helping team members understand each other’s 
work (Marks et al., 2002). 
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It is important to mention, however, that job rotation does not consist of simply 
moving workers from task to task with little or no preparation. A careful analysis of 
training needs should be done for each position to which a worker is rotated. It is 
also important to orient and train the worker adequately on each task. Finally, an 
evaluation should be done of the worker’s performance at each task, assessment of the 
efectiveness of the overall job rotation training experience should be conducted, and 
feedback to the worker should be provided. 

Of-Site Methods 

Training that takes place in a setting other than the actual workplace uses of-site 
methods. Because of the greater fexibility and control over the situation they aford, 
of-site methods are more varied and diverse than the on-site techniques. We will con-
sider several of-site methods: seminars/webinars, audiovisual instruction, behavior 
modeling training, simulation techniques, programmed instruction, and computer-
assisted instruction. 

Seminars/webinars—A common method of employee training, and one that 
is likely familiar to students, is the seminar, which typically involves some expert 
providing job-related information orally in a classroom-like setting. An online form 
of seminar, or webinar, allows for greater reach to workers in multiple locations, 
typically with an opportunity to ask questions live or via online text. Although these 
methods of training allow a large number of workers to be trained simultaneously 
at relatively low cost, there are some drawbacks. First, because the seminar/webinar 
is primarily a one-way form of communication, employees may not become highly 
involved in the learning process. Also, it is unclear whether workers will be able to 
translate the information they receive from seminars/webinars into actual perfor-
mance of work behaviors. Finally, the seminar/webinar method is often only as good 
as the presenter. A training program presented by a speaker who is unprepared and 
speaks in a monotone is unlikely to lead to any signifcant learning. In fact, one 
early study found that the seminar was one of the least efective of various employee 
training methods (Carroll et al., 1972). On a more positive note, however, seminar 
methods of instruction have been shown to be an efective learning strategy, par-
ticularly when used with more educated workers, such as when seminars are used 
in managerial and leadership training (Avolio et al., 2009). Another study found a 
positive impact of an employee health promotion program on healthful behaviors of 
employees and reduced absenteeism (Mills et al., 2007). A large study of webinars 
across 419 trainees in 48 webinars, focusing on four content areas (early childhood 
education, supply chain management, industrial management, and mathematics), 
demonstrated that trainees generally had positive reactions toward webinar train-
ing, but those reactions were particularly positive in sessions that involved greater 
trainer interaction (such as questions and answers) and those that were shorter (about 
90 minutes) in length (Gegenfurtner et al., 2020). 

Seminar 
a common training method 
in which an expert provides 
job-related information in a 
classroom-like setting 

Webinar 
an online training method 
similar to a lecture or seminar 

185 



H u m a n  R e s o u Rc e s  I s s u e s

  
 
 
 
 
 

 

audiovisual Instruction 
the use of pre-recorded 
videotapes and other electronic 
media to convey training 
material 

Behavior Modeling training 
a training method that 
exposes trainees to role models 
performing appropriate and 
inappropriate work behaviors 
and their outcomes and then 
allows trainees to practice 
modeling the appropriate 
behaviors 

Simulation training 
training that replicates job 
conditions without placing 
the trainee in the actual work 
setting 

Audiovisual instruction—Audiovisual instruction uses videos to train workers. 
In efect, audiovisual instruction is a seminar or webinar provided in a pre-recorded 
format—this would include training podcasts. Although there may be some fairly 
large initial costs for purchase or development of training materials, the audiovisual 
method can be even more cost-efective than traditional seminar or webinar tech-
niques if large numbers of employees are going to be trained. 

As in seminars or webinars, the quality of audiovisual instruction determines its 
efectiveness as a training tool. In many instances, a video can be more entertaining 
than a seminar and may do a better job of attracting the audience’s attention. An 
obvious problem occurs, however, when the informational content is sacrifced for 
entertainment value. 

Audiovisual presentations are especially efective when the information is pre-
sented visually rather than verbally. A few minutes of video can visually demonstrate 
manual operations (with instant replay, stop action, or slow motion) or can expose 
workers to a number of diferent locations and settings, both of which would be 
impossible in a seminar presentation. Moreover, the pre-recorded nature of audio-
visual programs can ensure uniformity of training by exposing all workers to the 
same information. For example, one company has prepared a video presentation giv-
ing new employees information about company policies, procedures, and employee 
rights and benefts in a thorough, graphic, and cost-efective manner. 

Behavior modeling training—Another employee training technique is behavior 
modeling training (Decker & Nathan, 1985). In behavior modeling training, 
which is based on social learning theory, trainees are exposed to videotaped or live 
role models displaying both appropriate and inappropriate work behaviors as well as 
their successful or unsuccessful outcomes. Trainees are then allowed an opportunity 
to try to replicate and practice the positive work behaviors. Research indicates that 
behavior modeling training, if used correctly, can efectively improve employee job 
performance (Mann & Decker, 1984). Behavior modeling training was also shown to 
be efective in computer software training (Gist et al., 1989) and in training U.S. gov-
ernment employees for work in Japan (Harrison, 1992). In another interesting study, 
behavior modeling training was found to be more efective than either seminars or 
programmed instruction (see discussion later in the chapter) in training computer 
operators (Simon & Werner, 1996). Behavior modeling may be a particularly efec-
tive strategy for ethics training, where models can demonstrate complex ethical and 
moral decision making and actions (Kaptein, 2011a). 

Simulation training—Simulation training is a method of replicating job 
conditions to instruct employees in proper work operations without actually 
putting them in the job setting (Marlow et al., 2017). Jet pilots, astronauts, and 
nuclear power plant operators are all subjected to intensive simulation training 
before they are allowed to control the complex and dangerous machinery that they 
will operate on the job. Simulation training allows the worker hours of practice 
under conditions that are quite similar to the actual work setting, without allow-
ing the possibility of damaging the equipment, the product, the environment, or 
themselves. 
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Figure 6.3 CPR (cardio pulmonary resuscitation) training involves hands on training methods 
using CPR training mannequins. 

Source: Image by Manseok Kim, from Pixabay (https://pixabay.com/users/manseok_kim-1005494/). 

Most commonly, simulation training uses replications of complex machinery or 
equipment, such as jet cockpit fight simulators or mock-ups of the control panels 
used by nuclear power plant operators. Other simulations may be designed to give 
trainees exposure to what would normally be very hazardous working conditions. 
For example, a Southern California police department has constructed a mock city 
(complete with a bank and a convenience store!) for use in training police personnel 
in simulated emergency conditions. Police trainees attempt to foil simulated robbery 
attempts and rescue hostages from terrorists using the mock city and blank ammu-
nition. According to the police authorities, the realism of this simulation has led to 
better preparation of new ofcers in dealing with actual life-threatening situations. As 
you can imagine, simulation training is often quite expensive. However, the chance 
for hands-on experience, immediate feedback, and repeated practice makes it a highly 
efective technique. 

Web-based training—More and more, employee training is being done virtu-
ally through web-based, interactive programs, including the previously discussed 
webinars and podcasts (Gurtner, 2015). Some time ago, Whalen and Wright (2000) 
argued that much of future training will be web-based owing to the fexibility and 
scope of the training programs that can be delivered via the web, the convenience of 
having training “on demand” when employees need it, and the relatively low cost 
of web-based training in comparison with “live” employee training programs. Little 
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programmed Instruction 
self-paced individualized 
training in which trainees 
are provided with training 
materials and can test how 
much they have learned 

Computer-assisted 
Instruction 
programmed instruction 
delivered by computer that 
adapts to the trainee’s learning 
rate 

did they know that, essentially, all training would become online training amidst 
the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. Te World Economic Forum reported that 
1.2 billion children in 186 countries around the world experienced school closures 
as a result of the pandemic (Cathy & Farah, 2020). In many cases, this meant turn-
ing to remote learning through online education. Although there is evidence that 
e-learning can be just as efective as face-to-face instruction (Paul & Jeferson, 2019), 
it had not been normalized until the pandemic. As a result, many organizations were 
not ready for online education. One study on ophthalmologist training showed that 
COVID-19 had greatly impacted doctors’ training. In a feld where much is learned 
through clinical hours under supervision, 55% of doctors said that they were doing 
less than 25% of their normal clinical training hours because of COVID-19 (Ferrara 
et al., 2020). Te ophthalmologists also reported that they would fnd web-based case 
presentations, web-based discussion of surgical videos, and simulation-based training 
efective additions to their training. 

Web-based training has incorporated an older form of learning known as pro-
grammed instruction. 

Programmed instruction involves the use of self-paced individualized training. 
Each trainee is provided with either printed materials or, more commonly, web-based 
content to learn and then answers a series of questions that test how much learning 
has taken place. When test answers are substantially correct, the trainee is instructed 
to move on to the next unit. If the questions are answered incorrectly, some review 
of the previous unit is required. Most of the student study guides that accompany 
college textbooks are examples of programmed instruction. 

Te benefts of programmed instruction are that it is efcient, because indi-
viduals proceed at their own pace, and that it provides immediate feedback. In 
addition, programmed instruction is an “active,” involved form of learning. Fur-
thermore, although the development of such programs is time-consuming, the 
initial cost diminishes greatly over time if large numbers of employees are trained. 
A problem can arise, however, in keeping the programs up-to-date, especially in 
felds where there are rapid changes in technology or in the types of products 
produced or services performed, requiring that new instruction programs be con-
tinually created. 

Computer-assisted instruction (CAI) is a more sophisticated approach to 
individualized employee training. Although CAI is actually a form of programmed 
instruction, CAI systems ofer the fexibility to change and update the instruc-
tional programs continually. CAI also allows for immediate testing of the trainee’s 
learning, because the computer can ask questions and instantly score the correct-
ness of responses, automatically returning the trainee to an earlier lesson if the 
answers are incorrect and quickly presenting the next unit when the answers are 
correct (recall the computer-adaptive and web-based testing discussed in Chapter 4). 
Typically, training organizations ofer web-based courses that can also generate 
detailed data on each trainee’s performance across all the lessons. One problem 
with individualized instruction such as CAI is that some employees may not have 
the self-motivation to learn, although interventions that help students plan their 
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learning schedule and remind them to pay attention to the material can increase 
their efectiveness (Sitzmann & Johnson, 2012). 

A recent development in CAI is computerized, interactive programs that combine 
audiovisual techniques, programmed instruction, and simulation techniques. With 
these programs, a trainee may be presented with a video representation of a work 
situation, and the computer asks questions about which course of action the trainee 
would like to take. Te response is then used to choose the next video segment, where 
the trainee can see the results of the choice played out. One such program used for 
management training exposes the trainee to a variety of difcult interpersonal and 
decision-making situations. Te trainee is brought into a simulated work situation 
with actors portraying the roles of coworkers. In one setting, the trainee might need 
to deal with a subordinate who is angry about having been given a negative per-
formance appraisal. In another situation, the trainee may be asked to play the role 
of leader of a decision-making group and choose one of several possible courses of 
action. Choosing the correct management strategies leads to a positive outcome. If 
an incorrect choice is made, the trainee will view the disastrous results played out in 
the subsequent scene. 

Tere has also been some use of online gaming platforms to develop teams— 
putting team members through simulated environments in order to build coordi-
nation and cooperation among team members. We will discuss team training in 
Chapter 12. As the Millennial generation becomes more prominent in the work-
force, it is likely that we will see a large increase in web-based training, including 
the use of gaming platforms for training (Grossman et al., 2015). For example, in 
one study, it was found that gaming-based training led to better employee perfor-
mance than when employees were trained using non-gamifed training (Alcivar & 
Abad, 2016). 

Management/Leadership Training Methods 

Because managers and organizational leaders are considered to play such a cen-
tral role in administrative functions, coordinating organizational activities, and 
motivating workers, and because managerial skills are abstract and difcult to 
learn, a large share of training resources goes into the training and development 
of managers. In fact, a variety of special techniques are used almost exclusively in 
management training. 

One common and popular management training technique is the problem-
solving case study, which presents trainees with a written description of a real or 
hypothetical organizational problem. Each trainee is allowed time to study the case 
individually and come up with a solution. Te trainees then meet in small groups 
to present and critique their solutions and discuss the problem further, helping 
trainees recognize that there is not always a simple answer—or one correct answer. 

problem-Solving Case Study 
a management training 
technique that presents a real 
or hypothetical organizational 
problem that trainees attempt 
to solve 
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role-playing 
a management training 
exercise that requires trainees 
to act out problem situations 
that often occur at work 

Management Games 
a management training 
technique using scaled-down 
enactments of the operations 
and managements of 
organizations 

action Learning 
teams assemble to work on a 
company-related problem or 
issue to learn by doing 

Analyzing real company decisions helps trainees apply management theories to 
organizational problems, providing a concrete application to enhance learning 
(Hack-Polay, 2018). 

An extension of this method is to have trainees engage in role-playing a certain 
management situation. For example, in a role-playing exercise to develop managers’ 
abilities to handle difcult interpersonal situations, a trainer may play a subordi-
nate who has chronic performance problems. Te trainee plays the manager, and 
the trainer may later ofer feedback concerning how the situation was handled. In 
role-playing, the basic idea is that trainees will become more involved in a problem 
situation if they act it out. Sometimes, participants will reverse roles to gain a difer-
ent perspective on the problem situation. A benefcial side efect of role-playing may 
be that management trainees simultaneously learn to develop their presentational 
and communication skills. 

Another management training technique that is becoming increasingly popular 
is the use of simulations of organizations or management games, which are usu-
ally scaled-down enactments of the management of organizations (Cruz-Cunha, 
2012). Tey are, in many ways, similar to some of the more complicated board 
or computer simulation games that people play at home. One example is called 
“Tinsel Town,” where trainees function as the top management team of a fctional 
movie studio (Devine et al., 2004). Participants may either play in groups, forming 
management teams to compete against other teams, or play against one another 
individually. One concern about management games is that participants may 
become so caught up in the game that they do not comprehend the management 
principles that are being taught. An early review of research on management games, 
however, indicated that they are an efective management training technique (Keys 
& Wolfe, 1990). 

Action learning, a highly complex, involved type of managerial training/develop-
ment, consists of teams of employees who are assembled to work on a company-related 
problem or issue (Volz-Peacock et al., 2016). Rather than being a simulation, action 
learning has the team working on an actual assignment such as developing a new 
product or solving an organizational problem (O’Neil & Marsick, 2014). Te con-
cept behind action learning is that managers learn by doing, while the organization 
benefts from the results of the action learning team’s project. For example, action 
learning teams at General Electric have been formed to deal with issues as diverse as 
investigating markets for leasing locomotive engines, developing new applications 
for plastic in the design of automobile bodies, and developing marketing plans for 
foreign markets—with the team members learning as they contribute to expanding 
GE’s businesses (Dotlich & Noel, 1998). Interest in action learning in organizations 
is on the rise, with an academic journal, Action Learning: Research & Practice, devoted 
to the topic. 

Becoming very popular in management development is the use of 360-degree 
feedback—the multisource, multi-perspective performance appraisal method that 
we discussed in Chapter 5. It can be an efective management development tool, 
but only if the manager is open to and accepting of the potentially critical feedback 

190 



E m p loy E E  T r a i n i n g  a n d  d E v E lo p m E n T

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

(Fletcher, 2015). Atwater et al. (2003) suggest that 360-degree feedback will be 
most successful when participants are trained in the technique, when feedback is 
honest and constructive, when the feedback is combined with other training eforts 
so that the manager can see how to improve performance, and when there is careful 
follow-up monitoring and feedback. As in all types of training, there are individual 
diferences. Some managers may react favorably to 360-degree feedback, but others 
may not beneft and may have a negative reaction (Atwater et al., 2000). A lon-
gitudinal study of managers who received 360-degree feedback suggested that the 
technique led to improved managerial competence over time (Bailey & Fletcher, 
2002). 

An increasingly popular training program for new managers that combines ele-
ments of on-the-job training and a sort of informal “apprenticeship” is mentoring, 
a process by which an inexperienced worker develops a relationship with an experi-
enced worker to promote the former’s career development (Eby, 2007). Much of the 
learning that takes place in these relationships involves the protégé attempting to imi-
tate the mentor’s work and interpersonal style. Modeling thus appears to be one key 
learning process in mentoring. Mentoring among managers in large organizations is 
becoming more and more common as young, inexperienced workers typically look to 
older, more experienced workers to help them to “learn the ropes” of the job (Ragins 
et al., 2000). It has even been suggested that women executives will have difculty 
moving up the corporate ladder unless they receive some mentoring from higher-ups 
(Ragins & Cotton, 1999). 

Since its appearance as a formal training strategy in the late 1970s (Roche, 1979), 
there has been extensive research, as well as popular interest, in mentoring as a man-
agement training and development technique. For the most part, there are many 
positive results of good mentoring relationships. For instance, protégés generally 
advance more quickly in their careers, have greater job and career satisfaction, and 
have lower turnover than workers without mentors (Allen et al., 2009). Of course, 
a mentoring program is only going to be successful if there are good relationships 
between mentors and protégés (Young & Perrewé, 2000), and mentoring programs 
using more “powerful,” senior mentors seem to be more efective than peer men-
toring programs (Ensher et al., 2001). Research, however, suggests that mentoring 
relationships that develop on their own, informally, are typically more successful than 
formal, assigned mentoring relationships (Scandura & Williams, 2001). Research has 
also indicated that a number of factors may infuence workers’ willingness to serve as 
mentors. For instance, managers are more willing to mentor newer workers if those 
workers show greater promise and if they are more similar to the mentor in terms of 
factors such as educational background (Olian et al., 1993). Gender may also play 
a part in willingness to mentor (Ragins & Cotton, 1993), with women less likely 
than men to volunteer as mentors, particularly if the protégé is a man, than men to 
volunteer as mentors, particularly if the protégé is a man. 

Mentoring as a management development technique is quite popular in organiza-
tions today (Figure 6.4). Although the benefts of mentorship to protégés are obvious, 
there are also some payofs for the mentor and for the organization (Fagenson, 1989). 

Mentoring 
a training program in which 
an inexperienced worker 
develops a relationship with an 
experienced worker who serves 
as an advisor 
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Coaching 
a one-on-one relationship 
where a consultant helps an 
executive improve performance 

Figure 6.4. Formal mentoring programs are common in organizations today. 

Source: Found on Allgo, an app for plus-sized people found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/ 
photos/rvbOhjX1ugc). 

Te mentor, who may be at a midlife career standstill, may become energized by the 
chance to assist in the development of an eager young worker’s career. Te organization 
also benefts, because mentoring leads to a better-trained and more satisfed young 
workforce. On the other hand, mentors may fnd mentoring time-consuming and 
burdensome (Ragins & Scandura, 1993). Protégés may also react negatively if they 
feel forced into participating in mentorship programs (Chao et al., 1992; Ensher & 
Murphy, 2005). 

Ensher and Murphy (2005) looked at various alternatives to formal mentoring 
programs, including “virtual mentoring” and the use of multiple individuals as men-
toring role models. 

One management development technique that is becoming wildly popular with 
high-level executive leaders is “executive coaching” (McLaughlin & Cox, 2015). 
Coaching is typically a one-on-one relationship between a consultant and a key execu-
tive/manager that is designed to help develop and improve the executive’s professional 
performance (Van Coller-Peter & Burger, 2019). Although coaches use a wide range 
of techniques, perhaps their most important function is providing frank feedback to 
managers and executives and helping in setting developmental goals. Tere is very 
limited research on the efectiveness of coaching, but its use is on the rise, and a few 
studies suggest that it is efective (e.g., Williams & Lowman, 2018). A review of the 
literature suggests that coaching does positively impact the development of leaders 
and positively impacts organizational outcomes (Athanasopoulou & Dopson, 2018). 
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Given the “counseling” nature of executive coaching, issues regarding the ethics of 
psychological practice are extremely important. For example, in a study of over 1,000 
sales representatives in a pharmaceuticals company receiving coaching, managers’ 
coaching skill was related to annual sales goal attainment, highlighting the importance 
of ensuring that coaches are well trained and highly skilled if they are to have a positive 
impact (Dahling et al., 2016). 

Implementation of the Training Program 

Stop & Review 
Give three examples 
each of of-site and on-
site employee training 
methods. 

Once the training materials and methods have been selected and pilot tested, the 
next step in the training model is the implementation of the training program. When 
implementing the training program, factors such as trainee readiness, trainee expec-
tations, and the climate for training—whether the employees and the organization 
feel positively about the training and encourage it—need to be considered. It is also 
important to provide trainees with a “rationale” for training—to let them know how 
the training will beneft them and the organization (Quiñones, 1997). As training 
progresses, it is important that trainees be given feedback about their learning and 
opportunities to practice newly learned techniques or behaviors. 

Evaluation of the Training Program 

A crucial component of any employee training program is the evaluation of train-
ing efectiveness, for there is no use in investing money and resources in training 
programs unless they do indeed work. As such, researchers suggest that companies 
engage in much deeper evaluation of training efectiveness, including individual-, 
group-, and organization-level outcomes and return on investment (Sitzmann & 
Weinhardt, 2019). Yet, many experts suggest that greater rigor is needed in the 
evaluation of training programs (Garavan et al., 2019), potentially including both 
standard surveys and qualitative responses (Harman et al., 2015). Sometimes, train-
ing programs are not evaluated because the organization’s trainers lack the expertise 
to conduct the evaluations or the administration does not support evaluation eforts 
(Marshall & Rossett, 2014). 

Te evaluation of a training program should frst outline the criteria that indicate 
the program’s success and develop the means for measuring these criteria. One very 
useful framework suggests that there are four types of criteria for evaluating a pro-
gram’s efectiveness (Kirkpatrick, 1959): 

1 Reaction criteria—measure the impressions of trainees, including their assess-
ments of the program’s value, the amount of learning they received, and their 
enjoyment of the program. Reaction criteria are usually assessed via training 
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posttest-Only Design 
a program evaluation that 
simply measures training 
success criterion following 
completion of the training 
program 

pretest–posttest Design 
a design for evaluating a 
training program that makes 
comparisons of criterion 
measures collected before and 
after the introduction of the 
program 

evaluation rating surveys given to trainees immediately after training sessions or 
workshops. It is important to note that reaction criteria do not measure whether 
any learning has taken place. Rather, they assess trainees’ opinions about the train-
ing and their learning. 

2 Learning criteria—measure the amount of learning that has taken place. Typi-
cally, these take the form of some sorts of tests assessing the amount of informa-
tion retained from the program. 

3 Behavioral criteria—measure the amount of newly learned skills displayed once 
the trainee has returned to the job. Observational methods of measurement are 
typically used to assess behavioral criteria, with supervisors recording the use of 
newly learned behaviors. 

4 Results criteria—measure the outcomes that are important to the organization, 
such as increased trainee work output as expressed by production rates, dollar sales 
fgures, or quality of work. Using the results criteria, a cost–beneft analysis can 
be performed by comparing the costs of the program with the dollar value of the 
results. Tis is usually the most important evaluation of a program’s efectiveness. 
However, it is sometimes difcult to translate training outcomes into dollars and 
cents. For example, if one of the goals is to improve employee attitudes, it may be 
hard to place a dollar value on such results. 

Te important question in the evaluation of programs is whether any measured 
changes in criteria are indeed the result of training. Te methods used in the proper 
evaluation of a training program are those used to determine the efectiveness of any 
other type of program introduced into an organization. For a formal evaluation to 
demonstrate conclusively that training has caused certain outcomes, it should be 
based on experimental designs. Unfortunately, many evaluations use what might be 
called “pre-experimental designs,” which do not allow for proper assessments (Camp-
bell & Stanley, 1963; see Figure 6.5). One example, the posttest-only design, simply 
measures criteria following the completion of a training program. However, this does 
not tell us anything conclusive about its efectiveness because we have no basis for 
any sort of comparison. 

A pretest–posttest design—measuring behavior before and after training—is 
also an inadequate experimental design. Although this approach compares the cri-
terion measures collected before and after the training program, we cannot be sure 
that the diferences from pretest to posttest were due to the program. Consider the 
example of a training program designed to teach customer service agents to be more 
friendly and attentive to customer needs. With a simple pretest–posttest evaluation, 
we can never be sure that later observed increases in the quality of customer service 
were due to training or to other factors, such as a recent pay raise or change in 
management. Although these limited designs do not allow us to draw clear conclu-
sions, even such limited evaluations are better than no evaluation at all (Sackett & 
Mullen, 1993). 

To be sure of the efectiveness of a training program, one should apply a more 
sophisticated, true experimental design that uses at least one treatment group, which 
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receives the training, and one control group, which does not undergo any train-
ing. Te simplest and most common experimental design for evaluation research 
uses one training group and one control group, both of which are measured before 
and after the program. To ensure that there are no unexpected diferences in mem-
bers of the training and control groups, employees are randomly assigned to the 
two groups. Te pretest and posttest scores are then compared. Tis experimental 
design makes it clear that any positive changes in the criterion measures of the 
training group, relative to the control group, are most likely due to the training 
program. 

A more sophisticated experimental design is the Solomon four-group design 
(Solomon, 1949). Tis method of evaluation uses four groups, two that are trained 
and two that are not. In the Solomon design, two of the groups are identical to those 
in the basic experimental design mentioned earlier. Tat is, one training group and 
one control group are measured both before and after the training program. How-
ever, the additional training and control groups are measured only after the program, 
which is intended to help rule out the fact that administering a pretraining measure 
might sensitize employees to what the program is designed to do and might thus 
produce certain changes in the criterion measures that occur without the beneft of 
training. For example, if our customer service agents are given a pretraining test of 
their customer service knowledge, they might realize that management is very inter-
ested in this issue, which might cause all agents to give greater attention to customers, 
regardless of whether they later receive customer service training. Although the Solo-
mon four-group design is an efective design for evaluating training programs, it is 
underused, primarily because of the large number of participants and groups required 
(Braver & Braver, 1988). 

Te Solomon four-group design can be used, however, for more than just an 
evaluation of training programs. One study used the design to evaluate employee 
reactions to a major organizational restructuring (Probst, 2003). Figure 6.5 summa-
rizes the various evaluation designs. 

A comprehensive evaluation of a training program must be well designed and 
executed to ensure that the training is indeed efective. Tis means careful consid-
eration must be given to the selection and measurement of criteria, an experimental 
design with adequate control groups must be used, and the costs versus benefts of 
the program must be assessed (Arvey et al., 1992). 

An obvious problem in evaluating the efectiveness of training programs is the 
inability to use a true experimental design owing to constraints imposed by the par-
ticular work organizations. However, quasi-experimental designs can be used, such 
as lagged-intervention studies (Schwatka et al., 2019). As discussed in Chapter 2, 
quasi-experiments are approximations of experimental designs. One example is the 
nonequivalent control group design. Tis design is typically used when it is impossible 
to assign trainees randomly to experimental and control groups. A nonequivalent con-
trol group might consist of similar employees from another company location that is 
not undergoing the new training program. Te training and control groups are “non-
equivalent” because they may difer systematically on variables such as experience, 

Solomon Four-Group Design 
a method of program 
evaluation using two treatment 
groups and two control groups 
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 Figure 6.5 There are many diferent training evaluation designs. 

previous training, supervisory methods, or any other factor that would be controlled 
for via random assignment in a true experimental design.Stop & Review 

Illustrate the four types 
of criteria for evaluat-
ing employee training equal employment Opportunity Issues 
programs. in employee training 

Because training is linked to job performance and can lead to personnel actions such 
as pay increases, promotions, and terminations, several equal employment oppor-
tunity concerns are related to personnel training (Russell, 1984). One such issue 

196 



E m p loy E E  T r a i n i n g  a n d  d E v E lo p m E n T

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

deals with educational or training prerequisites for certain jobs. Because members of 
underprivileged groups are likely to have less education and formal job training than 
members of more privileged groups, setting certain levels of education or training 
as job prerequisites may be considered discriminatory. As mentioned in Chapter 3, 
equal employment opportunity legislation protects against discrimination against 
specifc groups in providing access to jobs. If access to some jobs requires certain 
training, employers must take steps to guard against any discrimination in this area 
by providing remedial education or training for groups of workers who lack the 
educational prerequisites. For example, some employers are supporting agencies that 
will train chronically unemployed or underemployed individuals in basic job skills, 
either by making fnancial contributions or by hiring persons who have undergone 
the training. 

Te methods used in employee training programs may also create instances of 
potential discrimination. For example, the lectures ofered in many seminar pro-
grams may lead to diferent rates of learning in diferent groups of trainees. If 
certain groups lack the education needed to process the information and to per-
form well on any examinations administered, using the results of such training 
classes to screen or place workers can lead to unintentional discrimination. A simi-
lar case occurs in training courses that require certain strenuous activities, such as 
lifting and carrying heavy materials, in which women may be at some disadvantage. 
One example was a training course for frefghters that demanded that trainees lift 
and carry a 150-pound dummy over their shoulders for several yards or down a 
fight of stairs to simulate carrying an unconscious person from a burning build-
ing. A question arose as to whether this part of the course discriminated against 
women. Critics stated that frefghters rarely carried a person out of a burning 
building, and that the ability to do this was not a critical requirement for adequate 
performance of their job. Because of the possibility of discrimination and because 
the fre department could not prove that this was a necessary skill for the position, 
the training task was eliminated. 

Similarly, organizations that require workers to attend and complete some type 
of training program to gain a position or a promotion must demonstrate that 
completion of the program is predictive of success in the jobs that trainees will be 
holding. If not, there is the possibility that certain disadvantaged groups of train-
ees may not do as well in the program because of unfamiliarity with the training 
procedures and format. In other words, because of their lack of experience with the 
classroom situation, they may not learn as well as members of the majority group, 
which can lead to discrimination. For example, if being promoted to a frontline 
supervisory position in a factory requires attending classes in supervisory skills and 
passing an examination to complete the course, the organization must prove that 
completion of the training is related to later success as a supervisor, and that the 
program itself does not discriminate in terms of ability to pass the course. In these 
cases, the training program is just like any other selection tool. It must be shown to 
be valid, fair, and job-related. 
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O n  T H E   C u  T  T  i n g  E  D  g  E  

training for the 21st Century: adaptability, Creativity, 
and proactive thinking 

Today’s organizations exist in a rapidly changing envi-

ronment. Likewise, jobs are constantly changing in terms 

of structure, technology, and tasks. Your job today might 

be completely diferent 6 months from now. As a result, 

I/O psychologists and human resources professionals are 

giving greater attention to training the skills required in 

ever-changing jobs and work environments. 

One model suggests that the skills needed for adaptive 

performance include solving problems creatively, dealing 

with uncertain work situations, handling emergencies, and 

being interpersonally and culturally adaptable (Pulakos et 

al., 2000). Other research suggests that efective, adapt-

able workers need to develop what is called “proactive 

thinking,” which involves a willingness and ability to take 

action to change a situation to one’s advantage (Kirby et 

al., 2002). There is evidence that both adaptive perfor-

mance and proactive thinking can be trained. 

Organizations are realizing that the greatest source 

of information and ingenuity is in the company’s own 

employees. This is particularly true in technology-

oriented organizations and companies that rely heavily 

Summary 

on innovation (think Silicon Valley). As a result, training 

employees to use and manage the knowledge already 

existing in the company—knowledge management— 

is becoming popular (nisula & Kianto, 2016). Another 

approach is to develop workers to be more entrepre-

neurial and innovative. This approach is labeled “agile 

management” (Adkins, 2010) and involves developing 

employees to behave like entrepreneurs—to try new 

ideas and nurture those that look promising, but quickly 

abandon those that aren’t working and move on to 

another innovative idea (i.e., to learn to “fail quickly”). 

Another area that is receiving a great deal of atten-

tion is training workers to be more creative. Special atten-

tion has been given to developing creative and innovative 

workers and organizational leaders (Birdi, 2020). A meta-

analysis of 70 studies suggests that creativity training is 

generally efective in getting people to be more creative 

and innovative in approaching tasks (Scott et al., 2004). In 

all likelihood, work-related training in the future will focus 

more on strategies to be creative and adaptive, rather 

than learning specifc tasks and procedures. 

Employee training is a planned efort by an organization to facilitate the learn-
ing, retention, and transfer of job-related behavior. Training is not limited to new 
employees, but often involves various types of training and development pro-
grams ofered throughout an employee’s career. Specifc areas of employee training 
include new employee orientation; employee retraining and continuing education; 
retirement planning and career development; and worker training for international 
assignments, for diversity, to reduce sexual harassment, and to increase ethical 
behavior at work. 

An understanding of learning theories is fundamental in the design of employee 
training programs. For example, the concept of modeling, which is imitative of 
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learning, is expressed in social learning theory. If training programs are to be suc-
cessful, a number of key issues will afect their efectiveness. For example, transfer of 
training, or how the learning translates into use of the newly learned behaviors, and 
the job characteristics of the trainees, such as trainee readiness, must be taken into 
account. Finally, concern must be given to how training programs are structured and 
how they are conducted. 

Te frst step in a successful employee training program is assessing training 
needs, which occurs on several levels. Organizational analysis considers the orga-
nization’s goals, resources, and the climate for training; task analysis evaluates the 
specifc knowledge, skills, and abilities that a job requires; and person analysis 
examines the capabilities and defciencies of the workers themselves. Training needs 
may also have to be conducted through demographic analysis, which is targeted 
toward assessing the training needs of specifc groups, such as males versus females 
or the old versus the young. Te second step involves establishing training objec-
tives, whereas the third step focuses on employee training methods. Te various 
training methods can be broken down into two general categories: on-site methods 
and of-site methods. Of on-site methods, on-the-job training is the most widely 
used, consisting of putting inexperienced workers into the work site under the 
direction of an experienced teacher-worker. Apprenticeship is a much more long-
term on-site method, combining classroom training with supervised on-the-job 
training. Vestibule training sets up a model training area adjacent to the actual work 
site, using professional trainers and hands-on experience. Job rotation is a training 
technique designed to broaden workers’ experience by rotating employees among 
various jobs. 

Of-site methods include the common seminar method and audiovisual instruction 
that provides graphic depictions of work activities and web-based training (webi-
nars). A technique that uses aspects of both audiovisual technology and concepts of 
social learning theory is behavior modeling training, a method of exposing trainees to 
videotapes of models engaged in appropriate work behaviors and then having them 
practice the observed behaviors. Simulation techniques involve classroom replications 
of actual workstations. Programmed instruction is a form of self-paced training in 
which workers can learn at their own pace. A sophisticated version of programmed 
instruction is computer-assisted instruction (CAI). 

Several specifc methods and techniques used in management training include 
problem-solving case studies, role-playing, and management games, which all involve 
simulations of actual management situations. Action learning is a complicated form 
of training in which teams are formed to perform a special project or assignment 
that benefts the organization, while the team members learn and develop manage-
rial skills. A 360-degree feedback is also used as a management development tool. 
Mentoring is a management training program in which an inexperienced worker is 
assigned to an experienced mentor who serves as a role model. Coaching is where a 
consultant advises an executive to improve performance. 

Once training programs have been implemented, the evaluation of their efec-
tiveness is very important. Te frst step in evaluation is to determine criteria of 
training efectiveness. Four types are typically used: reaction criteria, learning 
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criteria, behavioral criteria, and results criteria. Once the criteria are established, 
basic research methods and design should be used to evaluate the training programs. 
Te pretest–posttest design is a common but inadequate means of assessing a program 
in which measures of criteria are collected both before and after a training interven-
tion, allowing for a comparison of changes in learning or work behaviors. However, 
this method is inadequate because of the lack of a good comparison group. Better 
evaluation designs use both a training group and a comparison, or control, group 
that is not subjected to the training program. A complex and sophisticated evalu-
ation design is the Solomon four-group design, which uses two training groups and 
two control groups. 

Finally, certain legal issues must be considered in the design and implementa-
tion of training programs. Training or educational prerequisites and the training 
programs themselves must not unfairly discriminate on the basis of ethnicity, age, 
sex, or disability. 

Study Questions and exercises 

1  Consider how learning takes place in work organizations. How does employee 
training relate to learning in college classrooms? What are the similar methods and 
underlying theories/concepts of learning? 

2  Consider a work organization that you have had some contact with, either one in 
which you were employed or one in which a friend or relative is working. Based 
on your knowledge, how might a training needs assessment be conducted? Con-
sider all four levels of assessment: organizational, task, person, and demographic 
analysis. 

3  Compare and contrast the advantages and disadvantages of on-site versus of-site 
training methods. 

4  Consider the various designs for evaluating employee training programs. Although 
the more complex and sophisticated designs usually provide better evaluation, 
what are some of the difculties of conducting an assessment in actual work 
organizations? 

protected Groups 
groups, including women 
and certain ethnic and racial 
minorities, that have been 
identifed as previous targets of 
employment discrimination 

5  Review the discussion of equal employment opportunity (EEO) issues in person-
nel training. What are the various ways that training programs could discriminate 
against members of protected groups (ethnic minorities, women, people with 
disabilities, or the elderly)? 

Web Links 

www.td.org 
Association for Talent Development is a professional organization devoted to 
employee training. 
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www.eeoc.gov 
Site for the federal agency dealing with employment discrimination issues. 

www.siop.org/Research-Publications/Items-of-Interest/ArtMID/19366/ArticleID/ 
4978/Achieving-Equity-and-Inclusion-Trough-Civility-Training 

Suggested readings 

Kraiger, K., Passmore, J., Rebelo dos Santos, N., & Malvezzi, S. (Eds.). (2015). Te 
Wiley Blackwell handbook of the psychology of training, development, and performance 
improvement. Chichester, UK. Tis edited collection has scholarly reviews of most 
every area of employee training in organizations and professional development. 

Noe, R. A., & Kodwani, A. D. (2018). Employee training and development (7th ed.). 
McGraw-Hill Education. 

Olenick, J., Blume, B. D., & Ford, J. K. (2020). Advancing training and transfer research 
through the application of nonlinear dynamics. European Journal of Work and 
Organizational Psychology, 29(4), 541–555. 

Robinson, A. N., Arena, D. F., Lindsey, A. P., & Ruggs, E. N. (2020). Expanding how 
we think about diversity training. Industrial and Organizational Psychology, 13(2), 
236–241.Protected Groups 
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ChaPter 7  

Motivation 

Inside Tips 
MOTIVATION WITHIN THE CONTEXT OF 

INDUSTRIAL/ORGANIZATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY 

Two areas of I/O psychology involve a tremendous amount of theorizing: motivation and 
leadership (the topic of leadership will be discussed in Chapter 14). Because both motiva-
tion and leadership are extremely complex and important topics in the work world, they 
have historically been given a great deal of attention by I/O psychologists. Tis chapter 
introduces a variety of theories of motivation. Rather than viewing these as isolated mod-
els, consider the ways in which they are similar. Some of these similarities are refected 
in the grouping of theories into categories, such as need theories and job design theories, 
as shown in the chapter outline. Other similarities can also help draw related concepts 
together. For example, the need theories emphasize the satisfaction of basic human needs 
as a key to motivation, whereas reinforcement theory argues that motivation is caused by 
work-related rewards, or reinforcers. However, the satisfaction of human needs can also 
be seen as the experience of a reward. By understanding similarities such as these, you 
can begin to synthesize what at frst appears to be an overwhelming mass of abstract and 
unrelated theories. 

Besides looking for similarities among motivation theories and noticing topics that 
were previously discussed, pay close attention to the last section of the chapter, which 
emphasizes that motivation is only one of the many variables that can afect work 
outcomes. Tis is an important point because it reminds us to consider the “total picture”— 
the interrelationships between many organizational variables—when studying work 
behavior. 
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Motivation 
the force that energizes, 
directs, and sustains behavior 

It’s still the frst month of your new job. You have noticed that some of your col-
leagues seem to put lots of energy and drive into their work. Others try to get by 
with minimal efort. Why is this the case? When we begin to infer some underlying 
processes of efort, energy, or drive, we are trying to capture the elusive construct of 
motivation. If you surveyed managers and asked them to list the most difcult aspects 
of their jobs, odds are that the majority would mention difculties in motivating 
workers as a particular problem. 

Motivation is complex and elusive and has historically been of great interest to 
the wider feld of psychology. As a result, work motivation is one of the more widely 
researched topics in I/O psychology. 

In this chapter, we will begin by defning motivation. Next, we will examine the 
various theories of work motivation and see how some of them have been applied in 
attempts to increase worker motivation. Finally, we will look at how work motivation 
relates to work performance. 

Defning Motivation 

According to one defnition (Steers & Porter, 1991), motivation is a force that serves 
three functions: it energizes, or causes people to act; it directs behavior toward the 
attainment of specifc goals; and it sustains the efort expended in reaching those goals. 

Because motivation cannot be observed directly, it is difcult to study. We can only 
infer motives either by observing goal-directed behavior or by using some psycho-
logical measurement technique. Troughout its history, I/O psychology has ofered 
many theories of work motivation (Kanfer et al., 2017). We have already touched on 
the simplistic models put forth by scientifc management and the human relations 
movement (Chapter 1). According to Frederick Taylor, workers are motivated by 
money and material gains, whereas Elton Mayo stressed the role that interpersonal 
needs play in motivating workers. Since these early days, more sophisticated theories 
of motivation have been developed. Some stress the importance of specifc needs 
in determining motivation. Other theories emphasize the connection between work 
behaviors and outcomes—the infuence of attaining rewards and achieving goals. 
Other theories focus on the role of job design in afecting motivation. Still another 
category of theories argues that motivation is a cognitive process, and that workers 
rationally weigh the advantages and disadvantages of expending work energy. We will 
review examples of each of these categories of work motivation theories. 

Need theories of Motivation 
Needs 
physiological or psychological 
defciencies that an organism is 
compelled to fulfll 

Several motivation theories assert that people have certain needs that are important  
in determining motivation. Needs involve specifc physiological or psychological  
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defciencies that the organism is driven to satisfy. Te need for food and the drive 
of hunger are a physiological need and a drive inherent in all living organisms; the 
need for human contact is a psychological need. Need theories of motivation pro-
pose that motivation is the process of the interaction among various needs and the 
drives to satisfy those needs. We will frst look at some basic need theories and then 
examine one need theory, McClelland’s achievement motivation theory, in more 
depth. 

Basic Need Theories 

Two basic need theories are those proposed by Abraham Maslow and Clayton Alder-
fer. Both of these theories maintain that several diferent types or categories of needs 
play a role in human motivation. Maslow’s theory, called the need hierarchy theory, 
proposes fve categories of needs, which form a hierarchy from the more basic human 
needs to more complex, higher-order needs (Maslow, 1965, 1970). See Table 7.1 for 
a description of these needs. 

According to Maslow, the lower-order needs (physiological needs, safety needs, 
and social needs)—what Maslow called “defciency needs”—must be satisfed in a 
step-by-step fashion before an individual can move on to higher-order needs (esteem 
and self-actualization needs)—what Maslow referred to as “growth needs.” Because 
higher-order needs are unlikely to be satisfed in the typical worker, there is also 
a constant upward striving that explains why, for example, even successful, high-
level executives continue to exhibit considerable motivation. In other words, they are 
no longer motivated by money to provide for subsistence needs, but by a need for 
esteem, recognition, or self-growth. 

Building in part on Maslow’s theory is Clayton Alderfer’s (1972) ERG theory, 
which collapses Maslow’s fve categories of needs into three: existence needs, which 
are similar to Maslow’s basic physiological and safety needs; relatedness needs, which 

Table 7.1 Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (arranged from lowest- to highest-order 
needs) 

1 Physiological needs: the basic survival needs of food, water, air, sleep, and sex 
2 Safety needs: the needs for physical safety (need for shelter) and needs related to 

psychological security 
3 Social needs: the need to be accepted by others and needs for love, afection, and 

friendship 
4 Esteem needs: the needs to be recognized for accomplishments and to be admired 

and respected by peers 
5 Self-actualization needs: the needs to reach one’s highest potential and to attain a 

sense of fulfllment; the highest level of needs 

Need hierarchy theory 
a motivation theory proposed 
by Maslow that arranges needs 
in a hierarchy from lower, 
more basic needs to higher-
order needs 

erG theory 
Alderfer’s motivation model 
that categorizes needs into 
existence, relatedness, and 
growth needs 
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achievement Motivation 
theory 
McClelland’s model of 
motivation that emphasizes the 
importance of three needs— 
achievement, power, and 
afliation—in determining 
worker motivation 

stem from social interaction and are analogous to the social needs in Maslow’s hier-
archy; and growth needs, which are the highest-order needs, dealing with needs 
to develop fully and realize one’s potential. Alderfer made predictions, similar to 
Maslow’s, that, as each level of need becomes satisfed, the next higher level becomes 
a strong motivator. 

Although both basic need theories have received a great deal of attention from 
professionals in psychology, business, and other areas, neither theory has led to any 
type of useful application or strategy for improving work motivation (Miner, 1983). 
Both theories do a good job of describing various types of needs and of distinguish-
ing the lower- from the higher-order needs. Although all aspects of the theories 
have not held up to research (Rasskazova et al., 2016, for example), they do provide 
insight as to the importance of internal psychological motivation and brought to 
light the importance of intrinsic needs for growth and development (Van den Broeck 
et al., 2019). 

McClelland’s Achievement Motivation Theory 

A more comprehensive need theory of motivation, and one that deals specif-
cally with work motivation, is David McClelland’s achievement motivation 
theory (McClelland, 1961, 1975). Tis theory states that three needs are central 
to work motivation: the needs for achievement, power, and afliation. Accord-
ing to McClelland, people are motivated by diferent patterns of needs, or 
motives, terms that he uses interchangeably. Te factors that lead to work motiva-
tion may difer from person to person, depending on their particular pattern of 
needs. Unlike Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and Alderfer’s ERG theory, the needs 
in McClelland’s theory are not arranged in a hierarchical order. Instead, he sug-
gests that we all hold all of these needs, but that individuals difer on which need 
within them is strongest. Te three key motives, or needs, in his theory are as 
follows: 

1. Need for achievement—the compelling drive to succeed and to get the job done. 
Individuals with a very high need for achievement are those who love the chal-
lenge of work. Tey are motivated by a desire to get ahead in the job, to solve 
problems, and to be outstanding work performers. Need for achievement is also 
associated with being task-oriented, preferring situations ofering moderate levels 
of risk or difculty, and desiring feedback about goal attainment. 

2. Need for power—the need to direct and control the activities of others and to 
be infuential. Individuals with a high need for power are status-oriented and 
are more motivated by the chance to gain infuence and prestige than that to 
solve particular problems personally or reach performance goals. McClelland talks 
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about two sides to the need for power: one is personal power that is used toward 
personal ends, and the other is institutional power, or power that is oriented 
toward organizational objectives (McClelland, 1970). 

3. Need for afliation—the desire to be liked and accepted by others. Individuals 
motivated by afliation needs strive for friendship. Tey are greatly concerned 
with interpersonal relationships on the job and prefer working with others 
on a task. Tey are motivated by cooperative rather than competitive work 
situations. 

To assess an individual’s motivational needs, McClelland used a variation of the 
thematic apperception test (TAT). Respondents are instructed to study each of a 
series of fairly ambiguous pictures for a few moments and then “write the story it 
suggests” (see Figure 7.1). Te brief stories are then scored using a standardized pro-
cedure that measures the presence of the three basic needs to obtain a “motivational 
profle” for each respondent. Te TAT is known as a projective test—that is, respon-
dents project their inner motivational needs into the content of the story they create. 
One criticism of McClelland’s theory concerns the use of the TAT, for its scoring 
can sometimes be unreliable, with diferent scorers possibly interpreting the stories 

Figure 7.1 Sample item from a variation of the thematic apperception test (TAT) used by 
McClelland. 

Source: Ridofranz/iStock. 

thematic apperception 
test (tat) 
a projective test that uses 
ambiguous pictures to assess 
psychological motivation 
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diferently. Also, there is a tendency for participants who write longer “stories” to be 
given higher scores on achievement motivation. Despite the criticisms of McClel-
land’s version of the TAT and criticisms of the measurement properties of projective 
tests in general, meta-analysis shows that the TAT is a reasonably good measurement 
tool (McCredie & Morey, 2019). It is important to note that there are alternative self-
report measures of motives and that these measures also do a good job of assessing 
basic underlying motivational needs. 

Te majority of research on McClelland’s theory has focused on the need for 
achievement (Kanfer et al., 2017). Evidence indicates that individuals with a high 
need for achievement attain personal success in their jobs, but only if the type 
of work they do fosters personal achievement. Tat is, there must be a match 
between the types of outcomes a particular job ofers and the specifc motivational 
needs of the person. For example, people who have a great need for achieve-
ment might do best in a job in which they are allowed to solve problems, such 
as a scientist or engineer, or in which there is a direct relation between personal 
eforts and successful job outcomes, such as a salesperson working on commission. 
For example, need for achievement tends to be positively correlated with work-
ers’ incomes—high achievers made more money than those with a low need for 
achievement (McClelland & Franz, 1992). High need-achievement individuals 
are also more attracted to and successful in entrepreneurial careers (Collins et al., 
2004). However, persons high in need for achievement might be less efective in 
team situations, and they have a tendency to try to accomplish goals by themselves 
rather than delegate to others or work with them as a unit (a reason why, perhaps, 
many high-achieving college students prefer individual over group projects and 
assignments). 

High need for achievement is also positively related to students’ grades in college 
(Bipp & van Dam, 2014). Alternatively, those high in the need for afliation should 
do best in a job in which they work with others as part of a team. Finally, persons 
with a high need for power should thrive in jobs that satisfy their needs to be in 
charge. In fact, research shows that many successful managers are high in the need 
for power, presumably because much of their job involves directing the activities of 
others (McClelland & Boyatzis, 1982). One study showed that the efects of need for 
power on leadership outcomes were more positive when leaders also had a high need 
for afliation (Steinmann et al., 2016). 

Te work of McClelland and his associates has led to several applications of the 
achievement motivation theory toward improving motivation in work settings. One 
strategy is a program that matches workers’ motivational profles to the requirements 
of particular jobs to place individuals in positions that will best allow them to ful-
fll their predominant needs (McClelland, 1980). A second application, efective 
in positions that require a strong need for achievement, is an achievement training 
program in which individuals are taught to be more achievement-oriented by role-
playing achievement-oriented actions and strategies and developing plans for setting 
achievement-related goals (Miron & McClelland, 1979). 
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Behavior-Based theories of Motivation 

Te next two motivation theories have been categorized as “behavior-based theo-
ries” because each theory focuses on behavioral outcomes as critical to afecting 
work motivation. Tese two theories are reinforcement theory and goal-setting 
theory. 

Reinforcement Theory 

Reinforcement theory draws on principles of operant conditioning and states sim-
ply that behavior is motivated by its consequences. A consequence that follows a 
behavior and serves to increase the motivation to perform that behavior again is a 
reinforcer. Tese reinforcers can be of two types. Positive reinforcers are events that 
are in and of themselves desirable to the person. Receiving praise, money, or a pat 
on the back are all common positive reinforcers. Negative reinforcers are events 
that lead to the avoidance of an existing negative state or condition. Being allowed 
to escape the noise and confusion of a busy work area by taking a short break in a 
quiet employee lounge or working hard at a task to avoid the wrath of a watchful 
supervisor are negative reinforcement situations. Negative reinforcement increases 
the motivation to perform the desired behavior again in an efort to keep the aversive 
negative condition from returning. For example, if a clerical worker feels that being 
behind schedule is a particularly aversive condition, the individual will be motivated 
to work hard to avoid the unpleasant state of being behind schedule. It is important 
to reemphasize that both negative and positive reinforcement can increase the moti-
vation to repeat a behavior. 

Punishment is the term used to describe any unpleasant consequence that 
directly follows the performance of a behavior. Te efect of punishment is to weaken 
the tendency to perform the behavior again. Punishment is applied to behaviors 
that are deemed inappropriate. Receiving a harsh reprimand from your boss for too 
much socializing on the job and receiving a demotion because of sloppy work are 
examples of punishment. Reinforcement theory argues that reinforcement is a much 
better motivational technique than is punishment, because the goal of punishment 
is to stop unwanted behaviors, whereas reinforcement is designed to strengthen the 
motivation to perform a particular desired behavior. In addition, it is important 
to emphasize that punishment is generally a poor managerial strategy for several 
reasons. First, the chronic use of punishment can create feelings of hostility and 
resentment in workers and reduce morale and job satisfaction. Second, punished 
workers may try to retaliate and “get back” at punitive supervisors (de Lara, 2006). 
Tird, punishment tends only to suppress behavior; once the threat of punishment 
is taken away, the worker may continue to use the undesirable behavior. Fourth, 

reinforcement theory 
the theory that behavior is 
motivated by its consequences 

Positive reinforcers 
desirable events that 
strengthen the tendency to 
respond 

Negative reinforcers 
events that strengthen 
a behavior through the 
avoidance of an existing 
negative state 

Punishment 
unpleasant consequences 
that reduce the tendency to 
respond 
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 9 An inability to enjoy idleness 

 8 An awareness of what one’s own work can accomplish 

 7 Quick meals 

 6 little sleep 

 5 long work days 

 4 The use of lists and time-saving gadgets 

 3 A sense of the scarcity of time 

 2 A broad view of what a job requires 

 1 An ongoing work style 

W O R K E R  I S S U E S  

Stop & Review 
What are the three 
needs in McClelland’s 
theory? how are they 
measured? 

continual use of punishment leads to inefcient supervisors—ones who must spend 
too much of their time constantly “on watch” to catch workers committing unde-
sirable behaviors and administer the punishment. Finally, there is some evidence 
that women supervisors who use punishment are evaluated more harshly than their 
male counterparts, and the women’s use of discipline is perceived to be less efective 
(Atwater et al., 2001). 

CLOSe  What Is a Workaholic? 

According to McClelland, the need for achievement is 

a continuum ranging from very low to very high levels 

of achievement. Typically, we consider a high achieve-

ment level to be positive, but can we ever have too 

much need for achievement? The answer appears to be 

yes. When an individual’s compelling drive to succeed 

in a job becomes so great that all other areas of life 

(family, health concerns, and leisure) are given little or 

no concern, we may label the person a workaholic or 

“achievement addicted” (Andreassen, 2013). Spence and 

Robbins (1992) suggested that, although workaholics are 

highly involved in work, they do not necessarily enjoy 

working—they experience high levels of stress and may 

have related psychological and physical health issues 

(Aziz et al., 2015; Burke, 2000). The concept of the work-

aholic is related in many ways to the hard-driving “Type 

A,” or “coronary-prone,” behavior pattern, a topic we will 

discuss in Chapter 9, on worker stress. 

Based on interviews with workaholics, Machlowitz  

(1976) derived 15 characteristics common to them.  

look over the list and see how you match up to the  

defnition: 

10 Initiative 

11 Overlapping of work and leisure 

12 A desire to excel 

13 A dread of retirement 

14 Intense energy 

15 An ability to work anywhere (workaholics can always 

be spotted taking work into the bathroom) 

It is interesting to note that many workers and work

organizations place a high value on workaholics, and

many companies actually encourage workaholism. For

example, workaholic bosses may be singled out as role

models for younger managers,  and workaholic supervi-

sors might encourage and reward similar workaholic

behaviors in subordinates. In addition, as more and

more companies downsize and eliminate personnel, it

may promote workaholism because fewer workers must

handle all of the work duties. Research suggests that

workaholism does not necessarily lead to stress if the

workaholic employee is engaged in and enjoys his or

her job (van Beek et al., 2011). Malissa Clark and her

colleagues (2020) recently came out with a scale that

measures workaholism and can help you tell if you fall

into this category. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

According to McClelland, the need for achievement is 
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One way to better understand reinforcement theory is to focus on schedules 
of reinforcement. Reinforcement in the work environment typically takes place 
on a partial or intermittent reinforcement schedule, which can be of either the 
interval or ratio type. When interval schedules are used, the reinforcement is based 
on the passage of time, during which the individual is performing the desired 
behavior. When ratio schedules are used, reinforcement follows the performance 
of a number of desired behaviors. Both interval and ratio schedules can be either 
fxed or variable. Tus, there are four reinforcement schedules: fxed interval, 
variable interval, fxed ratio, and variable ratio. Most typically, in work settings, 
we think of these four types of schedules as representing diferent schedules 
of pay. 

In the fxed-interval schedule, the reinforcement occurs after the passage of a 
specifed amount of time. Employees who are paid an hourly or daily wage or a 
weekly or monthly salary are being reinforced on this schedule, which has two impor-
tant characteristics. First, the reinforcement is not contingent on the performance 
of the desired behavior. Of course, it is assumed that during the intervening time 
period, people are performing their jobs. However, reinforcement follows regardless 
of whether the rate of performing job-related behaviors is high or low. Second, the 
fxed-interval schedule is predictable. People always know when a reinforcement is 
coming. 

A variable-interval schedule is a somewhat rare means of work compensa-
tion. On these schedules, reinforcement is also determined by the passage of time, 
but the interval varies. For example, a worker for a small business might be paid 
on the average of once a month, but the exact time depends on when the owner does 
the payroll. Bonuses that are given on bosses’ whims are also on a variable-interval 
schedule. 

In a fxed-ratio schedule, reinforcement depends on the performance of a set 
number of specifed behaviors. Examples include workers who are paid for the num-
ber of components assembled, baskets of fruit picked, or reports written. Tis type 
of fxed-ratio payment is commonly referred to as “piecework.” Te strength of such 
a schedule is that reinforcement is contingent on execution of the desired behavior. 
Individuals on ratio schedules have high rates of responding in comparison with 
persons on interval schedules, who are merely “putting in time.” 

A variable-ratio schedule also involves reinforcement that is contingent 
on the performance of behaviors, but the number of responses required for a 
particular reinforcement varies. An example of a variable-ratio schedule is a sales-
person on commission (Figure 7.2.), who is required to give a number of sales 
presentations (the work behavior) to make a sale and receive a commission (the 
reinforcement). Variable-ratio schedules usually lead to very high levels of moti-
vation because the reinforcement is contingent on performance and because of 
the “surprise element”: you never know when the next reinforcement is coming. 
Gambling is reinforced on a variable-ratio schedule, which is why it is such an 
addicting behavior. 

Fixed-Interval Schedule 
reinforcement that follows the 
passage of a specifed amount 
of time 

Variable-Interval Schedule 
reinforcement that follows the 
passage of a specifed amount 
of time, with exact time of 
reinforcement varying 

Fixed-ratio Schedule 
reinforcement that is 
contingent on the performance 
of a fxed number of behaviors 

Variable-ratio Schedule 
reinforcement that depends 
on the performance of a 
specifed but varying number 
of behaviors 
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Organizational Behavior 
Modifcation 
the application of conditioning 
principles to obtain certain 
work outcomes 

Figure 7.2 A car salesperson is on a variable-ratio schedule of compensation: their earnings 
depend on the number of successful sales pitches they make. 

Source: Photograph by Ron Porter, found on Pixabay (https://pixabay.com/photos/ultima-gtr-
motor-car-hand-built-1498756/). 

Research indicates that diferent types of schedules lead to various patterns of 
responding and thus have important implications for the use of reinforcement 
in motivating workers. Generally, evidence suggests that ratio schedules result 
in higher levels of motivation and subsequent task performance than do fxed-
interval schedules (Pritchard et al., 1980). Tese fndings are important, especially 
because the majority of U.S. workers are paid on fxed-interval reinforcement 
schedules. 

Obviously, reinforcement principles are used informally on a day-to-day basis 
to motivate workers through compensation systems and other forms of rewards for 
work outcomes. However, when reinforcement theory is applied formally as a pro-
gram to increase worker motivation, it most often takes the form of organizational 
behavior modifcation, in which certain target behaviors are specifed, measured, 
and rewarded. For example, one model of organizational behavior modifcation takes 
a four-step approach, involving: 

1. Specifying the desired work behaviors; 
2. Measuring desired performance of these behaviors using trained 

observers; 
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3. Providing frequent positive reinforcement, including graphs demon-
strating individual and group performance of desired behaviors; and 

4. Evaluation of the program’s efectiveness. 
(Komaki et al., 1991) 

Extrinsic versus Intrinsic Motivation 

One limitation to reinforcement theory is that it emphasizes external, or extrinsic, 
rewards. Tat is, persons are motivated to perform a behavior because they receive 
some extrinsic reward from the environment. Yet research shows that people are often 
motivated by internal or intrinsic motivation (Delaney & Royal, 2017). Delaney and 
Royal’s (2017) data from consulting frm Korn Ferry show that 70% of employees 
report feeling intrinsically motivated, whereas only 59% of employees report feeling 
extrinsically motivated. Intrinsic rewards are derived from workers’ sense of accom-
plishment and competence at performing and mastering work tasks and from a sense 
of autonomy or control over one’s own work. According to the notion of intrinsic 
motivation, workers are motivated by challenges at work, with the reward being the 
satisfaction of meeting the challenge of a job well done. You have probably expe-
rienced frsthand intrinsic motivation at school or work when you felt the glow of 
accomplishment with a particularly challenging assignment. Likewise, people who 
say they love their work because of its challenge and opportunity to “stretch” their 
skills and abilities are intrinsically motivated workers. 

According to intrinsic motivation theorists, it is not enough to ofer tangible, 
extrinsic rewards to workers. To motivate workers intrinsically, jobs need to be set 
up so that they are interesting and challenging and so that they call forth workers’ 
creativity and resourcefulness (Gagné & Deci, 2005). Another approach used to 
promote intrinsic motivation at work is to allow workers some control, or auton-
omy, in deciding how their work should be planned and conducted (Gagné & 
Deci, 2014). As we will see as we discuss additional theories of motivation, 
many models of motivation focus on intrinsic rewards as critical for work moti-
vation. Although intrinsic motivation comes from within, Delaney and Royal 
(2017) suggest there are still things that organizations can do to support intrinsic 
motivation (p. 137): 

Create opportunities for employees to do challenging and interesting work that 
fully leverages their skills and abilities 

Remove bureaucracy, poorly designed processes, and other institutional barriers 
that stand in the way 

Empower employees to devise new ways of working based on their unique dif-
ferences and perspectives 

Encourage managers to recognize employees who go above and beyond. 

Intrinsic Motivation 
the notion that people are 
motivated by internal rewards 
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Self-Determination Theory 

Self-Determination theory 
a motivational theory that 
focuses on the conditions 
and processes that lead to 
self-motivation and growth on 
the job 

Expanding on the construct of intrinsic motivation, Ryan and Deci (2000) proposed 
self-determination theory, which focuses on the conditions and processes that lead 
to self-motivation, as well as growth on the job. According to self-determination 
theory, three factors—feelings of autonomy, competence, and relatedness—are critical 
for spurring motivation, particularly in the workplace. Autonomy is when workers 
feel as if they have options and choices in how to accomplish their tasks, as opposed 
to being directed to perform using particular, specifc procedures. Competence deals 
with the sense of mastery that a worker experiences through becoming more skilled 
at their job. Relatedness is the feeling of social connections with others in the work-
place. When a work situation provides for these important needs, a worker becomes 
more motivated to both perform and master a job. 

Research has found support for self-determination theory. In one study, managers 
who were supportive of workers and who allowed them to work autonomously, as 
opposed to controlling subordinates’ behavior, produced greater employee motiva-
tion (Deci et al., 1989). Likewise, Patall et al. (2008) found that providing individuals 
with the opportunity to make choices increases autonomy and enhances intrinsic 
motivation. One meta-analysis of over 30,000 employees, from 70 frms in nine 
countries, showed that managers who supported autonomy experienced greater need 
satisfaction and autonomy, resulting in more positive work behavior (Slemp et al., 
2018). As a result of its robust efects, self-determination theory has been applied to 
other domains such as health (Standage & Ryan, 2020), technology use (Peters et al., 
2018), and education (Nie et al., 2015). 

Goal-Setting Theory 

Goal-Setting theory 
the motivational theory 
that emphasizes the setting 
of specifc and challenging 
performance goals 

Goal-setting theory emphasizes the role of specifc, challenging performance goals 
and workers’ commitment to those goals as key determinants of motivation. Typically, 
goal-setting theory is associated with Edwin Locke (1968). Goal-setting techniques 
have also been used in nonwork settings to motivate people to lose weight, to exercise 
regularly, and to study. 

Goal-setting theory states that, for employees to be motivated, goals must be clear, 
specifc, attainable, and, whenever possible, quantifed. General goals, such as urging 
employees to do their best or to work as quickly as possible, are not as efective as 
defned, measurable goals. In addition, goal-setting programs may emphasize taking 
a large, challenging goal and breaking it down into a series of smaller, more easily 
attained goals. For example, as we sat down to revise this textbook, the task seemed 
overwhelming. It was much easier (and more motivating) to view the book as a series 
of chapters, tackle each chapter individually, and feel a sense of accomplishment each 
time the frst draft of a chapter was completed. (You may be faced with something 
similar as you try to study and master the book.) Tere are various characteristics of 
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more efective goals (see Van den Broeck et al., 2019). Steps to making goals more 
efective include: ensuring goals are challenging but not impossible, encouraging 
employees to participate in goal-setting so they accept the goals, making employees 
accountable for goals by publicly sharing them, and rewarding or supporting goal 
attainment. 

Research on goal setting has also stressed the importance of getting workers com-
mitted to goals, for, without such commitment, it is unlikely that goal setting will be 
motivating (Locke et al., 1988). A number of strategies have been used to infuence 
employees’ commitment to performance goals. Tese include the use of extrinsic 
rewards (e.g., bonuses), the use of peer pressure via setting both individual and 
group goals, and the encouragement of intrinsic motivation by providing workers 
with feedback about goal attainment (Sawyer et al., 1999). In addition, provid-
ing feedback about what goals other high-performing individuals or groups are 
achieving can also encourage motivation toward goal attainment (Vigoda-Gadot & 
Angert, 2007). Van den Broeck et al.’s (2019) review of meta-analyses of goal setting 
shows that setting specifc difcult goals leads to a 10% increase in performance, 
whereas adding feedback to goal setting can result in an additional 7% increase in 
performance. 

Although goal-setting theory has stimulated a great deal of research, there has 
been considerable interest from practitioners in applying goal-setting theory to 
increase worker motivation. A wide variety of motivational techniques and pro-
grams, such as incentive programs and management by objectives, or MBO (which 
we will discuss in Chapter 15), are consistent with goal-setting theory. Because goal 
setting is a relatively simple motivational strategy to implement, it has become quite 
popular. 

Job Design theories of Motivation 

Te need theories emphasize the role that individual diferences in certain types 
of needs play in determining work motivation. Te behavior-based theories focus 
on behavioral outcomes as the key to motivation. By contrast, two job design 
theories—Herzberg’s two-factor theory and the job characteristics model— 
stress the structure and design of jobs as key factors in motivating workers. Tey 
argue that, if jobs are well designed, containing all the elements that workers 
require from their jobs to satisfy physical and psychological needs, employees will 
be motivated. 

Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory 

Stop & Review 
Give examples of the 
four types of reinforce-
ment schedules. how 
are punishment and 
negative reinforcement 
diferent? 

Infuenced greatly by the human relations school of thought, Frederick Herzberg 
developed a theory of motivation that highlighted the role of job satisfaction in 
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two-Factor theory 
Herzberg’s motivational 
theory that proposes that 
two factors—motivators and 
hygienes—are important 
in determining worker 
satisfaction and motivation 

Motivators 
elements related to job content 
that, when present, lead to job 
satisfaction 

hygienes 
elements related to job context 
that, when absent, cause job 
dissatisfaction 

determining worker motivation (we will discuss job satisfaction in great depth in 
Chapter 9, but we are here looking at job satisfaction as one element in the motiva-
tion “equation”; Herzberg, 1966). He stated that the traditional, single-dimension 
approach to job satisfaction, with its continuum ends ranging from job dissatisfac-
tion to job satisfaction, is wrong, and that job satisfaction and job dissatisfaction 
are actually two separate and independent dimensions. Herzberg arrived at these 
conclusions, called the two-factor theory, after analyzing the survey responses of 
many white-collar, professional workers who were asked to describe what made them 
feel especially good or bad about their jobs. What he found was that the factors 
clustered into one of two categories. Certain factors, when present, seemed to cause 
job satisfaction, and Herzberg labeled them motivators. Other factors, when absent, 
tended to cause job dissatisfaction, and he called them hygienes. Motivators are 
factors related to job content; they are inherent in the work itself. Te type of work, 
the level of responsibility associated with the job, and the chances for recognition, 
advancement, and personal achievement are all motivators. Hygienes are related to 
the context in which people perform their jobs. Common hygienes include benefts, 
working conditions (including both physical and social conditions), type of supervi-
sion, base salary, and company policies (see Table 7.2). 

To illustrate Herzberg’s concepts of hygienes and motivators, consider the jobs 
of high school teacher and paramedic. Neither job is particularly well paid, and 
the working conditions of the paramedic, with odd hours, out in the feld, work-
ing under high pressure to save lives, are not too appealing. In other words, the 
hygienes in the two jobs are low to moderate. And, as you might expect with reduced 
hygienes, teachers and paramedics might often voice their dissatisfaction over low 
pay and poor working conditions. However, the positions of teacher and paramedic 
have high levels of responsibility, shaping young minds and saving lives, respectively. 
Moreover, both teachers and paramedics consider themselves to be professionals, 
doing work that has value to society. Tese are the motivators that, according to 
Herzberg, will lead to job satisfaction and keep levels of motivation high for people in 
these professions. Indeed, one study of social service workers found that motivators 
such as having a variety of tasks, supportive supervisors, and chances to be creative 
led to greater satisfaction and motivation—consistent with Herzberg’s predictions 
(Smith & Shields, 2013). 

Table 7.2 Profle of Herzberg’s Motivators and Hygienes 

Motivators Hygienes 

Responsibility Company policy and administration 
Achievement Supervision 
Recognition Interpersonal 
Content of work Working 
Advancement Salary 
Growth on job 
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Herzberg’s theory indicates that, if managers are to keep workers happy and 
motivated, two things must be done. First, to eliminate job dissatisfaction, 
workers must be provided with the basic hygiene factors. Tat is, they must be 
compensated appropriately, treated well, and provided with job security. However, 
furnishing these hygienes will only prevent dissatisfaction; it will not necessarily 
motivate workers. To get workers to put greater efort and energy into their jobs, 
motivators must be present. Te work must be important, giving the workers a 
sense of responsibility, and should provide chances for recognition and upward 
mobility. 

Unfortunately, research has not been very supportive of Herzberg’s theory. In 
particular, the two-factor theory has been criticized on methodological grounds, 
because subsequent research did not replicate the presence of the two distinct 
factors (Schneider & Locke, 1971). Tere also have been difculties in clearly 
distinguishing hygienes and motivators. For example, salary, which should be a 
hygiene because it is external to the work itself, may sometimes act as a motiva-
tor because pay can be used to recognize outstanding employees and indicate an 
individual’s status in the organization. It has also been suggested that Herzberg’s 
theory applies more to white-collar than to blue-collar workers (Dunnette et al., 
1967). As a result, some scholars do not consider it to be a viable theory of motiva-
tion, although it continues to be used as a theory to explain worker motivation in 
a number of jobs (Lundberg et al., 2009). 

Despite criticisms and a lack of supportive research, Herzberg’s theory helped 
stimulate the development of an innovative strategy used to increase worker motiva-
tion known as job enrichment. We will discuss job enrichment shortly, but frst we 
must consider our second job design theory of motivation: the job characteristics 
model. 

Job Characteristics Model 

Stop & Review 
Under what conditions 
is goal setting most 
efective? 

Te job characteristics model emphasizes the role of certain aspects or character-
istics of jobs in infuencing work motivation (Hackman et al., 1980; Hackman & 
Oldham, 1976). According to the theory, employees must experience three important 
psychological states to be motivated: workers must perceive their work as meaning-
ful, associate a sense of responsibility with the job, and have some knowledge of the 
results of their eforts. Five core job characteristics contribute to a worker’s experience 
of the three psychological states: 

1. Skill variety—the degree to which a job requires the worker to use a variety of 
abilities and skills to perform work-related tasks. A job that demands a range of 
skills is likely to be perceived as challenging and meaningful. 

Job Characteristics Model 

a theory that emphasizes 
the role that certain aspects 
of jobs play in infuencing 
work motivation 
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Growth Need Strength 
the need and desire for 
personal growth on the job 

2. Task identity—the degree to which a job requires the completion of an entire job 
or function. Te worker needs to see the observable outcome or product of work 
eforts. 

3. Task signifcance—the degree to which a job has a substantial impact on other 
people within the organization, such as coworkers, or persons outside of the orga-
nization, such as consumers. 

4. Autonomy—the degree to which the job gives the worker freedom and indepen-
dence to choose how to schedule and carry out the necessary tasks. 

5. Feedback—the degree to which the job allows the worker to receive direct and 
clear information about the efectiveness of performance. 

Skill variety, task identity, and task signifcance all afect the experience of mean-
ingfulness in work; autonomy infuences the sense of responsibility associated with 
the job and with work outcomes; and feedback infuences the worker’s experience of 
work results. 

Tese fve core job characteristics can be assessed and then combined into a single 
motivating potential score (MPS) using the following formula: 

Skill Task Task 
Variety + Identity + Signifcance MPS =  × Autonomy × Feedback 

3 

Hackman and Oldham used this formula to show that motivation is not a simple 
combination of the fve job characteristics. In the formula, skill variety, task identity, 
and task signifcance are averaged, which means that jobs can have low levels of one 
or two of these characteristics that are compensated for by a high score on the third. 
Tis average score is then multiplied by the core characteristics of autonomy and 
feedback. However, if any of the levels of autonomy, feedback, or skill variety plus 
task identity plus task signifcance are zero, the MPS will be zero—no motivating 
potential! For a job to have any motivating potential, it must have both autonomy 
and feedback and at least one of the other three characteristics. 

To summarize the basic job characteristics model, the fve core job characteris-
tics infuence the three critical psychological states—meaningfulness, responsibility, 
and knowledge of results—that in turn lead to motivation and certain work out-
comes, such as the motivation to work, improve performance, and grow on the job 
(Figure 7.3). Actually, the job characteristics model is more complex. According to 
Hackman and Oldham, certain “moderators” can afect the success of the model in 
predicting worker motivation. One such moderator is growth need strength, or an 
individual’s need and desire for personal growth and development on the job. In 
other words, some workers desire jobs that are challenging, responsible, and demand-
ing, whereas others do not. According to the theory, improving the dimensions of the 
fve core job characteristics should have motivating efects only on those workers who 
are high in growth need strength. Workers low in this moderator are not likely to be 
motivated by jobs that ofer enriched opportunities for responsibility, autonomy, and 
accountability. 
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Figure 7.3 The job characteristics model of work motivation. 

Source: Found in Hackman & Oldham, 1976. 

To validate their theory, Hackman and Oldham (1975) developed a questionnaire 
to measure the fve core characteristics, called the Job Diagnostic Survey (JDS). 
Other questionnaires have also been created, but the use of self-reported job char-
acteristics has been criticized as a methodological faw of research in this area (see 
Kanfer & Chen, 2016). Nonetheless, the job characteristics model has been found to 
predict motivation to come to work, with workers who have enriched, “motivating” 
jobs having better attendance records than workers whose jobs lack the critical job 
characteristics (Rentsch & Steel, 1998). 

One important difculty with the use of the JDS (and other similar self-report 
measures of job characteristics) to test the job characteristics model relates to the 
old problem with correlation and causality that we discussed in Chapter 2. Research 
has found a positive correlation between the presence of core job characteristics 
and employee satisfaction and self-reported motivation. However, because most of 
this research is based on self-report measures of both job characteristics and job 
satisfaction/motivation, we cannot be sure of the direction of causality. Is it the pres-
ence of motivating job characteristics that causes job satisfaction and motivation, 
as the job characteristics model predicts, or is it the case that motivated, satisfed 
workers see their jobs as being rich in key job characteristics? Some researchers have 
criticized the use of self-report measures of job characteristics, advocating instead 
the use of job analysis methods to determine if jobs have “motivating” job charac-
teristics (Spector, 1992). 

Tese two job design theories of motivation—Herzberg’s theory and the job 
characteristics model—have led to the development and refnement of a strategy 

Job Diagnostic Survey (JDS) 
a questionnaire that measures 
core job characteristics 
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Job enrichment 
a motivational program that 
involves redesigning jobs to 
give workers a greater role in 
the planning, execution, and 
evaluation of their work 

Figure 7.4 This physical therapist experiences at least two of the psychological states identifed by 
the job characteristics model: she knows her work is meaningful and she sees the results. 

Source: Photography by Tom Claes, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/HIdUi 
amYIs0). 

used to motivate workers through job redesign. Tis intervention strategy is called 
job enrichment, and it involves redesigning jobs to give workers greater responsibility 
in the planning, execution, and evaluation of their work. (Note that job enrich-
ment is not the same as job enlargement, because job enrichment raises the level of 
responsibility associated with a job, whereas job enlargement does not.) When job 
enrichment is used as a motivational strategy, workers may actually take on some of 
the tasks that were previously performed by higher-level supervisors, such as allocat-
ing work tasks, appraising their own work performance, setting output quotas, and 
making their own personnel decisions (including hiring, fring, giving raises, and the 
like). Tese programs typically include the following elements: 

z Increasing the level of responsibility associated with jobs, as well as the workers’ 
sense of freedom and independence 

z Wherever possible, allowing workers to complete an entire task or function 
z Providing feedback so that workers can learn to improve their own performance 
z Encouraging workers to learn on the job by taking on additional, more challeng-

ing tasks and by improving their expertise in the jobs they perform. 

As you can see, these elements of job enrichment programs are quite similar to the 
job characteristics outlined in the Hackman and Oldham model. (For an illustration 
of job enrichment programs in action, see “Applying I/O Psychology.”) 
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Although job enrichment programs have been implemented in quite a few large 
companies in the U.S. and Europe, their efectiveness is still in question. Because job 
enrichment usually takes place at an organizational or departmental level, it is very 
difcult to conduct a well-controlled evaluation of the efectiveness of the program. 
Specifcally, because the unit of analysis—the participant—is usually the organiza-
tion or department, it is difcult to compare the success of various job enrichment 
programs. Most often, support for or against job enrichment is based on the results 
of a series of case studies. Although many of these case studies fnd job enrichment 
programs to be successful, other case studies illustrate failed job enrichment pro-
grams. It is clear, however, that some of these failures may be due more to faulty 
implementation of the program (e.g., management does not support the program; 
jobs aren’t truly enriched), rather than to any weakness in the concept and theory of 
job enrichment. In addition, the idea from the job characteristics model that work-
ers vary in growth need strength indicates that some workers (those high in growth 
need) will beneft and be motivated by enriched jobs, and some will not. Tus, levels 
of growth need strength in the workforce may also play a role in the success or failure 
of job enrichment. In addition, in monotonous and boring jobs, such as working in 
a call center or customer service positions, job enrichment may be required in order 
to improve employee motivation (Parker, 2014). 

Cognitive theories of Motivation 

Tis category, labeled “cognitive theories of motivation,” presents two theories that 
view workers as rational beings who cognitively assess personal costs and benefts 
before taking action: equity theory and expectancy theory. 

A  P P  lY I N G  I / O  P  S  Y  C H O  l  O  G  Y  

Job enrichment in a Manufacturing and a Service Organization 

In 1971, a decision was made to implement a job enrich-

ment program in a Volvo automobile assembly plant in 

Kalmar, Sweden, that was sufering from extremely high 

levels of absenteeism and turnover. First, the traditional 

assembly-line workers were separated into teams with 

15–25 members. In keeping with the general principles 

of job enrichment, each team was made responsible 

for an entire auto component or function (for example, 

upholstery, transmission assembly, or electrical system 

wiring). Each team was given the freedom to assign 

members to work tasks, to set their own output rates, 

to order supplies, and to inspect their own work, all of 

which had previously been performed by supervisors. To 

encourage team spirit, each group was given carpeted 

break rooms, and job rotation (rotating workers peri-

odically from one task to another) was encouraged to 

alleviate boredom. The results of the program indicated 

a signifcant decline in both absenteeism and turnover 
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A  P P  lY I N G  I / O  P  S  Y  C H O  l  O  G  Y  

(Continued) 

along with improved product quality, although there was 

a slight decline in productivity, and the costs of imple-

menting the program were great. It was also discovered 

that some workers did not adapt well to the enriched 

jobs and preferred the more traditional assembly line 

(Goldman, 1976). However, management proclaimed the 

program a success and implemented the strategy in sev-

eral other plants (Gyllenhammer, 1977). 

In another job enrichment program, a large U.S. 

fnancial institution decided to introduce job enrich-

ment into its credit and collections department, which 

serviced the company’s credit card account activity, col-

lected on overdue accounts, and dealt with any credit-

related difculties experienced by cardholders, such as 

changes of address, lost cards, and credit inquiries. In 

the existing situation, each type of work was handled by 

a specialist, so that an inquiry on a single account might 

be handled by several workers. This often led to confu-

sion and to frustration on the part of cardholders, who 

felt as if they were being passed from worker to worker 

for even simple service requests. On the employee side, 

jobs were repetitive and monotonous, which led to high 

rates of absenteeism and turnover. 

The job enrichment program involved dividing the 

department into two distinct operating units, each com-

posed of a number of two-member teams. One unit dealt 

solely with actions on current accounts, and the other 

unit only with past due accounts. Rather than assign-

ing work based on the type of task that needed to be 

performed, each team was now given complete respon-

sibility for certain accounts. This restructuring increased 

the level of responsibility required of each worker and 

reduced the routine nature of the jobs. Also, workers 

were able to receive feedback about their work because 

they dealt with an action on an account from start to 

fnish. Nine months after the implementation of the job 

enrichment program, productivity had increased with-

out any increase in staf, collection of past due accounts 

was more efcient, absenteeism was down 33%, and the 

9-month turnover rate was zero (Yorks, 1979). 

equity theory 
a theory that workers are 
motivated to reduce perceived 
inequities between work 
inputs and outcomes 

Inputs 
elements that a worker invests 
in a job, such as experience 
and efort 

Outcomes 
those things that a worker 
expects to receive from a job, 
such as pay and recognition 

Equity Theory of Motivation 

Equity theory states that workers are motivated by a desire to be treated equitably or 
fairly. If workers perceive that they are receiving fair treatment, their motivation to 
work will be maintained, and steady performance can be expected. If, on the other 
hand, they feel that there is inequitable treatment, their motivation will be channeled 
into some strategy that will try to reduce the inequity. 

Equity theory, frst proposed by J. Stacey Adams (1965), has become quite 
popular. According to this theory, the worker brings inputs to the job, such as expe-
rience, education and qualifcations, energy, and efort, and expects to receive certain 
outcomes, such as pay, fringe benefts, recognition, and interesting and challenging 
work, each in equivalent proportions. To determine whether the situation is equita-
ble, workers make some social comparisons between their own input–outcome ratio 
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and those of comparison others, who can be coworkers, people with a similar job or 
occupation, or the workers’ own experiences. It must be stressed that equity theory is 
based on workers’ perceptions of equity/inequity. In certain instances, workers may 
perceive that an inequity exists when there is not one, but equity theory’s predictions 
are still valid because they operate on worker perceptions. 

According to equity theory, lack of motivation is caused by two types of perceived 
inequity. Underpayment inequity results when workers feel they are receiving fewer 
outcomes from the job in ratio to inputs. Imagine that you have been working at a 
particular job for over a year. A new employee has just been hired to do the same type 
of job. Tis person is about your age and has about the same background and level 
of education. However, your new coworker has much less work experience than you. 
Now, imagine that you fnd out that this new employee is making $2.50 per hour 
more than you are. Equity theory predicts that you would experience underpayment 
inequity and would be motivated to try to balance the situation by doing one of the 
following: 

z Increasing outcomes—You could confront your boss and ask for a raise or fnd 
some other way to get greater outcomes from your job, perhaps even through pad-
ding your expense account or taking home ofce supplies. 

z Decreasing inputs—You might decide that you need to limit your work produc-
tion or quality of work commensurate with your “poor” pay. 

z Changing the comparison other—If you fnd out that the new employee is actu-
ally the boss’s daughter, she is clearly not a similar comparison other. 

z Leaving the situation—You might decide that the situation is so inequitable that 
you are no longer motivated to work there. 

Now, imagine that you are on the receiving end of that extra $2.50 per hour. In 
other words, compared with your comparison others, you are receiving greater out-
comes from your average-level inputs. Tis is referred to as overpayment inequity, 
which also creates an imbalance. In this case, equity theory predicts that you might 
try doing one of the following: 

z Increasing inputs—You might work harder to try to even up the input–outcome 
ratio. 

z Decreasing outcomes—You might ask for a cut in pay, although this is extremely 
unlikely. 

z Changing comparison others—An overpaid worker might change comparison 
others to persons of higher work status and ability. For example, “Obviously my 
boss sees my potential. I am paid more because she is grooming me for a manage-
ment position.” 

z Distorting the situation—A distortion of the perception of inputs or outcomes 
might occur. For example, “My work is of higher quality and therefore deserves 
more pay than the work of others.” 

Comparison Others 
persons used as a basis for 
comparison in making 
judgments of equity/inequity 

Underpayment Inequity 
worker’s perception that inputs 
are greater than outcomes 

Stop & Review 
Defne herzberg’s 
concepts of motivators 
and hygienes and give 
examples of each. 

Overpayment Inequity 
worker’s perception that 
outcomes are greater than 
inputs 
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 Stop & Review 
according to the MPS, 
which job characteris-
tics are most important 
in motivating workers? 

It is this last outcome, the possibility of psychological distortions of the situation, 
that weakens the predictive power of this cognitive theory of motivation. Equity 
theory has difculty predicting behavior when people act irrationally, as they some-
times do. 

Although most of the research on equity theory has used pay as the primary out-
come of a job, other factors may constitute outcomes. For example, one study found 
that workers would raise their inputs in response to receiving a high-status job title 
(Greenberg & Ornstein, 1983). In other words, the prestige associated with the title 
served as compensation, even though there was no raise in pay. Tere was one catch, 
however: the workers had to perceive the higher job title as having been earned. 
An unearned promotion led to feelings of overpayment inequity. Another study 
looked at Finnish workers who felt inequity because they were putting too much 
efort and energy into their work compared with the norm. Te greater the felt in-
equity, the more likely these workers reported being emotionally exhausted and stressed 
(Taris et al., 2002). 

Research has also examined the role of individual diferences as moderators of 
equity. In particular, this research has focused on the construct of equity sensitivity. It 
has been suggested that individuals vary in their concern over the equity of input– 
outcome ratios. In other words, some people are quite sensitive to equity ratios and 
prefer balance, whereas others may be less concerned with equitable relationships, 
and still other individuals may prefer to have either an outcome advantage or an 
input advantage, preferring to be overcompensated or undercompensated for their 
work (Woodley et al., 2016; see Table 7.3). Obviously, if only certain individuals are 
motivated by equity, it will limit the theory’s ability to predict which employees are 
infuenced by equity. 

Expectancy (VIE) Theory of Motivation 

expectancy theory 
a cognitive theory of 
motivation that states that 
workers weigh expected costs 
and benefts of particular 
courses before they are 
motivated to take action 

One of the most popular motivation theories is expectancy theory, which is also 
known as VIE theory, referring to three of the theory’s core components: valence, 
instrumentality, and expectancy. Expectancy theory is most often associated with 
Vroom (1964), although there were some later refnements and modifcations of 
the theory (see Van den Broeck et al., 2019). Like equity theory, expectancy theory 

Table 7.3 Equity Sensitivity: Three Types of Individuals 

Benevolents—Tese individuals are “givers.” Tey are altruistic and are relatively content 
with receiving lower outcomes for their inputs 

Entitleds—Tese individuals are “takers.” Tey are concerned with receiving high 
outcomes, regardless of their levels of inputs 

Equity sensitives—Tese individuals adhere to notions of equity. Tey become distressed 
when feeling underpayment inequity and feel guilt when overrewarded 
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assumes that workers are rational, decision-making persons whose behavior will be 
guided by an analysis of the potential costs and benefts of a particular course of 
action. Also, like equity theory, expectancy theory focuses on the particular outcomes 
associated with a job, which refer not only to pay, but also to any number of factors, 
positive or negative, that are the potential results of work behavior. For example, 
positive outcomes include benefts, recognition, and job satisfaction, and negative 
outcomes include reprimands, demotions, and frings. 

As mentioned, the three core components of expectancy theory are valence, which 
refers to the desirability (or undesirability) of a particular outcome to an individual; 
instrumentality, which is the perceived relationship between the performance of a 
particular behavior and the likelihood that a certain outcome will result—in other 
words, the link between one outcome (the worker’s behavior) and another outcome 
(obtaining recognition or a pay raise, for example); and expectancy, which is the per-
ceived relationship between the individual’s efort and performance of the behavior. 
Both the expectancy and the instrumentality components are represented as prob-
abilities (for example, “If I expend X amount of efort, I will probably complete Y 
amount of work”—the expectancy component; “If I complete Y amount of work, 
I will likely get promoted”—the instrumentality component). Expectancy theory 
states that the motivation to perform a particular behavior depends on a number 
of factors: whether the outcome of the behavior is desirable (valence); whether the 
individual has the ability, skills, or energy to get the job done (expectancy); and 
whether the performance of the behavior will indeed lead to the expected outcome 
(instrumentality). In research and applications of expectancy theory, each of the com-
ponents is measured, and a complex predictive formula is derived. 

Consider as an example the use of expectancy theory in studying how students 
might be motivated, or not motivated, to perform exceptionally well in college 
courses. For these students, the particular outcome will be acceptance into a presti-
gious graduate (Ph.D.) program in I/O psychology. First, consider the valence of the 
outcome. Although it may be a very desirable outcome for some (positively valent), 
it is not for others (negative or neutral valence). Terefore, only those students who 
view being admitted to a graduate program as desirable are going to be motivated to 
do well in school to achieve this particular outcome. (Note: Tis does not mean that 
there are not other reasons for doing well in school, or that good grades are the only 
requirements for admission to graduate school.) For those who desire the graduate 
career, the next component to consider is expectancy. Given what you know about 
your own abilities, study habits, and efort, what is the probability that you will actu-
ally be able to achieve the required grades? Here, you might consider your willingness 
to sacrifce some of your social life to study more, as well as considering your past 
academic performance. Should you say, “Yes, I have the ‘right stuf’ to get the job 
done,” it is likely that you will be highly motivated. For those individuals unwilling 
to expend the time and energy required, motivation will be much less. Finally, what 
about instrumentality? It is well known that there are many more qualifed applicants 
to graduate programs than there are openings. Terefore, the probability of actually 
achieving the desired outcome, even if you perform at the required level, is less than 
certain. It is here that motivation might also potentially break down. Some people 

Valence 
the desirability of an outcome 
to an individual 

Instrumentality 
the perceived relationship 
between the performance 
of a particular behavior and 
the likelihood of receiving a 
particular outcome 

expectancy 
the perceived relationship 
between the individual’s efort 
and performance of a behavior 
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might believe that the odds are so poor that working overtime to get good grades is 
simply not worth it. Others might fgure that the odds are not so bad, and thus the 
force of their motivation, in expectancy theory terms, will remain strong. 

At work, expectancy theory might be applied using promotions, the performance 
of special work projects, or avoidance of a supervisor’s displeasure as potential out-
comes. For example, if an employee’s goal is to avoid her supervisor’s criticism (which 
is negatively valent), she might consider the expectancy (“Can I perform the job 
fawlessly to avoid my supervisor’s displeasure?”) and the instrumentality (“Even if 
I do an error-free job, will my supervisor still voice some displeasure?”) of that goal 
before being motivated even to try to avoid having the boss become displeased. If the 
supervisor is someone who never believes that an employee’s performance is good 
enough, it is unlikely that the employee will exhibit much motivation to avoid the 
boss’s displeasure because it is perceived as inevitable. 

Expectancy theory illustrates the notion that motivation is a complex phenom-
enon afected by a number of variables. Tis theory looks at factors such as individual 
goals, the links between efort and performance (expectancy), the links between 
performance and outcomes (instrumentality), and how outcomes serve to satisfy 
individual goals (valence). It is one of the most complicated yet thorough models of 
work motivation. Te theory has generated a considerable amount of research, with 
evidence both supporting and criticizing certain aspects of the theory (Van Eerde & 
Tierry, 1996). For example, Van Eerde and Tierry’s (1996) meta-analysis suggests 
that expectancy theory more accurately predicts which of two tasks an employee 
might be more motivated to complete, rather than predicting how motivated that 
employee will be to persist and complete the task. 

Expectancy theory continues to be a popular cognitive model for understanding 
work motivation. Although there is no single agreed-upon strategy for its applica-
tion, it does lead to many practical suggestions for guiding managers/leaders in their 
attempts to motivate workers (e.g., Isaac et al., 2001), including the following: 

z Managers should try to defne work outcomes—potential rewards and costs asso-
ciated with performance—clearly to all workers. 

z Te relationships between performance and rewards should also be made clear. 
Workers need to know that, if they achieve certain goals, rewards are sure to 
follow. 

z Any performance-related goal should be within the reach of the employee involved. 

In sum, both expectancy theory and equity theory are based on cognitive models of 
motivation. Tey assume that individuals are constantly aware of important elements 
in their work environment, and that motivation is determined by a conscious pro-
cessing of the information received. Te problem is that some people may simply be 
more rational than others in their usual approaches to work. Te efectiveness of these 
cognitive models of motivation is also weakened by the fact that, in some situations, 
individuals, regardless of their usual rational approach, may behave in a nonrational 
manner (for example, when workers become so upset that they impulsively quit their 
job without considering the implications). 
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Comparing, Contrasting, and Combining 
the Diferent Motivation theories 

Work motivation is an important topic. Te importance of the construct is refected 
in the many theories that have been generated to try to “capture” motivational 
processes and predict when workers will and will not be motivated. In reviewing 
the various motivational models, it is important to examine the ways in which the 
theories are similar and how they are diferent. (See Table 7.4 for a summary of the 
motivation theories we have discussed.) 

Te early need theories of motivation, those of Maslow and Alderfer, are primarily 
descriptive models that explain that people’s motivation is rooted in diferent levels 
of needs. Reinforcement theory, on the other hand, focuses on the role of the envi-
ronment in “drawing out” a person’s motivation. Need theories can be viewed as the 
“push” from within, whereas reinforcement represents the “pull” from without. Yet 
more complex versions of need theories, such as McClelland’s, go beyond the simple 
categorization of needs. In McClelland’s model, the needs for achievement, power, 
and afliation interact with how a worker views the job and the work environment. 
For example, someone with a high need for achievement will be concerned with how 
the job can meet her achievement-related goals. Someone with high power needs 
will seek out ways to direct others’ activities. In other words, there is an interaction 
between needs from within the individual and what the work environment, external 
to the person, has to ofer. Of course, the fact that workers evaluate how their needs 

Table 7.4 Summary of Theories of Motivation 

Teory Elements/Components Applications 

Need Teories: 
Maslow’s need hierarchy 

Alderfer’s ERG theory 

Behavior-Based Teories:
Reinforcement theory 

 

Goal-setting theory 

Job Design Teories: 
Herzberg’s two-factor theory 
Job characteristics model 

Cognitive Teories: 
Equity Teory 

Expectancy (VIE) theory 

Levels of needs arranged in a 
hierarchy from lower- to 
higher-order needs 

Tree levels of needs: existence,  
relatedness, growth 

Consequences of behavior: 
reinforcers and punishment 

Setting of challenging goals 
and commitment to goals 

Jobs must provide hygienes 
and motivators 

Jobs must provide fve key job 
characteristics 

Inputs = outcomes; emphasizes 
drive to reduce inequities 

Valence, instrumentality, 
expectancy 

(No direct intervention  
programs) 

Organizational behavior  
modifcation 

Various goal-setting  
programs (e.g., MBO) 

Job enrichment 

Job enrichment 

(Various applications  
but no agreed-upon  
intervention programs) 
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can be achieved suggests that rational, cognitive factors also come into play. Tus, 
there is some overlap between McClelland’s need theory and aspects of the cognitive 
models of motivation. 

Similar connections can be made between the behavior-based theories of motiva-
tion and the cognitive models. For example, the notion of intrinsic rewards suggests 
that workers think rationally about their accomplishments, and the setting and 
achieving of performance goals are important components of both goal-setting theo-
ries and the expectancy/VIE model of motivation (Kanfer et al., 2017). 

the relationship Between Motivation 
and Performance 

Motivation is central to any discussion of work behavior because it is believed that 
it has a direct link to good work performance. In other words, it is assumed that the 
motivated worker is the productive worker. 

Yet this may not always be true, because many other factors can afect productiv-
ity, independent of the efects of worker motivation. Furthermore, having highly 
motivated workers does not automatically lead to high levels of productivity. Te 
work world is much more complex than that. As mentioned at the beginning of the 
chapter, many managers consider motivation to be the primary problem when they 
see low levels of productivity. However, a manager must approach a productivity 
problem as a social scientist would. Before pointing the fnger at worker motivation, 
a detailed assessment of all the other variables that could afect productivity must 
frst be undertaken. Tese variables can be divided into four categories: systems and 
technology variables, individual diference variables, group dynamics variables, and 
organizational variables. 

O  N  T H E    C U T T I N G  E  D  G E  

On the Cutting edge: Motivating through team-Based rewards 

Traditionally, organizations reward, through pay and  

bonuses, the performance of individual workers. How-

ever, in keeping with the trend toward greater use of  

work teams, there has been growing interest in team-

based strategies for motivating workers. This involves  

making both pay contingent on team, rather than  

individual, performance and payment of bonuses  

and other fnancial incentives.  Although team-based  

rewards should, in theory, foster greater cooperation  

and teamwork, how is individual motivation afected  

when rewards are based on group rather than indi-

vidual eforts? Research indicates that team-based  

rewards can be as motivating as individual rewards in  

many cases, especially if the work team is not too large   

(Honeywell-Johnson & Dickinson, 1999). Team-based  

rewards work best when members are committed to the  
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O  N  T H E    C U  T  T  I N G  E  D  G E  (  c  o n t i n u e d  ) 

team, when their work is highly interdependent so that 

they must rely on one another to get the job done, when 

workers are fully informed about the incentive system 

and how it works, and when the system is perceived as 

fair (DeMatteo et al., 1998). Furthermore, team rewards 

are most appropriate when the group performance is 

easily identifed, but when it is difcult to determine 

Systems and Technology Variables 

specifc individual contributions to the team output.  

Researchers have also begun exploring team-based  

rewards in virtual work teams (Hertel et al., 2004).  

Beyond just looking at motivation, a meta-analysis of  

30 studies, including more than 7,000 teams, showed  

that team-based rewards can have positive efects on  

performance (Garbers & Konradt, 2014). 

Regardless of the level of motivation, if workers are forced to work with inadequate 
work systems, procedures, tools, and equipment, productivity will sufer. Poor tools 
and systems will afect work productivity independent of employee motivation. 
Tis is often seen in the low agricultural production of some developing countries. 

Figure 7.5 lack of technology, not motivational problems, often limits agricultural production in 
developing countries. 

Source: Photograph by Abhishek Baru, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/elNs9_ 
ly73c). 
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A common mistake is to assume that these disadvantaged nations sufer from a lack 
of worker motivation. A more reasonable (and accurate) explanation is that they  
lack the appropriate agricultural technology to be as productive as other countries  
(Figure 7.5). 

Stop & Review 
explain the three 
components of the 
expectancy theory of 
motivation. 

Individual Diference Variables 

A variety of factors within the individual can afect work productivity regardless of 
motivation. For example, lacking the basic talents or skills to get the job done will 
hamper productivity, even in the most motivated worker. Perhaps the least produc-
tive workers in any work setting are also the most motivated: new employees. At least 
initially, the novice employee is energized and determined to make a good impression 
on the boss. Unfortunately, a total lack of knowledge about the job makes this per-
son relatively inefcient and unproductive, despite high motivation. Other workers, 
because of a lack of basic abilities or education, or perhaps because of being placed 
in a job that is incompatible with their own interests and talents, may be particu-
larly unproductive. What may appear on the surface to be a motivational problem is 
actually a problem of individual abilities. We have already touched on some of these 
individual factors that afect performance when we looked at employee screening, 
selection, and placement. 

Group Dynamics Variables 

Rather than working by themselves, most workers are a part of a larger unit. For 
the group to be efcient and productive, individual eforts must be coordinated. 
Although most members may be highly motivated, group productivity can be poor 
if one or two key members are not good team workers. In these situations, the infu-
ence of motivation on productivity becomes secondary to certain group dynamics 
variables. We will discuss the group processes that come into play in afecting work 
performance in Chapters 11 and 12. 

Organizational Variables 

Te productivity of an organization requires the concerted and coordinated eforts 
of a number of work units. High levels of motivation and output in one department 
may be ofset by lower levels in another department. Organizational politics and 
confict may also afect the coordination among groups, thus lowering productiv-
ity despite relatively high levels of motivation in the workforce. We will look at the 
efects of such variables as organizational politics and confict in upcoming chapters. 
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As you can see, the role of motivation in afecting work outcomes is important, 
but limited. Te world of work is extremely complex. Focusing on a single variable, 
such as motivation, while ignoring others leads to a narrow and limited view of work 
behavior. Yet motivation is an important topic, one of the most widely researched in 
I/O psychology. However, it is only one piece of the puzzle that contributes to our 
greater understanding of the individual in the workplace. 

Summary 

Motivation is the force that energizes, directs, and sustains behavior. Te many theo-
ries of work motivation can be classifed as need theories, behavior-based theories, job 
design theories, and cognitive theories. Maslow’s and Alderfer’s basic need theories 
propose that needs are arranged in a hierarchy, from the lowest, most basic needs to 
higher-order needs such as the need for esteem or self-actualization. McClelland’s 
achievement motivation theory proposes that the three needs important in work moti-
vation are needs for achievement, power, and afliation, which can be measured with 
a projective test known as the thematic apperception test. Unlike Maslow’s and Alder-
fer’s need theories, McClelland’s theory has been used extensively in work settings to 
encourage worker motivation. 

Behavior-based theories include both reinforcement and goal-setting approaches 
to motivation. Reinforcement theory stresses the role that reinforcers and punishments 
play in motivation. Reinforcement theory is evident in the various schedules used to 
reward workers. Te theory is applied to increase motivation through organizational 
behavior modifcation programs. Goal-setting theory emphasizes setting challeng-
ing goals for workers and getting workers committed to those goals as the keys to 
motivation. 

While reinforcement theory focuses on external, or extrinsic, motivation, we 
are also motivated from within, in what is termed intrinsic motivation. Also, self-
determination theory suggests that other factors, such as autonomy, a sense of compe-
tence, and relationships at work, also afect motivation. 

Job design theories of motivation stress the structure and design of jobs as key 
factors in motivating workers. Herzberg’s two-factor theory focuses on job satisfac-
tion and dissatisfaction as two independent dimensions important in determining 
motivation. Motivators are factors related to job content that, when present, lead 
to job satisfaction. Hygienes are elements related to job context that, when absent, 
cause job dissatisfaction. According to Herzberg, the presence of hygienes will pre-
vent job dissatisfaction, but motivators are needed for employee job satisfaction 
and, hence, motivation. Hackman and Oldham have proposed the job characteristics 
model, another job design theory of motivation, which states that fve core job char-
acteristics infuence three critical psychological states that in turn lead to motivation. 
Tis model can be afected by certain moderators, including growth need strength, 
the notion that certain workers feel a need to grow in their jobs. Workers must be 
high in growth need strength if programs such as job enrichment are indeed going to 
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produce motivation. Job enrichment, which involves redesigning jobs to give workers 
greater responsibility in the planning, execution, and evaluation of their work, is the 
application that grew out of the job design model of motivation. 

Cognitive theories of motivation emphasize the role that cognition plays in deter-
mining worker motivation. Equity theory states that workers are motivated to keep 
their work inputs in proportion to their outcomes. According to equity theory, work-
ers are motivated to reduce perceived inequities. Tis perception of equity/inequity 
is determined by comparing the worker’s input–outcome ratio to similar comparison 
others. Expectancy (VIE) theory (with its three core components of valence, instrumen-
tality, and expectancy) is a complex model that states that motivation is dependent on 
expectations concerning efort–performance–outcome relationships. 

Motivation is indeed a complex construct. Yet, despite the importance given to 
worker motivation in determining work performance, numerous variables related to 
systems and technology, individual diferences, group dynamics, and organizational 
factors may all afect work performance directly, without regard to worker motiva-
tion. Tus, although motivation is important, it is only one determinant of work 
behavior. 

Study Questions and exercises 

1. Motivation is an abstract concept, one that cannot be directly observed. Using 
your knowledge of research methods, list some of the methodological issues/ 
problems that motivation researchers must face. 

2. Some theories of motivation have led to successful strategies for enhancing work 
motivation, whereas others have not. What are some of the factors that distinguish 
the more successful theories from the less successful? 

3. Apply each of the various theories to describing/explaining your own level of 
motivation at school or at work. Which model gives the best explanation for your 
personal motivation? 

4. Basic need theories, goal-setting theory, and reinforcement theory are very general 
models of work motivation. What are the strengths and weaknesses of such gen-
eral theories? 

5. How would you design a program to improve motivation for a group of low-
achieving high school students? What would the elements of the program be? 
What theories would you use? 

Suggested readings 

Latham, G. P. (2012). Work motivation: History, theory, research, and practice (2nd ed.). 
Tousand Oaks, CA: Sage. A thorough examination of work motivation from one of the 
leading scholars in the feld. 
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chapter 8  

Positive Employee 
Attitudes 

Inside Tips 
POSITIVE EMPLOYEE ATTITUDES 

Tis chapter more than any other pulls together a number of issues and topics from 
I/O psychology. We will look at the positive aspects of jobs—what causes workers to be 
engaged in their jobs, their organizations, and their careers. We will explore how posi-
tive employee attitudes and behaviors are connected to job performance. Tis is really 
an issue of motivation, similar to those examined in Chapter 7. Tis chapter also deals 
with some measurement issues that were introduced in Chapters 1 and 2. Te measure-
ment of employee attitudes, for example, presents a number of measurement problems. 
Te connection between attitudes and their ability to predict important behav-
iors has a long and important history in both social and industrial/organizational 
psychology. 

You are getting settled into your new job. A great deal of efort went into fnding 
the position, making it through the screening process, and landing the job, and into 
your initial training and orientation. You’ve learned the ropes and know what to do. 
Tere are a lot of positive aspects to the job, but it’s not all rosy. Your attitudes and 
evaluation of your working situation will determine if you stay in this job, with this 
company, and even on this career path. We work partly out of necessity, but we stay 
in a job or an organization because of the positive things that come from the job, the 
company, and the career. 

In the early 20th century, the only compensation that most workers received from 
their jobs was a paycheck. As time went on, this changed, as workers began to demand 
and receive more from their jobs. Today’s workers receive a variety of forms of compen-
sation, including health care, retirement, and numerous other benefts and programs. 
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However, one thing that the workers of the past and today’s workers have in common 
is that their jobs constitute a major part of their lives and are one of the greatest sources 
of personal pleasure and pain. Although jobs can be satisfying in some ways, with posi-
tive feelings of accomplishment and purpose, they can also be stressful and the source 
of negative feelings. Such negative feelings may, in turn, afect worker attitudes and 
behaviors. 

In the next two chapters, we will explore the positive and negative efects of 
jobs on workers. In this chapter, we will focus on employee engagement, includ-
ing job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and positive employee attitudes 
and behaviors. We will examine how these infuence work performance, absentee-
ism, and turnover. We will also focus on some of the programs and techniques 
designed to increase employees’ engagement in their work and their organizations. 
We will then focus on positive employee behaviors and how we can encourage 
the best from workers, for the good of the organization and to improve employee 
well-being. 

employee engagement 

Employee engagement is a psychological state that is characterized by vigor 
(energy), dedication, and absorption in one’s work and organization (Schaufeli 
et al., 2019). Highly engaged employees are enthusiastic about their jobs, commit-
ted to their work and the organization, and it is assumed that this state leads them 
to be more motivated and productive and more likely to engage in positive work 
behaviors (Macey & Schneider, 2008). We will use employee engagement as an 
“umbrella” term to focus on positive employee attitudes, including the related (and 
much more thoroughly researched) constructs of job satisfaction and organizational 
commitment; Mackay et al., 2017). 

What factors contribute to employee engagement? Saks (2006) suggests that jobs 
that are high in job characteristics (recall the job characteristics model discussed in 
Chapter 7) are more meaningful and more likely to engage employees. In addition, 
if employees feel that they are supported by their supervisors and their organization, 
they are more likely to experience high levels of engagement. Finally, being recog-
nized and rewarded for one’s accomplishments and working in an organization that 
treats people fairly all contribute to employee engagement. 

Te construct of employee engagement has received a great deal of attention from 
consultants and HR professionals, but, until recently, has received less attention from 
researchers. It does, however, represent a more global way of looking at the positive 
attitudes and feelings of employees about their work and their work organizations. 
One self-report measure of employee engagement assesses two separate, but related, 
components, job engagement (sample scale items: “Sometimes I am so into my job 
that I lose track of time” and “I am highly engaged in this job”) and organization 

employee engagement 
a psychological state 
characterized by vigor, 
dedication, and absorption in 
one’s work/organization 
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Inclusion 
the feeling that one can be 
one’s unique self and still 
belong 

Figure 8.1 Employees who are engaged are more satisfed with their jobs and less likely to quit. 

engagement (sample items: “Being a member of this organization is very captivating” 
and “I am highly engaged in this organization”; Saks, 2006). Tis research found that 
employee engagement was positively related to job satisfaction and negatively related 
to employees’ stated intentions to quit their jobs (Figure 8.1). 

Inclusion 

A second workplace attitude that is conceptually distinct from engagement is inclu-
sion. We will discuss inclusive climates (Nishii & Rich, 2014)—organizational 
climates that facilitate the feeling of inclusion among employees—in Chapter 15, 
but inclusion can also be conceptualized as an individual attitude. Lynn Shore 
and her colleagues have conceptualized the feeling of inclusion through Brewer’s 
(1991) optimal distinctiveness framework (Shore et al., 2011). Tis theory says 
that, to feel inclusion, employees need to feel that they can be their unique selves 
while simultaneously being able to experience belonging. Tese two elements, 
uniqueness and belonging, are considered basic and essential human needs, and 
one cannot experience the feeling of inclusion without both. Additional research 
shows that feelings of inclusion predict employee helping behavior, creativity, and 
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Figure 8.2 When employees feel that they can be their unique selves and still belong they feel 
included. 

Source: Photograph by Christina @ wocintechchat.com, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash. 
com/photos/RMweULmCYxM). 

job performance (Chung et al., 2020). Diversity climate and inclusive leadership 
both predicted feelings of inclusion. Although everyone wants to feel included, 
this construct is particularly important when working in diverse organizations. 
Women, people of color, and those who hold other marginalized identities are 
often faced with the choice of either: (1) changing who they are to ft in, causing 
people to feel incomplete, or (2) choosing to be their authentic selves at the cost of 
belonging, causing them to feel insular or alone (Johnson, 2020). Of course, the 
ideal state is that of inclusion, where employees feel that they can ft in while being 
themselves (Figure 8.2). 

Job Satisfaction 

Although job engagement is a broad construct that refers to how much employees are 
psychologically and emotionally committed to their jobs and their organizations, it 
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Job Satisfaction 
the positive and negative 
feelings and attitudes about 
one’s job 

Global approach 
views job satisfaction as an 
overall construct 

Facet approach 
views job satisfaction as made 
up of individual elements, or 
facets 

is a relatively new variable in I/O psychology. A related variable—one that has been 
extensively studied—is job satisfaction. 

Job satisfaction consists of the feelings and attitudes one has about one’s job. 
All aspects of a particular job, good and bad, positive and negative, are likely to 
contribute to the development of feelings of satisfaction (or dissatisfaction). Job 
satisfaction, along with productivity, quality, absenteeism, and turnover, is one of 
the key dependent variables commonly considered (and measured) in research in 
I/O psychology. Tere are two approaches to conceptualizing job satisfaction: the 
global approach and the facet approach (Ironson et al., 1989). Te global approach 
considers overall job satisfaction. Tis way of looking at job satisfaction simply asks 
if the employee is satisfed overall, using a yes/no response, a single rating scale, or 
a small group of items that measure global job satisfaction. Te facet approach 
considers job satisfaction to be composed of feelings and attitudes about a number 
of diferent elements, or facets, of the job. For example, overall satisfaction may be a 
composite of numerous factors: satisfaction with pay, the type of work itself, work-
ing conditions, the type of supervision, company policies and procedures, relations 
with coworkers, opportunities for promotion and advancement, and even the extent 
to which one derives meaning from one’s work (Rothausen & Henderson, 2019). 
Te facet approach considers each of these aspects individually, assuming that a par-
ticular worker might be quite satisfed with some facet, such as the amount of pay, 
but unsatisfed with others, such as the quality of supervision and the opportunities 
for promotion. 

Proponents of the global approach argue that it is overall satisfaction with a job 
that is important, and that such complete satisfaction is more than the sum of satis-
faction with separate job facets (Scarpello & Campbell, 1983). Moreover, evidence 
suggests that even single-item measures of job satisfaction work reasonably well for 
assessing job satisfaction (Wanous et al., 1997). Alternatively, single-item measures 
for each facet have also been used (Lepold et al., 2018). Advocates of the facet 
approach maintain that this view provides better and more detailed assessments of 
job satisfaction, allowing a researcher insight into how a particular individual feels 
about the various facets of the job and the work situation. One or more facets may 
be the primary cause of lack of job satisfaction. Moreover, there may be tremendous 
variation in how highly individual workers value certain facets of job satisfaction 
(Bowling et al., 2018). For example, satisfaction with pay may be an important 
element of job satisfaction for one worker but not for another. In addition, some 
facets may not apply to all types of jobs. For instance, CEOs of companies and self-
employed professionals are not afected by opportunities for promotion—a facet 
that may be an important contributor to job satisfaction of lower-level managers in 
large organizations. 

Proponents of the facet defnition argue that it helps to indicate specifc areas of 
dissatisfaction that can be targeted for improvement (Smith et al., 1969). Still others 
believe there are advantages to using both types of measurement approaches, based 
on fndings that indicate that each approach ofers interesting and important infor-
mation (Ironson et al., 1989). 
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The Measurement of Job Satisfaction 

Regardless of the approach, when considering the measurement of job satisfaction, it 
is important to bear in mind the difculties encountered in attempting to defne the 
factors that may infuence satisfaction, as well as the difculties inherent in trying to 
measure any attitude. 

As mentioned earlier, most instruments designed from the facet approach mea-
sure satisfaction with such things as pay, working conditions, and relationships with 
supervisors and coworkers. However, other variables, such as pre-employment expec-
tations, individual personality characteristics, and the ft between the organization or 
job and the employee, may also afect worker satisfaction (Ostrof, 1993). Satisfaction 
with career choice and the employee’s career progression can also contribute to job 
satisfaction (Scarpello & Vandenberg, 1992). Research has suggested that elements 
of job satisfaction may be deeply rooted in the individual workers. Tese researchers 
have suggested that there may be genetic “predispositions” to be satisfed or dissatis-
fed with one’s job (see “On the Cutting Edge” box). 

One major obstacle in the measurement of job satisfaction is the same obsta-
cle encountered in the measurement of any attitude—the necessary reliance on 
respondents’ self-reports. Recall that problems with self-report measures include 
the fact that workers may (intentionally or unintentionally) fail to report their true 
feelings. Strategies for measuring job satisfaction have included interviews, group 
meetings, and a variety of structured survey methods, such as rating scales or ques-
tionnaires. Te obvious advantages of using a rating scale or questionnaire instead 
of a face-to-face meeting are the reduced time invested in the administration of 
the instrument and the fact that anonymity of responses can often be maintained 
(particularly if large numbers of employees are being surveyed). Such anonymity 
may help to ensure that worker responses are more candid than they might be in 
a face-to-face interview. Tat is, some workers, fearing retaliation from manage-
ment, may not give an accurate representation of their levels of job satisfaction 
in an interview or a meeting and may try to present an overly positive picture of 
their feelings. 

O n  T  h  E   C U T T I N G  E d  g  E  

On the Cutting edge: personality, Genetics, 
and Job Satisfaction 

Can job satisfaction be a reality for all workers? And maintaining job satisfaction for its workers? Although 

how much can the organization do toward increasing or the organization can do much to foster job satisfaction, 
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the factors that cause job satisfaction are not entirely 

under the control of the organization. Workers can infu-

ence their own levels of job satisfaction through such 

actions as performing their jobs well and maintaining 

good attendance at work. Even if we could set up the 

ideal workplace, would this lead all workers to enjoy 

high levels of job satisfaction? Research on the infu-

ences of personality and genetic factors on job satisfac-

tion suggests that the answer is “no.” 

For example,  workers who score high on personal  

alienation—indicating deep-set tendencies toward feel-

ing isolated, lonely, and powerless—do not seem to be  

as afected by interventions designed to increase work-

ers’  job satisfaction as are workers scoring low on this  

personality characteristic (Efraty & Sirgy, 1990). Persons  

high on trait positive afectivity might be more likely  

to experience positive moods and emotions at work,  

which relate to various measures of job satisfaction  

(Fisher, 2000). Likewise, workers’ personality based on  

the fve-factor model (Törnroos et al., 2019) and indi-

viduals’ core self-evaluation, a construct related to how  

positively one sees oneself (Bono & Judge, 2003), both  

relate to job satisfaction. Indications are that workers’  

personalities may vary in terms of the amount of job  

satisfaction they are able to achieve and under what  

conditions they are best able to achieve it. In fact, it  

has been argued that dispositional factors may be  

responsible for the fact that surveys of U.S. workers  

during both good and bad economic times seem to  

show approximately the same percentages of satisfed  

and dissatisfed workers (Staw & Ross, 1985). In other  

words, although economic conditions fuctuate, the dis-

tribution of diferent personality types in the workforce  

remains relatively stable. 

Perhaps more interesting is the fnding that genetic  

factors present at birth can infuence a worker’s job  

satisfaction. Studies examining the genetic and envi-

ronmental components of job satisfaction using iden-

tical twins who were reared apart in diferent homes  

found a higher correlation in the twin adults’  job sat-

isfaction than would be found between persons in  

the general population (Keller et al., 1992). In other  

words, despite the fact that the identical twins were  

raised in totally diferent environments and likely  

were in completely diferent job environments, the  

twins’ levels of job satisfaction were quite similar.  

Research has discovered some of the genetic mark-

ers associated with job satisfaction (Song et al., 2011),  

worker reactions to jobs,  and their overall well-being   

(Li et al., 2016). 

Of course, such fndings do not suggest that orga-

nizations have no responsibility in helping workers to 

achieve job satisfaction. What these fndings do suggest 

is that job satisfaction may not be completely deter-

mined by characteristics of the organization or of the 

job (dormann & Zapf, 2001). Although organizations 

must provide an environment where employees can 

meet their job-related needs, they cannot guarantee 

that every worker will achieve the same level of satis-

faction. Likewise, workers should not place the entire 

responsibility for their own job satisfaction (and other 

work attitudes) on the employer. 

On the other hand, meetings or interviews can provide richer information because 
the interviewer can ask follow-up questions or request further elaboration or clari-
fcation of an answer. In addition, response biases (e.g., tendencies for all or most 
employees to give overly positive or negative responses) and ambiguous items that 
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employees may interpret diferently may seriously damage the validity of a pencil-
and-paper/online job satisfaction measure. In summary, no matter which type of 
measurement is selected, careful thought and planning must go into the development 
and administration of job satisfaction measures. 

Despite the complexities, many organizations develop their own interviews, 
scales, or surveys that are used to measure employee job satisfaction. Although 
such in-house techniques can be designed to assess satisfaction with specifc issues 
relevant to each company’s employees, their results may be difcult to interpret. 
First, these measures may not be reliable or valid. To construct measures that are 
reliable and valid, one must have a rather extensive background in survey develop-
ment and measurement techniques. Moreover, it takes quite a bit of research to 
establish the reliability and validity of a job satisfaction measure. Many organiza-
tions do not have employees with the skills needed to construct such measures. 
Second, it is difcult to know what a particular rating or score means without 
being able to compare it with some standard. For example, if employees indi-
cate relatively low levels of satisfaction with salary on some scale, does this mean 
that they are actually dissatisfed with the money they make? Tey may merely 
be stating a desire for more money—a desire shared by most employees of most 
organizations. 

Standardized Job Satisfaction Surveys 

Because of these problems in creating and interpreting in-house job satisfaction 
measures, many companies use standardized surveys. Recall that “standardized” 
instruments means that the measures have established reliability and validity and 
have been widely used. Besides being cost-efective, a major advantage of using 
such standardized measures is that they provide normative data that permit the 
comparison of ratings with those from similar groups of workers in other compa-
nies who have completed the survey. Tis allows the organization to know whether 
the job satisfaction levels of its employees are low, high, or in the “normal” range, 
as compared with other workers in other organizations. As demonstrated earlier in 
the comparison of levels of satisfaction with salary, if a company simply assumes 
its employees’ ratings are low (when, in fact, they are average when compared with 
the norm), management may spend time and resources on a problem that doesn’t 
exist. 

Te ability to compare scores from standardized job satisfaction measures that 
have been obtained from diferent groups of workers in diferent companies also 
allows researchers to investigate the various organizational factors that cause job sat-
isfaction and dissatisfaction. In other words, if diferent questionnaires were used for 
all studies, researchers could not be sure that the studies were measuring and compar-
ing the same things. 

Two of the most widely used standardized surveys of job satisfaction are the Min-
nesota Satisfaction Questionnaire (MSQ) and the Job Descriptive Index ( JDI). Te 

Stop & Review 
Describe the two 
approaches to 
conceptualizing job 
satisfaction. 
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Minnesota Satisfaction 
Questionnaire (MSQ) 
a self-report measure of 
job satisfaction that breaks 
satisfaction down into 
20 job facets 

Minnesota Satisfaction Questionnaire (Weiss et al., 1967) is a multiple-item rating 
scale that asks workers to rate their levels of satisfaction/dissatisfaction with 20 job 
facets, including supervisor’s competence, working conditions, compensation, task 
variety, level of job responsibility, and chances for advancement. Ratings are marked 
on a scale from “very dissatisfed” to “neutral” to “very satisfed.” Sample items from 
the MSQ are presented in Figure 8.3. 

Figure 8.3 Sample items from the Minnesota Satisfaction Questionnaire. 

Source: Adapted from Weiss et al., 1967. 
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Te Job Descriptive Index (Smith et al., 1969) is briefer than the MSQ and mea-
sures satisfaction with fve job facets: the job itself, supervision, pay, promotions, and 
coworkers. Within each of the fve facets is a list of words or short phrases. Respon-
dents indicate whether the word or phrase describes their job, using the answers 
“yes,” “no,” and “undecided.” Each of the words or phrases has a numerical value 
that refects how well it describes a typically satisfying job. Items checked within 
each scale are summed, yielding fve satisfaction scores that refect the fve facets of 
job satisfaction. In the past, it was suggested that the fve scales could be summed 
into a total score of overall job satisfaction. However, one study indicates that such a 

Figure 8.4 Sample items from the Job descriptive Index, Revised (each scale is presented on a 
separate page). 

Note: The Job descriptive Index is copyrighted by Bowling green State University. 

Source: Smith et al., 1985. 

Job Descriptive Index (JDI) 
a self-report job satisfaction 
rating scale measuring fve job 
facets 
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total score is not the best overall measure and suggests the use of a global assessment 
instrument called the Job in General (JIG) scale as an accompaniment to the fve JDI 
scales (Ironson et al., 1989). 

Since its development in the 1960s, the JDI has become the most widely used 
standardized measure of job satisfaction (Roznowski, 1989). Moreover, the JDI has 
been revised and improved several times over the years (e.g., Smith et al., 1969) . 
Figure 8.4  presents sample items from the JDI. 

Both the MSQ and the JDI have been widely researched and both have estab-
lished relatively high levels of reliability and validity (Smith et al., 1969, 1987). One 
obvious diference between the two measures is the number of job satisfaction facets 
measured: the JDI measures 5 facets; the MSQ assesses 20. An important question 
is how many or how few facets are needed to measure job satisfaction adequately. 
Although there has been a century of research on the topic, to date, there is not 
consensus as to the ideal or best measurement of job satisfaction (Judge et al., 2017). 
However, most researchers do agree that a valid, reliable, and standardized instru-
ment will provide the most accurate assessment. 

In addition to the MSQ and JDI, a number of job satisfaction scales have been 
developed for research purposes, such as the Job Satisfaction Survey (Spector, 1997), 
a briefer facet measure of job satisfaction that has been used sporadically in research. 
From the practitioner standpoint, numerous consulting frms specialize in job sat-
isfaction/employee satisfaction surveys, although companies need to use caution 
because many of these surveys have not, like the MSQ and JDI, been subjected to 
rigorous research evaluation. 

Te complete forms, scoring key, instructions, and norms can be obtained from 
Department of Psychology, Bowling Green State University, Bowling Green, OH 
43403. 

cLOSe   Job Satisfaction at the International Level 

As you read this chapter, you will become more aware of 

some of the aspects of work that are related to job satis-

faction for workers. however, the large majority of these 

studies are done in the U.S. As with research in all areas 

of psychology, we cannot conclude that the results of 

studies conducted with workers within the U.S. will gen-

eralize to workers in other countries and cultures. For 

example, you probably fnd that good relationships with 

your coworkers and supervisors add to the satisfaction 

that you fnd in your job. Are such personal relationships 

at work as important to workers throughout the world 

as they appear to be with American workers? And what 

other aspects of work add to job satisfaction for workers 

outside the U.S.? 

One study conducted in Japan found that support-

ive supervision, as well as support from coworkers, 

As you read this chapter, you will become more aware of 
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 It is important to mention that cultural factors can afect both ho w workers
defne and per ceive job satisfaction and how members of difer ent countries or cul-
tural groups respond to job satisfaction measures. As a result, there have been many 
attempts to understand job satisfaction globally (see the “Up Close” box, “Job Satis-
faction at the International Level”). 
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was positively correlated with workers’  job satisfaction 

(Kumara & Koichi, 1989). According to this study, sup-

port from coworkers and supervisors was especially 

important to employees who did not feel positive about 

the work they performed (e.g., those who found their 

jobs unpleasant, very difcult, or stressful). These work-

ers in “unfulflling” jobs depended on good interper-

sonal relationships to feel satisfed,  similar to fndings of 

studies conducted using U.S. workers. 

Along with having good social relationships at work,  

many U.S. workers prefer to have a variety of tasks to  

do and to have some autonomy in performing those  

tasks. Similarly, workers’ job satisfaction in Australia  

(Sawang et al., 2020), Canada (Barken et al., 2018), and  

the netherlands (van dorssen-Boog et al., 2020) is posi-

tively related to having autonomy. These facets of the  

job may also account for the fndings in the U.S. that  

blue-collar and white-collar workers have diferent levels  

of job satisfaction along with diferent factor structures  

of what constitutes job satisfaction (hu et al., 2010).  

Specifcally,  hu and colleagues found that white-collar  

workers distinguish two diferent aspects of their work:  

whether it is boring and whether it provides a sense  

of accomplishment, whereas blue-collar workers rate  

these various factors as a single measure ranging from  

negative to positive. Consistent with these fndings, one  

comparison of white-collar workers in the U.S.  and India  

found remarkable similarity in the factors that con-

tributed to these workers’ job satisfaction (Takalkar &  

Coovert, 1994). 

Obviously, the international fndings discussed here 

are mostly based on studies of workers in developed 

countries, where workers enjoy a certain level of job 

security, adequate pay, and good working conditions. For 

example, one study found diferences in job satisfaction 

levels between U.S. workers and workers in the Philip-

pines (Rothausen et al., 2009). Another study found 

diferences in job satisfaction among workers from 

countries in Central and Eastern Europe (Lange, 2009). 

Whether or not workers in more underdeveloped nations 

would look to such things as task variety and autonomy 

for sources of job satisfaction has not yet been deter-

mined (Judge et al.,  2001).  Perhaps workers in under-

developed nations have diferent sources of satisfaction, 

which are possibly related to more basic survival needs 

(e.g., pay) than workers in more developed nations. how-

ever, one would expect that, as these nations develop 

and gain economic strength, workers the world over will 

look to their jobs to fulfll higher-level needs, such as 

support from coworkers, recognition, and the opportu-

nity to control their own work behaviors and reach their 

highest potential. Indeed, having control over one’s work 

decisions is positively related to job satisfaction (Keller & 

Semmer, 2013). 

cLOSe (continued) 

was positively correlated with workers’ job satisfaction 

 
Stop & Review

compare and contrast 
the MSQ and the JDI. 
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Job Satisfaction and Job Performance 

porter–Lawler Model 
a theory where the relationship 
between job satisfaction and 
performance is mediated by 
work-related rewards 

As you recall from our discussion of the human relations movement, Mayo and 
his colleagues proposed that there was a relationship between one aspect of job 
satisfaction—employee satisfaction with social relationships at work—and work 
productivity. Moreover, the job design theories of motivation discussed in Chapter 7— 
Herzberg’s two-factor theory and the job characteristics model—are as much theories 
of job satisfaction as they are of motivation. Both theories emphasize that satisfaction 
with the job is key to determining motivation. Is there any truth to this notion that 
the “happy worker is the productive worker”? 

A meta-analysis suggests that there is indeed a moderate correlation between job 
satisfaction and job performance (Judge et al., 2001). But what is the causal rela-
tionship? Does job satisfaction cause job performance? One early theory of the job 
satisfaction–performance relationship suggests that it may be the other way around: 
good job performance leads to (causes) job satisfaction! (But, of course, it is not that 
simple, as other factors mediate the relationship.) 

Tis early theory, suggested by Porter and Lawler (1968), clarifes how this pro-
cess might operate. According to them, job satisfaction and performance are not 
directly linked. Instead, efective job performance leads to job-related rewards, 
such as pay increases, promotions, or a sense of accomplishment. If the process for 
ofering these rewards is perceived as fair, receiving these rewards leads to job satis-
faction and to higher and higher levels of performance. Tis creates a situation in 
which job satisfaction and job performance are actually independent of one another 
but are linked, because both are afected by job-related rewards (see Figure 8.5). 
Interestingly, the Porter–Lawler model builds on the equity theory of motivation 
discussed in Chapter 7, because notions of equity—fairness in job-related inputs and 
outcomes—are central to the argument. Specifcally, motivation to perform the job 
and the satisfaction derived from the job are both caused by the relationship between 
what an individual puts into the job and what is received from the job in terms of 
rewards. In other words, both motivation and job satisfaction come from the per-
ceived equitable relationship between the employee’s inputs to the job and the job 
outcomes. 

Many other factors could potentially afect the job satisfaction–performance 
relationship—for example, the types of jobs that people perform. In fact, evidence 
suggests that job satisfaction might be more strongly related to job performance for 
individuals in complex jobs, such as managers, scientists, and engineers, than in more 
structured jobs such as accounting and sales (Judge et al., 2001). 

Complex jobs, because they require creativity and ingenuity, might ofer more 
opportunity for intrinsic reinforcement, and that may strengthen the connection 
between satisfaction and performance, in comparison with more routine jobs, where 
satisfaction may be more afected by the structure or conditions of work, or extrinsic 
rewards. 

Some researchers emphasize that the perception of fairness or justice in pay is the 
most important part of this link between performance and job satisfaction (Miceli, 
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Figure 8.5 The Porter–Lawler model of the job performance–job satisfaction relationship. 

Note: Responses to each item are measured on a 7-point scale with scale point anchors labeled 
as follows: (1) strongly disagree, (2) moderately disagree, (3) slightly disagree, (4) neither disagree 
nor agree, (5) slightly agree, (6) moderately agree, (7) strongly agree. An “R” denotes a negatively 
phrased and reverse-scored item. 

Source: Porter & Lawler, 1968, as adapted by Baron, 1986. 
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Organizational commitment 
a worker’s feelings and 
attitudes about the entire work 
organization 

1993). Tat is, “relative deprivation” (a discrepancy between a worker’s expectations 
and rewards) and perceived fairness of pay may mediate the relationship between per-
formance and job satisfaction, regardless of the actual rewards obtained. For example, 
if highly paid workers do not perceive their pay to be fair or to meet their expecta-
tions, their satisfaction is likely to be negatively afected. Tis may extend beyond 
pay. A sense of being fairly treated is a very important determinant of job satisfaction 
(Clay-Warner et al., 2005). 

In summary, both job satisfaction and job performance are important but com-
plex work outcomes. Tere is some evidence that these two variables are linked, but 
the relationship is not necessarily direct and is likely infuenced by a variety of other 
variables, such as job-related rewards, job complexity, feelings of equity and justice, 
and other factors. 

Organizational commitment 

Just as there are diferent operational defnitions of job satisfaction, so, too, are there 
diferent defnitions of the construct of organizational commitment. For example, is it 
an attitude, a behavior, or both? Previously, organizational commitment, also referred 
to as company loyalty, was associated with an acceptance of the organization’s goals 
and values, a willingness to exert efort on behalf of the organization, and a desire to 
remain with the organization (Porter et al., 1974). Tis defnition encompasses both 
attitudes and behaviors. More recently, the concept of organizational commitment 
has been taken to imply worker attitudes, such as those just mentioned, whereas 
the concept of organizational citizenship behaviors (OCBs) refers to commitment-
related behaviors (Organ, 1990). (Recall that we discussed OCBs in Chapter 5.) For 
example, there is a negative correlation between the attitude of organizational com-
mitment and the behavior of quitting a job. Organizational commitment is similar 
to job satisfaction because both involve feelings about the work situation (and both 
can be seen as components of the “umbrella” construct of employee engagement). 
However, because organizational commitment deals specifcally with workers’ atti-
tudes about the organization, it may be more directly linked to employee attendance 
variables such as absenteeism and turnover than is job satisfaction. A good defnition 
of organizational commitment is that it is the worker’s attitudes about the entire 
work organization. 

Te most widely used organizational commitment measure is a 15-item self-
report instrument called the Organizational Commitment Questionnaire (OCQ), 
which is presented in Figure 8.6. Another model of organizational commitment 
views it as composed of three dimensions: afective commitment, which is the employ-
ee’s emotional attachment to the organization; continuance commitment, which refers 
to commitment to continue with the organization because there are costs associated 
with leaving; and normative commitment, which is like a sense of duty or obligation 
to stay with the company (Meyer & Allen, 1997). Separate scales are used to measure 
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Figure 8.6 Organizational Commitment Questionnaire (OCQ). 

Source: Mowday et al., 1979, p. 228. 

each of these three commitment dimensions (Meyer et al., 1993). Research has dem-
onstrated that self-report measures of organizational commitment such as these do a 
good job of measuring the construct (Gofn & Gellatly, 2001). 

Stop & Review 
Describe the porter– 
Lawler model. 

Organizational Commitment and Job Satisfaction 

Te concepts of job satisfaction and organizational commitment are closely related, 
although distinct. Research indicates a fairly high positive correlation between the 
two factors (Tarigan & Ariani, 2015). Part of this high positive correlation may be 
due to the fact that workers respond positively to both job satisfaction and organiza-
tional commitment measures, or due to a positive response bias, or due to workers 
having a desire to avoid cognitive dissonance. 

Cognitive dissonance is an unpleasant state of perceived self-inconsistency (see 
Festinger, 1957). Workers thus avoid cognitive dissonance by convincing them-
selves that they are satisfed simply because they are loyal to the organization 
(“I have stayed with this company through thick and thin, therefore I must like my 
job”). Although it is conceivable that a worker could be quite satisfed with a job 
but have low feelings of commitment to the organization, or vice versa, the feelings 
tend to be positively related. 

Both organizational commitment and job satisfaction are most likely afected by 
numerous factors, including the type and variety of work, the autonomy involved 
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in the job, the level of responsibility associated with the job, the quality of the 
social relationships at work, compensation, and the chances for promotion and 
advancement in the company. However, there appears to be some consensus that 
organizational values infuence organizational commitment, whereas perceived 
equity of rewards infuences job satisfaction. Tat is, perceived fairness in rewards 
infuences job satisfaction, whereas perceived congruence between organizational 
and employee values, and between organizational values and actions, tends to 
infuence organizational commitment (Finegan, 2000). If employees feel that the 
organization cares about them and supports them, organizational commitment 
tends to be higher (Kim et al., 2016). Organizational commitment also tends 
to be weakened by the perceived chances of fnding a job with another company 
(Gilbert & Ivancevich, 2000). For instance, if highly skilled worker, Carol, could 
easily fnd a job with another company, but her friend, Kim, had difculty fnding 
her current job, Carol will likely have a lower level of organizational commitment 
than Kim. 

Beginning in the 1990s and into the fnancial “meltdowns” of past decades, many 
organizations found it necessary to reduce the size of their workforces by laying of 
or terminating workers. Tis was certainly true in many organizations during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Tousands of people at a time can lose their jobs when a 
major corporation reduces the number of people it employs. Such actions, called 
downsizing (although some companies have tried to soften this term by relabeling 
it “rightsizing”), can have an impact on the workers who are retained, as well as on 
those who lose their jobs. For many of the remaining employees, feelings of organiza-
tional commitment and job satisfaction can decline following downsizing, especially 
if the employees are close to those who were laid of or if they feel that their own jobs 
may be in jeopardy. However, studies show that explanations from management giv-
ing the reasons for the layofs and treating people fairly improve reactions to layofs 
(Holten et al., 2019). 

As you might imagine, maintaining job satisfaction and organizational commit-
ment is a challenge to both employers and employees—a challenge that becomes 
even more difcult during trying economic times. Yet organizations must be con-
cerned with both employee job satisfaction and organizational commitment if they 
are to maintain a high-quality, loyal workforce. 

employee attitudes and employee attendance 

As previously mentioned, employee attendance variables such as absenteeism and 
turnover are associated with employee engagement, job satisfaction, and organiza-
tional commitment. Employees who are engaged, or who have positive feelings about 
their job and work organization, should be less likely to be absent from work and to 
leave for a job elsewhere than those who are disengaged and hold negative attitudes 
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about their job. However, before considering these relationships, we must consider 
how employee attendance variables are defned and measured. 

Employee Absenteeism 

Both absenteeism and turnover can be categorized into voluntary and involuntary 
forms. Voluntary absenteeism is when employees miss work because they want to 
do something else. Calling in sick to take a 3-day weekend or taking a day of to 
run errands or to go shopping are examples of voluntary absenteeism. Involuntary 
absenteeism occurs when the employee has a legitimate excuse for missing work, typi-
cally illness. Involuntary absenteeism also occurs when employees are absent because 
of factors beyond their control, such as lack of transportation or childcare prob-
lems (Goldberg & Waldman, 2000). It is very difcult to distinguish voluntary from 
involuntary absenteeism because most employees are unlikely to admit that they were 
voluntarily absent (Hammer & Landau, 1981). 

One factor that might afect the use of involuntary sick leave is the presence of paid 
sick leave. Only 13 states and Washington D.C. require paid sick leave as of 2020— 
Connecticut, California, Massachusetts, Oregon, Vermont, Arizona, Washington, 
Rhode Island, Maryland, New Jersey, Michigan, Nevada, and Maine—in order of 
when each state passed the law (www.ncsl.org/research/labor-and-employment/paid-
sick-leave.aspx). Of course, organizations can ofer paid sick leave regardless of state 
law, and, although common sense might suggest that individuals who have paid sick 
leave would be more likely to take time of from work, research studies consistently 
show the opposite: providing paid sick leave actually reduces sick leave by keeping 
ill employees out of the ofce, reducing the spread of infectious illnesses (Stearns & 
White, 2018). 

While involuntary absenteeism may be the result of actual illness and an orga-
nization’s paid sick leave policy, voluntary absenteeism is more strongly related to 
work attitudes, such that job satisfaction has a negative but weak relationship to 
absenteeism (Ostrof, 1993). However, that relationship may depend on individual 
diferences. One study on customer service agents within a major telecommuni-
cations company showed that individuals who were not prone to experience guilt 
reported a negative relationship between job satisfaction and absenteeism. However, 
individuals who were not guilt-prone did not allow their job satisfaction to impact 
their absenteeism (Schaumberg & Flynn, 2017). Of course, it is also important to 
make the distinction between voluntary and involuntary absenteeism. Job satisfac-
tion and guilt proneness are most likely to impact voluntary, but not involuntary, 
absenteeism. 

Additionally, there is evidence that individual absenteeism may be afected by 
coworkers’ absenteeism rates and by the organization’s policy and “climate” toward 
absenteeism (see Miraglia & Johns, 2021). For example, if coworkers are frequently 
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absent, or if management has a lenient policy that is tolerant of absences, employees 
might be inclined to miss work regardless of how satisfed or dissatisfed they are with 
their job (Lieke et al., 2016). 

It seems apparent that absenteeism, especially voluntary absenteeism, would be 
related to turnover (e.g., workers who have a lot of unexcused absences don’t last long 
on the job). A meta-analysis found a small positive relationship (r = 0.25) between 
absenteeism and turnover and a pattern of employee “withdrawal,” as tardy workers 
who tended to be late arriving at work had greater rates of absenteeism, which, in 
turn, led to higher rates of turnover (Berry et al., 2012). 

Employee Turnover 

As with absenteeism, there are difculties in defning and measuring turnover. Invol-
untary turnover occurs when an employee is fred or laid of. A certain amount of 
involuntary turnover is likely to be considered inevitable and possibly even benefcial. 
Firing workers who are not performing at desirable levels can be viewed as a positive, 
“weeding” process (Manz et al., 2015). Even employee quitting (voluntary turnover) 
can yield positive results for the organization if those who quit are poor performers 
(Eberly et al., 2009). 

In contrast, turnover of high-performing employees can cost organizations in 
terms of bottom-line outcomes such as sales and proft (Kacmar et al., 2006). Accord-
ing to one school of thought, voluntary turnover is likely to be infuenced by lack 
of job satisfaction and organizational commitment, whereas involuntary turnover 
is not. As is the case with absenteeism, research that does not distinguish between 
voluntary and involuntary turnover may not fnd the expected relationships between 
employee attitudes and turnover simply because the two types of turnover are lumped 
together. 

Both job satisfaction and organizational commitment have been investigated as 
predictors of employee turnover. Meta-analyses indicate that low levels of both job 
satisfaction and organizational commitment are related to higher rates of turnover 
(see Eberly et al., 2009, for a review). Interestingly, one of the best predictors of 
employee turnover is absenteeism, particularly the rate of absences in the years 
immediately before the employee leaves (Grifeth et al., 2000). Tere is also some 
evidence that voluntary turnover can occur in clusters of employees—what can be 
referred to as collective turnover (Heavey et al., 2013). Tis makes sense because 
employees develop social networks, and negative attitudes toward the organiza-
tion may develop and be reinforced by other employees in the network. Whereas 
a network of strongly committed employees can reduce turnover, growing dis-
satisfaction within the group may lead to employees leaving in clusters (Porter & 
Rigby, 2021). 

Researchers have turned their attention to measuring employees’ self-reported 
intentions to leave, or turnover intentions, in an efort to prevent the loss of valu-
able employees. We have already seen that employee engagement leads to reduced 
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turnover intentions. Te obvious problem with measuring turnover intentions is 
that many workers who report that they intend to quit their jobs may not actu-
ally turn over because they lack alternative employment, because they reevaluate the 
situation, or because they are not risk takers (Allen et al., 2005). Regardless of the 
strength of the connection between intentions to turn over and actual turnover, mea-
suring employees’ intentions to quit their jobs can be a measure of dissatisfaction 
with the job or organization and used by employers to try to remedy the situation to 
prevent costly turnover. 

Because voluntary turnover can be costly to an organization, it is important to 
understand some of the reasons why good performers may leave their jobs. Produc-
tive, valuable employees who do not receive work-related rewards, such as promotions 
and pay raises, are likely candidates for leaving their jobs (Trevor et al., 1997). Studies 
also indicate that perceived lack of infuence or power within the organization can 
cause workers to seek employment elsewhere, especially if they feel positive about the 
other job opportunities available to them (Lee & Mitchell, 1994). As stated earlier, 
both job satisfaction and organizational commitment are associated with turnover, 
and this need for workers to feel that they have some infuence within the organiza-
tion may help explain this association. Tat is, those workers who have such infuence 
are probably more satisfed with their jobs and, thus, more committed to the organi-
zation (Dwyer & Ganster, 1991). Tis may also help explain the reason that giving 
workers a sense of power over their jobs or allowing them to participate in decision-
making processes is associated with higher levels of job satisfaction, as we shall see 
later in this chapter. 

In summary, when examining the relationships between job satisfaction and other 
outcome variables such as absenteeism and turnover, it is important to consider the 
type of absenteeism and turnover being measured. Voluntary absenteeism and turn-
over are most likely to be afected by employee attitudes. Unfortunately, many studies 
do not distinguish between voluntary and involuntary absenteeism and turnover, 
which leads to a possible “watering down” of any observed efects. Moreover, cause-
and-efect relationships often cannot be assumed. In fact, some studies indicate that 
the relationships are reciprocal, with each variable sometimes being the “cause” and 
at other times being the “efect.” 

Increasing employee engagement, Job Satisfaction, 
and Organizational commitment 

As we have seen, employee engagement, job satisfaction, and organizational com-
mitment are considered important by organizations because they are linked to 
costly absenteeism and turnover. Job satisfaction is particularly important to the 
employee because it refects a critical work outcome: feelings of fulfllment from the 
job and the work setting. Because of this, organizations have implemented a num-
ber of programs and techniques in an efort to increase employees’ engagement, 
satisfaction, and commitment. Tese programs take many forms. Some change the 

turnover Intentions 
workers’ self-reported 
intentions to leave their jobs 
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Job enlargement 
the expansion of a job to 
include additional, more 
varied work tasks 

structure of work, others alter the methods of worker compensation, and still others 
ofer innovative fringe-beneft plans and packages. We will examine some of these 
techniques. 

Changes in Job Structure 

Tree techniques have been used to try to increase employee satisfaction and engage-
ment by changing the structure of jobs. Te frst technique, job rotation, which 
was frst introduced in Chapter 6, involves moving workers from one specialized 
job to another. Although job rotation can be used to train workers in a variety of 
tasks, it can also be used to alleviate the monotony and boredom associated with 
performing the same work, day in and day out. For example, an employee in a retail 
store may move from maintenance and cleanup duties to stocking merchandise to 
bagging merchandise on a weekly basis. A receptionist in a large organization might 
rotate from greeting visitors and answering telephones to simple clerical duties such 
as fling and photocopying. Research shows that job rotation can be related to job 
satisfaction, as well as contributing to increases in salary and opportunities for pro-
motion (Campion et al., 1994). 

Job enlargement is the practice of allowing workers to take on additional, varied 
tasks in an efort to make them feel that they are more valuable members of the orga-
nization. For example, a custodian who is responsible for the cleaning and upkeep of 
several rooms might progressively have the job enlarged until the job’s duties involve 
the maintenance of an entire foor. Job enlargement is tricky to implement because 
it means that workers are required to do additional work, which some might per-
ceive as negative. However, if used correctly, job enlargement can positively afect job 
satisfaction by giving an employee a greater sense of accomplishment and improv-
ing valuable work skills. One study of enlarged jobs found that they led to greater 
employee satisfaction, improved employee initiative, and better customer service 
than nonenlarged jobs. However, enlarged jobs carried the “costs” of requiring more 
skilled, more highly trained, and more costly (higher-paid) workers than nonenlarged 
jobs (Campion & McClelland, 1991). 

Job enrichment, which we studied in depth in Chapter 7, can also be used to increase 
employee engagement and job satisfaction. Recall that job enrichment involves rais-
ing the level of responsibility associated with a particular job by allowing workers a 
greater voice in the planning, execution, and evaluation of their own activities. For 
example, in one such program, assembly-line workers were divided into teams, each 
of which was given many of the responsibilities that were previously held by frontline 
supervisors, including ordering supplies, setting output rates, creating quality control 
inspection systems, and even appraising their own performance. Tis independence 
and increased responsibility can go a long way toward increasing motivation and job 
satisfaction for many workers, and enriched jobs may be more important today to 
younger workers (Beltrán-Martín & Roca-Puig, 2013). Although job enrichment 
and job enlargement seem somewhat similar, because both require more work from 
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employees, job enrichment raises the level of tasks, whereas job enlargement does not 
raise the level of responsibility associated with the work. 

Changes in Pay Structure 

According to research, the perception of fairness in pay is associated with greater 
job satisfaction (Witt & Nye, 1992). Although the relationship between pay and 
job satisfaction is not always a direct, positive one, pay and opportunities to develop 
relate to afective commitment (Jayasingam & Yong, 2013). Although most innova-
tive compensation programs are introduced primarily in an efort to improve job 
performance, many changes also increase levels of job satisfaction. 

One innovative compensation program is skill-based pay (also known as knowledge-
based pay), which involves paying employees an hourly rate based on their knowledge 
and skills rather than on the particular job to which they are assigned (Lawler et al., 
1992). In other words, workers are paid for the level of the job that they are able to per-
form, rather than paid for the title or particular position that they hold. For example, 
two individuals may both have the job title of auditor, but one, who is more skilled, 
receives higher pay because she had advanced auditing skills and the other doesn’t. 

For skill-based pay programs to be cost-efective, it is imperative that employees 
be assigned to jobs that match the levels of their skills and knowledge. Research 
indicates that workers are more satisfed in organizations that use this system than in 
those that use conventional pay plans, and there is also evidence that they are more 
productive, more concerned with quality, less prone to turnover, and more likely to 
be motivated to grow and develop on the job (Dierdorf & Surface, 2008). Tere is 
also some evidence that skill-based pay works better in manufacturing as opposed to 
service organizations (Shaw et al., 2005). Particularly satisfed are those who receive 
skill-based pay and who also have high levels of ability and motivation (Tosi & 
Tosi, 1987). One explanation for the efectiveness of skill-based pay systems is that 
employees may perceive these compensation plans as fairer and the organization as 
more supportive (Mitra et al., 2011). With the current emphasis on the “knowledge 
worker” and with a dwindling supply of workers possessing the highest levels of tech-
nical knowledge and skills, skill-based pay systems may increase in the future. 

Te Porter–Lawler model suggested that job performance leads to job satisfac-
tion by way of increased rewards, one of the most important of which is pay. If this 
is the case, then a system of compensation based directly on performance should be 
an efective strategy for increasing job satisfaction. One such pay-for-performance 
system is merit pay, a plan in which the amount of compensation is directly a func-
tion of an employee’s performance. In merit pay plans, workers receive a fnancial 
bonus based on their individual output. Although sensible in theory, such systems do 
not work well in practice for a number of reasons (Campbell et al., 1998). First, and 
perhaps most important, difculties in the objective assessment of performance mean 
that it is often impossible to distinguish the truly good performers from the more 
average performers. Tis leads to feelings of unfairness in the distribution of merit 

Skill-Based pay 
a system of compensation in 
which workers are paid based 
on their knowledge and skills 
rather than on their positions 
in the organization 

Merit pay 
a compensation system in 
which employees receive a base 
rate and additional pay based 
on performance 
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Gainsharing 
a compensation system 
based on efective group 
performance

 Stop & Review 
Describe three tech-
niques for changing job 
structure. 

proft Sharing 
a plan where all employees 
receive a small share of an 
organization’s profts 

pay and subsequent employee dissatisfaction (Salimäki & Jämsén, 2010; St-Onge, 
2000). Second, most merit pay systems emphasize individual goals, which may hurt 
the organization’s overall performance and disrupt group harmony, especially if jobs 
require groups to collaborate for the production of a product. Finally, in many such 
plans, the amount of merit compensation is quite small in proportion to base sala-
ries. In other words, the merit pay is simply not viewed as a strong incentive to work 
harder (Balkin & Gomez-Mejia, 1987; Pearce et al., 1985). Research has suggested 
that a merit pay raise needs to be at least 7% to have a signifcant impact on employee 
attitudes and motivation (Mitra et al., 1997). 

Another strategy for the implementation of pay-for-performance systems is to 
make pay contingent on efective group performance, a technique termed gainsharing 
(Lawler, 1987). Te notion of group- or team-based rewards was introduced in 
Chapter 7. In gainsharing, if a work group or department reaches a certain perfor-
mance goal, all members of the unit receive a bonus (Figure 8.7). Because the level of 
productivity among workers usually varies, the gainsharing program must be viewed 
as being fair to all involved (Welbourne & Ferrante, 2008). For example, in one 
program, workers decided that the fairest plan was to set a minimum amount that 
could be received by any worker and then base additional pay on each worker’s level 
of productivity. Tus, the low producers received some base compensation, but they 
found that greater pay would result only if they increased production. Te high pro-
ducers, on the other hand, were well rewarded for their eforts (Cooper et al., 1992). 
One longitudinal study of gainsharing found that it was related to more positive 
employee attitudes and greater commitment than when employees did not partici-
pate in gainsharing (Hanlon et al., 1994). Another study found that gainsharing 
improved members’ teamwork as well as their satisfaction with pay (O’Bannon & 
Pearce, 1999). Rather than focusing on productivity increases, some gainsharing pro-
grams reward workers who cut production costs through suggestions and innovations 
and then pass a portion of the savings on to the workers (Arthur & Huntley, 2005). 
Gainsharing may not be appropriate for all organizations or for all groups of workers. 
Terefore, implementation of a gainsharing program must be based on careful plan-
ning and a thorough knowledge of the groups of workers involved. One important 
consideration is that a failed attempt at a major change in pay structure, such as a 
gainsharing plan, could lead to massive worker dissatisfaction (Collins, 1995). 

A more common plan is proft sharing, in which all employees receive a small 
share of the organization’s profts (Rosen et al., 1986). Te notion underlying proft 
sharing is to instill a sense of ownership in employees, to increase both commit-
ment to the organization and to improve motivation and productivity (Chiu & Tsai, 
2007). For proft-sharing programs to be efective, it is imperative that employees buy 
into the program and understand that proft sharing is linked to performance (Han 
et al., 2015). One drawback is that it is often difcult for employees to see how their 
individual performances have an impact on the company’s total output. Tis may be 
one reason why proft sharing seems to work better in small companies than in large 
ones (Bayo-Moriones & Larraza-Kintana, 2009). In addition, there is typically quite 
a long delay between reaching performance goals and receiving individual shares of 
the company’s profts (see the box “Applying I/O Psychology”). 
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Figure 8.7 As part of a gainsharing system, an auto mechanic competes with others for monthly 
bonuses. 

Source: Image by Ryan doka, found on Pixabay (https://pixabay.com/photos/auto-repair-oil-change-
oil-auto-3691963/). 

Employee ownership is a program where employees own all or part of an organi-
zation. Employee ownership can take one of two forms: direct ownership or employee 
stock ownership. In direct ownership, the employees are the sole owners of the orga-
nization. In employee stock ownership programs, which are the more common of 
the two, stock options are considered part of a beneft package whereby employees 
acquire shares of company stock over time. Each employee eventually becomes a 
company stockholder and has voting rights in certain company decisions. Propo-
nents of these programs claim that, although they are expensive, the costs are ofset 
by savings created by increased employee organizational commitment, productivity, 
work quality, and job satisfaction and decreases in rates of absenteeism and turnover 
(Buchko, 1992). 

Of course, tales of the quick success of employee-owned companies in the 1990s, 
such as Southwest Airlines, United Airlines, and Wheeling Steel, quickly became 
legendary, but were ofset by the ethical scandals of the early 2000s and the fnancial 
meltdown, which meant that employees who had their retirement funds in stock in 
Enron, WorldCom, or a variety of Wall Street frms lost a bundle. 

Research on the success of employee ownership programs is somewhat inconsis-
tent, and results show that employee ownership does not necessarily lead to increased 
job satisfaction or organizational commitment (Oliver, 1990). Other research indi-
cates that, if employee ownership is going to increase organizational commitment, 
certain criteria must be met, the most obvious being that the program must be 

employee Ownership 
a program where employees 
own all or part of an 
organization 
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fnancially rewarding to employees (French & Rosenstein, 1984). Moreover, higher-
level employees may have more positive reactions to employee ownership programs 
than do lower-level workers (Wichman, 1994). One investigation further qualifed 
the conditions required for the success of employee ownership programs. Examin-
ing 37 employee stock ownership companies, the study found that rates of employee 
organizational commitment and satisfaction were highest when the companies made 
substantial fnancial contributions to the employee stock purchases, when manage-
ment was highly committed to the program, and when there was a great deal of 
communication about the program (Klein, 1987). In addition, the Oliver (1990) 
study found that the rewards of employee ownership would only have a positive 
impact on the workers if they placed a high value on those rewards. For example, if a 
worker valued the work for its own merits, the worker would likely feel about the same 
level of satisfaction whether she was working for an employee-owned company or not. 

Flexible Work Schedules 

Another strategy for improving worker satisfaction and commitment is to provide 
alternative or fexible work schedules. Flexible work schedules give workers greater 
control over their workday, which can be important in large urban areas, where 
workers are able to commute at nonpeak times, or for workers with childcare respon-
sibilities. One study showed that fexible schedules are related to lower sick day use 
and improved health perceptions, but only for older workers who are most likely 
to have health concerns (Piszczek & Pimputkar, 2020). In addition, fexible work 
schedules were related to improved attitudes around balancing work and family, but 
only for middle-aged workers who are most likely to have children. Flexible work 
schedules were positively related to afective commitment across age. 

A  P P LY I  n g  I / O  P  S  Y  C  h  O L  O  g  Y  

Interventions to enhance employee engagement? 

given the benefts of employee engagement, many

scholars and practitioners have asked—is it possible to

do an intervention to increase engagement in the work-

place? And, if so, what should you do? 

 1.  Personal resource-building interventions: interven-

tions focused on increasing employees’ individual 

strengths such as self-efcacy (confdence), resil-

ience, or optimism. 

 

According to Knight and colleagues, there are four 2.  Job resource-building interventions: interventions 

focused on improving the work environment such 

as increasing autonomy, social support, feedback, or 

developmental opportunities. 

common “types” of work engagement interventions 

(Knight et al., 2017): 
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A  P P LY I  n g  I / O  P  S  Y  C  h  O L  O  g  Y  

(Continued) 

3. Leadership training interventions: interventions 

focused on developing managers’ leadership skills 

though ofering education, practicing goal-setting, 

and engaging in problem solving. 

4. health promotion interventions: interventions 

focused on enhancing the health and well-being of 

employees by reducing stress, increasing mindful-

ness, and ofering stress management or exercise/ 

relaxation opportunities. 

In one study, researchers implemented an engage-

ment intervention that focused on increasing per-

sonal resources and job resources and challenging job 

demands in a health-care organization (Van Wingerden 

et al., 2016). The intervention involved three training 

sessions that were delivered in a 5-week period. They 

completed four activities: 

1. The frst activity focused on accepting the past, 

appreciating the present, and viewing the future as 

a source of opportunities. 

2. The second activity involved giving and receiving 

feedback. 

3. The third activity required participants to practice 

refusing requests. 

4. The fourth activity related to job crafting and asked 

participants to consider their job tasks and personal 

strengths before designing a plan and goals that 

might increase their social job resources, structural 

job resources, and challenging job demands. 

The researchers used a quasi-experimental design 

and showed that employees who received the interven-

tion reported increased work engagement and increased 

job performance (self-rated). 

Another study used mindfulness training to increase 

engagement among surgical intensive care unit per-

sonnel and involved meditation, yoga, and music for 

an hour-long, weekly session for 8 weeks (Steinberg 

et al., 2017). Participants who received the training also 

reported increased work satisfaction and reported being 

more resilient to stress. 

Meta-analyses support the general efectiveness of 

interventions to increase engagement (Knight et al., 

2019), suggesting that it is quite possible for organiza-

tions to increase employee engagement through a vari-

ety of workplace interventions. 

One type of fexible schedule is compressed workweeks, in which the number 
of workdays is decreased while the number of hours worked per day is increased. 
Most common are four 10-hour days, and certain groups, such as nurses, may work 
three 12-hour shifts per week. Workers may prefer a compressed schedule because the 
extra day of allows workers time to take care of tasks that need to be done Monday 
through Friday, such as going to the doctor, dentist, or tax accountant. Usually, com-
pressed workweeks include a 3-day weekend, which allows workers more free time 
to take weekend vacations. Both of these benefts should cut down on absenteeism, 
because workers previously might have called in sick to take an extra day of “vacation” 
or to run errands. An extended shift might also allow a worker to miss peak trafc 

compressed Workweeks 
schedules that decrease 
the number of days in the 
workweek while increasing 
the number of hours worked 
per day 
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Flextime 
a schedule that commits 
an employee to working a 
specifed number of hours per 
week, but ofers fexibility in 
regard to the beginning and 
ending times for each day 

times. However, a drawback is that working parents might have difculty fnding 
childcare for the extended workday. Also on the negative side, a 10-hour (or 12-hour) 
workday is more exhausting than the typical 8-hour day (see Bolino et al., 2021, for a 
review). Tis fatigue may lead to decreases in work productivity and concern for work 
quality (although many people say that the extra couple of hours are not necessarily 
tiring). Meta-analyses suggest that, although employees tend to be satisfed with com-
pressed workweeks and exhibit higher overall job satisfaction, there is no reduction in 
absenteeism associated with compressed schedules (Baltes et al., 1999). In addition, 
one study found that workers had more favorable attitudes toward compressed work 
schedules if they had participated in the decision to implement the schedule change 
(Latack & Foster, 1985). 

Flextime is a scheduling system whereby a worker is committed to a specifed 
number of hours per week (usually 40) but has some fexibility concerning the start-
ing and ending times of any particular workday. Often, fextime schedules operate 
around a certain core of hours during which all workers must be on the job (such as 
from 10 a.m. to 2:30 p.m.). However, the workers can decide when to begin and end 
the workday, as long as they are present during the core period and work an 8-hour 
day. Some fextime schedules even allow workers to borrow and carry hours from 
one workday to the next or, in some extremely fexible programs, from one week to 
another. Te only stipulation is that an average of 40 hours per week is maintained. 
Obviously, only certain types of jobs can accommodate fextime. 

What are the primary advantages of fextime? For the worker, it creates greater 
freedom and can improve well-being (Spieler et al., 2017). Workers can sleep in 
and begin work later in the morning, as long as they make up the time by staying 
late. Employees who want to leave work early to do some late-afternoon shopping 
can arrive early to work that day. One study of commuting workers showed that 
fextime commuters reported less driver stress than workers not on fextime (Lucas & 
Heady, 2002). A study of fextime programs found that fextime reduced stress lev-
els for workers in three countries (Canada, Israel, Russia; Barney & Elias, 2010). 
Research indicates that fextime programs increase employee satisfaction and com-
mitment (Chen & Fulmer, 2018). Interestingly, fextime pays of for companies that 
can implement this type of schedule, resulting in reduced absenteeism and increased 
productivity (Berkery et al., 2017), as well as lower turnover and higher revenue well 
above any costs associated with fextime (Berkery et al., 2020). 

Beneft Programs 

Perhaps the most common way for employers to try to increase employees’ job satis-
faction and organizational commitment is through various beneft programs. Beneft 
programs can include fexible working hours, a variety of health-care options, difer-
ent retirement plans, proft sharing, career development programs, health promotion 
programs, and employee-sponsored childcare. Interestingly, however, not all pro-
grams have their intended efects. For example, although on-site childcare programs 

262 



P o s i t i v e  e m P loy e e  At t i t u d e s

 

increase worker job satisfaction, the expected reductions in absenteeism rates have 
been small (Kossek & Nichol, 1992). 

Growing in popularity are fexible, or “cafeteria-style,” beneft plans, where 
employees choose from a number of options (Barringer & Milkovich, 1998). Lawler 
(1971) long ago argued that allowing employees to choose their own benefts led 
to increases in job satisfaction and ensured that the benefts suited each employee’s 
unique needs. One study demonstrated, however, that it is important that employees 
receive adequate information and guidance regarding the characteristics of the vari-
ous beneft programs, to help them make an informed choice of benefts that best suit 
their needs and to avoid dissatisfaction caused by making incorrect choices (Sturman 
et al., 1996). Research suggests that cafeteria-style benefts are perceived as a fairer 
system than traditional beneft plans (Cole & Flint, 2004). 

It is important to bear in mind that the costs of employee benefts are rising 
rapidly—with benefts costing U.S. employers 30–40% of total compensation (U.S. 
Department of Labor, 2016). Beneft costs in some European countries are even 
higher. As a result, organizations often reduce beneft programs as a cost-saving strat-
egy during times of economic downturn. Yet, organizations must be aware of the 
potentially damaging efects of such cuts in benefts on employee job satisfaction and 
morale. 

Te efectiveness of programs designed to increase job satisfaction and organi-
zational commitment depends on various factors. Although most of the techniques 
intended to increase job satisfaction do indeed appear to do so, there is less evidence 
that these programs then lead to changes in other important outcome variables such 
as productivity, work quality, absenteeism, and, ultimately, turnover. If a company 
implements a program aimed at increasing employee job satisfaction, and if manage-
ment is perceived by employees to be taking positive steps toward improvement of 
the workplace, job satisfaction will likely improve immediately after the introduction 
of the program. However, it may be unclear whether the program actually caused 
the increase or if it is really a sort of Hawthorne efect, in which employees’ positive 
expectations about management’s good intentions lead to increases in satisfaction 
merely because something was done. Regardless of the reason for measured improve-
ments following the implementation of some satisfaction-enhancing program, the 
increases may tend to disappear over time as some of the novelty wears of, which 
long-term follow-up evaluations would reveal. 

Positive Afect and Employee Well-Being 

Stop & Review 
List and defne four al-
ternative pay structure 
techniques. 

Another factor infuencing prosocial behaviour is one’s mood at work (George, 
1991). Positive afect, which includes positive moods and emotions, infuences 
a host of employee attitudes and behaviors (Fisher, 2000). Positive mood at work 
is negatively related to both absenteeism (George, 1989) and turnover (George & 
Jones, 1996). Not only is a person’s emotional state important, but also there are 
clearly individual diferences in dispositions toward positive or negative afect that 

positive afect 
positive emotions that afect 
mood in the workplace 
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 Stop & Review 
List and defne 
fve categories of 
organizational 
citizenship behaviors. 

are genetically determined, as discussed in “On the Cutting Edge.” Just like moods 
and emotions, dispositional afect (afectivity) relates to workplace outcomes such as 
absenteeism and turnover (Pelled & Xin, 1999). 

A major source of moods and emotions at work is one’s manager. One study used 
an experience sampling methodology to examine the impact of leaders on employees’ 
afect at work (Bono et al., 2007). Health-care workers completed a survey four times 
a day for 2 weeks and reported that they experienced fewer positive emotions when 
interacting with their supervisors than their coworkers and customers, but certain 
types of leaders (transformational leaders) elicited more positive emotions than oth-
ers. Further, laboratory (Johnson, 2009) and feld (Johnson, 2008) studies show that 
managers’ afect infuences employee afect, which can impact additional outcomes 
such as organizational citizenship behavior and performance. 

So, is a positive disposition or emotional state and resulting job satisfaction the 
“cure-all”? Not necessarily. Tere is some evidence that, when workers become dis-
satisfed with some aspect of the work situation, they become motivated to change it. 
Job dissatisfaction has been linked to both creativity and voicing of concern (Zhou & 
George, 2001). Importantly, no matter how strong an individual’s positive emotions 
or disposition, if the person is not fairly treated or is undercompensated, job satisfac-
tion and positive work behaviors will decline. 

It is important to also mention that satisfaction with one’s job is not enough. 
Workers may have job satisfaction, but other aspects of their lives (family relation-
ships, physical health, etc.) may not be as positive. I/O psychology has two important 
objectives in this regard: to improve the physical and social environment at work in 
an efort to enhance worker well-being, satisfaction, and life quality, and to improve 
organizational outcomes, such as increased productivity, work quality, and reduced 
absenteeism and turnover by increasing employee participation in, and commitment 
to, organizational processes (Danna & Grifn, 1999). 

Summary 

Tere are a number of ways to assess positive employee attitudes at work. Employee 
engagement refects a psychological state in which one feels vigor (energy), dedication, 
and absorption in one’s work and organization. Inclusion involves the feeling that one 
belongs, but can still be one’s unique self. Te most commonly used construct is job 
satisfaction, which involves the positive feelings and attitudes one has about a job, can 
be conceptualized in overall, or global, terms or in terms of specifc components or 
facets, and can be measured through interviews or with self-report instruments. Te 
most widely used self-report measures are the Minnesota Satisfaction Questionnaire 
(MSQ) and the Job Descriptive Index ( JDI). Research indicates that there is a slight 
positive relationship between job satisfaction and job performance, although the link 
may be moderated by another variable, such as the receipt of work rewards. Job satis-
faction is positively correlated with organizational commitment, or employees’ feelings 
and attitudes about the entire work organization. 
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Both job satisfaction and organizational commitment tend to be negatively corre-
lated with voluntary employee absenteeism. However, the relationships are complex 
and difcult to decipher, partly owing to the difculty involved in distinguishing 
voluntary absenteeism from involuntary absenteeism. Job satisfaction and organiza-
tional commitment are also related to voluntary employee turnover. 

Programs designed to increase job satisfaction include changes in job structure 
through techniques such as job rotation, job enlargement, and job enrichment. Other 
satisfaction-enhancing techniques suggest changing the pay structure by using 
methods such as skill-based pay, pay-for-performance programs such as merit pay, 
gainsharing, or proft sharing, which are sometimes contingent on efective group 
performance. Flexible work schedules, such as compressed workweeks and fextime, 
improve satisfaction by giving workers greater control over their jobs. Still other 
methods of improving satisfaction involve increasing job-related benefts. 

Most recently, research has focused on the role of positive afect in employee 
behavior, with job satisfaction mediating the relationship between afect and work 
outcomes. Tis emphasis on positive employee attitudes, emotions, and behaviors 
refects I/O psychology’s concern with both organizational functioning and employee 
well-being. 

Study Questions and exercises 

1. What are some of the difculties in the measurement of employee job satisfaction? 
2. How might I/O psychologists try to deal with these problems? 
3. How does job satisfaction relate to the important “bottom-line” outcome vari-

ables of performance, absenteeism, and turnover? 
4. What would a good, comprehensive program to increase job satisfaction contain? 

What elements would you include? 
5. Consider a job or occupation that you are familiar with. What are the “normal” 

job duties associated with this job, and what might be considered “organizational 
citizenship behaviors” for this job or occupation? Try to come up with examples 
of each type of OCB for this job. 

Web Links 

https://positivepsychology.com/job-satisfaction/ 

Inclusify.com 

www.bgsu.edu/arts-and-sciences/psychology/services/job-descriptive-index. 
html 
Information on the Job Descriptive Index (JDI). 
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Chapter 9  

Worker Stress and 
Burnout 

Inside Tips 
WORKER STRESS AND BURNOUT 

Life stress is a topic with which most of us will be familiar because it is discussed often 
in the popular press and media. Tis chapter deals primarily with worker stress: the 
stress that occurs at work and afects work behavior. So be careful not to confuse what 
you have heard from the media about life stress and what you read in this chapter. 
For instance, a common misconception is that all stress is bad. As you will fnd out, a 
little bit of stress can be motivating and challenging. Yet it is the negative type of stress 
that gets most of the attention. Another misconception is that the strategies used in 
dealing with stress in everyday life will also work in dealing with worker stress. Tis 
is not always the case. For example, some stressors can be alleviated by organizational 
changes and are, therefore, under the control of management, whereas others must be 
addressed by the individual worker. In addition, some of the techniques for dealing 
with stress in the workplace are not so much stress-reduction techniques as they are 
simply good management and human resource practices. Social scientists have had a 
great deal of difculty in precisely defning and measuring stress. Be aware of this. 
Some of the concepts in this chapter are quite abstract and are initially difcult to 
understand. 

Tis chapter fts well with Chapter 8, which focused on worker satisfaction and 
positive worker attitudes. In some ways, satisfaction and stress can be opposite sides 
of the same coin. Jobs can create a great deal of satisfaction, contributing to a sense of 
well-being and “worth.” At the same time, however, jobs can subject us to uncom-
fortable (and potentially harmful) stress and can lead to negative attitudes and work 
behaviors. 

Te frst few weeks of your job were exciting: you were challenged to learn new things 
and accomplish important objectives. You felt good about the job and about yourself. 
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Stressor 
an environmental event that is 
perceived by an individual to 
be threatening 

But now, work has become routine, and there is a great sense of pressure. It is some-
times hard to drag yourself out of bed in the morning. Some of this is due to the 
increasing workload, but you are also having trouble getting along with a particularly 
difcult coworker. Sometimes, the pressure from work makes it hard to concentrate; 
other times, you feel sick and unhappy. 

As we saw in Chapter 8, most workers feel some sense of purpose and accomplish-
ment about their jobs, which can be highly rewarding and self-satisfying. However, 
work can also be a tremendous burden. Deadlines, work overload, and difcult bosses 
or coworkers can all place considerable pressure and strain on workers. Tus, jobs 
and the work environment commonly produce stress, and workers must learn to 
deal with that stress. Moreover, the negative behaviors of people at work, ranging 
from bad attitudes to acts of sabotage and workplace violence, make the work world 
a difcult (and sometimes dangerous) place. In this section, we will defne worker 
stress, see how it afects work behavior, look at how it is measured, examine ways 
that the individual worker can attempt to cope with it, and consider strategies that 
organizations can use to try to decrease stress. We will also look at negative attitudes 
and dysfunctional behaviors at work and what organizations and individuals can do 
to try to limit or eliminate these. 

Defning Worker Stress 

Te construct of stress is quite complex. So much so, that there are at least eight 
diferent defnitions (models) for stress (Cooper et al., 2002). According to the early 
stress researcher Hans Selye (1976), stress is primarily a physiological reaction to 
certain threatening environmental events. From Selye’s perspective, worker stress 
would simply refer to the stress caused by events in the work environment. Psycholo-
gist John French and his colleagues (1982) say that worker stress results from a lack 
of “ft” between a person’s skills and abilities and the demands of the job and the 
workplace. In other words, a worker who is totally unqualifed for a particular job 
should feel a tremendous amount of stress. For example, imagine a worker with little 
previous experience with computer systems applying for and being hired as a com-
munication specialist, only to fnd out that the job requires a thorough knowledge of 
various computer networking systems. Richard Lazarus (1991), in his “transactional” 
view of worker stress, saw stress as resulting from the worker’s perception that a cer-
tain environmental event is a threat or a challenge, factoring in their perception of 
how capable they will be at managing the threat. From Richard Lazarus’s perspective, 
you and I might interpret the same event very diferently—I might fnd it stressful; 
you might view it as totally harmless (or perhaps even as pleasantly challenging!). 

To arrive at a defnition of worker stress for our purposes, we need to look at what 
these three diferent approaches to stress have in common. All three defnitions view 
worker stress as an interaction between the person and some environmental event, 
or stressor. In addition, all the defnitions emphasize that there are some impor-
tant reactions to the stressful event. Tese reactions can be either physiological or 
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psychological in nature, or both. Terefore, we will defne worker stress as 
physiological and/or psychological reactions to an event that is perceived to be threat-
ening or taxing. 

Although we most often think of stress as an unpleasant state, it can have both 
negative and positive aspects. For example, imagine that you have been working for 
several years as an assistant manager for a large company and fnd out that you have 
just received a promotion to department manager, a position you have been trying to 
obtain for some time. With your new position come feelings of stress. Some of these 
are negative, such as the stress that will result from having to work many overtime 
hours without additional compensation, being required to make formal presentations 
regularly to your peers and superiors (and having your presentations critically evalu-
ated by them), and taking on the responsibility to take the criticism for any problems 
occurring in your department. On the other hand, many positive reactions are asso-
ciated with the promotion, including feelings of accomplishment, anticipation, 
pride, and challenge. Like the negative aspects, these positive responses also induce 
physiological and psychological reactions in the body. Some stress researchers distin-
guish the negative stress, termed distress, from the positive kind of stress, called eustress 
(see, e.g., Parker et al., 2015). 

We are all likely familiar with the physiological reactions to stress. Tey include 
signs of arousal such as increased heart and respiratory rates, elevated blood pressure, 
and profuse sweating. Te psychological reactions to distress include feeling anxiety, 
fear, frustration, and despair, as well as appraising or evaluating the stressful event 
and its impact, thinking about the stressful experience, and mentally preparing to 
take steps to try to deal with the stress. In many ways, stress is a perceptual process. 
An event that one individual perceives to be stressful may not be labeled as such by 
someone else. For example, making a formal presentation in front of a large audience 
may be perceived as extremely stressful for the average college student, but may be 
perceived as energizing (and perhaps fun) by a person who is accustomed to public 
speaking. Because stress may cause a variety of reactions and feelings, and because 
perceptions of stress may vary from person to person, stress has not been particularly 
easy to defne, and it is very difcult to measure. We will deal with methods of mea-
suring stress shortly. 

Events that might not be terribly stressful alone can build up over time if exposure 
to stressful events is sustained over time, creating more deleterious outcomes for indi-
viduals and organizations (Fuller et al., 2003). For workers, stress can have long-term 
health-related efects (Ganster & Rosen, 2013). Stress-related illnesses include ulcers, 
hypertension and coronary heart disease, migraines, asthma attacks, and colitis. If 
worker stress leads to stress-related illnesses, rates of absenteeism can increase. At the 
psychological level, stress can cause mental strain, feelings of fatigue, anxiety, and 
depression that can reduce worker productivity and quality of work. If a job becomes 
too stressful, a worker may be compelled to quit and fnd a less stressful position. 
Tus, worker stress may infuence turnover as well. 

Managers and workers may also be concerned about stress at a more personal 
level. Worker stress can be, in many ways, the fip side of job satisfaction. Whereas 
job satisfaction represents the “positives” associated with work, stress is a way of 

Worker Stress 
the physiological and/or 
psychological reactions to 
events that are perceived to be 
threatening or taxing 
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Situational Stress 
stress arising from certain 
conditions that exist in the 
work environment or in the 
worker’s personal life 

conceptualizing the “negatives” associated with jobs—the pressures, the strains, the 
conficts. No doubt, much of the interest in worker stress results from the fact that 
managers, business owners, and all other sorts of workers experience stress on a day-
to-day basis. 

Sources of Worker Stress 

Generally, stress can arise from either the environment (situational stress) or from an 
individual’s personal characteristics (dispositional stress). Situational stress can come 
from all aspects of our lives. We are subjected to a wide range of stressors at home, at 
school, and in our interpersonal relationships, as well as the stressors we encounter 
at work. No doubt, all these various sources of stress accumulate and add to our 
overall stress levels. Tat is, stress at home can spill over to work situations and vice 
versa. Most stress researchers realize this and emphasize that, when studying stress, 
it is important to look at the broad picture of an individual’s total stress, rather than 
focusing narrowly on stress derived from work (Erickson et al., 2000). 

For our purposes, however, we will focus primarily on the stress that comes from 
workplace sources. We will frst examine stressful occupations and then focus on 
the elements of jobs and of work organizations that can cause worker stress. Finally, 
we will look at how worker stress can result from characteristics of the workers 
themselves as we examine individual sources of worker stress, or what we might call 
dispositional stress. 

Stressful Occupations 

It is generally believed that certain occupations, such as air trafc controller, physician 
or other health-care provider, police ofcer, and frefghter, are particularly stressful. 
Several years ago, there was increased attention given to postal workers’ stress follow-
ing highly publicized cases of postal workers attacking and killing coworkers. Tis led 
to the slang term “going postal.” Is it true that certain occupations are particularly 
stress prone? Tere is some evidence to support this. For example, studies of air traf-
fc controllers indicate that they do indeed experience high levels of work-related 
stress, as do medical doctors and nurses (Sparks & Cooper, 1999). Similarly, studies 
of dentists suggest that dentistry is a high-stress occupation (DiMatteo et al., 1993). 
High-level managers and business executives are also believed to hold extremely 
stressful jobs. 

Certain jobs, such as being a police ofcer, can be particularly stressful because of 
the physical dangers involved (Tehrani & Piper, 2011). Likewise, we saw the dangers 
associated with other frst responders during and after the September 11, 2001, 
tragedy. Te day-to-day dangers facing police ofcers and frefghters are indeed stress-
ful. However, some studies suggest that, rather than causing stress, the excitement and 
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challenge of dealing with physical danger may actually be motivating and “enriching” 
to many police ofcers and frefghters (Riggio & Cole, 1995). Interestingly, stud-
ies of police ofcers suggest that they sufer from the same sources of stress, such as 
increased responsibilities and workloads and difculties with coworkers, as persons in 
other occupations (Brown et al., 1996). In sum, trying to determine levels of worker 
stress merely by looking at a person’s occupation or job title may not be very accurate. 

Research on these and other stereotypically stressful occupations has begun to 
discover exactly why these jobs are characterized as stressful. For instance, air trafc 
controllers’ jobs are stressful because of the heavy workloads, the constant fear of 
causing accidents, equipment problems, and poor working environments (Shouk-
smith & Burrough, 1988). Te primary sources of dentists’ occupational stress are 

Figure 9.1 Although they are often seen as having fewer work responsibilities than physicians, 
nurses often experience very high levels of work stress. 

Source: Image by Jonathan Borba, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/9Ov8ofh7URg). 
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 Stop & Review 
Discuss why worker 
stress is difcult to 
defne. 

difcult patients, heavy workloads, and the dentists’ own concern that their patients 
hold negative views about them and about dentists in general (DiMatteo et al., 1993). 

Rather than focusing only on high-stress occupations, it makes sense to examine 
those sources of worker stress that are common to all kinds of jobs, even those that 
are not typically considered high-stress jobs. Such sources of stress can be divided into 
two general categories: organizational and individual. Organizational sources of stress 
come from the work environment and can be broken down into two subcategories: 
stress derived from work tasks and stress resulting from work roles. Individual sources 
of stress include a person’s history of exposure to stress, as well as certain stress-related 
personality characteristics and behavioral patterns. For example, there is evidence 
that certain personality traits make people more prone to stress (and stress-related 
illnesses), and some characteristics seem to make people more resistant to stress and 
its negative outcomes. 

Organizational Sources of Work Stress: Situational Stressors 

A great deal of worker stress is caused by stressors in the environment of the 
work organization. Some of this organizational stress is caused by the work tasks 
themselves—the physical and psychological demands of performing a job. Orga-
nizational stress may also be caused by work roles, because work organizations are 
complex social systems in which a worker must interact with many people. Tere-
fore, the work relationships of various kinds that must be created and maintained 
for a worker to perform the job adequately can also lead to stress. Tese two types 
of situational stress—work task and work role stressors—can often be alleviated by 
management actions. 

Work Task Stressors 

Work Overload 

Work Overload 
a common source of stress 
resulting when a job requires 
excessive speed, output, or 
concentration 

A common work task source of stress is work overload, also known as role overload, 
which results when the job requires excessive work speed, output, or concentration 
(Bowling et al., 2015). More recently, attention has been given to technology-related 
work overload, such as the increased volume of information, leading to things such 
as “e-mail overload” (Bellotti et al., 2005). Work overload is widely believed to be 
one of the greatest sources of work stress. Research on work overload indicates that 
it is related to physiological indicators of stress, such as elevated serum cholesterol 
and increased heart rate (Caplan & Jones, 1975); to psychological measures of stress 
(Spector, 1987); and to lower quality of work and job dissatisfaction (Kirmeyer & 
Dougherty, 1988). In fact, work overload has been reported as a common source of 
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stress for jobs as diverse as clerical workers, soldiers, air trafc controllers, courtroom 
attorneys, and health-care workers (Carayon, 1994). 

Underutilization 

Work overload can cause stress, but having too little to do—underutilization—can 
also be stressful (Ganster et al., 1986). Underutilization may also occur when work-
ers feel that the job does not use their work-related knowledge, skills, or abilities, or 
when jobs are boring and monotonous (Weinberg, 2016). Some college graduates in 
low-level clerical or customer service positions may feel some stress owing to under-
utilization of their knowledge and skills (French et al., 1982). Tere is also evidence 
that some individuals may be more susceptible to stress relating to underutilization 
than others (Vodanovich, 2003). 

Physical Work Conditions 

Physical conditions in the work environment are another organizational source con-
tributing to worker stress (Frese & Zapf, 1988). Jobs that must be performed in 
extreme temperatures, loud and distracting noise, or poor lighting or ventilation can 
be quite stressful. Dangerous jobs that place workers at risk of loss of health, life, or 
limb are an additional source of work stress (Booth, 1986). Cramped, crowded, and 
excessively noisy work environments can also cause stress (Ashkanasy et al., 2014). 
For example, one study showed that noise levels in open-space ofce environments 
(ofces with partitioned cubicles and open ceilings) constituted a signifcant source 
of stress (Evans & Johnson, 2000). Similarly, working late-night (“graveyard”) shifts 
can disrupt natural sleep and waking cycles and may lead to problems such as high 
stress, fatigue, job dissatisfaction, and performance errors (Smith & Folkard, 1993). 

Interpersonal Stress 

Underutilization 
a source of stress resulting 
from workers feeling that their 
knowledge, skills, or energy are 
not being fully used 

One of the greatest sources of work stress results from difculties in interpersonal 
relationships on the job. Interpersonal stress stems from difculties in develop-
ing and maintaining relationships with other people in the work setting. Having 
a harsh, critical boss with a punitive management style would likely be stressful 
for just about anyone. With the rise of virtual work, some workers feel a lack of 
social connections and support and experience a stressful sense of social isolation 
(Wiesenfeld et al., 2001). 

Interpersonal stress can also result when coworkers are placed in some sort of con-
fict situation. Imagine, for example, that two employees are both being considered 

Interpersonal Stress 
stress arising from difculties 
with others in the workplace 
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Figure 9.2 The physical work environment, including loud noise and hot temperatures, can be a 
source a stress for many workers. 

Source: Photo by Ahsanization ッ on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/wpvEMgFV4w0). 

for an important promotion. A great deal of stress may be generated if the two indi-
viduals must work together while both are competing for the same honor. 

Tere is also evidence that organizational politics and struggles over power can 
be important sources of stress in the workplace (Ferris et al., 1994). We will discuss 
power and politics in depth in Chapter 13. Whatever its causes, the inability to get 
along with other workers is one of the most common sources of stress in the work-
place (Matteson & Ivancevich, 1987). 
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Another form of interpersonal stress occurs frequently in service organizations 
and involves the stress of providing good customer service. When one is dealing 
with impatient and difcult customers, the pressure to maintain one’s cool and ofer 
service with a smile can be quite taxing and stressful. Researchers have examined this 
emotional labor—the demands of regulating and controlling emotions and emo-
tional displays as part of a job requirement (Hochschild, 1983). Te very common 
stress caused by emotional labor can cause workers to become dissatisfed and cynical 
about their jobs, reduce job satisfaction, afect performance, and lead to frequent 
absenteeism and turnover (Bono & Vey, 2005; Hülsheger et al., 2010). 

Workplace Mistreatment 

Related to interpersonal stress is workplace mistreatment from colleagues and super-
visors. All forms of harassment, including sexual harassment, harassment due to 
group membership (e.g., gender, race, sexual orientation), and being singled out by 
an abusive supervisor or colleague, are extremely stressful (Raver & Nishii, 2010). 
Not surprisingly, workplace abuse is negatively related to job satisfaction and orga-
nizational commitment and positively related to higher turnover intentions (see 
Hackney & Perrewé, 2018, for a review). For example, a study of over 6,000 telephone 
company employees across the U.S. showed that experiencing sexual harassment 
(see Chapter 6 for a more in-depth discussion of sexual harassment) resulted in 
increased stress and decreased job satisfaction (Law et al., 2011). Tis study further 
showed that the culture of the organization/unit in terms of whether the culture 
fostered and appeared to tolerate harassment or discouraged it also played a part in 
levels of employee stress (Law et al., 2011). Sexual harassment and other forms of 
harassment result in increased odds of work-related illness, injury, or being assaulted 
(Rospenda et al., 2005). 

In addition to overt forms of workplace mistreatment such as sexual harassment 
and bullying (see the box “On the Cutting Edge”), researchers have become inter-
ested in the efects of subtle discrimination or microaggressions at work. For example, 
being left out or ostracized results in lowered self-esteem and increased negative afect 
at work (Smart Richman & Leary, 2009). Because subtle forms of workplace mis-
treatment are likely to occur with greater frequency, they can have equally negative 
efects as more overt harassment on physical, psychological, and work-related out-
comes (Jones et al., 2016). Rather than categorizing mistreatment as overt or subtle, 
an informative way of thinking about workplace mistreatment was ofered by Jones 
and colleagues (2017). Tey categorize workplace mistreatment along two axes: inter-
personal to formal, and covert to overt. Tis allows us to see how the various forms of 
workplace treatment are related and diferent from one another. 

Workplace mistreatment is particularly nefarious because it has the potential to 
impact those who are not the targets of harassment and has the potential to esca-
late over time. For example, one study showed that just observing hostile sexism 
can also reduce performance-based self-esteem and career aspirations among women 

emotional Labor 
the demands of regulating and 
controlling emotions in the 
workplace 
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(Bradley-Geist et al., 2015). Workplace mistreatment can have a spiraling efect 
such that even small acts of incivility can become contagious and escalate over time, 
creating greater acts of aggressive behavior (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). Not sur-
prisingly, discrimination and other forms of harassment tend to co-occur in some 
organizations, along with generally uncivil behavior (Lim & Cortina, 2005). A more 
specifc type of stress that can result from stereotypes is stereotype threat, which we 
covered in Chapter 4. 

Organizational Change 

A common organizational source of stress is change (Raferty & Grifn, 2006). (We 
will spend a great deal of time on organizational change in Chapter 15.) People tend 
to grow accustomed to certain work procedures and certain work structures, and they 
resist change. Most of us prefer things to remain stable and predictable. Such stability 
in our working environments seems comforting and reassuring. Terefore, it should 
not be surprising that major changes in a work organization tend to cause stress 
(Dahl, 2011). Some common change situations that lead to worker stress include 
company reorganizations, mergers of one company with another or acquisitions of 
one organization by another, changes in work systems and work technology, changes 
in company policy, and managerial or personnel changes (see Table 9.1; Wanberg & 
Banas, 2000). For example, research has shown that physiological stress responses 
are stronger in novel or unfamiliar circumstances that involve a threat or challenge 
(Rose, 1987). 

An event such as a company-wide reorganization or a merger or acquisition would 
certainly be perceived as threatening and stressful by many employees (Marks & 
Mirvis, 2010). Coping with the loss of a job or potential job loss is another major 
stressor (Moore et al., 2006). 

Table 9.1 Characteristics of Jobs that Cause Worker Stress 

Work overload (e.g., time pressures and 
too much work) 

Underutilization of worker knowledge, 
skills, ability, or energy 

Dangerous work conditions 
Responsibility for the health and well-

being of others 
Difcult or complex work tasks 
Unpleasant or uncomfortable physical 

work conditions 

Interpersonal confict 
Decision making 
Organizational change 
Lack of support from supervisors or coworkers 
Lack of control over the work 

situation 
Work–family confict 
Personal factors (e.g., Type A behavior or 

stress-prone personality) 
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O n  T  h  E   C  U T  T I  n g  E  D  g  E  

Workplace Bullying: an “Invisible” epidemic? 

A 2017 survey by the Workplace Bullying Institute 

found that 19% of employees in the United States have 

experienced bullying at work, and another 19% have 

observed bullying at work. Bullying behaviors include 

threats, aggression, ridiculing, sabotage of employees’ 

work,  and giving them the silent treatment.  Targets of 

workplace bullying become emotionally depleted, which 

afects their motivation and can lead to disengagement 

at work (Tuckey & neall, 2014), and experience severe 

stress reactions, including psychological and physical ill-

ness (hogh et al.,  2012).  The cost of workplace bullying 

to organizations in terms of reduced productivity and 

increased absenteeism and turnover likely runs into the 

billions of dollars (Paludi, 2015). In Australia, where com-

bating workplace bullying is a priority, it was estimated 

that bullying led to depression that cost hundreds of 

millions of dollars annually in increased absenteeism 

and lost productivity (McTernan et al., 2013). 

Some countries have begun to enact legislation to 

combat workplace bullying, including Australia, Canada, 

and several European nations. In the U.S., there is currently 

no federal law to reduce bullying, but many states have 

passed antibullying legislation that requires employers 

to ofer harassment training and increases accountabil-

ity over bullying (https://healthywork.org/wp-content/ 

uploads/2019/09/015-hWC-Website-Page-Content-

Resources-healthy-Work-Strategies-Workplace-Bullying-

Prevention-Laws-Regs-v1–092019–300res-CYMK.pdf).  

As of 2020, Connecticut, Missouri,  new York, Oregon, 

Illinois, and Rhode Island have introduced legislation 

allowing employees who have been victims of work-

place bullying to sue their organizations.  Further,  it is 

important to note that, because bullying is often aimed 

at marginalized groups, it can fall under Civil Rights Act 

legislation (Cortina, 2008). 

Individual Sources of Work Stress: Dispositional Stressors 

Although a great deal of worker stress is created by factors in the organization or 
by features of jobs and work tasks, some is caused by characteristics of the workers 
themselves. We will consider two such individual sources of work stress: the Type A 
behavior pattern and susceptibility to stress and to stress efects. It is the individual 
worker—not management—who must work to alleviate these sources of stress. 

Type A Behavior Pattern 

When many people think of individuals who are extremely stressed in the workplace, 
they immediately picture the stereotypical hard-driving, competitive executive who 
seeks a job with a heavy workload and many responsibilities—a person who takes 
on too much work and never seems to have enough time to do it. Is there any truth 
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type a Behavior pattern 
a personality characterized 
by excessive drive, 
competitiveness, impatience, 
and hostility that has been 
linked to greater incidence of 
coronary heart disease 

to this characterization? Research evidence indicates that there is. Researchers have 
uncovered the Type A behavior pattern, or Type A personality, which is charac-
terized by excessive drive and competitiveness, a sense of urgency and impatience, 
and underlying hostility (Table 9.2; Rosenman, 1978). Tis behavior pattern is par-
ticularly signifcant because there is evidence that persons who possess the Type A 
personality are slightly more prone to develop stress-related coronary heart disease, 
including fatal heart attacks, than persons who do not have the behavior pattern, 
termed Type Bs (Booth-Kewley & Friedman, 1987). 

An important question is, how does the Type A behavior pattern relate to stress 
and to stress-related heart disease? Early research on Type A behavior hypothesized 
that it was the Type A’s hardworking, competitive drive that caused stress and 
subsequent heart problems (Rosenman et al., 1964). Later research, however, sug-
gested that the Type A’s underlying hostility, and the lack of appropriate expression 
of that hostility, is also partly responsible for increased stress reactions in Type As 
(Friedman et al., 1985). Other studies suggest that the more global construct of 
“negative afectivity”—the expression of negative emotions, such as anger, hostility, 
anxiety, impatience, and aggression—is what combines with a Type A personality to 
increase stress-related health risks (Chen & Spector, 1991). (We will discuss negative 
afectivity in more depth later.) 

Do Type As experience more stress than others? Research into this question has 
produced mixed results. For example, some studies indicate that Type As are more 
likely to experience or report high stress than are other personality types under the 
same workload (Kirmeyer & Dougherty, 1988). Other studies show that Type As do 
not report or experience greater stress, but simply have stronger physiological stress 
reactions to stressful situations (Ganster et al., 1986). Perhaps the subjective experi-
ence of stress has less negative infuence on health than the physiological responses. 

Table 9.2 Type A Behavior Pattern 

Two popular self-report instruments are designed to assess Type A behavior. Tey are 
the Jenkins Activity Survey (JAS; Jenkins et al., 1979) and the Framingham Type 
A Scale (FTAS; Haynes et al., 1978). Following are examples of questions that 
determine Type A behavior: 

•  Are you a hard-driving and competitive person? 
•  Do you always seem pressed for time to get errands done? 
•  Are you the type of person who has a strong desire to excel and accomplish things? 
•  Are you impatient when you have to wait for service? 
•  Are you the kind of person who gets easily irritated? 
•  Would other people consider you bossy? 
•  Is your temper sometimes fiery and hard to control? 
•  Do you often feel like there is too much to do and not enough time to do it? 
Afrmative answers to these questions indicate a Type A behavior pattern. 
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In other words, Type As may have stronger stress-induced physiological responses 
that they are not necessarily aware of, and it is these strong physiological responses 
over time that lead to increased health risks. If this is the case, Type As may simply 
not realize that their long, intense work style is creating wear and tear on their bodies. 

Although there are obvious stress-related costs to the Type A behavior pattern, 
there are also some gains. Studies consistently show that Type As tend to work harder 
(Byrne & Reinhart, 1989), work well in high-variety jobs (Lee et al., 1988), and 
have higher positions and salaries than Type Bs (Chesney & Rosenman, 1980). Tis 
aspect of Type A behavior is conceptually related to strong achievement orientation 
or “workaholism,” discussed in the motivation chapter (see the “Up Close” box in 
Chapter 7). 

An important question is whether the Type A behavior pattern is something 
related to Western or U.S. work culture, or whether Type As occur in other coun-
tries and cultures. Although there is some evidence that other cultures have Type A 
and Type B workers (e.g., Jamal, 1999), there are most certainly diferences across 
cultures and countries in the prevalence and rates of the Type A behavior pattern 
(Al-Mashaan, 2003). 

Susceptibility/Resistance to Stress 

Stop & Review 
List and defne fve 
organizational/ 
situational sources 
of worker stress. 

Another dispositional source of stress may stem from the fact that some persons are 
simply more susceptible to stress, whereas others have stress-resistant, hardy person-
alities. Individuals with mental illness may be more prone to sufer from stress-related 
outcomes (see Follmer & Jones, 2018). In contrast, hardy individuals may sufer less 
from stress. Te concept of hardiness was outlined by psychologist Suzanne Kobasa 
(1982), who argued that hardy personality types are resistant to the harmful efects 
of stress because of their style of dealing with stressful events. A meta-analysis shows 
that hardy individuals experience less stress and are better at coping with stress than 
nonhardy individuals (Eschleman et al., 2010). Rather than viewing a stressful situ-
ation as a threat, hardy types view it as a challenge and derive meaning from these 
challenging experiences (Britt et al., 2001). Moreover, they also believe that they can 
control and infuence the course of their lives (a sense of lack of control can con-
tribute to stress) and are committed to their jobs. Conversely, a lack of hardiness is 
associated with higher levels of self-perceived stress, and there is evidence that such 
“unhardy” or “disease-prone” persons may be more susceptible to stress-related ill-
nesses and depression (Kobasa & Puccetti, 1983). Tus, it appears that certain types 
of workers are more “stress prone.” Tat is, they are more likely to sufer stress-related 
physical illness and psychological symptoms (depression, anxiety, etc.) than are more 
hardy workers. 

Tere have been attempts to increase hardiness through what has been called 
HardiTraining (Kobasa, 1982). Hardiness training was found to be successful in 

hardiness 
the notion that some people 
may be more resistant to the 
health-damaging efects of 
stress 
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Self-efcacy 
an individual’s beliefs in his 
or her abilities to engage in 
courses of action that will lead 
to desired outcomes 

helping college students deal with the stresses of college life (Maddi et al., 2009). We 
will examine other programs to cope with stress later in this chapter. 

Self-Efcacy 

Research has also identifed another characteristic that seems to increase resis-
tance to stress: self-efcacy. Self-efcacy is defned as an individual’s beliefs in his 
or her abilities to engage in courses of action that will lead to desired outcomes 
(Bandura, 1997). In other words, self-efcacy is related to one’s sense of compe-
tence and efectiveness. Self-efcacy is a very important concept that not only relates 
to one’s ability to cope with stressful situations (i.e., the possession of coping self-
efcacy), but is also an important factor relating to a worker’s ability to perform his 
or her job (job-related self-efcacy), to lead a work team (leadership self-efcacy), 
and to deal efectively with relationships at work (relationship self-efcacy). Tere is 
evidence that a sense of self-efcacy can have positive efects in reducing stress in the 
workplace (Rennesund & Saksvik, 2010). In one study, it was found that having a 
sense of control over a stressful work situation only decreased stress if the employees 
had a high sense of self-efcacy about their abilities to do their jobs under stress and 
strain (Jimmieson, 2000). 

Measurement of Worker Stress 

Because stress is such a complex phenomenon, and because stress researchers cannot 
agree on a single defnition of stress, you might suspect that the measurement of stress 
is extremely difcult. For the most part, measurement of stress in general, and of 
worker stress in particular, is problematic. Tere have been a number of approaches 
to measuring stress. We will consider several of these. 

Physiological Measures 

As has been stated, the stress response involves physiological reactions as well as psy-
chological and emotional responses. Terefore, one strategy for measuring stress has 
focused on measuring signs of physiological arousal and strain that accompany stress. 
Tis includes blood pressure monitoring, an electrocardiogram (EKG) for monitor-
ing heart rate, or blood tests for monitoring levels of certain hormones, such as the 
stress-linked hormone, cortisol, and cholesterol in the bloodstream. One problem 
with using such physiological indicators of stress is the amount of variation that can 
occur from hour to hour, day to day, or person to person (Herd, 1988). Another 
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drawback to the use of such stress tests is the requirement for trained medical person-
nel, as well as the associated costs for equipment and analysis procedures. 

Self-Report Assessments 

Another approach to measuring stress, one that is favored by psychologists, is to ask 
people directly to report on their own perceived stress through various rating scales. 
Most self-report assessments fall into one of two major categories: reports about orga-
nizational conditions or reports about psychological and/or physical states. 

Reports on organizational conditions typically contain items that ask about facets 
of the job such as autonomy, feedback, task identity, task signifcance, skill vari-
ety, complexity, dealing with others, ambiguity, and workload (Spector, 1992). For 
example, questions dealing with workload might include the following (Matteson & 
Ivancevich, 1987): 

z  Number of projects/assignments you have 
z  Amount of time spent in meetings 
z  Amount of time spent at work 
z  Number of phone calls and visitors you have during the day. 

Tere are several standardized self-report measures of psychological and 
physiological stress and strain, such as the Stress Diagnostic Survey (SDS; Ivancevich &  
Matteson, 1980), the Occupational Stress Indicator (OSI; Cooper et al., 1988), and  
the Job Stress Survey (JSS; Spielberger & Reheiser, 1994). For example, the SDS mea-
sures workers’ perceptions of stress in 15 work-related areas, including time pressure, 
workload, role ambiguity, and supervisory style. Te JSS is a 30-item instrument that 
measures the severity and frequency with which workers experience certain stressful 
working conditions. Tese instruments have been used in research or by organiza-
tions to quickly gauge employees’ stress levels. 

 

Measurement of Stressful Life Events 

Stop & Review 
What is the type a 
behavior pattern, and 
how does it relate to 
worker stress? 

As was mentioned earlier, situational stress in one area of an individual’s life, such 
as the home or school, can afect stress levels at work (Levi et al., 1986). Particu-
larly important is the worker’s experience of traumatic or stressful life events, which 
include negative events such as the death of a spouse or loved one, divorce or sepa-
ration, major illness, and fnancial or legal troubles, as well as positive events such 
as marriage, the birth of a child, and vacations. Tis approach to measuring stress 
assumes that such events can bring on stress-related illness and may impair job 
performance. 

Stressful Life events 
signifcant events in a person’s 
recent history that can cause 
stress 
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One measure is a checklist where individuals total the numerical “stress severity” 
scores associated with the signifcant life events that they have experienced in the 
past year (Holmes & Rahe, 1967; see Table 9.3). Tis provides a personal life events 
stress index. Note that half of the ten most stressful life events are directly related to 
work (Hobson & Delunas, 2001). Research suggests that persons with high personal 
stress indexes tend to perform more poorly, have higher absenteeism, and change 
jobs more frequently than persons who experience fewer stressful life events (Bhagat, 
1983). Moreover, there is some evidence that stressful life events have a greater stress 
impact on younger as opposed to older persons, based on the notion that young 
people do not have as well-developed coping mechanisms (Jackson & Finney, 2002). 
Yet there has been a great deal of criticism of the stressful life events approach to 

Table 9.3 Sample Items from the Social Readjustment Rating Scale 

Life Event Stress Value 

Death of spouse 100 
Divorce 73 
Marital separation 65 
Jail term 63 
Death of close family member 63 
Personal injury or illness 53 
Marriage 50 
Fired at work 47 
Change to diferent line of work 36 
Change in number of arguments with spouse 35 
Mortgage over $10,000 31 
Foreclosure of mortgage or loan 30 
Change in responsibilities at work 29 
Outstanding personal achievement 28 
Spouse begins or stops work 26 
Trouble with boss 23 
Change in work hours or conditions 20 
Change in residence 20 
Change in schools 20 
Change in number of family get-togethers 15 
Change in eating habits 15 
Vacation 13 
Christmas 12 
Minor violations of the law 11 

Source: holmes & Rahe, 1967. 
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assessing stress (e.g., Hurrell et al., 1988). Much of the criticism is that this approach 
is too general. Certain life events may afect people very diferently. For example, 
it has been suggested that a simple additive weighting of the Social Readjustment 
Rating Scale does not accurately assess the efect of an additional stressful event when 
an individual is already experiencing other stressful events (Birnbaum & Sotoodeh, 
1991). In addition, assessment of stressful life events may not reveal the impact of 
day-to-day stressors infuencing the individual. 

efects of Worker Stress 

Much of the growing interest in worker stress (it is one of the most studied areas of 
I/O psychology) is due to the very powerful impact that it can have on workers and 
work behavior and, most dramatically, on employee health. It is believed that more 
than one half of all physical illnesses are stress-related. As mentioned, some common 
stress-related illnesses are ulcers, colitis, high blood pressure, heart disease, respira-
tory illnesses, and migraine headaches. Moreover, stress can worsen common colds, 
fus, and infections, making recovery time longer. It is estimated that these illnesses, 
attributed in part to work stress, cost billions of dollars annually in health-care costs 
and in employee absenteeism and turnover (Clark, 2005). 

Worker stress can also have an adverse impact on employees’ psychological states. 
High levels of stress are associated with depression, anxiety, and chronic fatigue. 
Stress may also contribute to alcoholism and drug abuse in workers and may infu-
ence accident rates on the job (Frone, 2008; we will discuss these in more depth later 
in this chapter). Emotional exhaustion, detachment from coworkers, negative self-
evaluations, and lowered self-esteem are also associated with worker stress (Cordes & 
Dougherty, 1993). 

As you might imagine, stress can have an efect on important work outcomes. 
Stress is believed to cause decreased work performance and increased absenteeism and 
turnover. However, the relationships between work stress and these key bottom-line 
variables are quite complex. For example, it has been suggested that the relation-
ship between stress and performance may often take the form of an inverted U 
(see Figure 9.3), rather than being direct and linear, with greater stress leading to 
poorer performance. 

In other words, very low levels of stress (or no stress) and very high levels of 
stress are associated with poor work performance, whereas low to moderate levels of 
stress seem to be related to better performance (Muse et al., 2003). Tis makes sense, 
because very high levels of stress will interfere with job performance. For instance, 
there is evidence that severe, acute stress results in poor performance because stress 
interferes with workers’ mental processing (Ellis, 2006). On the other end, having 
little or no stress likely means that workers are not being challenged or motivated 
(LePine et al., 2005). In short, a little bit of stress might not be a bad thing. Of 
course, both stress and job performance are extremely complex variables, and this 
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Figure 9.3 Relationship between performance and stress. 

Source: Adapted from Cohen, 1980, p. 85. 

inverted U relationship may not hold for all types of stressors or for all aspects of job 
performance (Beehr, 1985). 

Te efects of work stress on job performance might also be afected by other 
variables. For example, one study showed that the efect of stress on the job perfor-
mance of nurses was mediated by feelings of depression. Tat is, work stress caused 
the nurses to be depressed, and the depression led to decreased quality of patient care 
and problems with relationships with coworkers (Motowidlo et al., 1986). If stress is 
caused by an inability to get along with a certain coworker, an employee may try to 
cope with this situation by avoiding all interactions with the individual. Tis avoid-
ance strategy may impair the employee’s job performance if the coworker has some 
valuable information that the employee needs to perform his or her job. In this case, 
it is not the stress that is causing poor job performance, but the coping strategy! 

A great deal of evidence suggests that work stress can lead to increased turnover/ 
turnover intentions and absenteeism (Boswell & Olson-Buchanan, 2004). Gupta 
and Beehr (1979) found this to be true for a variety of occupations in fve organiza-
tions. Another study concluded that it was a combination of high levels of work stress 
and low levels of organizational commitment that predicted voluntary turnover rates 
for workers in a food processing company (Parasuraman & Alutto, 1984). Further, if 
stress levels are to blame for certain illnesses, it is a given that stress must be respon-
sible for some absenteeism and some turnover caused by disabling illness. 
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Job Burnout 

Employees exposed to such things as unresolved interpersonal conficts, lack of 
clearly defned work tasks and responsibilities, extreme overwork, lack of appropriate 
rewards, or presence of inappropriate punishment may become victims of burnout, 
a process by which they become less committed to their job and begin to withdraw 
from work. Te process of withdrawal may include such reactions as increased tardi-
ness and absenteeism and decreased work performance and work quality (Sutherland 
& Cooper, 1988). Moreover, work-related burnout can spill over to an individual’s 
family life, as we saw with stress earlier (Maslach, 2005). 

Burnout usually occurs in three phases. Te frst phase is emotional exhaustion 
caused by excessive demands placed on the worker. Te second phase is deperson-
alization, or the development of a cynical, insensitive attitude toward people (other 
workers or customers) in the work site. Te third phase is marked by feelings of 

Table 9.4 Sample Items from the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBIhSS) 

Directions: Te purpose of this survey is to discover how various persons in the human 
services or helping professions view their jobs and the people with whom they work 
closely. Because persons in a wide variety of occupations will answer this survey, it 
uses the term “recipients” to refer to the people for whom you provide your service, 
care, treatment, or instruction. When you answer this survey please think of these 
people as recipients of the service you provide, even though you may use another 
term in your work. 

Please read each statement carefully and decide if you ever feel this way about your job. 
If you have never had this feeling, write a “0” (zero) before the statement. If you have 
had this feeling, indicate how often you feel it by writing the number (from 1 to 6) 
that best describes how frequently you feel that way. 

How 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Often: 

Never A few 
times a 
year 

Once a 
month or 
less 

A few 
times a 
month 

Once a 
week 

A few 
times a 
week 

Every day 

I. Depersonalization 
5. I feel I treat some recipients as if they were impersonal objects. 
II. Personal Accomplishment 
9. I feel I’m positively infuencing other people’s lives through my work. 
III. Emotional Exhaustion 
20. I feel like I’m at the end of my rope. 

Source: From the Maslach Burnout Inventory—Human Services Survey by Christina Maslach 
and Susan E. Jackson. Copyright 1988 by CPP, Inc. All rights reserved. Further reproduction is 
prohibited without the publisher’s consent. Modifed and reproduced by special permission of 
the Publisher CPP, Inc., Mountain View, CA 94043 for Maslach Burnout Inventory-hSS by Christina 
Maslach and Susan E. Jackson. 

Burnout 
a syndrome resulting from 
prolonged exposure to work 
stress that leads to withdrawal 
from the organization 
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 Stop & Review 
Discuss four ways of 
measuring worker 
stress. 

low personal accomplishment. Here the burned-out workers feel a sense of frustra-
tion and helplessness. Tey begin to believe that their work eforts fail to produce 
the desired results, and they may quit trying (Jackson et al., 1986). Table 9.4 pres-
ents sample items from the Maslach Burnout Inventory Human Services Survey 
(MBIHSS; Maslach & Jackson, 1986), an instrument that assesses the three hypoth-
esized components of burnout. 

Research has shown that burnout is especially high in human service profes-
sions that involve helping others, such as health-care providers (physicians, nurses, 
counselors), teachers, social workers, and police ofcers (Carlson & Tompson, 
1995). Tis was certainly the case for health-care workers during the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

A study on the efects of burnout on teachers includes insensitivity toward stu-
dents, lower tolerance for disruption in the classroom, inadequate preparation for 
classes, and the feeling that they are no longer able to help students learn (Figure 9.4; 
Byrne, 1993). A longitudinal study of social welfare workers found that the emo-
tional exhaustion component of Maslach’s Burnout Inventory was related to both 
voluntary turnover and declines in job performance over a 1-year period (Wright & 
Cropanzano, 1998). Although much of the research on burnout focuses on the 
“helping professions,” there is evidence that burnout can occur in many diferent 
occupations (Sonnentag et al., 1994). Clearly, however, the emotional labor of pro-
viding services to clients, customers, and patients plays a big part in causing burnout 
(Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002). 

Figure 9.4 Research indicates that job burnout is particularly high in the human service profes-
sions, including teachers. 

Source: Photo by Taylor Wilcox, on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/4nKOEAQaTgA). 
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It is important to note that there is some debate among researchers about the 
defnition and the complexity of the burnout phenomenon. For instance, research-
ers have disagreed about the number of components that comprise the burnout 
syndrome (Demerouti et al., 2001). Yet burnout is a serious problem and illus-
trates some of the long-term psychological and behavioral efects of work-related 
stress. 

Coping with Worker Stress 

Te tremendous variety of strategies and techniques designed to cope with work 
stress can all be categorized into two general approaches: individual strategies and 
organizational strategies. Individual strategies are those that can be used by individual 
employees to try to reduce or eliminate personal stress. Organizational strategies are 
techniques and programs that organizations can implement to try to reduce stress 
levels for groups of workers or for the organization as a whole. 

Individual Coping Strategies 

Individual coping strategies are behavioral or cognitive eforts made in an attempt 
to manage internal demands and conficts that have exceeded an individual’s usual 
coping resources (Sethi & Schuler, 1984). Te most obvious of such techniques are 
programs developed to improve the individual’s physical condition, such as exercise 
and diet plans. Te primary rationale behind such health programs is to make the 
body more resistant to stress-related illnesses. Some claim that exercise itself may 
directly reduce the anxiety associated with stress or that it may have a certain tran-
quilizing efect on stressed individuals (Jette, 1984). However, it is unclear whether 
it is the exercise that directly alleviates the physiological symptoms of stress or simply 
that an individual “feels good” after exercising because of positive psychological fac-
tors. For instance, because exercising and keeping physically ft are valued highly by 
our culture, it may be that physically active persons feel better about themselves and, 
thus, psychologically reduce perceived stress. More rigorous evaluation is needed to 
determine the precise physiological and psychological infuences of exercise and diet 
programs in alleviating stress. 

Another individual coping strategy is the inducement of states of relaxation to 
reduce the negative arousal and strain that accompany stress. A variety of techniques 
have been used to achieve this, including systematic relaxation training, medita-
tion, and biofeedback (Stein, 2001). In systematic relaxation training, individuals 
are taught how to relax all the muscles of the body systematically, from the feet to 
the face. Meditation is a deep relaxed state that is usually brought on by intense 
concentration on a single word, idea, or object. Supposedly, meditative states are 
free of anxiety, tension, or distress (Sethi, 1984). Biofeedback uses some measure 

Individual Coping Strategies 
techniques such as exercise, 
meditation, or cognitive 
restructuring that can be used 
to deal with work stress 
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of physiological activity, typically brain waves or muscle tension, that is associated 
with relaxed states. When the person is in the state of relaxation, the measurement 
machinery provides some sort of feedback, such as a tone. Te individual then learns 
through practice how to enter into the relaxed, stress-free state. Although relaxation, 
meditation, and biofeedback are intended principally to reduce the physiological 
arousal associated with stress, they may also induce positive psychological reactions 
to stress. 

Tese various methods of coping with stress through relaxation processes are 
widely touted, but there has been very little systematic investigation of their efec-
tiveness. In fact, some fndings indicate that such programs are not very efective at 
all (Sallis et al., 1985). 

One possible reason why systematic relaxation coping strategies may not be 
efective is that most of the relaxation techniques require quite a bit of dedication 
and practice to be used efectively. Not all persons fnd it easy to induce a deeply 
relaxed state; others may not be able to adhere to a regular program of systematic 
relaxation or meditation. Also, many of these programs last only a few hours, which 
may not be enough time to teach someone difcult relaxation techniques. Te 
timing of the relaxation technique is another problem. Many people would fnd 
it difcult (and perhaps inappropriate) to meditate at work, and relaxing before 
or after work may or may not signifcantly reduce stress while at work. Te same 
argument can be made for exercise programs—the benefts will only occur if people 
adhere to their exercise regimens (see Erfurt et al., 1992). In short, although any 
and all of these techniques may be good in theory, they may not function well in 
practice. 

Other individual coping strategies include a variety of techniques to try to fend 
of work stress through better, more efcient work methods. Courses in time man-
agement are often advertised as methods of reducing stress caused by overwork and 
inefciency (Sethi & Schuler, 1984). For example, learning to approach work tasks 
systematically by budgeting and assigning parcels of time to specifc tasks and by plan-
ning ahead to avoid last-minute deadlines may be quite efective in helping reduce 
stress for some workers. Again, however, these strategies depend on the individual’s 
commitment to the technique, and willingness and ability to use it regularly (Shahani 
et al., 1993). (See “Applying I/O Psychology” for guidelines on how organizations 
should implement stress management programs.) 

Individuals may also try to cope with stress by removing themselves, temporarily 
or permanently, from the stressful work situation (Fritz et al., 2013). It is not uncom-
mon for workers to exchange a stressful job for one that is less stressful (although many 
do seek more challenging and more stressful jobs). Although a vacation may tempo-
rarily eliminate work stress, certain trips, such as intense tours of eight European 
countries in 7 days, may create a diferent kind of stress themselves (Lounsbury & 
Hoopes, 1986). Research indicates that, although vacations do indeed reduce work 
stress and feelings of burnout, the efects are temporary. In fact, levels of stress and 
burnout are reduced immediately before, during, and immediately after the vaca-
tion, but may go back to original levels a few weeks after the vacation (Etzion, 2003; 
Westman & Eden, 1997). 
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It is interesting to note that workers might use absence from work—voluntarily 
taking a day of—as a coping strategy. If absence is used as an attempt to cope with a 
particularly stressful job, then the lost work time must be balanced against the possible 
gains in terms of the employee’s long-term performance and well-being (Hackett & 
Bycio, 1996). 

Another strategy uses cognitive eforts to cope, which may include cognitive 
restructuring, which entails changing the way one thinks about stressors (Wright 
et al., 2015). For example, instead of thinking negative thoughts when faced with 
a stressor, the individual practices thinking neutral or positive thoughts (e.g., “this 
is not important,” “this is, in actuality, a challenge”). Studies of teachers and nurses 
who used cognitive restructuring found that it reduced their perceptions of stress and 
stress-related illnesses (Gardner et al., 2005). Cognitive restructuring is often used 
to treat post-traumatic stress disorder in workers and others who have experienced 
severe trauma (Mueser et al., 2009). 

Te fact that there are individual diferences in resilience to stress has led to 
programs designed to increase employees’ resiliency. Tese programs take diferent 
forms, but many of them involve some sort of cognitive training, including mind-
fulness training, improving emotional awareness and regulation of emotions, and 
developing a sense of self-efcacy. Resilience training programs range from a few 
hours to multiweek programs. Meta-analyses of resilience training programs’ efec-
tiveness have concluded that they have small, but signifcant, benefcial efects in 
reducing stress and, in some cases, lead to improved performance (Vanhove et al., 
2016). As you might expect, resilience training programs work best when they are 
conducted at the individual, as opposed to the group, level and when the amount of 
training time is extensive. 

Individual coping strategies may be efective in combating stress if they increase 
an individual’s self-efcacy for coping with stress. Research shows that self-efcacy 
can help cope with work demands, such as work overload, but only if the person has 
the resources to help reduce the job demands (Jex et al., 2001). On the downside, 
individual coping strategies can be expensive and labor-intensive. In addition, success 
is dependent on the individual’s motivation and ability to learn coping strategies. 

Organizational Coping Strategies 

Individual coping strategies are steps that workers themselves can take to alleviate 
personal stress, and organizational coping strategies are steps that organizations 
can take to try to reduce stress levels in the organization for all, or most, employees 
(Burke, 1993). Because work stress can come from a variety of organizational sources, 
there are many things that organizations can do to reduce situational stressors in the 
workplace. Tese strategies include the following: 

Improve the person–job ft—We have already seen that work stress commonly arises 
when workers are in jobs they dislike or jobs for which they are ill suited (French & 
Caplan, 1972). 

Organizational Coping 
Strategies 
techniques that organizations 
can use to reduce stress for all 
or most employees 
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A  P P LY I  n g  I / O  P  S  Y  C  h  O L  O  g  Y  

Designing Effective Work Stress Management Training Programs 

A wide range of programs are used to help employees 

manage work stress. According to leading researchers, 

such programs must follow certain guidelines to ensure 

their efectiveness: they must be systematic; they must 

teach knowledge, skills, or attitudes that are useful in 

coping with stress; and their success must be evaluated 

and documented (Munz & Kohler, 1997). 

The frst step in designing a stress management 

program is the same as in designing any sort of train-

ing program: an assessment of training needs. An orga-

nizational stress analysis is needed and might include 

answering such questions as: What are the major pro-

ducers of stress in the organization? Do these stress-

ors necessarily detract from the accomplishment of 

organizational goals? (In other words, are they “bad”?) 

What sort of resources will be committed to the training 

program? 

According to Matteson and Ivancevich (1987), most 

stress management programs take one of two forms: 

knowledge acquisition programs or skill training pro-

grams. Knowledge acquisition programs provide partici-

pants with some information about stress and a number 

of coping techniques. An outline of a sample four-part 

stress knowledge acquisition program is presented next: 

1  Overview of stress and its potential consequences  

(3 hours)—This might include a lecture and readings 

on facts and myths about stress, the impact of stress 

on physical and psychological health and on work 

performance, and potential sources of stress. 

2  Self-analysis: Learning about your personal stress   

(3 hours)—This section can include assessments of  

personal stressors using instruments such as the  

stressful life events scale or workers’ self-reports. 
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3 Methods of coping with work stress (3 hours)—here, 

various individual coping strategies are presented 

and perhaps demonstrated. 

4 Developing a personalized coping plan (3 hours)— 

In this fnal part, participants work on developing 

customized programs for managing stress, including 

setting personal stress management goals and fnd-

ing means to assess their attainment. 

The major advantages of knowledge acquisition pro-

grams are that they are relatively inexpensive, do not 

require a lot of time, and do not place heavy demands 

on participants. Unfortunately, these “one-shot” train-

ing programs may not be as efective as the more 

involved skill training programs in alleviating work stress 

(hemingway & Smith, 1999). 

Skill training programs are designed to improve spe-

cifc coping skills in areas such as problem solving, time 

management, communication, social interaction, cogni-

tive coping, or strategies for making changes in lifestyle. 

An example of a step-by-step problem-solving skill pro-

gram developed by Wasik (1984) is illustrated next: 

1 Identify problem (What is my problem?) 

2 Select goals (What do I want to accomplish by solving 

the problem?) 

3 generate alternatives (What else can I do?) 

4 Review the consequences (What might happen?) 

5 Make a decision (What is my decision?) 

6 Implement the decision (Did I do what I decided?) 

7 Evaluate the decision (Does it work?) 

This step-by-step program would be conducted in a 

series of 1–2-hour sessions over many weeks. Par-

ticipants learn each of the steps, practice them using 

role-playing, and receive feedback concerning their skill 
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(Continued) 

development. They are also encouraged to use the skills 

to deal with actual work problems and then report back 

to discuss the success or failure of the strategy. The key 

to these programs is to practice using the coping strate-

gies and applying them to real and simulated stressful 

situations. 

The fnal stage in any stress management pro-

gram is to evaluate its efectiveness. Too often, stress 

management programs are not properly evaluated 

(Loo, 1994). It has been suggested that an assessment 

should consider trainees’ reactions; how well the pro-

gram accomplished its immediate objectives; actual 

behavioral changes; the impact of the program on organ-

izational outcomes such as productivity, absenteeism, 

morale, and employee health; and the cost-efectiveness 

of the program (Kirkpatrick, 1978). 

A mismatch between a worker’s interests or skills and job requirements can be very 
stressful. By maximizing the person–job ft through the careful screening, selection, 
and placement of employees, organizations can alleviate a great deal of this stress. 

Improve employee training and orientation programs—Perhaps the most stressed 
groups of workers in any organization are new employees. Although they are usu-
ally highly motivated and want to make a good impression on their new bosses by 
showing that they are hardworking and competent, their lack of certain job-related 
skills and knowledge means that new employees are often unable to perform their 
jobs as well as they would like. Tis mismatch between expectations and outcomes 
can be very stressful for new workers. Moreover, they feel a great deal of stress simply 
because they are in a new and unfamiliar environment in which there is much impor-
tant information to be learned. Companies can help eliminate some of this stress by 
ensuring that new workers receive proper job training and orientation to the organi-
zation. Not only does this lead to a more capable and productive new workforce, but 
it also helps to reduce the stress-induced turnover of new employees. 

Increase employees’ sense of control—We have previously mentioned that the lack of 
a sense of control over one’s job can be very stressful. By giving workers a greater feel-
ing of control through participation in work-related decisions, more responsibility, or 
increased autonomy and independence, organizations can alleviate some of this stress 
(Jimmieson & Terry, 1993). Programs such as job enrichment, participative decision 
making, and systems of delegating authority all help increase employees’ sense of 
control over their jobs and the work environment. 

Eliminate punitive management—It is well known that humans react strongly 
when they are punished or harassed, particularly if the punishment or harassment is 
believed to be unfair and undeserved. Te very act of being threatened or punished at 
work can be very stressful. If organizations take steps to eliminate company policies 
that are perceived to be threatening or punitive, a major source of work stress will also 
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Stop & Review 
List and describe fve 
organizational coping 
strategies. 

be eliminated. Training supervisors to minimize the use of punishment as a man-
agerial technique will also help control this common source of stress. 

Remove hazardous or dangerous work conditions—In some occupations, stress 
results from exposure to hazardous work conditions, such as mechanical danger of 
loss of limb or life, health-harming chemicals, excessive fatigue, or extreme tem-
peratures. Te elimination or reduction of these situations is another way of limiting 
organizational stress. 

Provide a supportive, team-oriented work environment—Tere is considerable 
research evidence that having supportive colleagues—people who can help deal with 
stressful work situations—can help reduce worker stress (Lim, 1996). Tis is particu-
larly true for workers involved in the emotional labor of service work (Korczynski, 
2003). Meta-analyses suggest that social support in the workplace reduces percep-
tions of threat, lessens the perceived strength of the stressors, and helps in coping 
with work-related stress (Viswesvaran et al., 1999). Te more organizations can foster 
good interpersonal relationships among coworkers and an integrated, highly func-
tioning work team, the more likely that workers will be able to provide support for 
one another in times of stress (Heaney et al., 1995). We will look at work group 
processes and teamwork in more depth in  Chapters 11 and 12. 

Improve communication—Much of the stress at work derives from difculties in 
interpersonal relations with supervisors and coworkers. Te better the communica-
tion among workers, the lower the stress created because of misunderstandings. In 
addition, stress occurs when workers feel cut of from or uninformed about organi-
zational processes and operations. In one study, merely providing more job-related 
information helped in reducing stress caused by task overload (Jimmieson & 
Terry, 1999). Proper organizational communication, which will be examined in 
Chapter 10 , can prevent workers from experiencing stress from job uncertainty 
and feelings of isolation. 

CLOSe  Stress Levels and Stress Sources of  
executives around the World 

A common stereotype in the U.S. is the highly stressed,  

top-level business executive (Friedman et al., 1985). Is 

this characterization accurate, and, if so, are high-level 

managers in other nations similarly stressed? The frst  

question—“Are executives highly stressed?”—does not 

have an easy answer. For example, many executives con-

stantly work under such stressful conditions as work 

overload, high levels of responsibility, and inter-role 

conflict (e.g.,  being required to travel extensively on 

business, which interferes with family and personal 

commitments). The fnding that e xecutives have a 

higher rate of certain types of ulcers than certain blue-

collar workers attests to the existence of executive stress 

(hurrell et al., 1988). On the other hand, executives have 

the beneft of some w orking conditions that are believed 

to moderate stress, such as control over the job. 
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The answer to the question of whether executives 

worldwide experience similar stressors is also not 

completely clear. There is some indication, however, 

that executives in diferent nations experience difer-

ent types or sources of stress. For example, executives 

in less-developed countries such as nigeria and Egypt 

seem to experience a great deal of stress owing to lack 

of autonomy, whereas those from more developed coun-

tries, such as the U.S., the United Kingdom, the neth-

erlands, and Japan, experience greater stress from work 

overload (Carayon & Zijlstra, 1999). Workers in India 

rated lack of job structure, not workload, as their great-

est source of stress (narayanan et al., 1999). One study 

found that executives in new Zealand experience less 

job-related stress than executives in nine other countries 

(McCormick & Cooper, 1988). These researchers mention 

that this may be owing to the more relaxed lifestyle in 

new Zealand and the fact that many of these executives 

worked for rather small organizations. 

An interesting study by Kirkcaldy and Cooper (1993) 

found some evidence that work stress for executives 

may be modifed by preference for leisure activities— 

and that preferred leisure activities may be related to 

culture. For example, managers from germany, who tend 

to prefer nonaggressive leisure activities, experienced 

less job stress than British managers, who typically pre-

fer aggressive leisure activities. 

Overall, such studies seem to indicate that, although 

executive job stress is universal, the amount of stress 

experienced and the sources of the stress may vary 

depending on country or culture. 

CLOSe (continued) 

The answer to the question of whether executives 

One Outcome of Stress: Alcohol and Drug Use in the Workplace 

A problem that is of great concern to businesses and to industrial/organizational 
psychologists is an employee’s use and abuse of alcohol and drugs (Frone, 2011). No 
doubt a certain percentage of industrial accidents occur because of worker intoxica-
tion. Te combination of alcohol or drugs and heavy machinery or motor vehicles 
can be deadly. Drug and alcohol abuse can also be responsible for decreased produc-
tivity and increased absenteeism and turnover, not to mention all the problems that 
it can cause in the home lives of workers. Te costs of all of this are staggering. One 
estimate is that substance abuse costs U.S. employers about $160 billion a year, and 
substance abuse is a worldwide problem . 

A study of young workers found that workers who reported problems with alcohol 
and drugs had greater job instability and reduced job satisfaction in comparison with 
their peers who did not abuse drugs (Galaif et al., 2001). Moreover, this is likely a 
cyclical process. Studies suggest that workers who are under severe stress, such as heavy 
job demands or the stress of job loss, may turn to alcohol or drugs (Murphy et al., 
1999). Tis, in turn, leads to problems on the job, and the cycle continues. 

Tere is some evidence that organizational policies that ban substance abuse in the 
workplace and advocate against illicit drug use reduce employees’ use of drugs both 
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employee assistance 
programs (eaps) 
counseling provided for a 
variety of worker problems, 
particularly drug and alcohol 
abuse 

on and of the job (Carpenter, 2007). A number of programs have been used to try 
to deter drug use by employees (Ghodse, 2005). 

In an efort to combat substance abuse, many companies have employee assis-
tance programs (EAPs) that ofer counseling for a variety of employee problems. Of 
particular concern is counseling for drug and alcohol abuse, although EAPs also help 
employees deal with work stress and personal problems that may adversely afect their 
performance and well-being (Cooper et al., 1992). Although employee counseling 
has long been ofered by companies, only in the past 20 years have comprehensive 
EAPs become commonplace in large organizations. Tis increase is likely due to the 
growing concern over the devastating consequences of substance abuse in terms of 
harming worker health and organizational productivity. Te majority of large Ameri-
can companies today have some type of formalized employee assistance program. 

Although I/O psychologists are greatly concerned about the negative impact of 
substance abuse and work stress on employee productivity and well-being, clinical 
and counseling psychologists, social workers, and drug rehabilitation counselors, 
rather than I/O psychologists, typically staf EAPs. However, I/O psychologists may 
have a hand in the design, implementation, and evaluation of EAPs. 

Employee assistance programs usually take one of two forms. External programs 
are those where the company contracts with an outside agency to provide counseling 
services for its employees. Internal EAPs ofer services at the work site. Te advan-
tage of an internal program is its convenience for the employees, although they are 
expensive to maintain. Usually only large organizations can aford internal EAPs. Te 
main advantages of external programs are the lower costs and the increased employee 
confdentiality. 

Despite the increasing popularity of employee assistance programs, there has been 
surprisingly little research on their efectiveness (Kirk & Brown, 2003). Te problem 
results partly from the difculty of evaluating any counseling program, because it is 
not always clear which variables will best determine a program’s “success” (Mio & 
Goishi, 1988). For example, some programs measure success by the number of work-
ers treated, whereas others may use some standard of recovery or “cure.” Furthermore, 
it is difcult to determine how EAP counseling afects bottom-line variables such 
as employee performance. It is also difcult to determine the efectiveness of EAPs, 
because the large number of external agencies that ofer counseling services for busi-
nesses usually conduct their own evaluations, and it is unclear how objective and 
accurate these self-assessments are. Although there are questions about the efective-
ness of employee assistance programs in general, it is likely that even a few cases of 
employee recovery would lead an employer to label an EAP a success because of the 
severity of drug and alcohol addiction. Moreover, there is some evidence that EAPs 
do help reduce long-term health-care costs for employees (Cummings & Follette, 
1976). One critic of substance abuse EAPs argues that they focus primarily on treat-
ing alcohol and drug problems after they have reached the problem stage, but give 
little attention to their prevention (Nathan, 1983). Despite the uncertainty of the 
efectiveness of employee assistance programs, it is likely that they will become a 
mainstay in most work organizations and another service that will be considered an 
essential part of any employee beneft package. 
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Summary 

Although there is a great deal of disagreement over defnitions of stress, worker stress can 
be defned as physiological or psychological reactions to an event that is perceived to be 
threatening or taxing. Stress is actually a perception, so there is tremendous individual 
variation in what one perceives to be stressful. Negative stress, or distress, can cause 
stress-related illness, and it can afect absenteeism, turnover, and work performance. 

Certain occupations, such as air trafc controller and health-care provider, are 
stereotypically associated with high levels of stress. Worker stress can also come from 
either organizational sources or individual sources, which are commonly classifed as 
situational or dispositional sources, respectively. Organizational sources may include 
having too much to do—work overload—or too little to do—underutilization. Job 
ambiguity, which occurs when job tasks and responsibilities are not clearly defned 
or from inadequate performance feedback or job insecurity, and interpersonal stress, 
including bullying and harassment, which arises from relations with coworkers are 
other organizational sources of stress, as is organizational change. Individual sources 
of work stress include the worker’s experience of traumatic life events; susceptibility to 
stress, such as the lack of hardiness, or resistance to stress-related illnesses; and certain 
personality characteristics such as the Type A behavior pattern, which is the coronary-
prone personality. 

Attempts to measure stress have included physiological measures, self-report 
assessments, the measurement of stressful life events, and the match between worker 
characteristics and the demands of the work situation, referred to as the person– 
environment ft approach. Stress has been shown to be related to certain physical 
illnesses such as ulcers, high blood pressure, and heart disease. Tese stress-related 
illnesses as well as stress itself are tied to rates of employee absenteeism and turnover 
and to job performance, although the relationship between stress and performance is 
complex. Long-term stress can lead to job burnout, a multidimensional construct that 
relates to one’s tendency to withdraw from work. 

Strategies for coping with work stress can be divided into individual coping strat-
egies and organizational coping strategies. Individual strategies include programs of 
exercise, diet, systematic relaxation training, meditation, biofeedback, time man-
agement, work planning, and cognitive coping strategies. Organizational strategies 
include improving the person–job ft, ofering better training and orientation 
programs, giving workers a sense of control over their jobs, eliminating punitive 
management styles, removing hazardous work conditions, and improving organiza-
tional communication. 

Study Questions and exercises 

1 List the sources of stress in your own life. Ask a friend to do the same. Are there 
implications for defning and understanding important diferences in your two 
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lists, or are they quite similar? What are the implications for defning and under-
standing stress? 

2 Consider how the work world will be changing in the next several years. What are 
the implications for worker stress? Will there be more of it or less? 

3 Consider the various means of assessing stress. Which seems most accurate, and 
why? 

4 Based on the material in the chapter, design a stress management program for use 
in an organization. 

5 What experiences have you had in the workplace with harassment or bullying? 
What can organizations do to stop those events from happening? 

Web Links 

www.jobstresshelp.com 
A site ofering information on job stress. 

www.eapweb.com 
A site designed to help workers deal with stress and trauma. 
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chaPter 10 

Communication in 
the Workplace 

Inside Tips 
COMMUNICATION: A COMPLEX PROCESS IN WORK ORGANIZATIONS 

Communication is a constant, ongoing process involving all members of the organiza-
tion. As a result, it is extremely complex and difcult to study. In contrast to the previous 
chapters, this chapter is more general. Te theories and models tend to represent general 
aspects of communication, and relatively little new terminology is introduced. In this 
chapter, rather than concentrating on learning new terms or specifc theories, think about 
the complexity of organizational communication and the difculties encountered in try-
ing to measure and understand this important, ongoing process. Consider the number and 
types of communication you send and receive each day, the various ways that messages are 
communicated, and the diferent settings in which these occur. 

Most of us do not work alone, but rather work with others in the context of small 
groups. In large organizations, these groups are in turn members of larger work groups 
or departments, which in combination make up the work organization. Depending on 
the size of the organization, our coworkers may number in the tens, hundreds, or even 
thousands. Much energy in organizations, particularly from the management perspective, 
involves coordinating the activities of the various members. In the next few chapters, we 
will examine work behavior in terms of this organizational interaction. We will investigate 
the dynamics of work groups—how they coordinate activities and make decisions—as well 
as the very factors that hold them together. We will see how workers difer in terms of their 
power and status within the organization, paying particular attention to the relationship 
between those persons designated as leaders and other workers. We will examine the politics 
within work organizations and the structure of work groups and larger work organiza-
tions. However, before we begin to explore these topics, we must understand one of the 
most basic processes that occurs among workers in organizational settings: communication. 
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communication 
the passage of information 
between one person or group 
to another person or group 

Sender 
the originator of a 
communication who encodes 
and transmits a message; also 
known as the encoder 

receiver 
the recipient of a 
communication who decodes 
the message; also known as the 
decoder 

encoding 
the process of preparing a 
message for transmission by 
putting it into some form or 
code 

channel 
the vehicle through which a 
message fows from sender to 
receiver 

You return from vacation. On your desk is a foot-high stack of mail, memos, and 
reports, and you have a dozen voice mail messages. Logging on, you fnd that you have 
312 e-mail messages and wonder if the company’s spam flter is working. A colleague 
stops by, reminds you that you have an important staf meeting in 5 minutes, and 
gives you an odd look—sort of a scowl—and you start to wonder what it means. You 
have always felt a sense of “communication overload” at work, but this is defnitely 
too much. 

the communication Process: a Defnition 
and a Model 

Communication can be defned as the transmission of information from one per-
son or group to another person or group. In work settings, communication takes 
many forms, such as written or spoken orders, informal chatter, electronic mes-
saging, printed reports or procedure manuals, videoconferences, discussion among 
executives in a corporate boardroom, and announcements posted on bulletin boards 
or on social media. Communication is an ongoing process that serves as the life-
blood of the organization. Communication is also extremely complex and can occur 
in a variety of ways: through the written or spoken word; through nonverbal means 
such as gestures, nods, or tone of voice; or through a picture or diagram. We can 
also communicate in a number of contexts, including face-to-face conversation, 
telephone, text messaging, letters or memos, e-mail, charts and diagrams, a video-
conference, or a public address. We also communicate to people at diferent levels 
in the organization—to superiors, subordinates, peers, and customers—and alter 
our communication to ft the audience. Tis complexity, coupled with its almost 
continuous nature (even our silence can communicate), makes communication very 
difcult to study. 

Communication involves the process of the exchange of information among 
two or more parties, which is best represented by a simple model of communi-
cation between two persons: the sender and the receiver (see Figure 10.1). Te 
sender (also known as the encoder) is the originator of the communication; the 
receiver (also called the decoder) is the recipient. Communication begins with some 
information—a message—that the sender wishes to transmit to a receiver. Te send-
er’s task is to take the information and put it into some form in which it can be 
communicated to the receiver. Tis process of preparing a message for transmission 
is referred to as encoding, because the sender chooses some sort of shared code as 
a means of communication. In work settings, this code is usually the shared ver-
bal language, but it might also consist of some common nonverbal code, or “body 
language.” 

Te next step is for the sender to select a channel, the vehicle through which 
the message will fow from the sender to the receiver (Figure 10.2). Te sender 
may choose the spoken word, confronting the receiver face-to-face or through the 
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Figure 10.1  The communication process. 

telephone, or the written word, using a memo, or a typed message sent through a 
text or e-mail. Diferent methods of communication have various advantages and 
disadvantages (see Table 10.1). For example, face-to-face, text messaging, or tele-
phone communication is typically quick and convenient, whereas formal reports or 
detailed memos can be time-consuming to prepare. However, the more formal, writ-
ten channels of communication are less likely to be misunderstood or misinterpreted 
because of their length, detail, and careful preparation. Importantly, the sender must 
also choose the channel of communication that is appropriate for the situation. For 
example, personal information is usually conveyed verbally, face-to-face, whereas 
an important directive concerning a project deadline might be put in the form of a 
detailed, typed memo or e-mail that is distributed to all relevant parties, with follow-
up reminders sent as the deadline nears. 

In the two-person communication model, the receiver picks up the message and is 
responsible for decoding it, or translating it, in an efort to understand the meaning 
intended by the sender. Of course, in many communications, some of the original 
message—that information drawn from the thought processes of the encoder—will 
be lost or distorted, whether through the encoding process, through transmission, 
or in decoding. (Tat is why the second, received “message” in the communication 
model is not identical to the original message.) 

Decoding 
the process of translating 
a message so that it can be 
understood 
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Feedback 
an acknowledgment that a 
message has been received and 
understood 

Figure 10.2 A channel is any vehicle of communication, such as the spoken word, text message, 
direct message, e-mail, or phone. 

Source: Photograph by Erik Brolin, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/8WnxVCXboKg). 

Typically, when the receiver has decoded the message, feedback, or a response, 
is transmitted to the sender. Te receiver acknowledges receipt of the message and 
either tells the sender that the message is understood or requests clarifcation. In the 
feedback stage of the process, the communication model actually reverses, with the 
receiver becoming the sender, and vice versa. Feedback can be as simple as a nod of 
the head, a text saying “ok,” or as formal as a letter of receipt or the initializing of a 
memo that is returned to the sender. 

Although this model represents communication as a simple and relatively fool-
proof process, the efective fow of information from sender to receiver can break 
down at many points. Te sender can have difculty in encoding the message, mak-
ing comprehension by the receiver difcult. For example, a supervisor might tell 

302 

https://www.unsplash.com


Co m m u n i C at i o n  i n  t h e  W o r k p l a C e

 

 
 
 

 
 

an employee, “I would really like you to try to make this deadline,” when what she 
really means is that the deadline must be met, with no exceptions. On the other side, 
the receiver may inaccurately decode the message and interpret it in a way wholly 
diferent from what the sender had in mind. For example, the employee might inter-
pret the “deadline” statement to mean that the supervisor has now turned entire 
responsibility for the project over to him and will no longer be available to help meet 
the deadline. A poor choice of channel may also result in a breakdown of efective 
communication. For example, giving a coworker lengthy and detailed instructions 
about a work task over the telephone rather than in writing may lead to inadequate 
performance of the job. Furthermore, the work environment may provide any num-
ber of distractions that can disrupt the communication process, such as competing 
conversations, loud machinery, or inconsistent or contradictory messages. Such dis-
tractions are collectively called noise. Noise may also refer to psychological factors 
such as biases, perceptual diferences, or selective attention, all of which make it dif-
fcult for persons to communicate with and to understand one another. For example, 
psychological noise can occur when the receiver ignores the sender because of a belief 
that the sender “has nothing important to say.” 

Research on the Communication Process 

Much of the research on the communication process in work settings has focused 
on factors that can increase or decrease its efectiveness. Among the factors that can 
afect the fow of communication from sender to receiver are source factors, channel 
factors, and audience factors. 

Source Factors 

Noise 
physical or psychological 
distractions that disrupt 
the efective fow of 
communication 

Source factors are characteristics of the sender—the source of the message—that 
can facilitate or detract from the efective fow of communication. One such factor 
is the status of the source, which can afect whether potential receivers attend to a 
message. Generally, the higher the organizational status of the sender, the more likely 
the communication will be listened to and acted on. For example, messages from 
the president or owner of a company are usually given top priority (“When the boss 
talks, people listen”). 

Another source factor is the credibility, or believability, of the sender. If the source 
is trusted, particularly if someone is in a supervisory or leadership role, it is more 
likely that the message will receive proper attention (Mackenzie, 2010). Variables 
such as the expertise, knowledge, and reliability of the source (e.g., Has this per-
son provided truthful information in the past?) contribute to the credibility of the 
sender (O’Reilly & Roberts, 1976). Employees learn which sources can be trusted 

Source Factors 
characteristics of the sender 
that infuence the efectiveness 
of a communication 
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 Table 10.1 Advantages and Disadvantages of Communication Channels 

Channel Advantages Disadvantages 

Telephone Verbal Less personal 
Permits questions and answers No record of conversation 
Convenient Message might be misunderstood 
Two-way fow Timing may be inconvenient 
Immediate feedback May be impossible to terminate 

Face-to-face Visual and verbal Timing may be inconvenient 
Personal contact Requires spontaneous thinking 
Can “show” and “explain” May not be easy to terminate 
Can set the mood Power or status of one person may cause pressure 
Immediate feedback 

Meetings Can use audiovisuals Time-consuming 
Involves several minds at once Time may be inconvenient 
Two-way fow One person may dominate the group 

Memorandum Brief No control over receiver 
Provides a record Less personal 
Can prethink the message One-way fow 
Can disseminate widely Delayed feedback 

Formal report Complete; comprehensive Less personal 
Can organize material at writer’s May require considerable time in reading 
leisure 
Can disseminate widely Language may not be understandable 

Expensive 
One-way fow 
Delayed feedback 

Teleconference Saves time for travel No face-to-face interpersonal contact 
Visual Not good for initial brainstorming sessions 
Lessens impact of power/makes Expensive 

users be better prepared 
E-mail and text messaging Convenient Ease can lead to message “overload” 

Messages sent/received at all hours No nonverbal communication 
Extremely fast compared with Others may be able to get access to messages 

other written messages 
Can be sent to multiple parties 

simultaneously 
Web-based/social media Convenient Ease can lead to message “overload” 

Can interact in real time Difcult to control fow of messages (e.g., turn-taking) 
Can communicate with multiple 

parties simultaneously 
Can present drawings, fgures, 

pictures, and videos easily 

Source: Adapted from Lewis, 2002. © reprinted by permission of Pearson Education, Inc., Upper Saddle River, NJ. 
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and pay closest attention to their messages. Research suggests that a sender’s commu-
nication style is also important. For instance, more expressive and more organized 
trainers tended to do a better job of imparting learning to trainees (Towler & 
Dipboye, 2001). 

A fnal source factor is the encoding skills of the sender, or the source’s ability to 
translate an abstract message into some sort of shared code, usually the written or 
spoken language, so that it can be clearly conveyed to the receiver. For example, the 
communication skills of a CEO may be critical when she or he is trying to articulate 
the company’s vision or goals for the future. In short, these skills include the abili-
ties to speak and write clearly and to select the appropriate channel for transmitting 
information. Generally, the better the encoding skills of the sender, the smoother and 
more efective the fow of communication. 

Channel Factors 

Stop & Review 
explain each of the 
steps in two-person 
communication. 

Channel factors, which are positive or negative characteristics related to the vehicle 
through which the message is communicated, can also infuence the efectiveness of 
the communication process. Selection of the proper channel can have an important 
efect on the accurate fow of communication. For example, using a visual device such 
as a chart or graph to present complex information on sales and proft fgures is likely 
to be a more efective channel than the spoken word. Te channel selected can also 
afect the impact of the message. For example, a face-to-face reprimand from a super-
visor might carry more weight than the same reprimand conveyed over the telephone. 
Whenever possible, using multiple channels to present complicated information will 
increase the likelihood that it will be attended to and retained. Research on organi-
zational communication has focused on specifc types, or “genres,” of messages, such 
as business letters, memos, or group meetings (Yates & Orlikowski, 1992). In one 
study, it was found that persons higher in the organizational hierarchy had a prefer-
ence for more formal modes of written communication (word-processed letters and 
memos) over more informal, handwritten messages (Reinsch Jr & Beswick, 1995). 
Another study has found that managers are indicating a growing preference for using 
e-mail or texting to communicate messages, even in situations such as responding to 
another’s telephone message or when the recipient is in an ofce just down the hall 
(Markus, 1994). 

Semantic problems are common channel factors that can lead to a breakdown in 
communication. Tese difculties occur because diferent people may interpret the 
meanings of certain words diferently. For example, if your work supervisor tells you 
that you are doing a “good” job, you may infer that your performance is well above 
average. However, if the supervisor defnes “good” as work that is barely passable 
(but really expects “excellent,” “superior,” or “outstanding” performance), you may 
be missing the meaning of the message. Semantic problems may arise through the use 

channel Factors 
characteristics of the vehicle of 
transmission of a message that 
afect communication 
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Jargon 
special language developed in 
connection with certain jobs; 
also called technical language 

of technical language, or jargon, the special language that develops within a specifc 
work environment. Jargon is typically flled with abbreviated words, acronyms, spe-
cial vocabularies, and slang. For example, industrial/organizational psychology could 
be abbreviated as “I/O Psych” and might be described as the feld in which topics 
such as RJPs, BARS, and validity generalization are studied. 

Although jargon serves the purpose of speeding up communication between those 
who speak the language, it can create problems when the receiver is not “fuent” 
in its use. Te use of jargon can also create problems when a team of workers is 
composed of members from diferent professional disciplines, all of whom may use dif-
ferent jargon (Cooley, 1994). For example, imagine the communication breakdowns 
that might have occurred during some of the NASA space projects, where decision-
making teams were made up of aerospace engineers, military ofcers, and research 
scientists, each using their own technical jargon. 

Te type of channel used to communicate can afect important work-related 
outcomes, such as job satisfaction. Research suggests that the frequency and quality 
of face-to-face communication between supervisors and subordinates is positively 
related to workers’ job satisfaction (Muchinsky, 1977). Te type of channel may also 
have some infuence on work performance and efciency. For example, a company 
policy of keeping written documentation of all orders and directives, rather than 
simply relying on spoken orders, may decrease the likelihood that workers will forget 
what they are supposed to be doing, which in turn may have positive efects on the 
productivity and efciency of the work unit. 

A topic of great interest has been the use of computer-mediated meetings 
(Figure 10.3), where workers interconnect and hold meetings at their individual 
computer workstations, or teleconference via the web (Sadowski-Rasters et al., 
2006). Te relevance of this topic became extremely clear in 2020 when the vast 
majority of workers began working from home. During this time, the reliance on 
computer-mediated technology, including Zoom, Microsoft Teams, Google Meets, 
and others, greatly increased. Although there is still very little information about the 
impact of this change on outcomes, some research shows that people who work from 
home (telework) tend to be more satisfed with their jobs than others (Fonner & 
Rolof, 2010), although there is also evidence that virtual workplace incivility can be 
particularly damaging for employees (Zivnuska et al., 2020), but more work needs to 
be done in this area (Ezerins & Ludwig, 2021). 

Interestingly, there is some evidence that virtual meetings elicit greater equality 
in participation than occurs in face-to-face meetings (Weisband et al., 1995). Low-
status or shy members may be more willing to share information in computer-mediated 
meetings. However, the lack of “social dynamics,” including the loss of nonverbal cues 
available in face-to-face interactions, tends to lead members of computer-mediated 
meetings to engage in more extreme or “risky” decisions. Members communicat-
ing via computer may also be more outspoken, and members may engage in “rude” 
behaviors, including “put-downs” of other participants, because the members do not 
have to face the disapproving looks of other participants (Kiesler & Sproull, 1992). 
Tere may also be some difculties in coordinating the fow of communication and 
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Figure 10.3 Videoconferencing ofers instantaneous, face-to-face communication over long 
distances. 

Source: Photograph by Christina Wocintechchat, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/ 
photos/vpa6e3Hqy9U). 

in taking turns—actually causing electronic meetings to be longer than face-to-face 
ones (Carey & Kacmar, 1997)—and the camera use associated with video meetings 
can create fatigue (Shockley et al., 2020). 

Computer-mediated meetings are really only one of the many changes in com-
munication that have occurred with increased technology use. Companies are also 
using social media, such as Twitter and Instagram, to communicate with customers, 
employees, and other constituents (Islam et al., 2021). Although these alternative 
modes of communication have been studied for over a decade in other disciplines 
(e.g., García-Morales et al., 2011), industrial/organizational psychologists have 
only recently started to examine the efects of them on workplace outcomes (see 
McFarland & Ployhart, 2015, for an exception). 

Audience Factors 

audience Factors 
characteristics of the receiver 
that infuence the efectiveness 
of a communication 

Audience factors are elements related to the receiver, such as the person’s attention 
span and perceptual abilities, which can facilitate or impair the communication 
process. 
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Nonverbal communication 
messages sent and received 
through means other than the 
spoken or written word 

For example, it is important that training information be presented at a level that 
matches the audience’s ability to perceive and process that information, or much of 
the communication may be lost. Moreover, it is critical to consider the attention 
span of the target audience. Although all-day classroom training sessions might be 
appropriate for management trainees who are used to such long sessions, the atten-
tion of assembly-line workers might be lost after a 1-hour lecture because of their 
unfamiliarity with this format. 

Te receiver’s relationship to the sender can also afect the communication pro-
cess. For example, if the receiver is subordinate to the sender, the message may be 
better attended to because the receiver is supposed to listen to superiors. If, however, 
the situation is reversed, a message from a lower-ranking organizational member may 
not receive much attention from a higher-ranking employee. 

Finally, the decoding skills of the receiver can infuence the efectiveness of com-
munication. Workers vary greatly in their ability to receive, decode, and understand 
organizational messages. Although managers are often considered the source rather 
than the audience of much organizational communication, research has shown that 
efective managers have good decoding skills in listening and responding to the needs 
and concerns of their subordinates (Baron, 1986). In fact, because much of the com-
munication in work settings involves spoken communication, oral decoding skills, 
often referred to as listening skills, are considered to be the most important decoding 
skills of all (Hunt, 1980). 

Research suggests that “active listening”—where the decoder asks clarifying ques-
tions, repeats the encoder’s words, and provides feedback (“Yes, I see,” “Uh-hum,” 
etc.)—has positive efects on the efectiveness of the communication fow in terms 
of greater comprehension, mutual understanding, and participant satisfaction (Rao, 
1995). Tere is some evidence that active listening is important for efective manage-
ment of employees (Van Dun et al., 2017). Bays (2007) argues that college students 
should be taught both speaking and listening skills in order to prepare them for the 
workplace. 

Nonverbal Communication in Work Settings 

We commonly think of communication in work settings as taking one of two 
forms, either written or spoken. However, people can and do use a great deal of 
nonverbal communication, which is sent and received by means other than the 
written or spoken word. Broadly defned, nonverbal communication can occur 
through facial expressions, gesture, tone of voice, body movements, posture, style 
of dress, touching, and physical distance between sender and receiver (Bonaccio 
et al., 2016). We use nonverbal communication to convey a wide range of feelings 
and attitudes. 

To understand the role of nonverbal communication in work settings, we can 
examine its use from both the sender’s and the receiver’s perspective. For the sender, 
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nonverbal communication can be used in three ways. First, nonverbal cues can be 
substituted for verbal communication. Nodding to show approval, shaking your 
head in disagreement, or gesturing for a person to come closer or to go away are 
all ways of sending clear, unspoken messages. In particular, noisy work environ-
ments or situations in which coworkers are positioned out of hearing range may 
necessitate the use of a set of nonverbal signals, which decreases the reliance on 
verbal communication. Te hand signals used by ground crews to guide airline 
pilots or the gestures used by land surveyors are examples of the use of nonverbal 
communication. 

Second, nonverbal cues can also be used to enhance verbal messages. We often 
use our tone of voice, facial expressions, and body movements to emphasize what we 
are saying. If you want to compliment a subordinate for doing an outstanding job, 
the words will have greater impact if they are accompanied by an enthusiastic tone 
of voice and an approving smile. A board member who pounds her fst on the table 
while voicing disagreement with a proposal is going to command greater attention by 
including this nonverbal emphasizer. 

Stop & Review 
List several source and 
audience factors that 
afect communication 
fow. 

O  N  T H E  C U T T I N G  E  D  G E  

On the Cutting edge: communicating in a Diverse, 
Multicultural Work environment 

The world of work is becoming more and more diverse. 

The workforce in most organizations is made up of peo-

ple from various cultural backgrounds, many of whom 

are non-native speakers of the dominant language 

(Ofermann, Matos & DeGraaf, 2014). Moreover, many 

companies are engaged in international business and 

interact with workers from a variety of nations and cul-

tures, making the study of cross-cultural communication 

highly important (Szkudlarek et al., 2020). 

commitment to organizational goals (Granrose, 1997). 

Culturally based communication diferences can also 

afect the ability of companies from diferent nations 

and cultures to work with one another. For example, the 

communication style of most North American managers   

tends to be direct and “confrontation-centered.” The 

Japanese business communication style, however, tends 

to be indirect and “agreement-centered” (Kume, 1985). 

Such diferences can lead to serious communication 

breakdowns. 

 

Cultural diversity has many advantages: diverse 

workforces tend to be more creative, more adaptable, 

and more tolerant of others (Adler,  1991).  As you can 

imagine, however,  cultural and language diferences can 

present challenges to the efective fow of communica-

tion within organizations (Shachaf, 2008). Moreover, 

cultural diferences can threaten a common, shared 

Realizing the need to prevent cross-cultural com-

munication breakdown, organizations have taken

several steps to facilitate intercultural organizational  

communication. For example, many organizations  

have developed multicultural awareness and training  

programs (Gelfand et al., 2017; Kossek & Zonia, 1993).  
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O  N  T H E    C U T T I N G  E  D  G E  (  c o n t i n u e d ) 

One model of preparing managers for working with  

culturally diverse and multinational work groups sug-

gests that general communication competence, pro-

fciency in other languages, an awareness of cultural  

diferences, and an ability to negotiate with people  

of diverse backgrounds are the keys to success (Tung,  

1997). In short, the issues of multicultural and cross-

cultural communication are going to be important  

ones in the world of work as we move into the future  

(Rost-Roth, 2010). 

Pygmalion efect 
when a sender nonverbally 
communicates expectations to 
a receiver, infuencing his or 
her behavior 

Given the increase in electronic communication, including team collabora-
tion channels (such as Slack and Trello) and e-mail, one problem is the absence of 
nonverbal cues in electronic text messages. It is very difcult to convey emotional 
meaning, sarcasm, and the like. As a result, savvy e-mail users (and programmers) 
have developed symbols, typically called “emoticons” or “emojis” (the little smi-
ley faces, etc.), to help compensate and put some “nonverbal” into these verbal 
interactions. 

Tird, nonverbal cues are also important for conveying certain impressions in 
organizations (Darioly & Mast, 2014). For example, it is often important that 
persons in positions of leadership or authority convey their power and authority 
nonverbally if they want to get others’ attention and be persuasive (Riordan, 1989). 
Similarly, customer service representatives, such as salespersons or waitpersons, who 
display authentic, positive nonverbal behaviors elicit greater customer satisfaction 
and rapport (Bonaccio et al., 2016). 

Nonverbal cues can be used to convey underlying feelings. In some situations, 
when a person is restricted in what can be said verbally, the verbal message may be 
accompanied by a nonverbal “disclaimer” in order to get the true message across (see 
Mehrabian, 1981). For example, at a new employee orientation, the trainer may ver-
bally praise the company but, with her tone of voice, she may convey that things are 
not really going as well as they seem. 

A sender’s nonverbal communication can also subtly communicate his or her 
expectations to other workers and infuence the workers’ behaviors in line with those 
expectations, in what is called the Pygmalion efect (Rosenthal, 1994). An example 
of the Pygmalion efect would be a supervisor who expects a team to perform very 
well (or very poorly), who nonverbally communicates those expectations to the team 
members, perhaps through an enthusiastic (or unenthusiastic) tone of voice, actually 
spurring the team to better (or worse) performance (Eden, 1990). A meta-analysis 
suggests that the Pygmalion efect does indeed occur in work organizations, but is 
stronger in initially low-performing groups and in the military, presumably because 
of the strong infuence leaders have on followers in the armed forces (Kierein & 
Gold, 2000). 
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From the perspective of a receiver, nonverbal cues serve two important func-
tions. First, they provide additional information. When verbal communication is 
limited or when the receiver has reason to mistrust the verbal message, the receiver 
will look to nonverbal cues as a source of more data. Tis is particularly likely when 
the receiver feels that the verbal message may be deceptive, although research has 
shown that most people do not read the nonverbal cues of deception very accurately 
(O’Sullivan, 2005). 

Nonverbal cues are also used by receivers in person perception—that is, in 
making judgments about a person’s attitudes, personality, and competence (see 
Bonaccio et al., 2016, for a review). For example, it has been found that per-
sons exhibiting more expressive nonverbal behaviors, such as more smiling and 
greater eye contact, are more favorably evaluated in hiring interviews than are 
nonexpressive individuals (Bonaccio et al., 2016). Tis is particularly important 
in personnel decisions such as in performance feedback sessions or in hiring (Rig-
gio, 2005). Other nonverbal cues, such as style of dress, physical attractiveness, 
and indications of dominance, may likewise play an important role in how people 
are perceived in work settings (Riggio & Trockmorton, 1988). Style of dress 
can impact impressions of others in the workplace. For example, women who 
dress in an overly feminine way can be seen as unsuitable for certain jobs, whereas 
those who dress in too masculine a way can be seen as violating their gender role 
(Peluchette & Karl, 2018). 

Although nonverbal communication sometimes facilitates the fow of communi-
cation in work settings, misinterpreting such messages can also lead to considerable 
confusion and may disrupt work operations. Although there are well-known rules 
and techniques for learning to use appropriate written and spoken language, there are 
no frm guidelines governing nonverbal communication. Often, the misunderstand-
ings that occur in organizational communication, verbal and nonverbal, are related 
to the inadequate skills of the sender or receiver, or both. A great deal of attention is 
paid to trying to improve the verbal and writing skills of employees, and less concern 
is focused on nonverbal communication skills, even though they may represent a 
great deal of the critical communication that occurs in work settings. Te ability to 
decode subtle nonverbal cues is particularly important for work supervisors, not only 
in helping to understand the subtle messages sent by supervisees, but also in building 
rapport and in helping the supervisor be responsive to the legitimate needs of workers 
(Riggio, 2001; Uhl-Bien, 2004). 

the Flow of communication in Work Organizations 

Just as blood fows through the arteries, giving life to the body, messages fow through 
communication lines and networks, giving life to the work organization. If you look 
at the organizational chart of most organizations, you will see positions arranged in 
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Downward communication 
messages fowing downward 
in an organizational hierarchy, 
usually from superiors to 
subordinates 

a pyramid-like hierarchy. Although this hierarchy is most commonly thought of as 
representing the lines of status and authority within the organization, it also depicts 
the lines of communication between superiors and subordinates. Formal messages 
travel back and forth along these routes between the top levels and the lower levels 
of the organization. 

Downward, Upward, and Lateral Flow of Communication 

Te communication fow in work organizations is usually classifed into three types: 
it can fow downward, through the organizational hierarchy; upward, through the 
same chain of command; or laterally, from colleague to colleague. Typically, each type 
of communication fow takes diferent forms and tends to contain diferent kinds of 
messages. 

Downward communication consists of those messages sent from superiors to 
subordinates. Most commonly, they are one of several types: (a) instructions or 
directions concerning job performance, (b) information about organizational pro-
cedures and policies, (c) feedback to the supervisee concerning job performance, or 
(d) information to assist in the coordination of work tasks (Katz & Kahn, 1966). 
As you might guess, much of the formal communication that occurs in work orga-
nizations involves this downward fow, which makes sense, because the top levels are 
involved in making important decisions that must be communicated to the lower 
levels. 

Although much formal communication in organizations is downward, research 
indicates that most organizations still do not have enough of this communication. 
A number of studies have found that workers would like more information from 
their superiors about work procedures and about what is happening elsewhere in 
the organization. Certain types of downward communication may be particularly 
limited, such as feedback concerning work performance (Baird, 1977). Tis is espe-
cially true in companies that fail to conduct regular performance appraisals. Also, 
organizations that neglect to provide workers with job descriptions and adequate 
orientation and training may experience a shortage of downward communication 
involving proper work procedures and company policies. 

Research has shown that the frequency and quality of superior–subordinate com-
munication infuences important organizational outcomes (Bambacas & Patrickson, 
2008). At least on work teams, meta-analytic evidence shows that quality of commu-
nication has stronger efects on team performance than frequency of communication 
(Marlow et al., 2018). Research also suggests that supervisors need to be fair and 
consistent in their communication with subordinates, or workers can become con-
cerned that supervisors are “playing favorites” (Sias & Jablin, 1995). Analysis of 
leader communication suggests certain critical elements: for example, leaders should 
communicate that they are supportive of followers and that they are confdent and 
assured in their leadership, and leaders should be precise in their communications 
(de Vries et al., 2010). 
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Upward communication is the fow of messages from the lower levels of the 
organization to the upper levels. It most typically consists of information managers 
need to perform their jobs, such as feedback concerning the status of lower-level 
operations, which could include reports of production output or information 
about any problems. Te upward communication of feedback is critical for man-
agers, who must use this information to make important work-related decisions. 
Upward communication can also involve complaints and suggestions for improve-
ment from lower-level workers and is signifcant because it gives subordinates some 
input into the functioning of the organization. Research suggests that supervisors 
are more accepting of that feedback if they believe it is motivated by a desire for 
better performance/productivity (Lam et al., 2007). Finally, an important form of 
upward feedback concerns subordinates’ evaluations of the particular supervisor’s 
efectiveness as a leader/supervisor (Smither et al., 1995; as we saw in Chapter 5 
during our discussion of subordinate performance appraisals). Research indicates 
that the upward fow of suggestions for improvement can be increased when work-
ers feel highly engaged in their jobs and they have a sense of self-efcacy (e.g., 
a sense that their suggestions will actually be considered and implemented; 
Axtell et al., 2000). 

In recent years, I/O psychologists and management scholars have begun investi-
gating employee voice. Voice has been conceptualized as a willingness of employees 
to communicate concerns to superiors and has also been defned as the ability to 
engage in decision-making (see Mowbray et al., 2015, for a review). In each case, 
the communication of voice can occur through either formal methods such as sched-
uled feedback sessions or informal methods such as one-of comments (Kwon & 
Farndale, 2020). In one study, Farh and Chen (2018) found that leadership behav-
iors can promote follower voice behavior in surgical teams. Unfortunately, in many 
organizations, there is simply not enough upward communication (see the box 
“Applying I/O Psychology”). Te upward communication of feedback about prob-
lems or difculties in operations may be restricted because lower-level workers fear 
that the negative information might refect poorly on their abilities, because manag-
ers neglect to ask for it, or because subordinates believe that management will not 
really listen to their suggestions and concerns. One study showed that employees 
tend not to voice concerns unless (a) the issue is important, (b) managers are open 
to hearing employees’ voice, and (c) managers are in a good mood (Xu et al., 2020). 
However, interventions to increase voice have been developed (O’Donovan & 
McAulife, 2020). 

Lateral communication fows between people who are at the same level in the 
organizational hierarchy are particularly important when coworkers must coordinate 
their activities to accomplish a goal (Figure 10.4). Lateral communication can also 
occur between two or more departments within an organization. For example, efec-
tive lateral communication between the production and quality control departments 
in a television manufacturing plant can help the two departments to coordinate 
eforts to fnd and correct assembly errors. Lateral communication between depart-
ments also allows the sharing of news and information and helps in the development 
and maintenance of interpersonal relationships on the job (Hart, 2001). Although 

Upward communication 
messages fowing upward in 
an organizational hierarchy, 
usually taking the form of 
feedback 

Lateral communication 
messages between two 
parties at the same level in an 
organizational hierarchy 
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Filtering 
the selective presentation 
of the content of a 
communication 

Figure 10.4 When two individuals at the same level of an organization communicate to complete 
tasks we call it lateral communication. 

Source: Photograph by Airfocus, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/8k1R1BngPxY). 

it can help in coordinating worker activities within or between departments, thereby 
leading to increased productivity, “unauthorized” lateral communication, such as too 
much socializing on the job, can detract from efective job performance (Katz & 
Kahn, 1966). 

Barriers to the Efective Flow of Communication 

Te upward, downward, and lateral fows of communication within an organization 
are subject to various types of information distortion that disrupt communication 
efectiveness by eliminating or changing key aspects of the message, so that the mes-
sage that should be sent is not the one that the recipient receives. We will look closely 
at two types of distortion that afect communication fow in work organizations: 
fltering and exaggeration (Gaines, 1980). 

Filtering is the selective presentation of the content of a communication—in 
other words, certain pieces of information are left out of the message. In downward 
communication, information is often fltered because it is considered to be unim-
portant to lower-level employees. Often, messages are sent telling workers what 
to do but not telling them why it is being done. Information from upper levels of 
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the organization may also be fltered because management fears the impact of the 
complete message on workers. For example, management may send a memo to 
workers about proposed cost-cutting measures, telling them that these actions are 
needed to increase efciency and productivity. However, the fact that these cost-
cutting measures are needed for the company to stay fnancially solvent is fltered 
out, because management is afraid that this information might cause workers to 
anticipate layofs and thus begin to look for jobs elsewhere. Filtering of content 
in upward communication can occur if the information is unfavorable and the 
communicator fears incurring the wrath of the superior. In such cases, the negative 
information might be altered to make it appear less negative. Filtering in lateral 
communication can occur when two employees feel that they are in competition 
with one another for important organizational rewards, such as promotions and 
recognition from superiors. In such cases, workers continue to communicate, but 
may flter out any important information that is seen as giving the other person a 
competitive edge. 

Sometimes, there is purposeful omission of a message to a receiver when a 
sender believes that the receiver does not need the information because it is unim-
portant or would be disruptive to the receiver. Davis (1968) examined this sort 
of selective omission of information in the downward communications in a large 
manufacturing company. In this study, top management presented middle-level 
managers with two messages that were to be sent downward. Te frst message was 
important and concerned tentative plans for laying of workers. Te second mes-
sage was relatively unimportant, dealing with changes in the parking situation. Te 
results of the study indicated that the middle managers altered the messages as a 
function of who was receiving the information. Te important layof information 
was passed on to 94% of the supervisors, who in turn presented it to only 70% of 
the assistant supervisors. Te unimportant message about the parking changes was 
rarely communicated, with only 15% of the assistant supervisors eventually getting 
the message. In this case, the message was believed to be irrelevant to lower-level 
workers. 

A  P P LY I N G  I / O  P  S  Y  C H O L  O  G  Y  

Increasing the Upward Flow of Organizational communication 

Most communication problems in work organizations and because it originates from those who have the most 

relate to the insufcient fow of information that results power and control over the organizational environment, 

from a shortage in either downward communication or attention must be given to increasing the fow of com-

upward communication. However, because downward munication from those individuals at the bottom of the 

communication predominates in most work settings, organization to those at the top, for a shortage of this 
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A  P P LY I N G  I / O  P  S  Y  C H O L  O  G  Y  

(Continued) 

communication has been associated with employee 

dissatisfaction and feelings that management is out of 

touch with employee needs and concerns. Several strat-

egies that can increase upward communication follow. 

employee Suggestion Systems 

There are a variety of procedures by which workers 

can submit ideas for improving some aspect of com-

pany operations. The suggestions are then reviewed 

by company decision makers, and benefcial ideas are 

implemented. Usually, suggestions are encouraged by 

some sort of incentive, such as recognition awards or 

cash prizes that are either fxed monetary amounts or 

amounts based on percentages of the savings that the 

suggestion produces. This form of upward communica-

tion can lead to innovations and improvement in com-

pany operations and can increase lower-level employees’ 

feelings that they can indeed have some infuence in 

the organization. One potential problem with sugges-

tion systems is that employees may use it to voice com-

plaints about conditions that management is unable to 

change. 

Grievance Systems 

A related concept is the establishment of formal com-

plaint or grievance procedures. Whereas suggestion 

systems focus on positive changes, grievances are 

designed to change existing negative situations and, 

thus, must be handled more delicately to protect the 

employee from the retribution that can result when the 

complaint concerns mistreatment by someone higher 

in the organizational hierarchy. Also, to keep com-

munication open and fowing, company ofcials must 

acknowledge the receipt of grievances and make it 

clear what action is to be taken (or why action will not 

or cannot be taken). 

Subordinate appraisals of Supervisory 
Performance 

As we saw in our discussion of performance appraisals in 

Chapter 5, upward, subordinate appraisals of managerial 

performance can provide valuable feedback to improve 

supervisors’ job performance, air the concerns of sub-

ordinates, and provide a starting point for the eventual 

improvement of supervisor–subordinate relationships. 

Open-Door Policies 

The bottom-to-top fow of organizational communica-

tion can also be stimulated if upper-level managers 

establish an open-door policy, which involves setting 

aside times when employees can go directly to top-

level managers and discuss whatever is on their minds. 

This procedure bypasses the intermediate steps in the 

upward organizational chain, ensuring that important 

messages do indeed get to the top intact. The obvious 

drawback to the open-door policy is that a lot of the 

manager’s time may be taken up in dealing with trivial 

or unimportant employee concerns. 

employee Surveys 

Conducting an employee survey is an efcient and quick 

way to measure employees’ attitudes about any aspect 

of organizational operations in an efort to target par-

ticular problem areas or solicit suggestions for improve-

ment. (We discussed employee job satisfaction surveys 

in Chapter 8.) Because surveys ofer the added beneft 

of anonymity, workers can respond honestly without 

fear of reprisal from management. As in all methods, 
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(Continued) 

feedback from management, in the form of either 

action taken or justifcation for not taking action, is criti-

cal for the program to operate efectively. Many times, 

companies will conduct an employee survey, look at the 

results, and do nothing. If feedback is not given, respon-

dents will begin to see the survey as a waste of time, and 

future eforts will not be taken seriously. 

Participative Decision Making 

A number of strategies based on democratic or par-

ticipative styles of management facilitate the upward 

fow of communication by involving employees in the 

process of making important decisions (Harrison, 1985). 

In participative decision making, employees can submit 

possible plans and discuss their benefts and drawbacks. 

They are then allowed to vote on the courses of action 

the company or work group will take. This strategy cov-

ers a wide range of programs and techniques that we 

will be studying in later chapters on group and team 

processes (Chapters 11 and 12) and leadership (Chapter 

14). However, any management technique that solicits 

employee input serves to increase the upward fow of 

communication. 

A potential sender may not forward a message when it involves bad news. Tis
has been labeled the “MUM efect” (Zanin et al., 2016). Te MUM efect can be
particularly detrimental to organizational functioning and efectiveness. For example, 
during the building of the U.S. Air Force’s stealth bomber, the MUM efect was in 
operation as ofcers systematically suppressed bad news about the project’s many
problems from reaching higher-level ofcers. As a result, Pentagon ofcials continued 
to fund the project, because they were uninformed about the project’s many technical 
problems and errors (Lee, 1993). In the space shuttle Challenger disaster, it was found 
that engineers believed that there was a reasonable probability that an O-ring might 
fail and cause the rocket to explode, but they did not allow this to be conveyed to 
upper-level managers owing to the MUM efect. 

 
 

Stop & Review 
Describe the three 

directions in which 

organizational commu-

nication can fow. What 

form does each typically 

take? 

 

Exaggeration  is the distortion of information, which involves elaborating or over-
emphasizing certain aspects of the message. To draw attention to a problem, people 
may exaggerate its magnitude and impact. In downward communication, a supervi-
sor might emphasize that, if performance does not improve, subordinates may lose 
their jobs. In upward communication, workers might present a problem as a crisis to 
get management to react and make some quick decisions. On the other hand, exag-
geration may occur through the minimization of an issue, which involves making it 
seem like less of a problem than it actually is. Tis can happen, for example, when a 
worker wants to give the impression of competence and thus says that everything is 
under control when it is not (see the “Up Close” box). 

exaggeration 
the distortion of information 
by elaborating, overestimating, 
or minimizing parts of the 
message

Certain factors increase or decrease the likelihood of distortion taking place 
in organizational communication. For example, spoken messages are more prone 
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to distortion than are written messages. Regardless of form, a downward-fowing 
message from a high-status source is less likely to be intentionally altered than a com-
munication originating from a low-status member.  O’Reilly (1978)  studied several 
factors related to communication distortion and specifcally found a tendency for 
the greater distortion of upward messages that are unfavorable in content and less 
distortion of upward-fowing positive information. He also discovered that low trust 
in the receiver of a message resulted in a tendency toward distortion, particularly if 
the information refected unfavorably on the sender. 

close  Why are communication Breakdowns So  
common in Organizations? 

In many ways, the success of an organization depends 

on the efcient and efective fow of communication 

among its members.  Even in very efcient and produc-

tive organizations, however, miscommunication seems 

to occur almost daily.  Why are such breakdowns so 

common? 

One answer is that many informal rules (or norms) in 

organizations appear to work against open and honest 

communication. Organizational members learn that it is 

important to engage in impression management—that 

is, to present oneself in a favorable light to get ahead 

in the company. It is not considered wise to admit to 

personal faults or limitations.  Likewise,  it is seen as 

important to project an air of self-confdence and com-

petence. This may lead to a worker trying to tackle a very 

difcult task or problem alone, rather than asking for 

assistance. As we saw in studying hiring interviews, job 

applicants are particularly concerned with impressing 

management. The resulting restricted communication 

may lead to a total mismatch between a worker’s skills 

and abilities and the job requirements. 

In competitive organizational settings, an air of 

mistrust of others may arise. As a result, verbal mes-

sages may not be entirely believed or may be seen as 

containing underlying alternative meanings (“What was 

he really saying to me?”). Mistrust is often present in 

organizations that have a history of not dealing honestly 

and openly with employees. This lack of trust may lead 

to limited communication, which is a serious problem 

for organizations whose lifeblood is the open fow of 

messages. 

Another reason for communication breakdowns

is employees’ feelings of defensiveness, which often 

develop when their performance is criticized or ques-

tioned.  Defensive postures by one participant are often 

followed by a defensive stance in another (Gibb, 1961). 

For example, when a work group has failed at some task, 

one group member might act defensively—“It wasn’t 

my fault”—which then causes others to act in the same 

way. When employees become overly defensive, a com-

munication breakdown can result. This defensiveness 

can also stife employee creativity, as workers become 

afraid to take chances or to try new things for fear of 

being criticized. 

 

Organizational communication breakdowns can also 

be caused by the tendency for people to undercom-

municate.  Workers generally assume that everyone in 

the work setting has access to the same information 
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and possesses the same knowledge. Therefore, to avoid 

redundancy, a communicator may neglect to convey 

some important information to coworkers, assuming 

that they already know it.  In reality, the other work-

ers may not have the information or may have forgot-

ten it and thus need to be reminded. Supervisors and 

managers are particularly prone to undercommunicate, 

believing that subordinates do not need to be (or should 

not be) given certain information. This lack of commu-

nication fow can seriously disrupt productivity and may 

cause dissatisfaction among workers who feel as if they 

are left in the dark. 

cLOSe (continued) 

and possesses the same knowledge. Therefore, to avoid 

Communication Networks 

In our discussion of the communication model and the downward, upward, and 
lateral fow of communication, we have been focusing on communication between 
two individuals, such as superior-to-subordinate or colleague-to-colleague. When 
we look beyond two-person communication to the linkages among work group, 
departmental, or organizational members, we are concerned with  communication 
networks, which are systems of communication lines linking various senders and 
receivers. 

Te fow of organizational communication is regulated by several factors: the 
proximity of workers to one another, the rules governing who communicates with 
whom, the status hierarchy, and other elements of the work situation, such as 
job assignments and duties (Zahn, 1991). Tus, communication usually follows 
predictable patterns, or networks. Considerable research has been conducted on 
these networks and the properties associated with each. Five major types of com-
munication networks have been studied in depth (Shaw, 1978; see Figure 10.5) . 
Te frst three are termed  centralized networks because the fow of information is 
centralized, or directed, through specifc members. Te next two are called  decen-
tralized networks because the communication fow can originate at any point and 
does not have to be directed through certain central group members. Centralized 
networks are governed by members’ status within the organization; decentralized 
networks typically are not. Often, decentralized networks are controlled by factors 
such as proximity of members to one another or the personal preferences of the 
sender.

 Centralized Networks 

Te frst centralized communication network, which is known as the  chain, repre-
sents a fve-member status hierarchy. A message typically originates at the top or at 

communication Networks 
systematic lines of 
communication among various 
senders and receivers 

centralized Networks 
communication networks 
in which the fow of 
communication is directed 
through specifc members 

Decentralized Networks 
communication networks in 
which messages can originate 
at any point and need not 
be directed through specifc 
group members 

Stop & Review 

List and describe four 

strategies for improv-

ing the upward fow 

of communication in 

organizations. 
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Figure 10.5 Communication networks. 

the bottom of the chain and works its way upward or downward through the difer-
ent links. An example might be a message concerning some changes in the formula 
for payroll deductions. Te director of human resources is the source of the message, 
which is then passed to the payroll manager, who in turn gives the instructions to the 
assistant payroll manager, who then tells the payroll supervisor. Finally, the payroll 
supervisor passes the message along to the clerk who will implement the changes. 
A message that is to go from the clerk to the human resources director must follow 
the same pattern. As you might guess, the chain is a relatively slow process, but it 
is direct, with all levels of the hierarchy being made aware of the message because it 
must pass through each link. 

A related communication network is the Y (which is actually an upside-down Y). 
Te Y is also a hierarchical network, representing four levels of status within the 
organization, but its last link involves communication to more than one person. 
Te inverted Y is a model of the communication network typically involved in 
a traditional, pyramid-shaped organization. Te president issues an order to the 
chief of operations, who then tells the work supervisor. Te work supervisor then 
gathers the bottom-line workers and gives them the order. In the other direction, 
the front-line supervisor is responsible for gathering information from bottom-line 
workers that must be sent upward. Te chain and the Y networks are very similar 
in terms of speed of transmission and the formality of who communicates with 
whom. 

Te wheel network involves two status levels: a higher-status member (usually a 
work supervisor) and four lower-level members. Te higher-status member is the 
hub, or center, through which all communication must pass. In the wheel network, 
there are no direct communication links between the lower-level members. An exam-
ple might be a sales manager and four salespersons out in the feld, each of whom 
receives instructions directly from the manager and then sends information about 
sales activities back to the manager. However, the salespersons do not have any direct 
contact with one another, only indirect contact, as information is relayed through 
the supervisor. 
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Decentralized Networks 

Te circle network, the frst of the two decentralized networks, represents commu-
nication between members who are immediately accessible to each other, such as 
workers positioned side by side on an assembly line or in adjacent cubicles. Because 
any member can initiate a communication and no rules govern the direction in 
which it is sent, it can be difcult to trace the original source of the message in a 
circle network. Also, because the message can travel in two or more directions, the 
circle network has a fairly quick rate of transmission. 

Te all-channel, or comcon, network allows complete freedom among com-
munication links. Any member can freely communicate with any other, and all 
members are accessible to each other. In all-channel networks, communication can 
be rapid, and there is maximum opportunity for feedback. Boards of directors, 
problem-solving task forces, and employees working as a team are examples of these 
networks. 

Tere has been extensive research on communication networks, most of which 
has been conducted in laboratory settings. Te results of these studies indicate that 
each of the diferent networks has diferent strengths and weaknesses. For example, 
the centralized networks (the chain, Y, and wheel) are faster and make fewer errors 
in dealing with simple, repetitive tasks than do decentralized networks. Tis makes 
sense because the central person through whom all messages must pass can coordi-
nate group activities, as that individual has all the information needed to perform 
the simple tasks. Decentralized networks (circle and all-channel), on the other hand, 
are better at dealing with complex tasks, such as abstract problem solving (Shaw, 
1964). In general, straightforward, repetitive tasks, such as assembly or manufactur-
ing work, tend to operate well with a centralized communication network, whereas 
creative tasks, such as a group working on a product advertising campaign, are best 
accomplished using a decentralized network. One reason why centralized networks 
may have difculty in solving complex problems is because the central people may be 
subject to information overload: they may have too much information to deal with 
efciently. Because all the messages cannot be passed on intact to the various network 
members efciently and quickly, group performance sufers. 

Te type of communication network used can also afect the satisfaction of 
network members. Generally, because of the restrictions on who can initiate com-
munication and on who can communicate with whom, members in centralized 
networks have lower levels of satisfaction than those in decentralized networks (Shaw, 
1964). More specifcally, in the centralized networks, the persons holding the central 
positions tend to have high levels of satisfaction owing to their role, whereas the non-
central members have lower satisfaction and organizational commitment and higher 
turnover (Erdogan et al., 2020). 

Some of the research on communication networks has been criticized for oversim-
plifying the communication process. Evidence suggests that the diferences in speed 
and efciency among the various networks may disappear over time as the group 
involved learns to adjust to the required communication patterns (Burgess, 1968). 
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 Stop & Review 
Defne and give ex-
amples of the two 
barriers to efective 
communication. 

For example, members of decentralized networks may learn to cut down on the 
amount of member discussion to speed up the decision-making process. Because 
most of the research on communication networks has been conducted in controlled 
laboratory settings, there is some concern about whether the results of these studies 
will generalize to communication networks in actual work settings, although the 
fndings do indeed allow us to model (although simplistically) the communication 
patterns in work organizations. 

Formal and Informal Lines of Communication: The Hierarchy 
versus the Grapevine 

Organigram 
a diagram of an organization’s 
hierarchy representing the 
formal lines of communication 

Grapevine 
the informal communication 
network in an organization 

Sociogram 
a diagram of the informal lines 
of communication among 
organizational members 

So far, we have been discussing the formal lines of communication, or how orga-
nizational members are supposed to communicate with one another. We have also 
seen that the ofcial lines of communication in an organization are illustrated in the 
company’s organizational chart, or organigram, which is a diagram of the hierarchy. 
When ofcial messages must be sent up or down the hierarchy, they typically follow 
the lines shown in the organigram. Te formal lines of communication are usually 
governed by the organizational status or authority of the diferent members. How-
ever, although every organization possesses formal lines of communication, each also 
has informal communication lines, known as the grapevine. Just as a real grape-
vine twists and turns, branching out wherever it pleases, the organizational grapevine 
can follow any course through a network of organizational members. Troughout 
the workday, messages are passed from one worker to another along the grapevine. 
Because much of the daily communication that occurs in work organizations is infor-
mal, the organizational grapevine is an important element for I/O psychologists to 
study. 

Whereas formal communication lines are represented by the organigram, the 
informal lines of communication among work group or organizational members are 
illustrated by the sociogram. In efect, the sociogram is a diagram of the organizational 
grapevine. Sociograms are used to study the informal contacts and communications 
occurring among organizational members (see Figure 10.6). When informal com-
munication networks are studied, workers are surveyed to determine which other 
organizational members they typically interact with (Stork & Richards, 1992). 
A new approach to studying informal communication networks uses a “badge” with 
a Bluetooth sensor that can record the number and length of face-to-face interactions 
between workers (Orbach et al., 2015). 

Baird (1977) suggested that three factors determine the pattern of communication 
links that form the grapevine: friendship, usage, and efciency. In the informal com-
munication network, people pass information to their friends, which is only natural. 
We communicate with those people we like and avoid communicating informally 
with those people we do not like. Friendship is thus perhaps the most important 
factor that holds the grapevine together. In addition, persons who are used as com-
munication links for other purposes will also be used as links in the grapevine. For 
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 Figure 10.6 The organigram versus the sociogram. 

example, workers who often come into contact with one another for job-related rea-
sons are more likely to start sharing information informally. Finally, the grapevine 
sometimes develops because it is easier and more efcient for workers to follow their 
own informal networks rather than the formal lines of communication. An organi-
zational member who needs to communicate something immediately may try to get 
the message through via the grapevine rather than by using the slow and cumbersome 
formal communication lines. For example, a low-ranking organizational member 
who wants to get a message to somebody high up in the organizational hierarchy may 
fnd it quicker and more efcient to rely on the grapevine to transmit the message 
rather than going through the formal organizational channels that involve relaying 
the message through a successive chain of higher-status managers. 

In addition to being a substitute network for formal lines of communication, the 
grapevine serves a vital function in maintaining social relationships among workers. 
Because most formal communication tends to be task-oriented, focusing on jobs 
and job outcomes, the grapevine helps to meet the social communication needs of 
workers (which Mayo and his associates in the human relations movement long ago 
determined were so important to workers). Trough informal communication con-
tacts and the subsequent development of strong work friendships, the grapevine can 
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rumors 
information that is presented 
as fact, but may actually be 
true or false 

help to bring workers together and encourage them to develop a sense of unity and 
commitment to the work group and the organization, which can play a big part in 
reducing absenteeism and turnover rates (Baird, 1977). Te grapevine can also help 
in reiterating important messages that have been sent through formal communica-
tion channels (Tenhiälä & Salvador, 2014). 

For example, an employee might be reminded through the grapevine of impor-
tant deadlines or company policies that were originally announced in e-mailed 
memos or bulletins. In one interesting study, it was found that, when innovations 
or changes were introduced to an organization, workers frst learned about the inno-
vation through formal communication channels. However, it was the amount of 
communication fowing through the organization’s informal channels that infu-
enced how quickly the innovation would actually be adopted by the work groups 
(Weenig, 1999). 

Te grapevine serves many important functions for the smooth operation of the 
organization, but it can also be perceived as having a somewhat negative function: 
the transmission of rumors. Rumors involve information that is presented as fact, 
but may actually be either true or false (Aertsen & Gelders, 2011). Rumors are based 
on such things as employee speculations and wishful thinking. Many managers are 
concerned about the grapevine and attempt to stife it because they believe that it is 
the source of false rumors that may be damaging to the company and the workforce 
(Mishra, 1990). However, research indicates that this is a myth. Te transmission of 
false rumors via the grapevine is actually relatively rare, and estimates indicate that 
the grapevine is accurate at least 75–80% of the time (Langan-Fox, 2001). In com-
parison, remember that the messages sent through formal communication lines may 
not always be 100% accurate. 

A false rumor usually results when organizational members lack information 
about a topic that concerns them. When false rumors do occur, the best strategy 
for combating them may be to provide accurate information through formal chan-
nels of communication and through the grapevine, if management is tapped into it 
(DiFonzo et al., 1994). 

Organizational communication and Work Outcomes 

Te efective fow of communication is crucial to an organization’s ability to operate 
smoothly and productively. Although I/O psychologists and organizations them-
selves believe this to be true, very little research historically has directly examined 
the impact of communication on organizational performance (Porter & Roberts, 
1976). In 12 district ofces of a state social services agency, one comprehensive study 
looked at the relationships between reported organizational communication efec-
tiveness and fve independent measures of organizational performance, including 
the number of clients served, the costs of operation, and the costs of operation per 
client served (Snyder & Morris, 1984). Questionnaires administered to more than 
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500 employees assessed perceptions of diferent types of organizational communi-
cation, which included two forms of downward communication—the adequacy 
of information provided concerning organizational policies and procedures, and 
the skills of supervisors as communicators. One form of lateral communication— 
the information exchange within the work group—and one type of downward 
communication—the feedback given about individual performance—were also 
measured. Te results indicated that the amount of communication, particularly the 
lateral communication within work groups, and the communication skills of super-
visors were related to more cost-efective organizational performance. In another 
study, it was found that communication about how and why layofs were conducted 
impacted employee perceptions of fairness (Wanberg et al., 1999). A laboratory study 
found that group performance on a manual task—assembling a complex toy—was 
related to the quality of communication. Specifcally, if the groups engaged in high-
quality “cycles” of communication, including interactions that involved orienting 
the group to the task, planning how the work would be done, and evaluating the 
outcomes, then the groups outperformed those who did not have systematic cycles of 
communication (Tschan, 1995). Finally, it is clear that communication technology, 
such as e-mail, cell phones, and web-based communications, have had an important 
impact on increasing worker productivity, although workers can waste their valuable 
work time on personal e-mail communications and non-work-related web surfng 
(Langan-Fox, 2001). 

Although efective communication can lead to bottom-line payofs in terms of 
increased productivity, it can also create increased levels of employee satisfaction. 
Research suggests positive relationships between the amount of upward communica-
tion in an organization and feelings of satisfaction in lower-level workers (Koehler 
et al., 1981). It has also been demonstrated that employees who receive a great deal of 
information about the organization in the form of downward communication tend 
to be more satisfed and have higher organizational commitment than those who do 
not (Ng et al., 2006). 

In addition to job performance and job satisfaction, efective communication may 
have an impact on employee well-being, reducing stress, which may, in turn, afect 
absenteeism and turnover rates. Although research has not directly addressed this 
relationship, one study found that open and supportive downward communication 
helped one organization retain its “surviving” workers after a companywide down-
sizing. Moreover, communication seemed to be very important in reducing worker 
stress and maintaining job satisfaction during the downsizing (Johnson et al., 1996). 
Keeping downward and upward communication fowing is considered to be crucial 
best practice when efectively managing a major organizational change such as down-
sizing or organizational restructuring (Marks & Mirvis, 2010). 

Although it makes sense that organizations with free and open lines of com-
munication would tend to have more satisfed workers, leading to lowered rates of 
absenteeism and turnover, open communication among workers can also have some 
drawbacks. For example, researchers who examined the patterns of turnover among 
workers in three fast-food restaurants found that workers tended to quit their jobs in 

Stop & Review 
List the fve communi-
cation network types 
and give examples of 
each. 
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clusters. Most importantly, the clusters tended to be among workers who commu-
nicated freely with one another, a phenomenon that has been termed the “snowball 
efect” (Krackhardt & Porter, 1986). 

All in all, when dealing with organizational communication, more is usually bet-
ter, although there may be a few exceptions, as when workers engage in so much 
non-work-related communication or are so deluged with messages and other infor-
mation that job performance is impaired. Although much evidence indicates that it 
is usually better to keep communication fowing, open, and honest, some researchers 
claim that, because of organizational politics, at times organizational members might 
want to close some communication lines and keep certain types of information to 
themselves (see, e.g., Eisenberg & Witten, 1987). 

In summary, it appears that many organizations can beneft from greater amounts 
of communication, and that companies can work to make organizational com-
munication more accurate and efective. Top-level managers need to be aware of 
employees’ needs for information and must open the fow of downward commu-
nication to provide for these needs. On the other hand, there needs to be a greater 
upward fow of communication to make management aware of what is going on at 
the lower levels of the company and to increase employee participation in and com-
mitment to the organization. It also appears that increased lateral communication 
plays an important role in the ability of work groups to get the job done and in the 
development and maintenance of interpersonal relationships on the job. All of this 
can lead to more positive outcomes for the individuals, work groups, and organiza-
tions involved. 

Summary 

Communication is crucial for efective organizational performance. Te basic commu-
nication model begins with the sender, who is responsible for encoding the message, 
which involves choosing some mutually understood code for transmitting the mes-
sage to another person. Te sender also selects a vehicle for communication, or the 
channel. Te task of the receiver is to decode the message in an efort to understand its 
original meaning. Te receiver also sends feedback to indicate that the message was 
received and understood. Any factors that disrupt the efective fow of communica-
tion from sender to receiver are referred to as noise. 

Research on the communication process has examined the factors that can infu-
ence communication efectiveness. Source factors are variables related to the sender, 
such as status, credibility, and communication skills, which can infuence the 
efectiveness of communication. Channel factors are variables related to the actual 
communication vehicle that can enhance or detract from the fow of communication 
from sender to receiver. In verbal communication, semantic problems, or the use of 
technical language termed jargon, can sometimes disrupt the communication fow. 
Audience factors, such as the decoding skills and attention span of the receiver, can 
also play a role in the communication process. 
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Nonverbal communication has a subtle but important efect on communica-
tion in work settings. It can be used as a substitute for verbal communication, to 
enhance verbal messages or to send true feelings. Receivers may also use nonverbal 
cues as an additional information source or as a means of forming impressions about 
people. A Pygmalion efect can occur if a sender holds positive expectations about a 
worker’s performance and subtly infuences that worker’s performance via nonverbal 
communication. 

Communication can fow in three directions through the organizational hierar-
chy: upward, downward, or laterally. Downward communication typically involves 
messages sent from superiors to subordinates, upward communication fows from the 
lower levels of the organization, and lateral communication occurs between persons at 
the same status level. Filtering and exaggeration are two types of distortion that often 
disrupt the efective fow of organizational communication. 

Much of our knowledge of organizational communication patterns comes from 
research conducted on communication networks, which can be grouped into two 
types: centralized, in which messages move through central members, and decen-
tralized, in which communication paths are not directed through specifc network 
members. Te formal communication patterns in organizations are represented in 
the organizational chart, or organigram. Te informal lines of communication, or 
grapevine, are illustrated in a sociogram. Te formal lines of communication carry 
messages that are sanctioned by the organization, whereas the grapevine is an infor-
mal network through which messages are passed from worker to worker. Managers 
are sometimes wary of the grapevine because they see it as a source of rumors, 
although research indicates that the grapevine can be a highly accurate and impor-
tant information network. 

Research suggests that greater and more efective organizational communication 
is linked to improved levels of performance and job satisfaction. Moreover, there may 
be links between open, fowing organizational communication and rates of employee 
absenteeism and turnover. 

Study Questions and exercises 

1. List the steps in the basic communication model. Which factors infuence the 
efective fow of communication at each of the steps? 

2. In what ways can nonverbal communication afect the interaction between a 
supervisor and a subordinate? Between two same-status coworkers? 

3. Tink of an organization with which you have had some contact, such as a work 
organization, a club or social group, or your college or university. What forms of 
downward, upward, and lateral communication take place in this organization? 
How could the fow of each direction of communication be improved? 

4. Consider the fve types of communication networks. What are the character-
istics of each? Can you think of any special work groups that illustrate each 
network? 
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5. In what ways will the sources, channels, and audiences of the formal lines of com-
munication and the informal lines of communication (grapevine) in an organiza-
tion difer? 

Web Link 

https://ocis.aom.org/home 
Site for the Academy of Management’s Division of Organizational Communication 
and Information Systems. 

Suggested readings 

Management Communication Quarterly and Journal of Business and Technical Communica-
tion, both published by Sage Publications, and Te Journal of Business Communi-
cation, published by the Association for Business Communication. Tese journals 
contain articles on the theory and practice of management and business communication. 
Recent topics include intercultural communication, computer-mediated communication, 
and state-of-the-art communication technology. 

Armstrong, B., Schmidt, G. B., Islam, S., Jimenez, W. P., & Knudsen, E. (2020). Search-
ing for IO psychology: How practitioners, academics, and laypeople engage with 
the IO brand online. Te Industrial-Organizational Psychologist, 57(3), 62–68. 

Kilcullen, M., Feitosa, J., & Salas, E. (2021). Insights from the virtual team science: 
Rapid deployment during COVID-19. Human Factors, 0018720821991678. 

Strawser, M. G., Smith, S. A., & Rubenking, B. (2021). Multigenerational Communica-
tion in Organizations: Insights from the Workplace. Routledge. 
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Chapter 11 

Socialization and Working 
in Groups 

Inside Tips 
GROUP ROLES AND PROCESSES: LEARNING TO WORK IN GROUPS 

A knowledge of group dynamics, or the processes by which groups function, is central to 
understanding how work organizations operate because they are made up of smaller work 
groups. Tis chapter builds on Chapter 10’s discussion of workplace communication, for 
it is communication that holds people together in work groups and sets the stage for the 
next four chapters on organizational processes. Chapter 12 focuses on a diferent aspect 
of working in groups—group decision making. Chapter 13, which examines infuence, 
power, and politics, continues the discussion of group processes presented in this chapter by 
considering how these three social processes operate in work groups and larger work orga-
nizations. Chapter 14, on leadership, studies a very important ongoing process in work 
groups: the relationship between the leader and the other members of the group. Chapter 
15 moves to the next level—the design and structure of work organizations—to explore 
how work groups link to form larger organizations. 

You may already be familiar with some of the concepts presented in this chapter. For 
example, roles, norms, and confict are central not only in industrial/organizational psy-
chology but also in other specialty areas of psychology and in other behavioral sciences. 
Here, however, we will be applying these concepts specifcally to the study of behavior 
in work settings. Other topics, such as organizational socialization and organizational 
confict, are more particular to I/O psychology. Tis chapter represents a blending of some 
older, traditional concepts with some newer ones. 

You have been working for some time with the same group of coworkers. At frst, 
you felt like an outsider, but you soon learned your way around and began to feel 
like an accepted team member. You have noticed, however, that, although group 
members often cooperate with one another, they don’t always. Moreover, when the 
pressure is on, group members can engage in some very interesting (and seemingly 
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Group 
two or more individuals 
engaged in social interaction to 
achieve some goal 

team 
interdependent workers with 
complementary skills working 
toward a shared goal 

roles 
patterns of behavior that are 
adopted based on expectations 
about the functions of a 
position 

bizarre) behavior. Tere is an important and much anticipated meeting of the entire 
department where crucial issues will be discussed and important decisions made. As 
you enter the room, with a mixture of anticipation and trepidation, you wonder how 
it will all go. 

Work organizations are made up of individuals, but typically these individuals are 
tied together by their membership in particular work groups. A work group might 
be a department, a job classifcation, a work team, or an informal group of cowork-
ers who socialize during lunch and after work to discuss work-related problems and 
issues. Groups are very important to the functioning of work organizations, for the 
members of a group can pool their talents, energy, and knowledge to perform com-
plex tasks. Work groups also help provide professional identities for members and 
satisfy human needs for social interaction and the development of interpersonal rela-
tionships on the job. Finally, groups help establish rules for proper behavior in the 
work setting and play a part in determining the courses of action that the work group 
and the organization will follow. Te study of work groups is an important topic in 
I/O psychology. 

In this chapter, we will examine work groups and their processes. We will begin 
by defning groups, looking at the diferent roles within groups, and examining the 
socialization process for groups and organizations. Ten, we will cover the four Cs 
related to group processes: cooperation, competition, confict, and cohesion. 

Defning Work Groups and teams 

A group can be defned as two or more individuals, engaged in social interaction, 
for the purposes of achieving some goal. In work settings, this goal is usually work-
related, such as producing a product or service. However, groups at work may 
form merely to develop and maintain social relationships. Work groups can be 
either formal—put together by the organization to perform certain tasks and 
handle specifc responsibilities—or informal, developing naturally. Informal work 
groups might include groups of workers who regularly get together after work to 
discuss their jobs. 

Whereas groups are individuals working toward a goal, a team consists of inter-
dependent workers with complementary skills working toward a shared goal or 
outcome. We will be discussing historical and recent research on group processes, and 
the term “group” is typically used, but some of these groups are clearly “teams,” with 
interdependency and shared goals. In the next chapter, we will focus more specifcally 
on research that involves clearly defned teams. 

Roles 

Within work groups (and organizations), members can play various roles, or pat-
terns of behavior, that are adopted on the basis of expectations about the functions 
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of a particular position. Group roles are important because they help provide some 
specifc plan for behavior. When a worker is playing a particular role within a 
group, that person usually knows something about the responsibilities and require-
ments of the role, or the role expectations. In most work groups, members are 
quite aware of the various expectations associated with each of the diferent posi-
tions within the group. 

As a work group develops, the various members learn to become responsible for 
diferent aspects of its functioning. In other words, members begin to play difer-
ent roles within the work group. Tis process whereby group members learn about 
and take on various defned roles is called role diferentiation. For example, a new 
worker who enters a work group may immediately fall into the role of novice worker. 
However, that person may later develop a reputation for having a good sense of 
humor and thus begin to play the role of jokester, providing levity when situations 
get too tense or when boredom sets in. 

Te various roles in work groups are often created based on factors such as 
position or formal job title, status within the group, the tasks to which a member 
is assigned, or the possession of some particular work skill or ability. For example, 
employees who are designated as assistant supervisor, senior mechanic, or commu-
nications specialist perform specifc roles and engage in certain behaviors consistent 
with these job titles. Although workers can be designated as playing certain usual 
roles within the work group, they can perform diferent functional roles at difer-
ent times. Two early researchers outlined a wide range of work roles, which they 

role expectations 
beliefs concerning the 
responsibilities and 
requirements of a particular 
role 

role Diferentiation 
the process by which group 
members learn to perform 
various roles 

Figure 11.1 This woman plays a clearly defned role on this team of chocolate makers. 

Source: Photograph by Walter Otto, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/PT70 
CT6mATQ). 
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grouped into three categories (Benne & Sheats, 1948; see Table 11.1). Te frst 
category, group task roles, is related to getting the job done. Group task roles are 
given such titles as information giver, procedural technician, and evaluator-critic. 
For example, a machinist in a cardboard container factory who outlines the steps 

Table 11.1 The Various Roles Individuals Play in Work Groups. 

Group Task Roles 

Initiator-contributor: Recommends new ideas about, or novel solutions to, a problem 
Information seeker: Emphasizes getting facts and other information from others 
Opinion seeker: Solicits inputs concerning the attitudes or feelings about ideas under consideration 
Information giver: Contributes relevant information to help in decision making 
Opinion giver: Provides own opinions and feelings 
Elaborator: Clarifes and expands on the points made by others 
Coordinator: Integrates information from the group 
Orientor: Guides the discussion and keeps it on the topic when the group digresses 
Evaluator-critic: Uses some set of standards to evaluate the group’s accomplishments 
Energizer: Stimulates the group to take action 
Procedural technician: Handles routine tasks such as providing materials or supplies 
Recorder: Keeps track of the group’s activities and takes minutes 

Group Building and Maintenance Roles 

Encourager: Encourages others’ contributions 
Harmonizer: Tries to resolve conficts between group members 
Compromiser: Tries to provide conficting members with a mutually agreeable solution 
Gatekeeper: Regulates the fow of communication so that all members can have a say 
Standard setter: Sets standards or deadlines for group actions 
Group observer: Makes objective observations about the tone of the group interaction 
Follower: Accepts the ideas of others and goes along with group majority 

Self-Centered Roles 

Aggressor: Tries to promote own status within group by attacking others 
Blocker: Tries to block all group actions and refuses to go along with group 
Recognition seeker: Tries to play up own achievements to get group’s attention 
Self-confessor: Uses group discussion to deal with personal issues 
Playboy: Engages in humor and irrelevant acts to draw attention away from the tasks 
Dominator: Attempts to monopolize the group 
Help seeker: Attempts to gain sympathy by expressing insecurity or inadequacy 
Special interest pleader: Argues incessantly to further own desires 

Source: Benne & Sheats, 1948. 
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necessary for the work group to construct and assemble a new type of box is playing 
the procedural technician role. 

Te second category of functional roles is group building and maintenance roles. 
Tese deal with the maintenance of interpersonal relations among group members 
and include such roles as encourager, harmonizer, and compromiser. A worker who 
plays an active part in settling an argument between two coworkers may be taking 
on the harmonizer role. Te third category, called self-centered roles, involves satisfy-
ing personal rather than group goals. Titles of these roles include recognition seeker, 
aggressor, and help seeker. Employees who look to others for assistance in completing 
their own work assignments are playing the help-seeker role. It has been suggested 
that workers may or may not defne prosocial behaviors—the organizational citizen-
ship behaviors that we discussed earlier—as part of their defned work role, rather 
than viewing OCBs (organizational citizenship behaviors) as “extrarole” behaviors 
(Tepper et al., 2001). Te fact that there are so many diferent roles that members 
can play in work group functioning illustrates the complexity of the processes that 
occur daily in work groups. 

It is important to mention that sometimes workers are unclear about the require-
ments of the various roles they are expected to play in the workplace. Tis can lead to 
role ambiguity, or a sense of uncertainty over the requirements of a particular role 
an individual is expected to play. Role ambiguity, like job ambiguity, is an important 
source of workplace stress. 

In organizations, persons often are expected to play more than one role at a 
time. In some cases, the behaviors expected of an individual owing to one role may 
not be consistent with the expectations concerning another role. Instances such as 
these give rise to role confict. Role confict is quite common, particularly in posi-
tions that require workers to be members of diferent groups simultaneously. For 
example, imagine that you are the supervisor of a work group. One of your roles 
involves holding the group together and protecting the interests of its members. 
However, you are also a member of the organization’s management team and, in 
this role, you are ordered to transfer a very talented and very popular work group 
member, against her wishes, to another department. Because you cannot satisfy the 
two incompatible goals of holding the team together while carrying out the orga-
nization’s plan to transfer the worker, you experience role confict, another form of 
stress that can have negative efects on job satisfaction, performance, and mental 
and physical well-being. 

One specifc type of role confict is work–family confict, which results from 
eforts to balance the often-competing demands of work roles and family roles. I/O 
psychologists have argued for the importance of this area of study to the feld and to 
workers in organizations for the last decade (Kossek et al., 2011; Wells, 2011). Almost 
72% of women with children under the age of 18 are working moms. Although 
work–family confict is often thought about in terms of working mothers, the reality 
is that all individuals can experience work–family confict, making it a social issue 
rather than just a women’s issue (Leslie & Manchester, 2011). Work–family confict 
can also impact men and non-binary individuals. Realistically, individuals without 

role ambiguity 
a sense of uncertainty over the 
requirements of a particular 
role 

Job ambiguity 
a source of stress resulting 
from a lack of clearly defned 
jobs and/or work tasks 

role Confict 
confict that results when 
the expectations associated 
with one role interfere with 
the expectations concerning 
another role 
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Work–Family Confict 
cumulative stress that results 
from duties of work and 
family roles 

children can still face work–family confict because we all have nonwork roles. Indi-
viduals with older parents, those with pets, and even individuals who are just trying 
to balance their hobbies, ftness goals, or social lives can experience this type of push 
and pull when it comes to work and life. Although the term work–family confict (or 
work–family balance) is the most common, a better conceptualization of the experi-
ence might be work–life balance. 

Work–family confict (or work–life confict) is an organizational issue because 
it impacts job satisfaction, just as it impacts family and life satisfaction (Allen et 
al., 2020). Organizations that want to retain the best talent and those that want to 
create environments where anyone can thrive should consider work–family con-
cerns. Despite that, most research suggests that work–family confict is on the rise 
because of the increased demands of work (Rantanen et al., 2011). Some of this 
change relates to the increase in mobile technology—smartphones allow you to 
answer work messages at any time of day or night. But, just because you can do 
it, does not mean you should. Indeed, the need to respond to e-mail at all hours 
negatively impacts a variety of outcomes, such as work–family confict (Belkin 
et al., 2020). 

Beyond the increased demands of the workplace, external infuences can also 
impact work–family balance. For example, after the collapse of the U.S. housing 
market in 2008, workers who were fearful of losing their homes reported increased 
stress in the workplace (Ragins et al., 2014). Similarly, work–family confict became 
particularly challenging amidst the COVID-19 pandemic as childcare centers and 
schools were closed across the globe, but parents continued to need to work (Shock-
ley et al., 2020). Parents who experienced increased work–family confict during the 
pandemic had corresponding reductions in job satisfaction and job performance 
and increased turnover intentions (Vaziri et al., 2020). One estimate is that indi-
viduals worked an extra 3 hours a day during the COVID-19 pandemic (Davis & 
Green, 2020). 

Another environmental factor that impacts work–family confict is federal sup-
port for new parents. Te United States and Papua New Guinea are the only two 
countries that do not require paid parental leave (Mills & Culbertson, 2017). As cov-
ered in Chapter 1, the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) provides workers with 
12 weeks of leave, but that leave is unpaid, and so many employees cannot aford to 
take their full leave. Certain states such as California, New Jersey, Rhode Island, and 
New York do ofer paid leave (Mills & Culbertson, 2017). Te city of San Francisco, 
within California, takes the measure further, requiring employers to ofer 12 weeks of 
paid leave. Of course, many companies have made eforts to help reduce work–family 
confict (see “Applying I/O Psychology” box). 

It is also worth noting that the combination of work and family is not only a 
confict. Most people also experience benefts from combining work and family 
that have been conceptualized as work–family integration, enrichment, or positive 
spillover (see Bear, 2019, for a review). Others ofer the concepts of work–fam-
ily interaction (Halpern & Murphy, 2005) or work–family integration (Kossek & 
Lambert, 2005). 



S o c i a l i z at i o n  a n d  W o r k i n g  i n  g ro u pS

 

 

  

  

 

  

 

A  P P  ly  I N G  I / O  P  S  y  C  h  O  l  O  G  y  

Making Workplaces Work for Working parents 

Because of the pervasiveness of work–family confict 

and the need to support parents with young children, 

the best companies have designed unique and creative 

ways of supporting parents. Even before children, some 

companies ofer assistance with helping employees 

become parents. General Mills ofers $10,000 in adop-

tion aid, while Abbott laboratories ofers $20,000 in 

adoption aid. Avon ofers $10,000 in adoption aid and 

$114,000 for fertility treatments. Ernst & young (Ey) 

ofers $25,000 for fertility treatments (or egg freezing), 

surrogacy, or adoption. For those who have just had chil-

dren, Facebook ofers “baby cash” of $4,000. Google also 

ofers some baby dollars. That helps with all of those 

diapers and childcare expenses that can be so stressful 

for new parents. 

More commonly, many organizations ofer some 

type of paid leave immediately following birth or adop-

tion. At the time this was published, Virgin was among 

the most generous companies when it comes to leave, 

ofering a year of paid parental leave. Etsy and Deloitte 

ofer 6 months, and American Express and Twitter ofer 

5 months paid leave. Ey and Bank of America ofer 4 

months. In addition, some companies ofer resources 

for nursing mothers. Abbott labs provides discounts on 

Norms 

breast pumps and lactation specialists. Ey, Wegmans, 

and many other companies provide lactation rooms and 

milk delivery services for moms who are on the road 

traveling. Companies such as Intel, CA Technologies, Ey, 

Metlife, and Etsy all have post-maternity leave integra-

tion programs and coaching. 

As children get older, many organizations provide 

options to help care for children. For example, Bos-

ton Consulting Group and Salesforce ofer emergency 

backup childcare in the case that childcare arrange-

ments fall through. Wegmans ofers paid leave when 

parents’ kids are sick. Campbell Soup ofers on-site after-

school programs, kindergarten classes, and summer pro-

grams for kids. Ultimate Software ofers $300 a year to 

pay for kids’ extracurricular activities, while Kimley-horn 

ofers tutoring assistance for children. Another common 

way that companies such as Salesforce, Boston Consult-

ing Group, and Kimley-horn help to reduce work–family 

confict is by ofering fexible work hours or compressed 

work weeks. Deloitte says that 90% of its employees 

have fexible work schedules. The reality is, however, that 

there can be a gap between the availability of policies 

and the use of policies if the organizational culture or 

supervisor does not support the use of fexibility. 

Work groups contain various members, each playing diferent roles, but all mem-
bers, regardless of their role, must adhere to certain group rules. Norms are the rules 
that groups adopt to indicate appropriate and inappropriate behavior for members. 
Group norms can be formalized as written work rules, but are most commonly infor-
mal and unrecorded. Norms can govern any work activity, including the speed with 
which a person should perform a job, proper modes of dress, acceptable topics for 

Norms 
rules that groups adopt 
governing appropriate and 
inappropriate behavior for 
members 

335 



W o r k  G ro u p  a n d  o rG a n i z at i o n a l  i s s u e s

336 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 Stop & Review 
Describe and defne 
three categories of work 
roles. 

Organizational Socialization 
the process by which new 
employees learn group roles 
and norms and develop 
specifc work skills and abilities 

group conversation, and even who sits where in the employee lunchroom. According 
to Feldman (1984), norms develop in a number of ways. Tey can come from explicit 
statements made by supervisors or coworkers. For example, a supervisor might tell 
group members, “No one goes home until the work area is spotlessly clean.” Tis 
leads to a norm that all workers stop working 15 minutes before quitting time to 
clean up the work area. Group leaders or powerful group members often play an 
important role in such norm formation. Norms can also evolve from the group’s 
history. For example, if a certain work procedure leads to a disastrous outcome, the 
group may place a ban on its use. In other instances, norms may be carried over from 
past situations. When a member changes groups, norms from the old group may 
be imported to the new one. For example, a sales supervisor was transferred from 
the corporate ofce to a regional sales ofce. On her frst day in the new ofce, she 
commented on the casual dress of employees by saying, “At the corporate ofce, men 
always wear suits and ties and women always wear skirts or dresses.” From the next 
day on, a new dress code of more formal attire developed. 

Norms serve many important purposes for groups. First and foremost, they are 
established to help the group survive. A group must be able to produce enough to 
ensure the economic success of the group and the organization. Terefore, some 
norms will develop to facilitate group production. On the other hand, if members feel 
that production rates are too high and will possibly lead to layofs, norms to restrict 
group output (called “rate setting”) may arise. Work groups can develop norms that 
result in high levels of positive work behaviors, such as engagement (Grifn, 2015), 
or safety behaviors (Silva & Fugas, 2016), but norms encouraging counterproductive 
work behaviors can also occur (Fox & Spector, 2005). 

Norms also help increase the predictability of members’ behavior. For exam-
ple, there are norms regarding lateness for meetings (van Eerde & Azar, 2020) 
and who should speak for how long in meetings (Niederman & Volkema, 1999). 
Researchers have even studied the norms that evolve in online communication 
and chat networks (Dietz-Uhler et al., 2005). Finally, norms provide a sense of 
identity for the group by giving members a chance to express their shared values 
and beliefs. For example, if an advertising agency believes that it is responsible for 
setting advertising trends, a norm for producing advertisements that are unique or 
novel may develop. 

In summary, both roles and norms help provide a structure and plan for group 
members’ behavior. Tey play an important part in regulating group activities and 
in helping group members to achieve shared goals. In addition, norms and, to some 
extent, roles provide some of the foundation of a company’s organizational culture 
(a topic we will consider in Chapter 15). 

Organizational Socialization: learning Group Roles and Norms 

A critical area of research that has received a great deal of attention from I/O psy-
chologists is organizational socialization, or the process by which new employees 
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become integrated into work groups. Companies today often refer to organizational 
socialization as the “onboarding process” (Bauer & Erdogan, 2011). Organizational 
socialization includes three important processes: (a) the development of specifc work 
skills and abilities, (b) the acquisition of a set of appropriate role behaviors, and 
(c) adjustment to the work group’s norms and values (Anakwe & Greenhaus, 1999). 
Te frst process—learning specifc work skills and abilities—is the main goal of per-
sonnel training, which was discussed in depth in Chapter 6. 

Te other two processes—the acquisition of roles and role behaviors and the 
learning of group norms—are of particular interest here. New employees learn about 
group roles and norms in the same way that they learn new job skills, specifcally by 
observing and imitating the behaviors of others. Newcomers may look to established 
workers as role models and try to copy their successful work behaviors (Louis et al., 
1983). For example, a novice trial attorney may watch the way that a seasoned senior 
partner handles herself in court and at frm meetings to learn about the expected 
role behaviors for the frm’s successful attorneys. New employees may also learn 
about group norms by being reinforced for performing appropriate behaviors and 
being punished for inappropriate actions. A new salesperson in a busy clothing store 
may learn about norms for appropriate employee dress and the usual procedures for 
handling impatient customers by receiving either a reinforcing smile and nod or a 
disapproving frown from the sales manager. 

Typically, organizational socialization occurs in stages as one moves from being 
a newcomer to a fully functioning and contributing member of the work group 
(Wanous et al., 1984). One model outlines three stages in the socialization of new 
employees (Feldman, 1976). Te frst is anticipatory socialization. Here, newcom-
ers develop a set of realistic expectations concerning the job and the organization 
and determine if the organization will provide the right match with their abilities, 
needs, and values. Te second stage in the process is accommodation. In this stage, 
new employees learn about the various roles that work group members play and 
about their own specifc roles in the group. Tey also begin to “learn the ropes” as 
they discover important work group norms and standards. In this second stage, the 
newcomers begin to develop interpersonal relationships with other group members. 
In the third stage, role management, newcomers make the transition to regular mem-
bers or insiders, mastering the tasks and roles they must perform. As they move 
through this stage, they eventually have a thorough knowledge of all facets of work 
group norms and operations. 

Although all new employees are likely to pass through the same stages in the orga-
nizational socialization process, research indicates that employees may be socialized 
at diferent rates, depending on the characteristics of the workers and of the work 
environment (Taormina, 2009). For example, workers who are forced to move from 
an old, established work group or organization to a new setting because of layofs 
or geographical moves may have a more difcult time becoming socialized than 
workers who voluntarily make the move. Research has clearly shown that supervisors 
and coworkers play an important part in the successful socialization of new employ-
ees by establishing positive relationships and mentoring newcomers (Ostrof & 
Kozlowski, 1993). Research suggests that structured and regular socialization 
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 Stop & Review 
Describe the three 
stages of organizational 
socialization. 

A  P P  ly  I N G  I / O  P  S  y  C  h  O  l  O  G  y  

that focuses on employees’ job learning and career progression is better than less 
systematic socialization processes (Cable & Parsons, 2001). 

Workers can also play an active part in their own socialization (Cooper-Tomas, 
2009). One study showed that new employees who engage in more proactive 
behaviors such as greater information seeking, feedback seeking, socializing, and rela-
tionship building over the frst 6 months on the job enhanced their own socialization 
and job satisfaction (Bauer et al., 2019). Not surprisingly then, employee personality 
characteristics such as having a proactive personality positively predict socialization 
(Bauer, Erdogan et al., 2020). According to another study on salespeople in a fnan-
cial services organization, high-performing employees may also be more willing to 
put efort toward socialization than low-performing employees (Stan et al., 2021). 
It may also be the case that prior work experience and personality characteristics of 
workers afect socialization rates (Ostrof & Kozlowski, 1992). 

training as part of the Onboarding process 

An important source of socialization (or onboarding) 

involves the interaction between newcomers and insider 

employees because it allows employees to make sense 

of their new role (harris et al., 2020). Similar to the 

mentoring concept discussed in Chapter 6, insiders can 

teach new employees the ropes and accelerate social-

ization (Cooper-Thomas, 2009). Multiple studies support 

the importance of connection to insiders and becoming 

integrated into social networks to new employee social-

ization (hatmaker & Park, 2014). Importantly, one study 

showed the importance of efectively communicating 

the types of programs that are available,  which can 

impact whether employees use the programs and their 

eventual satisfaction with socialization and job satisfac-

tion (Stan et al., 2021). 

Organizations can also greatly facilitate the socializa-

tion of new employees (Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013). 

An interesting study of employees on their frst day at 

work showed that simple eforts such as having their 

work station set up and ready and meeting with their 

supervisor on their frst day at work predicted socializa-

tion outcomes (Bauer, Erdogan et al., 2020). Employee 

orientation and training programs are essential to the 

process, as are the work group’s openness and willing-

ness to welcome new members. One study on post-

merger socialization showed that training had the most 

positive efect on employee socialization,  whereas other 

socialization practices, such as manager and hR eforts, 

had little efect (yalabik, 2013). 

person–environment (p–e) 
Fit 
the match between a worker’s 
abilities, needs, and values 
and organizational demands, 
rewards, and values 

Socialization and Person–Environment Fit 

During socialization, employees start to realize the extent to which they ft in their 
new organization’s environment. Person–environment (P–E) ft refers to the 
match between a worker’s abilities, needs, and values and organizational demands, 
rewards, and values. P–E ft has been found to have a positive correlation with 
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 Figure 11.2 Example of a new employee orientation checklist. 

organizational commitment and well-being and a negative correlation with turn-
over (Ostrof, 1993; Verquer et al., 2003; Yang et al., 2008). According to the P–E 
ft approach, a mismatch between the worker and the work organization/environ-
ment is believed to be a primary cause of worker stress. For example, imagine a 
worker who has a high need for job clarifcation, job structure, and feedback and 
who accepts a job with a small, fast-growing company where jobs are neither well 
defned nor structured and where supervisors have little time for feedback owing 
to constant production demands. In such a case, there would be a poor person– 
environment ft. 
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the Four Cs: Cooperation, Competition, 
Confict, and Cohesiveness 

reciprocity rule 
the tendency for persons to 
pay back those to whom they 
are indebted for assistance 

We have mentioned that the main purpose of work groups and teams is to facilitate 
the attainment of personal and organizational work goals. Tis often requires that 
people work together, coordinating their activities, cooperating with one another, 
and sometimes helping each other. Yet work groups are also rife with competition as 
workers try to outperform one another to attain scarce bonuses, raises, and promo-
tions. Competition may also be encouraged when one employee’s performance is 
compared with that of others. Incentive programs are specifcally designed to increase 
motivation by inducing competition—pitting one worker against another. Tese two 
seemingly incompatible processes, cooperation and competition, exist simultane-
ously in all work groups (Tjosvold et al., 1999). Two related processes—confict, 
purposely trying to reduce others’ attainment of goals, and cohesion, which is the 
“social glue” that holds groups together—begin to emerge over time. We will discuss 
each of these four processes in greater depth as they relate to groups and organizations 
more broadly. 

Cooperation 

Cooperation is critical to the efective functioning of work groups/teams and orga-
nizations. Consider three employees in a college bookstore as an example. Te 
employees take turns performing the tasks that their jobs require. At any time, 
two are at the front desk, serving customers. Te third worker is opening boxes of 
books, pricing them, and putting them on the appropriate shelves. Te workers 
are coordinating their eforts in an attempt to meet the organizational goals of sell-
ing books and providing good customer service. If one of the workers at the front 
desk goes on a lunch break, the person stocking shelves moves to the front to help 
customers. If an employee does not know the answer to a customer’s question, he 
may turn to a more knowledgeable and experienced coworker for assistance. Te 
store employees also coordinate their time of, developing a mutually agreeable 
vacation schedule. 

For the most part, such cooperation among work group members is the rule 
rather than the exception, chiefy because it is often difcult to achieve work goals 
alone. As long as workers hold to the same goals, they will usually cooperate with 
one another. Employees might also go out of their way to help each other because 
of the reciprocity rule (Gouldner, 1960), which is illustrated by the sayings “One 
good turn deserves another” and “Do unto others as you would have them do 
unto you.” Tus, workers help each other because they believe that, when they 
need assistance, they will be paid back in kind. Te reciprocity rule is very strong, 
and people do indeed tend to reciprocate helping behaviors (Eisenberger et al., 
2001). 
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One element that helps increase cooperation among work group members is 
the degree of task interdependence, or the degree to which an individual worker’s 
task performance depends on the eforts or skills of others (Somech et al., 2009). 
In large part, it is task interdependence that diferentiates work “groups” from 
work “teams.” Research has shown that task interdependence fosters positive feel-
ings about coworkers and increases cooperative behavior in work groups and teams 
(Wageman & Baker, 1997). 

Group members also cooperate because achieving organizational goals can lead 
to payofs for the individual workers in terms of raises, bonuses, and promotions. 
Tis, in turn, can increase group member satisfaction and subsequent performance 
(consistent with the Porter–Lawler model introduced in Chapter 8; Alper et al., 
2000). Moreover, when work-related rewards are based on efective group perfor-
mance, such as in the gainsharing programs also discussed in Chapter 8, it helps 
foster cooperation among work group members. 

Finally, group or organizational norms can serve to facilitate cooperation (“we 
help one another at this organization”) or hinder it (“Look out for #1”; Gonzalez-
Mulé et al., 2014). Te organizational culture or climate, and its history, can also 
work to encourage or discourage cooperation (Salas et al., 2014). 

Although the presence of cooperative group members often helps facilitate work 
performance, there are instances where work group members refuse to cooperate and 
“pull their load.” Social loafng is the name given to the phenomenon whereby indi-
viduals working in a group put forth less efort than when working alone (Latané et al., 
1979). Research has shown that social loafng occurs most frequently when workers 
believe that their individual performance or contribution will not be measured 
and when working on simple, additive tasks, rather than complex, interdependent 
tasks (Karau & Williams, 1993). Social loafng has also occurred in virtual teams 
(Suleiman & Watson, 2008). In addition, social loafng is more likely to occur in 
groups that are low in cohesiveness (Liden et al., 2004). 

Research suggests what some of us have believed all along—that some individuals 
may be more prone to social loafng than others (Hoon & Tan, 2008). Another study 
(Robbins, 1995) found that, if group members perceived others as engaging in social 
loafng, it increased their tendency to loaf—good evidence for the equity theory of 
motivation (see Chapter 7; “If they’re going to slack of, I’ll slack of, too”). 

Competition 

task Interdependence 
the degree to which an 
individual’s task performance 
depends on the eforts or skills 
of others 

Social Loafng 
the phenomenon whereby 
individuals working in groups 
exert less efort than when 
working alone 

Stop & Review 
Name fve factors 
that increase group 
cohesiveness. 

Like cooperation, competition is also a natural behavior that commonly arises in 
group dynamics (Tjosvold et al., 2008). Whereas cooperation involves group mem-
bers working together toward shared common goals, competition within groups 
involves members working against one another to achieve individual goals, often at 
the expense of other members. For example, in a sales competition, all members of a 
sales group compete with one another, but only one can be named top salesperson. 
Most work groups are rife with competition as members struggle to get ahead. One 

Competition 
the process whereby group 
members are pitted against one 
another to achieve individual 
goals 
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Confict 
behavior by a person or 
group intended to inhibit the 
attainment of goals by another 
person or group 

study by Campbell and Furrer (1995) found evidence that the introduction of com-
petition in a work situation where goals were already set actually led to a decrease in 
performance, and so managers should be cautious in their use of competition as a 
motivational strategy, as we will see shortly in our discussion of confict. 

Because both cooperation and competition are natural human processes, they 
often exist side by side in work groups, and work organizations and work culture 
actually encourage both. Te very fact that work organizations exist indicates that 
there must be some advantage in having workers cooperate by pooling their eforts to 
perform some complex tasks. At the same time, the compensation systems adopted 
by U.S. organizations, and companies in most Western countries, emphasize the 
rewarding of individual eforts, which breeds competition. Much of this competi-
tion is viewed as healthy because it often motivates people to improve their work 
performance. Indeed, in the U.S. and many other industrialized Western nations, 
being competitive is a highly valued characteristic that is considered imperative for 
individual and organizational success. On the other hand, competition in a work 
environment that requires sharing of knowledge, such as in high-tech industries, 
may lead to less creativity and synergy and work against the organization’s goals (He 
et al., 2014). 

Confict in Work Groups and Organizations 

Whereas competition refers to a motivating state, confict is used to describe com-
petitiveness of individual workers or work groups that becomes exposed. Confict is 
behavior by a person or group that is purposely designed to inhibit the attainment of 
goals by another person or group (Greer & Dannals, 2017). Tere are many typical 
instances of confict between members of an organization, such as two delivery per-
sons arguing over who gets to drive the new company truck, union and management 
representatives in heated negotiations over a new contract, or two applicants compet-
ing for a single job. Confict in work organizations and in other areas of everyday life 
is indeed a common state of afairs. 

Te key element in the defnition of confict is that the conficting parties have 
incompatible goals (Tjosvold, 1998). Tus, both delivery persons cannot drive the 
same truck, the union cannot attain its goals unless management is willing to give 
up some of its goals, and two people cannot hold the same job. Because, in extreme 
cases, confict can lead to a variety of negative behaviors, such as shouting, name 
calling, and acts of aggression, and perhaps because there is often a “loser” in confict 
outcomes, it is commonly believed that confict is bad. However, this is not necessar-
ily true. Confict is a natural process that occurs in all work groups and organizations. 
It can have negative, destructive consequences, but it can also be constructive and 
lead to positive outcomes for work groups and organizations, but only under spe-
cifc and controlled circumstances (De Dreu, 2008). Generally, the only way to be 
certain when confict is bad or good is to examine whether it has positive or negative 
consequences for the conficting parties and for the work group or organization as 
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a whole. Although the consequences of confict are very important, we must frst 
examine the diferent levels of confict that occur in organizations and the potential 
sources of confict. 

Sources of Confict 

Confict in work groups and organizations comes from many sources. Sometimes it 
is caused by the organizational structure. For example, status diferences are a com-
mon source of confict. Sometimes confict results because of simple disagreements 
between two parties over the appropriate work behavior or course of action. Although 
it would be difcult to list all potential sources of confict, we will examine some of 
the more common causes. 

A scarcity of important resources—money, materials, tools, and supplies—is 
perhaps the most common source of confict in work organizations (Greenberg & 
Baron, 1997). It is a rare organization that has enough resources to satisfy the needs 
of all of its members. When members are forced to compete with one another for 
these resources, confict usually follows. 

Individuals and work groups usually must rely on the activities of other persons 
and groups to get their own jobs done. Terefore, individual and group interdepen-
dence is an important source of confict (Lee et al., 2015). Generally, the greater the 
interdependence of work activities, the greater the potential for confict (Walton & 
Dutton, 1969). For example, in the airline industry, fight crews must depend on 
the maintenance crews, luggage handlers, and passenger boarding personnel to do 
their jobs in servicing and loading the aircraft before they can do their job. Inter-
group confict can result if one group does not feel that another is doing its job. 
If the fight crew feels that the luggage handlers are too slow, causing delays in 
takeof, the fact that the fight crew may be blamed for the delays creates a potential 
confict situation. 

Nothing can draw a group together better than having a common enemy to fght. 
However, a problem occurs when the “enemy” is within your own organization. Tis 
is what often causes the confict in wage negotiations between workers and managers. 
Te workers ask for a wage increase, whereas management, in an efort to keep costs 
down, rejects the request. What commonly results is that each group views the other 
as an enemy blocking its goal attainment. Although the common enemy helps draw 
the members together within their respective groups, it also tends to draw the two 
groups further away from each other. 

One of the most common sources of confict results from the fact that certain 
individuals simply do not get along with each other (Gilin Oore et al., 2015). Tis 
important source of confict thus comes from interpersonal sources. Two orga-
nizational members who dislike each other may refuse to cooperate. Tis sort of 
interpersonal confict can be highly disruptive to the larger work group and the orga-
nization in general, especially if the problem is between two powerful people, such as 
two department heads, who may turn their supervisees against members of the other 
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Interindividual Confict 
confict that occurs when two 
people are striving to attain 
their own goals, thus blocking 
the other’s achievement 

department. What was once a confict between two persons can thus escalate into 
confict between two groups. 

Research evidence also suggests that some people are more confict prone than 
others. Diferences in personality and temperament mean that certain persons may 
be likely to engage in confict. Indeed, studies have shown that some people try to stir 
up interindividual confict because of their desire to gain at others’ expense (Wert-
heim & Donnoli, 2012). Inability to deal efectively with negative emotions may also 
make certain people more confict prone (Yang & Mossholder, 2004). 

A fnal characteristic that can be a potential source of confict is age. A good deal 
of evidence indicates that younger workers are more confict prone than older work-
ers, presumably because they have less to lose and more to gain from the outcomes of 
confict situations (Williams, 2016). Some research also suggests that young workers, 
particularly those who are trying to balance work and school, are more negatively 
infuenced by interpersonal confict, experiencing greater job dissatisfaction and 
stress than older workers (Harvey et al., 2006). 

Confict Outcomes 

It has been stated that confict in work settings can produce both positive and negative 
outcomes for the organization. Attention is usually given to how confict afects the 
important organizational outcomes of job performance or productivity, job satisfac-
tion, and employee attendance. First, we will examine the positive outcomes of confict. 

Figure 11.3 Most organizational confict occurs behind the scenes, but in extreme instances the 
dispute becomes public. 

Source: Photo by Aff Kusuma on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/mv38TB_ljj8). 

https://www.unsplash.com
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A primary question is how confict within a work group or organization relates to 
performance. One way that confict can indirectly afect performance is by increas-
ing the motivation and energy level of group members. A little bit of confict seems 
to energize members, which in turn may increase their motivation to perform their 
jobs. Te complete absence of confict in work groups can cause workers to become 
complacent and unmotivated. (It can also be very dull.) 

Another positive outcome of confict is that it can stimulate creativity and inno-
vation (Jung & Lee, 2015). When people challenge the existing system, a form of 
confict results. But out of this type of confict come new, and often better, ideas. 
For example, in many groups, workers continue to use the same old “tried and true” 
work procedures. When a worker suggests a new, improved method, there may be 
some initial confict as members resist having to learn a new technique. However, 
if the new procedure is efective, group productivity may increase. Tus, although 
people tend to resist changes, when change is for the better, the organization and its 
members beneft. 

Another positive, performance-related outcome of confict occurs when confict 
improves the quality of decisions (Hamilton et al., 2014). Giving all members of 
a group some input into the decision-making process leads to confict because the 
group must consider a wide range of opposing views and opinions. Confict occurs 
as each member tries to be heard and pushes for what he or she thinks is right. Te 
positive result of all of this, however, is that decisions made are usually of high qual-
ity, being the result of a very critical process. (We will return to a discussion of group 
decision-making processes in the next chapter.) 

Being able to communicate freely with coworkers, having a voice in decision 
making, and being allowed to make suggestions or criticize group or organizational 
operations are all ways in which workers can have some impact on group processes. 
Although some confict is likely to arise every time workers are allowed to introduce 
their own opinions, the fact that they can take part in this positive, productive type of 
confict is associated with greater group member satisfaction. Terefore, some forms 
of confict can be directly associated with member satisfaction and commitment to 
the work group. 

Among the various negative outcomes of confict, one of the most obvious is 
the reduction of group cohesiveness—a topic that we will discuss next. Although 
a little bit of confict can energize group members, too much can erode cohesive-
ness and, in extremes, diminish the members’ abilities to work with each other. 
Tis may contribute to increased voluntary absenteeism and, eventually, employee 
turnover. 

Confict can also hamper efective group performance when it retards communi-
cation. People who are in confict may avoid communicating with each other, making 
it difcult to work together. Confict can also be destructive to group member sat-
isfaction when conficting parties begin to send misleading or deceptive messages to 
one another or when false and disparaging rumors are started. Evidence also suggests 
that, when a great deal of interpersonal confict occurs among work group members, 
supervisors may begin to avoid allowing subordinates to participate in decision-
making processes, thus shutting down this type of communication, presumably in 
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Dominating (Forcing) 
a confict resolution strategy 
of persisting in a confict until 
one party attains personal 
goals at the expense of the 
other’s 

accommodation 
a confict resolution strategy 
of making a sacrifce to resolve 
a confict 

Compromise 
a confict resolution strategy 
in which both parties give up 
some part of their goals 

an efort to avoid further confict (Fodor, 1976). Confict is especially damaging 
to performance when it allows group goals to become secondary to the infghting. 
Sometimes members direct so much energy to the confict situation that they neglect 
to perform their jobs (Robbins, 1979). A meta-analysis suggests that confict can 
have negative impacts on both team productivity and job satisfaction (De Dreu & 
Weingart, 2003). 

In summary, neither too much nor too little confict is benefcial for the work 
group members and the organization. Tis means that there must be some optimal 
level of confict. Because confict is so pervasive in work groups and organizations, 
it would be very difcult to assess whether all forms of confict were at their optimal 
levels at any given time. Because some excess or shortage of confict is inevitably 
going to exist, the smart thing to do at all times in all work groups is to learn to man-
age confict. 

Managing Confict 

To manage confict—to keep it at an optimal level—one of two things must be done. 
If the confict becomes too great, leading to severe negative outcomes, it must be 
resolved. If, on the other hand, the level of confict is too low, confict stimulation is 
needed. 

Tere is little doubt that too much confict can have devastating consequences for 
both the work group and the organization. Terefore, a great deal of attention has been 
given to the development and application of various confict resolution strategies, 
which can be of two types. Individual confict resolution strategies are those that 
the conficting parties can use themselves to try to resolve the confict; managerial 
confict resolution strategies are steps that managers or other third parties can take to 
encourage confict resolution. Tomas (1976) has identifed fve individual confict 
resolution strategies, in what is often referred to as the Tomas–Kilmann model of 
confict resolution: 

1 Dominating (forcing)—Persisting in the confict until one party’s goals are 
achieved at the expense of those of the other. Tis can be labeled a win–lose strat-
egy: one party wins, the other loses. 

2 Accommodation—Giving in or acting in a self-sacrifcing manner to resolve the 
confict. Tis is a lose–win strategy. Often, this strategy of appeasement is done to 
cut losses or in an efort to save the relationship between the conficting parties. 

3 Compromise—Each party must give up something. Tis is a lose–lose strategy. 
Compromise is typical in bargaining situations. For example, in union–manage-
ment negotiations, management may ofer a $2.50 an hour raise, whereas the 
union wants a $4.00 raise. Tey compromise at $3.00, but neither group has 
achieved its complete goal. Tey have each lost something from their original 
position: a lose–lose outcome. Compromise is not an appropriate strategy if both 
parties cannot aford to yield part of their goals (Harris, 1993). 
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4 Collaboration—Te parties try to cooperate and reach a mutually benefcial 
solution. Tis is a win–win situation. Unfortunately, this is not always possible, 
particularly when the confict is over scarce resources, and there is not enough to 
satisfy both parties’ needs. It has been suggested that, if both parties work at it, 
many conficts can be resolved collaboratively (Ury et al., 1988). 

5 Avoidance—Suppressing the confict, not allowing it to come into the open, or 
simply withdrawing from the situation. Although this strategy avoids open con-
fict, the diferences between the two parties still exist and will likely continue to 
afect their ability to work with one another. Avoidance can be appropriate if the 
timing for open confict is not right or if the conficting parties need a “cooling-
of ” period. 

Te Tomas–Kilmann model assumes two things: (1) that the conficting par-
ties can manage the confict themselves and (2) that there is willingness between the 
parties to move forward in resolving the confict (except in the case of avoidance). 
However, this model may not be applicable if there are very bad relationships between 
the conficting parties, including resentment, and an inability to engage (Trippe & 
Baumoel, 2015). Under these conditions, others may need to step in. 

Managers, because of their status and power in the organization, can play a major 
role in resolving confict between subordinates (Pinkley et al., 1995). Managers may 
try to force an end to the confict by deciding in favor of one or the other party. 
Although this may end the confict, resentment may be built up in the losing person 
that may surface later in actions against the manager or the coworker (van de Vliert 
et al., 1995). Managers can also act as arbitrators or mediators to resolve confict in 
a way that may satisfy both parties (Kozan et al., 2014). For example, two graphic 
artists were constantly fghting over use of a computer scanner needed to perform 
their jobs. When one worker needed the scanner, it always seemed that the other 
person was using it, which led to constant arguments. When the manager became 
aware of the problem, he instantly resolved it by simply purchasing another scanner. 
In other circumstances, outside consultants or arbitrators may be called in specifcally 
to resolve internal conficts in organizations (Tomas, 1992). 

One managerial confict resolution strategy, outlined in a series of studies by 
Sherif and his colleagues (Sherif et al., 1961), deals with resolving intragroup con-
fict by stimulating intragroup cohesiveness through the introduction of a common, 
superordinate goal that is attractive to both parties. When a group is split over some 
minor issue, introducing a more important superordinate goal may draw the two 
sides together as they strive to attain the common end. For example, commissioned 
salespersons in the men’s clothing section of a large chain department store were 
constantly fghting over who would be the frst to grab a customer who walked into 
the area. Te manager helped to resolve much of this confict by introducing a bonus 
program that pitted the department’s overall sales against those of men’s departments 
in other stores. By focusing on pooled sales fgures, the employees became oriented 
toward beating the other stores rather than beating each other. 

Managers can also help resolve confict in group decision making (Conlon & 
Ross, 1993). For example, they may use their authority to call an issue to a vote, 

Collaboration 
a confict resolution strategy in 
which the parties cooperate to 
reach a solution that satisfes 
both 

avoidance 
withdrawing from or avoiding 
a confict situation 

Stop & Review 
Defne the fve individ-
ual confict resolution 
strategies. 

Intragroup Confict 
confict that arises when a 
person or faction within a 
group attempts to achieve a 
goal that interferes with the 
group’s goal attainment 

Superordinate Goal 
a goal that two conficting 
parties are willing to work to 
attain 
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 Stop & Review 
Compare and contrast 
competition and 
confict. 

which means that the majority of workers will win the confict situation. However, 
there may be a disgruntled minority of losers, who may then carry on the confict 
by refusing to follow the elected plan or by some other means. Te manager will 
need to deal with this residual confict if it is deemed serious enough to require 
resolution. 

Te key to successful confict resolution from the managerial perspective is to 
maintain a broad perspective, trying to fnd a workable solution and considering the 
potential side efects, such as disgruntled losers, that may result from the resolution 
process. 

In certain situations, such as when group members appear to have become com-
placent and disinterested in work activities, managers may feel that some specifc 
types of confict are needed. A number of strategies can be used to stimulate con-
fict. One tactic is simply to ask for it. Asking employees for their suggestions or 
for complaints about the organization and its policies may lead to some confict 
as employees critically evaluate the organization and management. However, it is 
hoped that this type of confict will lead to constructive change and improvement. 
When top management feels that work groups have become too cohesive, to the 
detriment of the groups’ energy and motivational levels, they may decide to break 
up that cohesiveness and inject a little stimulating confict by making personnel 
changes such as bringing in new employees or rotating workers to diferent depart-
ments or work sites. Restaurant and retail chains use this strategy when they rotate 
managers among stores. 

Sales or performance competition programs are another way of stimulating some 
positive group confict. Te key to a successful competition program, however, is to 
ensure that members do not engage in dysfunctional behaviors, such as sabotaging 
others’ work activities, in an efort to win the competition. Ideally, a good program 
should allow all participants to achieve a goal. For example, a bonus should be given 
to each employee who reaches a certain performance level, instead of only to the top 
performer (Blake et al., 1964). 

A widely used confict stimulation strategy that can often lead to positive outcomes 
is to move from centralized decision-making procedures to a group decision-making 
process, in which all group members have a say in certain work-related issues. 
Although this automatically increases confict by allowing each worker to state his or 
her opinion and argue for a particular course of action, it is presumed that this type of 
confict will yield positive results because it allows for consideration of a wider range 
of plans and greater critiquing of the various possible decisions. 

Cohesiveness 

Cohesiveness 
the degree of attraction among 
group members 

Cohesiveness refers simply to the amount or degree of attraction among group 
members. Cohesiveness is like the social “glue” that holds people together in groups. 
It is cohesiveness that explains the team spirit that many work groups possess. It is 
generally assumed that cohesive groups are more satisfed and more productive than 
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noncohesive groups because their members tend to interact more, participate more 
fully in group activities, and accept and work toward the groups’ goals (Rios & 
Mackey, 2020). In fact, however, although cohesive groups are usually more satisfed 
than noncohesive groups, the relationship between cohesiveness and productivity is 
rather weak (Gully et al., 1995). Tat is because, typically, for a cohesive group to be 
productive, the reason for the cohesiveness must be work-related (Klein & Mulvey, 
1995). For example, groups with strong, work-related norms, such as willingness 
to work overtime and workers taking personal responsibility for doing a good job, 
had higher group performance than work teams without such strong work-related 
norms (Langfred, 1998). However, a group may be cohesive yet have as a goal to do 
as little work as possible. In this case, cohesiveness is high, and group satisfaction 
may be high, but productivity is likely to be very low (Tziner, 1982). For example, 
one study found that workers who were highly cohesive spent a great deal of time 
maintaining their interpersonal relationships, presumably resulting in a loss of pro-
ductivity (Wise, 2014). 

Because group cohesiveness is theoretically linked to member satisfaction and, 
under certain circumstances, productivity, there has been considerable research on 
the factors that increase group cohesiveness. Te most important of these factors are 
the size of the group, the equality of status of members, member stability, member 
similarity, and the existence of a common threat or enemy. 

Generally, the smaller the group, the more cohesive and the more satisfed its 
members. Tis makes sense, because small groups ofer many more chances to inter-
act with members and to form closer ties than do large groups (Forsyth, 2006). As 
smaller businesses become larger, gaining more and more employees, cohesiveness 
often declines. Older workers often lament the strong cohesiveness of the earlier, 
smaller work group (“In the old days it used to be like a family around here”). Tere-
fore, one way to regain some of the cohesiveness would be to break the large group 
into smaller work teams. 

Te more equivalent the status of group members, the greater the cohesiveness gen-
erally (Cartwright, 1968). When a status hierarchy exists, the lower-status members 
may feel resentful of those of higher status, which leads to disharmony. Conversely, the 
higher-status members may try to use their authority to direct or control the activities 
of the lower-status members, which can also erode group cohesiveness. Many team 
approaches, such as job enrichment, attempt to eliminate status diferences in groups 
to increase cohesiveness. For example, in many job enrichment programs, team mem-
bers are all given the same work classifcation and job title. 

Te stability of group membership can also have positive efects on cohesiveness 
(Forsyth, 2006). Generally, the more stable the membership, the more time mem-
bers have to develop strong ties with one another. New members may often disrupt 
group harmony because they are unaware of group norms and may unwittingly 
violate them as they try to learn the ropes. Tus, high rates of member turnover 
and the presence of many new members can be detrimental to group cohesiveness 
(Figure 11.4). 

Another factor that afects group cohesiveness is the similarity of group members. 
Te more similar the characteristics of the group members, the more cohesive the 
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Figure 11.4 Groups, like this trio of engineers, that are smaller in size and have equivalent status 
and stability among group members are more cohesive. 

Source: Photograph by ThisisEngineering RAEng, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/ 
photos/5W43yn8z2-A). 

group is likely to be. If members have similar backgrounds, education, and attitudes, 
it is reasonable to assume that they will develop closer ties to one another. Years 
of research on group processes indicate that member similarity is a very powerful 
force in determining social ties: we tend to be attracted to, and establish close rela-
tionships with, persons who are similar to us (Forsyth, 2006; Jackson et al., 1991). 
It is important to emphasize, however, that similarity of group members can limit 
a group’s potential to be creative and to innovate, as similar members may tend to 
“think alike.” Research has emphasized that group member diversity can lead to more 
creative, innovative, and perhaps more productive work groups (Rogelberg & Rum-
ery, 1996). 

Te presence of an external threat or enemy can likewise increase the cohesive-
ness of a work group (Shaw, 1981). When a group perceives itself as under attack, 
the members tend to pull together. Cohesiveness of this type is often referred 

https://www.unsplash.com
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to as the we–they feeling (“We’re the good guys, they’re the bad guys”). Often, 
small, up-and-coming companies will characterize large competitor companies 
as “threatening” or even “evil,” in an efort to increase cohesiveness of workers 
as they try to overcome the ominous giant company that threatens the smaller 
company’s, and its workers’, very existence. Te smaller company is hoping that 
the increased cohesiveness will result in greater productivity as the workers pull 
together in an efort to beat the competition. Unfortunately, within organizations, 
this we–they feeling often develops between the workers and management. Tis 
can lead to increased cohesiveness within the work group but can be disruptive in 
coordinated eforts to achieve organizational goals if the workers perceive manage-
ment as the enemy. 

In sum, all these factors tend to increase group cohesiveness, which can in turn 
be related to improved work outcomes, particularly increased levels of member 
satisfaction and organizational commitment and reduced rates of absenteeism and 
turnover (Wech et al., 1998). Moreover, regardless of the actual relationship between 
group cohesiveness and group productivity, many managers believe that cohesive-
ness is critical for work group success. And, if part of the reason for the work group’s 
cohesiveness is task-related, then cohesive groups are usually high-performing groups 
(Carless & De Paola, 2000). 

Summary 

We–they Feeling 
intragroup cohesiveness 
created by the existence of 
a common threat, which is 
typically another group 

A group is two or more individuals engaged in social interaction to achieve some goal. 
Teams consist of interdependent workers with complementary skills working toward 
a shared goal or outcome. Within work groups, members play various roles, which are 
patterns of behavior adopted based on expectations held about the function of a posi-
tion. Individuals may experience role confict, including work–family confict. Work 
groups also develop norms, or rules, to help govern member behavior. Te process of 
organizational socialization refers to the integration of individuals into work groups 
and organizations through learning work procedures, work roles, and organizational 
and group norms. Individuals play a part in their own socialization, as do coworkers. 
Organizations also aid in the socialization process. New employee orientation is an 
important part of the socialization process. 

Certain basic processes occur in all work groups. Two common yet opposing 
forces that are evident in all groups are cooperation and competition. Cooperation is 
critical to coordinating the activities of work group members. However, social loafng 
can occur when workers in groups put in less efort than they would when working 
alone. Competition can lead to confict, which is behavior by one party that is designed 
to inhibit the goal attainment of another party. It can arise from various sources, most 
notably from a scarcity of desired resources and from individual and group inter-
dependence. Te efect of confict can be both positive and negative: it is positive when 
it motivates workers or stimulates them to be creative or innovative and negative 

Integration 
the amount and quality of 
collaboration among the 
divisions of an organization 
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when it disrupts group work activities and social relationships. Managing confict 
involves regulating the level of confict, resolving it when it is negative, and stimulat-
ing it when it is positive or productive. A number of confict resolution and confict 
stimulation strategies are used in organizations. 

Another basic process, cohesiveness, is the degree of attraction among group mem-
bers. A number of factors, such as group size, member status, member stability, and 
member similarity, can infuence group cohesiveness. 

Study Questions and exercises 

1 Consider a work or social group of which you are a member. What are the vari-
ous roles that members play? What roles have you played? What are some of the 
norms that are particular to this group? 

2 Tink about what you have felt like when you frst started a new job and how 
important employee socialization can be. What are the elements that are going to 
lead to better organizational socialization for new employees? 

3 In what ways can group cohesiveness facilitate goal attainment in work groups? 
How might cohesiveness hinder goal attainment? 

4 Discuss the ways in which cohesiveness and confict can be seen as opposite forces 
in work groups. 

5 What are some of the potential positive and negative outcomes of confict? Using 
a work or social group with which you have had contact, think of examples of 
confict that led to negative outcomes. How might these situations have been 
managed to reduce their negative impact? 

Web Link 

https://donforsythgroups.wordpress.com/ 
A group dynamics site designed to accompany Forsyth’s text on group dynamics. 

Suggested readings 

Coleman, P. T., Deutsch, M., & Marcus, E. C. (2014). Te handbook of confict resolution: 
Teory and practice (3rd ed.). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. An accessible, but scholarly 
review of research on confict and its resolution that also has implications for practice. 
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chapter 12 

Decision Making 
in Groups 

Inside Tips 
DECISION MAKING IN GROUPS 

Tis chapter is an extension of Chapter 11’s discussion of decision making as individuals 
and groups. Keep in mind the fact that interdependence is a key factor that diferentiates 
a team from a group. Many of the issues involved in group decision making are complex. 
Groups can sometimes make errors in decision making that result in more extreme out-
comes than those made by individuals. Further, the concept of groupthink, with its many 
interrelated symptoms, merits attention—it is quite complicated, but pulls from the work 
on groups discussed in the previous chapter. In addition to these two forms of decision-
making errors, we will examine errors related to conformity and how conformity can result 
in unethical decision making. Finally, we will dive into the very important topic of ethical 
decision making, whether it be in groups or individuals. 

You have been working with your colleagues for several years and you really feel like 
a cohesive team—you all get along, often socialize together, and share a common 
sense of purpose and dedication to the company. But recently, some of your team 
members have become upset with management and they want to send it a message. 
You show up for work on a Wednesday and fnd out that your team has made a deci-
sion to purposely slow down their work output so that management will realize how 
important they are. You wonder how and when this decision was made because you 
have always been in the loop on other team decisions. You start to ask around about 
the decision-making process and why the decision was made and you worry that the 
team might be doing the wrong thing. 

DOI: 10.4324/9781003143987-16 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003143987-16


D e c i s i o n  M a k i n g  i n  g ro u ps

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 

Decision Making 

Every day we are faced with the task of making a multitude of decisions. Some of 
these we will make as individuals. Others we will make as part of a group. Here, we 
discuss both individual and group decision making. Tere is a great deal of research 
in psychology, more generally, on how decisions get made, but we, as industrial/ 
organizational psychologists, are more focused on the decision making that takes 
place in actual work settings (Bonaccio et al., 2010). Decision making is a critical 
part of nearly all organizational practices, whether it be deciding which employee 
to hire, what training to deliver, or when and how to evaluate employees’ perfor-
mance. What makes the study of decision making in organizations particularly 
challenging is the gap between how employees should make decisions and how they 
are typically made. 

A recent review of the decision-making literature highlights some of the key 
dichotomies in making decisions (Adinolf, 2021). For example, the rational decision-
making model provides the steps that individuals should take to make a logical deci-
sion including: identifying the problem, establishing decision criteria, weighing the 
criteria, generating decision alternatives, evaluating those alternatives, and selecting 
the best decision based on the decision criteria you established. Tis is often the 
approach used by economists; psychologists, however, do not assume that this is the 
reality of how decisions are made. If you think about how you selected a college or 
graduate program, you can imagine going through these steps using some type of 
spreadsheet. In the end, however, which college do most people attend? Te one that 
feels right. In contrast to the rational decision-making model, this would be consid-
ered the intuitive approach to decision making. 

In addition to the fact that we often just want to “go with our gut” (i.e., follow 
the intuitive approach), heuristics and biases can cloud our judgment. In this text, 
we talk about many heuristics and biases that introduce gender and racial biases into 
organizations. However, there are many other biases that shape our decisions. As Adi-
nolf (2021) covers in her review, the seemingly irrational decisions that people make 
can often be explained by well-established theories of decision making. For example, 
we know that individuals are vulnerable to escalation of commitment and a desire 
to appear consistent in their decision making, so that we often stick with poor deci-
sions long after we know that they are problematic. We are also extremely loss averse, 
so that, in many circumstances, we would rather avoid loss than experience gain. 
Imagine if you randomly chose a seat in a classroom and another student approached 
you and asked if they could have your seat. For most people, the immediate reaction 
would be to hold on to your seat, fearing that it has some inherent value that you 
absentmindedly acquired but don’t want to lose. If the person ofered you a dollar for 
the seat, you may see the seat as even more valuable and refuse to move. On the other 
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autocratic Decision Making 
a process by which group 
decisions are made by the 
leader alone, based on 
information the leader 
possesses 

hand, if this same student approached you before you sat and asked you if you would 
rather have seat A (the seat you chose) or seat B (an adjacent seat), most people would 
respond with, “I don’t care.” 

Tese are all considered unprogrammed decisions—those for which there is no 
well-defned course of action. In organizations, however, many of the decisions we 
make are programmed, which means we are following outlined procedures for what 
we are supposed to do in a certain circumstance. Tree dimensions defne the char-
acteristics of each strategy. Te routine–nonroutine dimension describes whether the 
decision is common or unusual. Te recurring–nonrecurring dimension describes 
whether the decision happens often or infrequently. Te certainty–uncertainty dimen-
sion describes the degree of predictability of the decision. Organizations establish 
formal policies and procedures that are intended to make decisions easier by provid-
ing a programmed course of action. 

So, what can be done to improve decision making? In addition to the ideas cov-
ered in this chapter for how to improve decision making in groups, Dalal et al. (2010) 
ofer these evidence-based suggestions for making better decisions. 

1 When deciding between alternatives, consider the benefts of your less-favored 
choice rather than your implicit favorite. 

2 Identify similarities and diferences between diferent alternatives rather than act-
ing as if they are opposite ends of the decision-making spectrum. 

3 Take the average judgment of a diverse group of experts (see the “wisdom of the 
crowd” discussion later in this chapter). 

4 Use simple statistical models based on experts to make decisions, rather than hav-
ing the actual experts make decisions. 

Group Decision-Making processes 

Just as individual decision making is important, decision making is one of the most 
important tasks that groups accomplish. Group decision making includes establish-
ing group goals, choosing among various courses of action, selecting new members, 
and determining standards of appropriate behavior. Te processes by which groups 
make these decisions have been of interest to I/O psychologists for many years. We 
will examine the diferent types of decision-making processes here (see Figure 12.1). 

Groups can make work-related decisions in a number of ways. Te simplest and 
most straightforward strategy, known as autocratic decision making, is when the 
group leader makes decisions alone, using only the information that the leader pos-
sesses. Te major advantage of autocratic decision making is that it is fast. Decisions 
are made quickly by the leader and are then expected to be carried out by group 
members. However, because the decision is made based only on what the leader 
knows, the quality of the decision may sufer. For example, suppose a leader of a 
group of accountants has to decide which accounting software to order. If the leader 
actually knows which program is the best for the group, there will be no drawback to 
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Figure 12.1 Although consensus decision results are efective for ensuring that all group mem-
bers agree with the fnal decision, it can be slower than democratic decision making, 
which is slower than autocratic decision making. 

Source: Photograph by Hello I’m Nik, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/73_kRz 
s9sqo). 

the autocratic approach. If, however, the leader cannot make an informed choice, the 
decision may be faulty. In this case, input from the group members would be help-
ful. A variation on the strict autocratic decision-making approach occurs when the 
leader solicits information from group members to assist in reaching a decision, but 
still holds the fnal say. Tis is sometimes referred to as consultative decision making. 
In the software decision, soliciting input from group members about which systems 
they favor might lead to a higher-quality decision (and to greater acceptance of the 
decision by the group members). 

A very diferent strategy is democratic decision making, in which all group mem-
bers are allowed to discuss the decision and then vote on a particular course of action. 
Typically, democratic decision making is based on majority rule. One advantage of 
this approach is that decisions are made using the pooled knowledge and experience 
of all the group members. Moreover, because all members have a chance to voice an 
opinion or suggest a diferent course of action, a greater number of alternatives are 
considered. Also, because group members have a role in the decision making, they are 
more likely to follow the chosen course. 

Te most obvious drawback to democratic decision making is that it is time-
consuming. Because it encourages confict, it can also be inefcient. Although the 
democratic, majority-rule approach results in a satisfed majority who will back the 
decision, there may be a disgruntled minority who resist its implementation. 

Democratic Decision Making 
a strategy by which decisions 
are made by the group 
members based on majority-
rule voting 
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consensus 
decision making based on 
100% member agreement 

A strategy that overcomes some of the weaknesses of democratic decision mak-
ing is to make decisions based on consensus, which means that all group members 
have agreed on the chosen course of action. Because consensus decision making is 
especially time-consuming, it is usually used only for very important decisions. For 
example, juries use this strategy because the decision afects the freedom and future 
of the accused. Some company executive boards may strive for a consensus when 
making major decisions about changes in the direction of the organization or in 
organizational structure or company policy. As you might imagine, the outcome of 
consensus decision making is usually a high-quality, highly critiqued decision, backed 
by all members of the group. 

Te obvious drawback is the tremendous amount of time it may take for the 
group to reach a consensus. In fact, in many situations, arriving at a consensus may 
be impossible, particularly if one or more group members are strongly resistant to 
the majority’s decision (the courtroom analogy would be a “hung” jury). Of course, 
in some situations, it may appear that the group has reached a consensus, but not 
all members have completely agreed and may have lingering doubts—a sort of “false 
consensus” (Haug, 2015). 

Efectiveness of Group Decision Making 

Organizations often rely on group strategies for making important work-related 
decisions. Part of this is fueled by beliefs in the inherent advantages of group over 
individual decision making. However, although group decision making has many 
positive aspects, it also has some drawbacks (see Table 12.1). Te key is to know not 
only how group-made decisions can be more efective than those made by individu-
als, but also when group decision making is superior. 

As mentioned, the major advantage of group decision making is that it ofers 
increased knowledge and experience on which to base the decision. But do groups 
actually make better decisions than individuals? Decades of research do give the edge 
to group decision making, on the average. Te average group will make a higher-
quality decision than the average individual. However, some research indicates that 
the best decision-making individual—one who possesses all the information needed 
to make a high-quality decision—will be able to perform as well as or better than 

Table 12.1 Advantages and Disadvantages of Group Decision Making. 

Advantages Disadvantages 

Works from a broad knowledge base 
Decision is accepted by members 
Decision is highly critiqued 
Aspects of the problem can be divided 

among group members 

Slow (can be a problem in crisis situations) 
Creates intragroup confict 

Potential for groupthink and group polarization 
Certain members, such as leaders, may 

dominate the decision-making process 
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a group (Hill, 1982). In other circumstances, groups may arrive at decisions that 
are superior to even those made by the group’s best decision maker (Michaelsen 
et al., 1989). Moreover, certain members, such as a group leader or respected indi-
vidual, may have more infuence in afecting the outcome and may be able to sway a 
group toward accepting a particular course of action. If the infuential member is not 
knowledgeable or well informed about the alternatives, however, the group may be 
led to make a poor decision. 

We have also seen that group decision making tends to be slower than individual 
decision making, which can be a problem in situations such as an emergency or crisis. 

At these times, it may be better for an individual to take charge and make decisions 
for the group (Tjosvold, 1984). However, if a problem is complex and multifaceted, 
with many steps required to arrive at a decision, a group may make the decision faster 
than an individual, because the various aspects of the problem can be divided among 
group members. 

Perhaps the strongest argument in support of group decision making is that it 
tends to lead to increased member satisfaction and greater member commitment to 
the course of action than does individual decision making. But what happens if the 
group-made decision is a bad one? Research indicates that, when this occurs, mem-
bers may increase their commitment to the poor decision (Bazerman et al., 1984). If 
the poor decision was made by an individual, group members will not be as commit-
ted and may be more likely to see its faults and try another course of action. 

Group members may also be widely distributed geographically. As a result, there has 
been an increase in electronic decision-making meetings (Askew & Coovert, 2013), 
and this was especially true in 2020 amidst the COVID-19 pandemic. A meta-analysis 
that compared decision making in face-to-face versus computer-mediated groups sug-
gested that face-to-face groups were perceived as more efective and more efcient, with 
group members feeling more satisfed than the computer-mediated decision-making 
groups (Baltes et al., 2002). 

O  N  t  H E  C u T T i n g  E  D  G E  

Virtual teams 

As mentioned earlier, the COVID-19 pandemic shut down 

businesses across the globe, causing many employees to 

start working from home (Figure 12.2).  this meant that 

those who used to work in a face-to-face environment 

got a crash course in how to work on a virtual team.  Even 

though the use of virtual teams has been slowly increas-

ing over the last several decades, Newman and Ford 

(2021) reported that 67% of people were working from 

home for the frst time during the pandemic.  they also 

ofered several suggestions on how to most efectively 

manage a virtual team. 

Step 1: recognize that things have changed.  this requires  

greater empathy and understanding for the fact that 

not only are individuals learning to do something new 

(working from home),  but they are doing so amidst a 
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O N  t  H E  C u T T i n g   E D  G E  (  c o n t i n u e d ) 

host of other demands. Managers should set weekly 

one-on-one calls with each direct report and a weekly 

call with the team as a whole. In addition, new norms 

for communication should be established, and new 

goals should be set. Each meeting should start with 

two questions: “How’s everyone doing?” and “Are you 

having any problems I can help you with?” 

should also be predictable so that employees know 

what to expect by responding quickly and clearly. 

Step 4: Share leadership. Leaders should empower  

employees to take on more leadership, similar to a self-

managed work team. this might require team members   

to receive training on how to do leadership tasks 

and does require that the manager understands the 

strengths and skills of each team member so the 

right roles are assigned to each member. Collabora-

tion and shared responsibility for work outcomes are 

keys to the success of virtual teams. 

Step 2: Build trust. Efort should be taken to maintain and   

build trust and sustain the team’s culture.  the frst 

step here is ensuring employees have needed tech-

nology and technology support. Organizations may 

consider ofering additional support for work–family 

confict.  teams should work to help team members 

feel included and that it is safe to learn, contribute, 

and suggest changes. In addition, consider creating 

some cultural rites and rituals (such as social events 

or celebrations) adapted to a virtual environment. 

Step 5: Survey success. Finally, leaders should periodically  

survey employees or conduct audits to ensure that  

the above practices are being followed and are being  

received as intended, and that the team is healthy. 

Creating efective teams can be challenging in the best 

of circumstances. Creating efective virtual teams might 

be a bit more challenging. Creating efective virtual

teams overnight during a pandemic was indeed a crisis. 

But the steps above are really helpful in creating more 

efective teams in any circumstance. 

Step 3: Improve communication. Leader communication   

should be increased—ideally to once a day.  this could 

be done by conversations, instant messaging, e-mail, 

blogs or newsletters, or business social media appli-

cations such as Yammer or Slack. Communication 

 

In summary, although group decision making has certain limitations, it ofers 
many advantages over individual decision making, particularly in improving the 
quality of decisions and increasing the commitment to decisions once they are made. 
Trends toward greater use of teams and encouraging greater involvement of workers 
in organizational processes mean that group decision making is likely to increase in 
the future (De Dreu & West, 2001). 

Group Decision Making Gone Awry: Groupthink 
and Group Polarization 

When making important work decisions, particularly those that have a major impact 
on the work procedures or working lives of group members, group decision making 
may be preferred over decision making by high-ranking members of the organization. 
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Figure 12.2 During the COVID-19 pandemic, most employees worked virtually, and those who 
met in person were required to wear masks and stay 6 feet apart. 

Source: Photograph by Cherrydeck, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/PH8Ccg 
q3mvk). 

Tis is done in an efort to increase the amount of relevant information available 
and to encourage member commitment to the eventually chosen course. However, 
psychologists have discovered two situations in which the usual advantages of group 
decision making may not be forthcoming: one is known as group polarization and 
the other is groupthink. 

group Polarization 

Te quality of group decisions may also be adversely afected by group polarization, 
or the tendency for groups to make decisions that are more extreme than those made 
by individuals (Myers & Lamm, 1976). Early research found evidence of the efects 
of group polarization when decisions carried a high degree of risk. In these studies, 
individuals were asked to make a decision between an attractive but risky course of 
action and one that was less attractive but also less risky. After making the decision, 
the respondents were put into groups and asked to come up with a group decision. 
It was found that the groups tended to make riskier decisions than the average indi-
vidual (Wallach et al., 1962). Tis efect became known as the “risky shift” and was 
the topic of much research and theorizing. It had major implications for the making 

Group polarization 
the tendency for groups to 
make decisions that are more 
extreme than those made by 
individuals 
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 Stop & Review 
Describe the advan-
tages and disadvan-
tages of group decision 
making. 

of important decisions in business and government because it suggested that group 
decisions might be more dangerous than decisions made by individuals. However, 
subsequent research began to challenge these early fndings, failing to fnd a risky 
shift in some decision-making groups and occasionally fnding evidence of a cautious 
shift. What we now know is that group discussion often leads individuals to become 
more extreme in their opinions about the topic. 

Te attitudes and opinions of individuals who favor an idea tend to become even 
more positive after group discussion, whereas those who do not favor an idea tend to 
develop opinions that are even more negative (Isenberg, 1986). 

How does group polarization relate to decisions made in work situations, and why 
does it occur? Imagine that a company must choose which of several new products it 
should introduce. Some of the products are costly to develop and market, but, if suc-
cessful, they could bring large profts. Other products are less costly but will lead to 
smaller fnancial gains. An individual who makes the decision might choose to intro-
duce a product of medium-level risk and payof. However, if the person is put into a 
group that is leaning toward marketing a risky product, the group’s decision would be 
more extreme than the individual’s decision. If, on the other hand, the group is lean-
ing toward the side of caution, the group might shift to a more cautious choice than 
the typical individual would choose. One study suggests that board of directors’ deci-
sions to give high chief executive ofcer (CEO) compensation may be due to a group 
polarization efect (Zhu, 2014). Additional research suggests that virtual groups may 
be even more prone to group polarization than face-to-face groups (Sia et al., 2002). 

Two explanations for group polarization have been ofered. Te frst is that, in the 
group, the individual is presented with persuasive arguments by other members that 
bolster the individual’s original positive or negative stance on an issue. After hearing 
others in the group argue for a decision that coincides with the individual’s opinion, he 
or she becomes more certain that his or her opinion is correct, and there is a tendency 
for the group as a whole to become more extreme in its fnal decision. Te other expla-
nation is that individuals adopt the values of the group. If the group presents a positive 
opinion on an issue, the individuals go along with the group, becoming even more 
positive (or negative) about an idea than they would be alone. Individuals may sup-
port the viewpoint of the group to demonstrate that they endorse the group’s values. 

Regardless of why it occurs, the fact that some group decisions may be more 
extreme than those of individuals is a reason for some concern, particularly when 
a decision involves risks that may compromise the goals of the group, or when 
extremely cautious decisions inhibit the attainment of group goals. 

Despite the persistence of group polarization, there are potential safeguards that 
may minimize its efect on decision making. Evidence has indicated that groups com-
posed of individuals who all initially agree on an issue, before any group discussion 
has taken place, tend to make decisions that are the most extreme. Tat is, these 
decisions tend to be even more extreme than decisions made by groups composed 
of members who do not initially agree with one another (Williams & Levy, 1992). 
Tus, when groups include members who have varying original opinions on an issue, 
the decisions made by those groups may be more resistant to the efects of group 
polarization and, thus, less extreme. Te presence of even a single dissenting member 
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in a group may help to combat group polarization, just as a “devil’s advocate” can 
help combat groupthink, as we will see. 

groupthink 

Groups generally arrive at high-quality decisions because the alternative courses of 
action have been subjected to critical evaluation. Tis is particularly true in consen-
sus decision making, because even one dissenting member can argue against a plan 
favored by all the rest. Tere is, however, an exception to this rule. A complex set 
of circumstances can sometimes occur in consensus decision making that retards 
the critical evaluation process. What results is a complete backfring of the normal, 
critical decision making that results in a premature, hasty, and often catastrophic 
decision. Tis situation is termed groupthink. Groupthink is a syndrome that occurs 
in highly cohesive decision-making groups, where a norm develops to arrive at an 
early consensus, thereby reducing the efectiveness of the group’s ability to make 
high-quality, critical decisions. 

Te concept of groupthink was researched by psychologist Irving Janis (1972). 
According to Janis, groupthink usually occurs only in highly cohesive groups in 
which the members’ desire to maintain cohesiveness overrides the sometimes uncom-
fortable and disruptive process of critical decision making. A course of action is laid 
out on the table, and, without it being adequately critiqued, the members rapidly 
move toward a consensus to adopt the plan. Despite Janis’s assertion that group-
think usually only occurs in highly cohesive groups, research suggests that it is groups 
whose cohesiveness is “relationship-based” that are more prone to groupthink than 
groups whose cohesiveness is “task-based,” or related to the decision-making and 
performance goals of the group (Bernthal & Insko, 1993). 

In developing his theory of groupthink, Janis studied a number of poor decisions 
made by high-level decision-making groups, such as U.S. presidential administra-
tions and boards of directors of large companies, the consequences of which were 
so bad that Janis labeled the outcomes “fascoes.” Janis investigated a number of his-
torical fascoes, such as the Kennedy administration’s failed Bay of Pigs invasion, the 
Truman administration’s decision to cross the 38th parallel in the Korean War, and 
the Johnson administration’s decision to escalate the Vietnam War. He also studied 
catastrophic business decisions, such as the decision to market the drug thalidomide, 
which led to thousands of birth deformities; the Bufalo Mining Company’s decision 
about dam construction, which caused the deaths of 125 people; and the Ford Motor 
Company’s decision to market the Edsel, one of the greatest failures in U.S. automo-
tive history (Wheeler & Janis, 1980). In more recent history, researchers have studied 
NASA’s catastrophic decision to launch the Challenger space shuttle (Esser, 1998), the 
Bush administration’s decision to invade Iraq (Mitz & Wayne, 2014), and the torture 
of Iraqi prisoners by the U.S. military in Abu Ghraib (Post & Panis, 2011). By study-
ing the decision-making processes in each early case of groupthink, Janis noticed 
certain similarities that he has termed the “symptoms of groupthink”—specifc 

Groupthink 
a syndrome characterized by a 
concurrence-seeking tendency 
that overrides the ability of a 
cohesive group to make critical 
decisions 
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group factors that work toward preventing the critical evaluation usually present in 
decision-making groups (see Table 12.2). 

To understand how the symptoms of groupthink interfere with critical decision-
making processes, consider the following example. A board of directors of an 
international air freight service must decide whether the company should enter a 
cost-cutting war with its competitors. Te board begins its decision-making meet-
ing with the chairperson’s loaded question, “Should we enter into this foolish price 
war, or just keep rates the way they are?” By labeling the price war as “foolish,” the 
chairperson has already indicated her preferred course of action: keep the rates as 
they are. Normally, the critical decision-making process would involve a great deal of 
discussion about the relative strengths and weaknesses of the various alternatives, and 
the decision that would result should be of high quality. However, in groupthink situ-
ations, this does not occur. Te symptoms of groupthink, themselves manifestations 
of such basic group processes as cohesiveness, stereotyped and rationalized views, and 
conformity, can counteract the critical evaluations that should be made. If group-
think does indeed occur, the consequences may be devastating, particularly because 
the group believes that the chosen action is the result of a critical and well-conducted 
decision-making process, when it is not. 

If groupthink takes place at the air freight company, the board of directors would 
likely manifest three symptoms—the illusion of invulnerability, the illusion of morality, 
and the presence of shared negative stereotypes—that result from the we–they feeling 
that is typically present in highly cohesive groups. Te members believe that they and 

Table 12.2 the Eight Symptoms of Groupthink 

1 Illusion of invulnerability—Te highly cohesive decision-making group members 
see themselves as powerful and invincible. Teir attraction to and faith in the group 
leads them to ignore the potential disastrous outcomes of their decision. 

2 Illusion of morality—Members believe in the moral correctness of the group and its 
decision; related to the frst symptom. Derived from the we–they feeling, members 
view themselves as the “good guys” and the opposition as bad or evil. 

3 Shared negative stereotypes—Members have common beliefs that minimize the risks 
involved in a decision or belittle any opposing viewpoints. 

4 Collective rationalizations—Te members explain away any negative information 
that runs counter to the group decision. 

5 Self-censorship—Members suppress their own doubts or criticisms concerning the 
decision. 

6 Illusion of unanimity—Members mistakenly believe that the decision is a consensus. 
Because dissenting viewpoints are not being voiced, it is assumed that silence 
indicates support. 

7 Direct conformity pressure—When an opposing view or a doubt is expressed, pressure 
is applied to get the dissenter to concur with the decision. 

8 Mindguards—Some members play the role of protecting or insulating the group 
from any opposing opinions or negative information. 
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their organization are powerful and good. Negative stereotypes about nonmembers 
or other groups (the enemy) also stem from the we–they feeling. Examples of these 
three symptoms might be seen in the board members’ statements that they believe 
the group and the company are invulnerable (“We’re the number one company in 
this business”) and morally good (“We always provide the best possible service to 
our customers”). Other comments suggest that they hold shared negative stereotypes 
about the competition (“With their inept management and poor equipment, they 
will never be able to ofer the kind of service that we do”). Tese three groupthink 
symptoms thus begin a tendency toward seeking concurrence, as the members strive 
to stick together and agree with one another (Janis, 1972). 

Additional groupthink symptoms—collective rationalizations of opposing view-
points, a tendency for members to engage in self-censorship, and the illusion of 
unanimity—lead the group to arrive at a premature consensus. Suppose that one 
of the board members suggests an alternative to the plan to keep rates as they are 
that the board is moving toward adopting. Te dissenter wants to keep rates the 
same while starting an advertising campaign that tells customers, “You get what 
you pay for,” thus emphasizing the company’s higher quality of service. Collective 
rationalizations of members immediately put down the alternative plan (“People 
never listen to advertisements anyway” and “Tat will cost us more than lowering 
our rates!”). Other board members may see the merit in the alternative plan, but, 
because it appears that most of the others, because of their silence, do not like it, 
they engage in self-censorship and keep their opinions to themselves. Te fact that 
no one speaks up leads to the illusion of unanimity, the misconception that every-
body is for the original plan. 

If dissenters do speak up, two additional groupthink symptoms operate to stife 
the critical decision-making process even further. Direct conformity pressure might be 
applied to force dissenters to keep their opinions to themselves and not break up the 
group’s agreement. Some members may even play the role of mindguards by taking it 
on themselves to keep dissenting opinions from reaching the ears of the group leader 
and other members. Te member advocating the advertisement plan, for example, 
might be told by a self-appointed mindguard to not bring the plan up again, “for the 
good of the group.” 

Janis believes that groupthink can be combated by breaking up some of the cohe-
siveness of the group through the interjection of productive confict. Tis might 
involve using strategies such as bringing in outsiders to ofer diferent viewpoints or 
having some members play the role of critical evaluators—“devil’s advocates”—who 
are highly critical of any plan of action that is brought before the group (Schweiger 
et al., 1986). Similarly, a group norm that encourages critical evaluation will help pre-
vent groupthink (Postmes et al., 2001). Also, because groupthink is partly brought 
on by a sense of time urgency, if the group begins with the idea that they need to 
come up with the best possible decision, regardless of how long it takes, groupthink 
may be avoided (Chapman, 2006). Härtel (1998) suggested that holding individual 
group members accountable and reducing pressures to conform will help combat 
groupthink. Baron (2005) suggested that groupthink may occur quite frequently in 
all sorts of decision-making groups. 

Stop & Review 
List and defne six 
symptoms of group-
think. 
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Conformity 

conformity 
the process of adhering to 
group norms 

A concept closely related to groupthink is conformity. Conformity is the process 
of adhering to group norms (which we discussed in the last chapter). Because these 
norms are so important to a group’s identity and activities, groups exert considerable 
pressure on members to follow them. Violation can result in subtle or overt pressure 
to comply with the rules, which can take the form of a look of disapproval, verbal 
criticism, or isolation of the ofending individual (giving the person the “silent treat-
ment”). Once the violator conforms to the norm, the pressure is removed, and the 
person is again included in normal group activities. Generally, conformity to norms 
is very strong and helps maintain order and uniformity in the group’s behavior. 

Because pressure to conform to group norms is so strong, we need to consider the 
circumstances in which an individual might choose to violate a norm. Usually, some-
one will not conform to a group norm if the individual’s goals are diferent from those 
of the group. For example, imagine that a manufacturing group has a norm of steady 
but less-than-optimal production. If a worker within the group wants to be noticed 
by management as an exceptionally hard worker who would be a good candidate for a 
promotion to a supervisory position, that person might break the group’s production 
rate norm. Of course, the group will exert pressure in an efort to get the “rate buster” 
to conform. Extreme and repeated cases of norm violation may eventually lead to 
ostracism from the group (Rudert et al., 2020). Even individuals who are trying to 
do the right thing by whistleblowing (going outside of the organization to try to stop 
bad corporate behavior) can be ostracized if they are seen as violating norms (Curtis 
et al., 2020). Generally, members who have more power and infuence in the group, 
such as the leader, will have a better chance of resisting the group’s conformity pres-
sure and persuading the group to change or eliminate the norm. Also, if the violator 
has a past history of being a “good,” conforming member, the nonconformity will be 
tolerated more and have a better chance of being accepted by the group than if it is 
done by a member known for repeated norm violations (Feldman, 1984). 

Although conforming to group norms is typically functional in a work setting, 
conformity can also give rise to poor decision making such as evidenced in group-
think. Moreover, conformity pressure may attempt to get members to engage in 
undesirable, counterproductive, or even unethical behavior (see the section on ethical 
decision making later in this chapter). Conformity has been blamed for many unethi-
cal decisions where high-profle individuals have gotten away with horrible crimes. 
In addition, there is evidence that conformity among work group members can 
sometimes stife individual innovation and creativity (Madjar et al., 2011), although 
diversity and brainstorming can diminish those negative efects. 

conformity and Unethical Decisions 

Although there are many benefts of conformity for helping groups function, con-
formity carries the risk of promoting bad behavior. High performers and high-status 
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individuals are often given freedom to deviate from norms of behavior—sometimes 
called idiosyncrasy credits. Bailey and Ferguson (2013) argue that the concept of 
idiosyncrasy credits provides an explanation for why extremely unethical behavior 
can go overlooked, such as the Sandusky scandal. In November 2011, Penn State 
assistant football coach Jerry Sandusky was accused and convicted of sexual abuse 
against young boys (Drape, 2012). Although many people had some insight into the 
crimes, Bailey and Ferguson (2013) argue that Sandusky had earned idiosyncrasy 
credits because of his success and prestige, so that, even when Sandusky’s behavior 
came to light, many people tolerated the behavior and others conformed to that 
norm of silence. Te authors specifcally point to head coach Joe Paterno’s reframing 
of the evident abuse as a “mental health issue.” Toroughgood and Padilla (2013) 
further add that, in addition to conformity, idiosyncrasy credits can also bring about 
colluders. Although conformers comply with a norm of silence, they do not actu-
ally engage in destructive behavior. In contrast, colluders engage in illegal actions 
to protect the perpetrator. Tis same type of protective behavior was evident in the 
#MeToo scandal, as certain known perpetrators such as movie producer Harvey 
Weinstein, who was eventually convicted of frst-degree rape (Grady, 2020), were 
allowed to continue exhibiting illegal behavior while those around them turned a 
blind eye to or actively supported sexual crimes. Later in the chapter, we will discuss 
the importance of ethical decision making to avoid crimes such as those perpetrated 
by Sandusky, Weinstein, and many others. 

Group characteristics that Impact Decision Making 

You may have heard the phrase that a team is more than the sum of its parts. Bring-
ing people to work together creates dynamic processes that can be efective, or can 
result in poor decision making. We will review three group characteristics that impact 
decision making: the composition of individual team members, shared team mental 
models, and team diversity. 

team Composition 

One factor that can impact the way teams make decisions is the composition of those 
on a team. Team composition involves the mix of traits, characteristics, and exper-
tise among people on a team. Earlier in this text, we talked about how individual 
diferences such as trait afectivity (the likelihood that one experiences positive or 
negative moods and emotions) and personality characteristics such as in the Big Five 
model (conscientiousness, extraversion, openness to experience, emotional stability, 
agreeableness) relate to job performance. Team composition researchers have exam-
ined how the homogeneity or heterogeneity of deep-level characteristics (such as 
personality) and surface-level characteristics (such as race and gender) impact team 
outcomes. Consider personality: you might imagine that a team full of extraverts 
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team Mental Models 
team members’ shared 
understanding of important 
aspects of common work goals 

might get of task owing to socializing. Teams that are full of agreeable members 
might be more likely to sufer from groupthink. 

Another factor that is specifc to teams is that team-level state can emerge based 
on the composition of team members (see Bell et al., 2018, for a review). Having 
one team member with high positive afect, for example, can actually increase other 
team members’ positive afect, because moods and emotions can be contagious. Team 
afect is important as it can impact decision making (Brown & Stuhlmacher, 2020). 
Likewise, even if all members of the team are not high on conscientiousness, having 
at least one conscientious member on a team can help the team stay on track and 
meet deadlines. 

When it comes to skills, however, the best teams have members whose skills com-
plement one another’s rather than just cloning the best team member. Te same is 
true for perspectives and backgrounds, which is why surface-level diversity (such as 
race and gender) relates to improved team decision making. We will discuss diversity 
on teams later in this chapter. 

team Mental Models 

Team mental models refect the extent to which team members are “on the same 
page” when it comes to their understanding of the team (Mohammed et al., 
2010). Tese models include things such as work goals, performance require-
ments, teamwork norms, what needs to be accomplished, and how it should be 
accomplished. Team mental models explain how teams coordinate their eforts 
even when having to function in a complex, dynamic, and uncertain world 
(Cannon-Bowers et al., 1990). If you think of how athletes who play on a team know 
exactly where to stand to receive a pass or how surgical teams are able to efortlessly 
deal with crises, they clearly have team mental models that guide what needs to 
be done. 

Not surprisingly, having a shared understanding positively impacts group perfor-
mance (DeChurch & Mesmer-Magnus, 2010). One study examined 735 individuals 
on 161 teams who were participating in a management simulation. Tey found that 
shared mental models were related to lower confict and higher creativity, which 
resulted in better team performance and team satisfaction (Santos et al., 2015). 

However, much like concerns about conformity, scholars have argued that too 
much similarity on teams can result in a groupthink-type outcome where inaccu-
rate views are accepted and mistakes are made. Converse and associates (Converse 
et al., 1993) ask, “at what point do team members’ knowledge and expectations 
overlap so much that the uniqueness of their individual contributions is lost?” 
(p. 236). Likewise, research has suggested that team mental models are a “mixed 
blessing” for decision making, sometime causing declines in decision quality 
(Kellermanns et al., 2008). 
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Strategies to Improve team Decision Making 

With so many organizations using teams, and the risks associated with making poor 
decisions, there are steps to ensure team decision making is as efective as possible. 
Tree themes for how to improve team decision making are: (1) structuring the 
decision-making process, (2) ensuring that teams have a diverse set of members, and 
(3) stressing the importance of ethical decision making. Tese eforts may not only 
improve the quality of decision outcomes to some extent, but also have other positive 
benefts such as improved employee attitudes (see “Up Close” box). 

cLOSe how to Keep teams effective 

Jay Galbraith (2008) provided a set of recommendations 

for creating efectiv e teams that still holds true today: 

1 Team members should perceive their participation as 

important and personally rewarding—to build com-

mitment to the team,  members must view their work 

as benefcial. One way to do this is to ofer some sort 

of formal reward for contributions to the team. 

2 The work team should include some persons of orga-

nizational power who will be responsible for helping

to implement any decisions made by the group—If a

team is to develop innovative strategies, it is impor-

tant that these eforts are implemented. A key is to

have some managers with organizational power as

part of the work team to make sure that team sug-

gestions are listened to and implemented. 

 

 

 

 

3 Team members should have knowledge and infor-

mation relevant to the decision—In any problem-

solving work team, it is critical that members have  

job-related knowledge relevant to the decisions  

that are being made. this involves including lower-

level workers who have frsthand experience with  

the job. 

4 Team members should have the authority to commit 

their respective departments to the decision—the 

work team participants must be able to commit valu-

able resources (human and otherwise) to help in the 

successful implementation of the strategies devel-

oped by the team. 

5 Team members should represent and inform non-

team workers—If the problem-solving work team  

or committee is a select group of a larger body of  

workers,  it is crucial that the team members inform  

nonteam members about the committee tasks and  

decisions. 

6 The influence of team members on decisions should be  

based on expertise—this is especially important when  

members come from various levels in the organiza-

tion. Work-related decisions should be based on rel-

evant knowledge, not on organizational politics. 

7 Work team conflict should be managed to maximize 

the problem-solving process—the confict that arises 

in problem-solving committees should be functional 

and help to develop a high-level and highly critiqued 

course of action.  It is important that such confict be 

controlled to avoid dysfunctional outcomes. 

Jay Galbraith (2008) provided a set of recommendations 
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8 Team members should have good interpersonal  

skills and adequate leadership—the success of  

a work team is going to be directly related to the  

smooth fow of communication among members.  

the better their interpersonal skills, the better  

the group’s ability to reach high-quality decisions.  

It is also important for the team leader to take an  

appropriate but not too dominant role to facilitate  

team interaction and to help resolve nonproductive  

conficts. 

cLOSe (continued) 

8 Team members should have good interpersonal 

Brainstorming  
a group process generating 
creative ideas or solutions 
through a noncritical and 
nonjudgmental process 

Utilize Brainstorming 

One common approach to improve decision making is brainstorming. In the 1950s, 
an advertising executive developed a technique to encourage groups to come up 
with creative ideas (Osborn, 1957). Te technique, termed brainstorming, involved 
six to ten group members throwing out ideas in a noncritical and nonjudgmental 
atmosphere as a means of trying to generate as many creative ideas or solutions to a 
problem as possible. Since its invention, brainstorming has become quite popular, 
and tremendous claims have been made regarding its success. Te basic rules in brain-
storming sessions are as follows: 

No idea is too far out 
z Criticism of any idea is not allowed 
z 

z 

Te more ideas the better 
z Members should try to build on each other’s ideas. 

Te technique has been widely used in a variety of businesses, but does it work? 
Evidence from nearly 60 years of research indicates that, despite its popular-
ity, brainstorming is not as efective as its proponents might lead one to believe 
(Kuhn, 2010). Te problem is that, despite the rules, group dynamics are too 
powerful; the creativity of people in the brainstorming groups is often inhibited 
(Brown & Paulus, 1996). Research indicates that individuals are equal to or better 
than brainstorming groups in generating creative ideas. Asynchronous electronic 
brainstorming has been suggested as an alternative to reduce these concerns, but 
research has not supported the idea that electronic brainstorming is any more 
efective than normal brainstorming (Dornburg et al., 2009), and it is not always 
feasible to use it (Kuhn, 2010). What is extremely interesting, however, is that 
members of brainstorming groups frmly believe that the group brainstorming was 
more productive than individual brainstorming in terms of both the number and 
the quality of the ideas generated (Paulus & Dzindolet, 1993). In this way, group 
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brainstorming may ofer alternative benefts to teams, even if it does not always 
improve decision making (Kuhn, 2010). 

ensuring adequate team Diversity 

As work groups become increasingly diverse, how might this diversity—in cultural 
and ethnic background, gender, and perspectives—infuence group and team pro-
cesses? As we might also expect from research on group dynamics and personnel 
psychology, gender and ethnic diversity can lead to the development of factions, such 
as when same-sex or same-race subgroups develop and impede the overall function-
ing of the group and discriminate against members of the other factions (Williams & 
O’Reilly III, 1998). Research shows that work groups that were more diverse in terms 
of gender, age, status, and work background/experience were evaluated as more efec-
tive groups, but were also more prone to confict (Devine et al., 1999). Moreover, the 
ability of the group and the organization to efectively manage diversity by creating 
a culture that accepts, supports, and values diverse individuals and diverse perspec-
tives is critical, as is ensuring equitable treatment of all group members and creating 
an environment where team members learn from one another (Ely & Tomas, 
2001). It is not only diversity that matters, but also inclusion (which we discussed in 
Chapter 1). According to Berson (2014), research by Deloitte shows that teams that 
have higher inclusion outperform other teams 8:1. 

When it comes to decision making, most evidence suggests that diversity posi-
tively impacts decision making in groups. Diversity is particularly important when 
the task is complex and involves creativity, primarily owing to the difering opin-
ions and points of view of the diverse members. However, along with these difering 
viewpoints, there is an increase in potentially disruptive intragroup confict. One 
study asked college students to solve a murder mystery problem in a group of three 
students from their same sorority or fraternity (Phillips et al., 2009). After 5 minutes, 
a fourth person joined the group who was either from the same fraternity or sorority 
or not. When the newly added member was not from the same fraternity or sorority, 
the team’s chance of arriving at the correct solution more than doubled from 29% 
to 60%. Another study showed that members of racially diverse groups share more 
information with one another, which leads to better performance (Phillips et al., 
2006). 

Diverse groups are also less likely to sufer from conformity. Psychology students 
will most likely remember the classic study on conformity done by Solomon Asch 
in the 1950s. Te study involved having three students who were confederates (they 
were in on the research project) purposely give the wrong answer to a question. Ten, 
the actual participant would be asked the same question, and conformity was mea-
sured as the percentage of people who would give the wrong answer. Te question 
was simple. Which line is the same length as line X? 

personnel psychology 
the specialty area of I/O 
psychology focusing on an 
organization’s human resources 
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Wisdom of the crowd 
the phenomenon by which a 
diverse group of novices can 
outperform a homogeneous 
group of experts because they 
can identify each other’s errors 
in judgments 

X A B C 

Tis study was redone by researchers in 2018, and they added an additional twist 
(Gaither et al., 2018). In one condition, the three confederates were racially diverse, 
and, in the other condition, the confederates were racially homogeneous. In the 
homogeneous condition, 35% of the actual participants conformed by knowingly 
giving the wrong answer, but, in the diverse condition, only 20% conformed. 

Finally, diverse teams make better decisions because they are less likely to suf-
fer from the same decision-making errors, a concept referred to as the wisdom of 
the crowd. Te wisdom of the crowd essentially shows that diverse novices can 
make better decisions than homogeneous experts, because homogeneous experts 
tend to sufer from the same errors in judgment. Diverse novices are equally likely 
to have errors in their decision making, but, because their errors are more varied, 
other novices are likely to point the errors out. In a study using a computer simu-
lation, scientists programmed fake “agents” to solve problems in groups of 20. 
Te simulation created groups of the 20 smartest agents or 20 randomly selected 
agents. Te randomly selected agents outperformed the smartest agents (Hong & 
Page, 2004). 

Ethical Decision Making 

In the 21st century, there has been increasing concern about companies committing 
horrendous ethical violations. In the early part of the century, energy company Enron 
was synonymous with engaging in unethical business practices, but there were many 
more. More recently, Wells Fargo bank has committed a series of ethical violations, 
with employees opening unauthorized accounts for customers and trying to rip of 
pandemic assistance funds. As I/O psychologists, we are always concerned with issues 
of ethics, and there has been considerable research into how organizations and teams 
should avoid ethical violations and make more ethical decisions. 

One model for ethical decision making breaks it down into four steps (Rest, 
1986). Te frst step is recognizing the ethical issue. Leaders and team members 
need to be aware of moral issues and be able to determine that there is a potential 
to make an unethical decision. Second is the step of choosing to make the cor-
rect, moral judgment. Te decision-making team members need to simply choose 
to do the right thing. Te third step involves the team making a commitment 
to place moral concerns above other concerns—for example, choosing the ethical 
path rather than focusing on success or profts. An example would be a company 
deciding between suppliers from two countries and avoiding choosing the cheaper 
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supplier because of their ethical violations—putting moral concerns over proft. 
Te fnal step in this model is acting on the moral concerns—for example, making 
the correct, ethical decision and, perhaps, creating policies that will prevent future 
unethical decisions (Rest, 1986). 

Teams and organizations that commit ethical violations are subject to lawsuits, 
from both government regulators and persons afected by the malfeasance, but the 
damage to reputation, particularly for high-profle companies, is also a major factor. 
Moreover, the team’s or company’s ability to attract talented employees may also suf-
fer, along with their tainted reputation. 

When to Use teams 

Early on, we diferentiated between work groups and work teams, although in 
many instances the two terms are synonymous. We have already seen that the use 
of work teams is on the rise, with well more than half of U.S. workers reporting 
working in some sort of team, as opposed to only 5% of workers in the early 1980s. 
Although some scholars have touted the use of teams as the solution for improving 
productivity, we can draw on research on group processes and research on work 
teams to determine under what conditions teams and teamwork are most appropri-
ate (Hackman, 1998). 

Teams are most appropriate when the task is complex, requiring individuals with 
varied skills and competencies to work together. In today’s world, that is likely the 
majority of tasks, from construction, to surgery, to software engineering and design. 
Tat is why some researchers emphasize the importance of selecting the right indi-
viduals, based on members’ knowledge, skills, abilities, and other characteristics 
(KSAOs), for a particular team and team task (LePine et al., 2000). It has been 
suggested that a common mistake is assigning a task to a team that is better done 
by individuals working alone. A simple example might be using a team to write a 
complex report that might be done more easily and more efectively by an individual 
author (Hackman, 1998). Teams are appropriate for complex decision-making tasks 
or for tasks requiring innovation or creativity. Teams are also appropriate when the 
situation is variable, requiring the team to adapt to changing external conditions 
(Kozlowski & Ilgen, 2006). 

In addition to team members possessing the required KSAOs to complement one 
another, efective team members should possess the kinds of characteristics that will 
make them highly functioning team members, such as good communication, problem-
solving, and confict management skills, and they should be self-motivated and 
committed to the team (Stevens & Campion, 1994). Because team members may 
not possess some of these characteristics, and because team members may come and 
go, I/O psychologists have advocated training for team members, as well as cross-
training, so that members have overlapping competencies in the event that a member 
leaves the team (Marks et al., 2002). 
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teams as Parts of Organizations 

project task Force 
a nontraditional organization 
of workers who are assembled 
temporarily to complete a 
specifc job or project 

conference 
an unstructured management 
training technique in which 
participants share ideas, 
information, and problems; 
also called a group discussion 

In the rest of this chapter, we will discuss how teams operate within organizations. 
Teams can take many forms, including a project task force and teams that govern 
themselves (called self-managing work teams). In addition, organizations can cre-
ate their entire structure around teams. With the increased responsibilities of teams, 
organizations must work to apply basic human resource practices such as team train-
ing, team building, and performance appraisals to the team level. 

The Project Task Force 

A project task force is a temporary, nontraditional organization of members from 
diferent departments or positions within a traditional structure who are assembled 
to complete a specifc job or project. Traditional lines of status or authority do 
not usually operate in such a task force, the structure of which is more like a 
“temporary” team organization (Ford & Randolph, 1992; Soderlund, 2015). All 
members are viewed as professionals who will contribute collaboratively to the 
group’s output. 

A project task force might be created in an organization that is suddenly faced 
with hosting the annual 2-day conference of executives from all the divisions and 
afliates. A task force is put together to handle all facets of the meeting, including 
obtaining space, arranging accommodations for out-of-town participants, assem-
bling the program, mailing information, and conducting the sessions. In creating the 
task force, persons with varied skills and expertise are selected, including budgeting 
specialists to handle fnances, graphic artists to produce designs for printed programs, 
and clerical workers to deal with correspondence. All members work together until 
the task is completed and then return to their original positions. Some companies 
may even have standing task forces that, like volunteer fre departments, assemble 
ready for action whenever special projects arise. 

Self-Managing Work teams 

Self-Managing Work teams 
teams that have complete 
responsibility for whole tasks 

Teams have been making dramatic shifts in how they function. For example, it is 
now far more common to have teams that are self-governing than it has been in the 
past (Wageman et al., 2012). Many of today’s work groups and teams, in areas that 
involve creative output (e.g., software development teams, research and development 
groups) or high levels of interdependency, require that group members share the load 
of leadership. Teams that have complete responsibility for whole tasks, products, or 
service lines are referred to as self-managing work teams (Cohen et al., 1996). Self-
managing work teams often operate without a formal supervisor or leader. 
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If not completely self-managing, many teams engage in shared leadership, which 
is “a dynamic, interactive infuence process among individuals in groups for which 
the objective is to lead one another to the achievement of group or organizational 
goals” (Pearce & Conger, 2003, p. 1). Leadership is shared in many work groups 
(Wang et al., 2014). Te concept of leadership will be explored in greater depth in 
the next chapter. 

One beneft of self-managing work teams is they reduce the feeling of a lack of 
control that often causes stress for employees. Lack of control is particularly common 
in lower-level jobs or in highly structured organizations. Jobs that are so constrained 
and so rule-driven that employees are unable to have any sort of input in work deci-
sions and procedures are likely to be stress inducing, particularly for those workers 
who want to have some input (see Dwyer & Ganster, 1991). 

Research indicates that providing workers with a sense of control over their work 
environment, through techniques such as giving them a voice in decision-making 
processes or allowing them to plan their own work tasks, reduces work stress and 
fatigue and increases job satisfaction (Sonnentag & Zijlstra, 2006). On the other 
hand, some studies suggest that a sense of a lack of control over one’s job may not be 
stressful for many workers (see Carayon, 1994). It may be the case that diferent types 
of workers are more or less concerned with having a sense of control over their jobs 
(recall our discussion in Chapter 8 on the job characteristics model and individual 
diferences in workers’ desire for autonomy). 

team Organization 

Shared Leadership 
where leadership is shared 
among the group members 
rather than being centralized 
in one person 

Lack of control 
a feeling of having little input 
or efect on the job and/or 
work environment; typically 
results in stress 

Teams can also become the main structure of an organization. In team orga-
nizations (Figure 12.3), workers have broadly defned jobs, not the narrowly 
specialized positions common to traditionally structured organizations. Workers 
in a team structure thus know a great deal about the product or goals of the orga-
nization and tend to possess a variety of work-related skills. Tis enables both 
the workers and the organization to adopt new technology readily, to take on 
new projects, and to develop innovative work strategies. A second characteristic of 
team organizations is the collaboration among workers. Rather than each worker 
independently contributing a “piece” to the fnal product, as in a traditional orga-
nization, employees in team organizations share skills and resources, working 
collaboratively to get the job done. Many entrepreneurial “start-up” organizations 
employ a team organization structure, with relatively few members engaging in a 
variety of diferent tasks—all with strong commitment to the primary mission and 
goals of the company. 

Team organizations also place much less emphasis on organizational status than do 
traditional structures. Although team organizations may have a formal project leader 
and supervisors or managers, these workers do not typically possess the “ultimate” 
authority that leaders or managers have in traditional organizations. Each worker 

team Organization 
a nontraditional organizational 
structure consisting of a team 
of members organized around 
a particular project or product 
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 Figure 12.3 A simple team organization. 

is viewed as a knowledgeable and skilled professional who is expected to be self-
motivated and committed to the goals of the organization. 

A fnal characteristic of team organizations is the tendency toward group decision 
making. Often, team organizations make important decisions by consensus. Te lack 
of both hierarchy and formally designated roles means that the structure of a team 
organization is radically diferent from the pyramidal shape of traditional organiza-
tions. We will talk much more about other organizational structures in Chapter 15. 

hr processes applied to teams 

team training 

As organizations rely more and more on work teams, I/O psychologists and HR pro-
fessionals have begun to realize the importance of training aimed at developing the 
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team as a group, rather than the individual focus that is common to most employee 
training programs (Bisbey et al., 2019). Tere is an increase in team training and 
team building, which is distinct from team training and covered in the next section 
(Lacerenza et al., 2018). Team training programs typically have several components 
(Lacerenza et al., 2018). Team training should involve setting goals at the team level, 
evaluating team processes and outcomes, and ensuring psychological safety. Addi-
tionally, there are some important areas to focus on that would fall more under the 
umbrella of team building but are, nonetheless, important for improving team func-
tioning. Te key areas of opportunity that need improvement should be identifed. 
Team members should also engage in discussion over concerns that may hurt team 
efectiveness and develop action plans and accountability to ensure change. As you 
might imagine, team training is critical to certain groups, such as airline cockpit crews 
(Bisbey et al., 2019) and health-care teams (Hughes et al., 2016). Cannon-Bowers and 
Salas (1997) suggested that successful team training should measure both team and 
individual performance, with feedback provided so that team members can learn to 
diagnose and evaluate their own performance within the team. Meta-analytic evidence 
shows that team training has positive efects on team performance (Salas et al., 2008). 

team Building 

Team building is similar to team training but also encourages workers to discuss ways 
to improve their performance by identifying strengths and weaknesses in their inter-
action with one another (Liebowitz & De Meuse, 1982). Although some emphasis is 
put on improving members’ abilities to communicate with one another, greater stress 
is placed on helping the team to achieve performance-related goals. Because of the 
increase in work teams, and because of its focus on improving team dynamics and 
performance, team building is very popular. 

Team building can use existing groups of workers or construct new work teams. Te 
frst session is a diagnostic meeting (Figure 12.4). Often a consultant serves as modera-
tor, while the team discusses its current level of functioning in an unstructured setting. 
Each team member is allowed to present personal views and suggestions for improving 
the team’s performance. Trough this process, the group should eventually agree on 
strategies for implementing positive changes. Subsequent sessions involve evaluating 
and “fne-tuning” new procedures or suggesting alternative approaches. Compared 
with other similar interventions, team building has the largest and most consistent pos-
itive efects on increasing employee job satisfaction and morale (Neuman et al., 1989). 
Two meta-analytic evaluations of the efects of team building found positive relation-
ships between team building and team performance; however, team building worked 
better when the focus of team building was on the skills and roles of team members 
than when it was focused on goal setting or on improving interpersonal relationships 
within the team (Salas et al., 1999; Svyantek et al., 1999). It has been suggested that 
team building may be particularly popular and efective in nonproft organizations to 
build commitment to the shared mission (Lefkowitz, 2016). 

team Building 
a type of team training focused 
on how to improve team 
performance by analyzing 
group interaction 
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Figure 12.4 In team building, groups of employees discuss methods of improving their work. 

Source: Photograph by Jason Goodman, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/Oalh2 
MojUuk). 

With the increase in virtual teams—interdependent work groups that rarely meet 
face-to-face—team building might be a good strategy for bringing team members 
closer together, although evaluation of the team-building program should be done to 
ensure that it is having a positive impact. 

team appraisals 

Te increase in team-based work groups has important implications for the use of 
performance appraisals. It has been argued that true work teams, where workers com-
plete highly interdependent tasks with shared team goals, should be appraised as 
a team, rather than using traditional individual appraisals (Wildman et al., 2011). 
One model suggests that a good appraisal of team performance should assess team 
members’ competencies (knowledge, skills), their team behaviors (efective commu-
nication, collaboration, decision making), and the total team performance (output, 
quality; Reilly & McGourty, 1998). Often, team performance appraisals may require 
team members to evaluate one another, as well as be evaluated by the supervisor or 
leader of the team as a unit. 
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Te shift toward team approaches, as well as the fact that the nature and structure 
of many jobs change quickly over time, presents special challenges to performance 
appraisal. Performance appraisal systems, therefore, need to be subject to constant 
review and revision. Performance appraisal should not be an end product, but should 
be integrated into day-to-day performance, employee development, and the greater 
goals of the organization. Employees need to be active participants in the appraisal 
process if they are to perceive it as fair and have a positive, constructive reaction to 
the appraisals (Meinecke et al., 2017). 

Summary 

An important function in work groups is group decision making, which has several 
advantages and disadvantages over individual decision making. Even as individu-
als, making decisions can be difcult as we are often plagued by decision-making 
heuristics or the tendency to go with our gut rather than following the rational 
decision-making model. Tis concern is more for unprogrammed decisions—those 
without a pre-existing plan or process—rather than structured decisions for which we 
simply follow the organization’s outlined processes and procedures. When it comes 
to working with others, decisions can be made unilaterally, such as a top–down or 
autocratic decision, by vote, as in a democratic decision, or with full agreement, as in 
a consensus decision. 

Although group decision making is slow and confict-ridden, it can lead to high-
quality decisions and greater member satisfaction with and commitment to the 
decision. Decisions in groups can be autocratic, democratic, or consensus-based. A type 
of breakdown in the efectiveness of decision-making groups is termed group polar-
ization. It is the tendency for groups to make more extreme decisions, either more 
risky or more cautious, than individuals. Groupthink is a concurrence-seeking ten-
dency that overrides the ability of a cohesive group to make critical decisions. Related 
to groupthink, team decision making can also sufer from conformity, which can lead 
to poor and maybe even unethical decisions being made because of the tendency to 
conform. A variety of characteristics impact group decision making, including the 
composition of the team and the formation of team mental models. Tips for improv-
ing group decision making include the use of brainstorming, ensuring the team has 
adequate diversity, and stressing the importance of ethical decision making. 

Teams are really situated within organizations and take a couple of common forms 
including project task forces, which are temporary groups designed to solve a specifc 
problem, and self-managing work teams, which are usually long-lasting work teams 
who govern their own work or at least share leadership. Teams can even be used as an 
overall organizational structure. Many of the personnel practices we covered at the start 
of the book are specifcally adapted for teams. We do not cover selection into teams, 
but discuss team training, team building, and team-based performance appraisals. 
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Study Questions and exercises 

1 What is the diference between the rational decision-making model and the intui-
tive model? 

2 How do the approaches to team decision making (autocratic, democratic, consen-
sus) difer in terms of the amount of time they take, the quality of the decision 
they achieve, and the buy-in of team members? 

3 What is meant by group polarization? 
4 Consider the eight symptoms of groupthink. What steps can decision-making 

groups take to try to avoid each of them? 
5 How are self-managing teams diferent from project-task forces? 
6 What is the diference between team training and team building? 

Web Link 

https://donforsythgroups.wordpress.com/ 
A group dynamics site designed to accompany Forsyth’s text on group dynamics. 

Suggested readings 

Group Dynamics: Teory Research and Practice. First published in 1997, this journal 
focuses on research in group processes, much of which has to deal with work groups. 

Chen, A., Treviño, L. K., & Humphrey, S. E. (2020). Ethical champions, emotions, fram-
ing, and team ethical decision making. Journal of Applied Psychology, 105(3), 245. 

Lacerenza, C. N., Marlow, S. L., Tannenbaum, S. I., & Salas, E. (2018). Team develop-
ment interventions: Evidence-based approaches for improving teamwork. American 
Psychologist, 73(4), 517–531. An excellent review of research on strategies and programs 
for developing more highly efective teams. 

Lorscheid, I., & Meyer, M. (2021). Toward a better understanding of team decision pro-
cesses: Combining laboratory experiments with agent-based modeling. Journal of 
Business Economics, 91(9), 1431–1467. 
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Chapter 13 

Infuence, Power, 
and Politics 

Inside Tips 
DEFINING AND DIFFERENTIATING INFLUENCE, POWER, AND POLITICS 

Tis chapter presents and discusses three topics: infuence, power, and organizational 
politics. Although each is a distinct concept, they are also three facets of the same general 
process, for all involve one party trying to afect the behavior of another. However, it is 
important to be able to distinguish between the three. Te diferences are subtle. 

Infuence, power, and politics are extremely signifcant and pervasive processes in all 
work groups and organizations. Power and infuence in particular are important aspects 
of leadership (see Chapter 14) because leaders use their power and infuence to help work 
groups attain their goals. Infuence, power, and politics are also important factors in group 
and team processes, which we discussed in Chapters 11 and 12. For example, confor-
mity to group norms will occur only if the group can infuence members to follow the 
rules. Also, managers can use their power and authority to help resolve conficts among 
group members. Furthermore, group decision making, by its very nature, is a political 
process. Finally, because certain forms of power are linked to the very structure of the 
organizational hierarchy, our discussion in this chapter will provide some groundwork for 
examining organizational structure and culture in Chapter 15. 

As you refect on your work organization, you marvel at how people use their power 
and infuence in their eforts to perform their jobs and to get ahead. You have noticed 
that some high-level executives seem to enjoy the power and control that they have over 
others, and some are very low key in using their power and authority. You notice that 
two managers at the same level in a company still may not be equal in terms of their 
power and infuence. One is more powerful because she is well liked and respected by 
subordinates and superiors and because she understands the politics of the company 
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Ingratiation 
infuencing others by 
increasing one’s personal 
appeal to them 

and knows how to “play the game.” And you don’t even want to get started thinking 
about organizational politics—that’s a whole game unto itself. 

Although infuence, power, and politics are ongoing processes in the day-to-day 
life of any work organization, with important implications for organizational per-
formance and employee satisfaction, social scientists only began to study them in 
the past several decades (Ferris & Hochwater, 2011). Te concepts of infuence, 
power, and politics are also closely intertwined with the topics of group processes and 
leadership that were discussed earlier. For example, individuals in work groups use 
infuence and power to afect and alter the behavior of other members. Leaders also 
use their power and infuence to achieve group goals. Moreover, they must often act 
politically to gain and hold their powerful leadership positions, and individuals may 
also engage in politics to improve their positions in organizations. 

Infuence, power, and politics likewise play major roles in group decision-making 
processes. For example, a powerful, infuential member can have an important impact 
in deciding the courses of action a group will take. Democratic decision making, by 
its very nature, involves political behaviors, such as lobbying for and voting on par-
ticular plans. Moreover, because infuence, power, and politics afect the behavior 
of others, they can help determine the amount of confict and coordination within 
work groups. 

Infuence: the Use of Social Control 

People often attempt to persuade, cajole, convince, or induce others to provide 
assistance, change an opinion, ofer support, or engage in a certain behavior in 
both work organizations and in everyday social life. A study by Kipnis et al. (1980) 
attempted to classify the various infuence tactics used in the workplace by having 
165 lower-level managers write essays describing incidents in which they infuenced 
either their superiors, coworkers, or subordinates. Te 370 tactics were put into 
eight categories: assertiveness, ingratiation, rationality, sanctions, exchanges, upward 
appeals, blocking, and coalitions (see Table 13.1; it is important to note that this 
classifcation includes behaviors that, by our defnitions, would include both infu-
ence and power tactics). 

Ingratiation is a widely used infuence tactic that involves increasing your appeal 
to another person, often by praising or fattering them. Tere is some evidence that 
interviewees use ingratiation in their resumes and job interviews and that it can actu-
ally increase hireability (Peck & Levashina, 2017; Waung et al., 2017). Of course, 
it is important to be subtle and nonobvious when using infuence tactics such as 
ingratiation—skill in social infuence matters (Liu et al., 2014). Other categories 
of infuence include ofering exchanges of favors or threatening the other person 
with negative sanctions, such as a demotion or fring. Te fnal three categories 
of infuence are making appeals to persons higher in the status hierarchy; engag-
ing in behaviors that block, interfere with, or prohibit the others’ work activities; 
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 Table 13.1 Categories of Infuence Tactics 

Assertiveness Exchanges 

Making orders or demands Ofering an exchange of favors 
Setting deadlines and making sure they Reminding another of past favors 

are met Ofering to make some personal sacrifce 
Emphasizing rules that require compliance in exchange for a favour 

Ingratiation Upward Appeals 

Using praise or making the other person Obtaining the support of superiors 
feel important Sending the target person to see superiors 

Showing a need for the other person’s help Filing a report about the target person to 
Being polite and/or friendly superiors 

Rationality Blocking 

Using logic to convince someone else Treatening to stop working with the 
Writing a detailed justifcation of a plan other person 
Presenting information to support a Ignoring the other person or withdrawing 

request along with the request friendship 
Engaging in a work slowdown 

Sanctions Coalitions 

Withholding salary increases Obtaining coworkers’ support for a request 
Treatening to fre someone or to give a Making a request at a formal conference 

poor performance evaluation Obtaining subordinates’ support for a 
Promising or giving a salary increase request 

Source: Kipnis et al., 1980, pp. 445–448. 

or building coalitions by getting the support of coworkers or subordinates. Which 
infuence tactics are the most efective? In terms of upward infuence tactics, subor-
dinates’ use of reasoning, assertiveness, and favor rendering are positively related, but 
bargaining and self-promotion are negatively related to manager reactions (Wayne 
et al., 1997). 

An interesting question about infuence tactics is whether certain tactics work 
diferently for women and people of color compared with White men. In fact, the 
data do suggest that there are some diferences between the efectiveness of cer-
tain infuence tactics for men and women. Lex Smith and her colleagues reviewed 
the research on the topic using meta-analysis to answer this question (Smith 
et al., 2013). Tey categorized certain tactics as agentic and others as communal. 
Agentic characteristics are those that are consistent with the male gender role such as 
independence, assertiveness, and confdence. Communal characteristics are associ-
ated with the female gender role and include collaboration, kindness, and empathy. 
As such, tactics such as assertiveness, sanctions, intimidation, self-promotion, and 
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legitimating are agentic. Ingratiation, personal appeals, consultation, and col-
laboration are categorized as communal. Tere were also gender-neutral tactics 
including rationality, apprising, upward appeals, exchange, coalitions, and inspi-
rational appeals. 

Te results show that there are some diferences, but probably not as many as 
one would expect. Not surprisingly, the research found that men tend to use agentic 
infuence tactics more than communal tactics. But women did not seem to favor 
communal tactics over agentic, using both equally. When it comes to the efectiveness 
of diferent tactics, women who used communal tactics had higher advancement and 
overall efectiveness compared with women who used agentic tactics (Smith et al., 
2013). Tis fnding is quite consistent with what we fnd for leadership. However, 
men’s use of agentic and communal tactics were seen as equally efective (Smith et al., 
2013). Tere were no diferences on the neutral tactics. In sum, although men use 
more agentic tactics, they are equally efective, regardless of tactics used. Women use 
agentic and communal tactics to an equal extent, but are seen as less efective when 
they use agentic characteristics. Another study showed that more feminine women 
are less likely to use any infuence tactics than masculine women, but both masculine 
and feminine individuals who use agentic infuence tactics received lower perfor-
mance appraisal scores (Cheung et al., 2016). 

Do we also see diferences in the efectiveness of tactics when it comes to race? 
Tere is much less work on this topic than gender, but there is some evidence that the 
efectiveness of certain infuence tactics may be diferent for Black employees compared 
with White employees (Houston & Grandey, 2013). Tis research suggests that Black 
men can be stereotyped as angry, unless they use infuence tactics that mitigate that 
stereotype. Tese additional requirements to avoid racial stereotyping can tax emotional 
resources for employees of color (Grandey et al., 2019). Drawing from perspectives on 
leadership, agentic infuence tactics may be particularly risky for Black women because 
they are already stereotyped to be particularly high on the dominance dimension of 
agentic (Livingston et al., 2012; Rosette et al., 2016). In contrast, Asian women are 
stereotyped to be particularly low on the dominance dimension of agentic, although 
quite high on the competent dimension (Rosette et al., 2018; Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 
2010). Asian women, too, can be viewed negatively for using agentic infuence tactics 
because it violates expectations for their race and gender. 

Research has suggested some cross-cultural diferences in the use of infuence tac-
tics. One study showed that conformity may be a low-risk infuence tactic to use 
when interviewing in a cross-cultural context (Derous, 2017). Another study showed 
that U.S. managers rated rational persuasion and exchange as more efective infuence 
tactics, whereas Chinese managers believed that coalition tactics, upward appeals, 
and gifts would be more efective (Fu & Yukl, 2000). However, few diferences in 
preferences for infuence tactics were found between Asian American and Cauca-
sian American managers (Xin & Tsui, 1996). And diferences are not only observed 
between Asians and Whites. Qiadan et al. (2012) found that Arab employees viewed 
ingratiation, pressure, and coalition as more favorable than Jewish employees. Te 
only infuence tactic that was seen as more efective by Jewish employees than Arab 
employees was rational persuasion. 
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Defning Infuence, power, and politics 

In one sense, infuence, power, and politics are similar, because all three involve getting 
others to do something. Tere are, however, some important diferences between them. 

Infuence can be viewed as a form of social control or social power. It is an 
individual’s ability to get another person to perform a certain action. Usually, infu-
ence is exerted by using informal strategies such as persuasion, peer pressure, or 
compliance techniques. For example, an individual might use persuasive infuence 
in trying to obtain a loan from a friend or when attempting to persuade a coworker 
to help complete a work task. Peer pressure infuence might take the form of a 
worker’s plea to a colleague to break a company rule because “everybody does it.” 
Infuence might also involve the use of compliance techniques. For example, an 
executive might use fattery or the ofer of a favor to get a clerical assistant to work 
overtime to fnish producing a report. In this defnition, the term might be called 
“social infuence,” which is a more restricted usage than the more general notion of 
infuence, which is defned as any process of efecting behavioral change in others 
(Allen & Porter, 1983). 

Power in the workplace is a more formal process that can be defned as the use 
of some aspect of a work relationship to force or compel another person to per-
form a certain action despite resistance. For example, a company president can give 
an order to a vice president and expect it to be carried out because of the power 
associated with the status relationship. A safety inspector may be able to demand 
that operators shut down a piece of machinery that has a potentially dangerous 
malfunction by virtue of the person’s position as an acknowledged safety expert. 
Although infuence resides primarily in the individual, power usually derives from 
the relationship between two parties. For example, a coworker might use persuasion 
skills—a form of infuence—to try to get an unmotivated worker to increase work 
output by appealing to the worker to “pull his own weight.” However, a supervisor, 
by virtue of the status relationship that gives the person authority over the worker, 
can use power to order the worker to improve productivity or face the consequences. 
Tus, power resides in the relationship between parties or in their positions, rather 
than in the individuals themselves. 

Organizational politics is a very diferent process that involves any actions 
taken to infuence the behavior of others to reach personal goals. Te one thing 
that distinguishes political behaviors from power and infuence is the fact that 
organizational politics are always self-serving, whereas power and infuence are not 
necessarily self-serving. 

Te following example shows how a person might use infuence, power, and 
politics to achieve a certain outcome: Marilyn James has a problem. Te vacation 
schedules at her company, Mackenzie Electronics, have been set up for several 
months. However, she has just found out that her husband’s vacation will come 
2 weeks earlier than they had anticipated. She now needs to exchange her vacation time 
with Dan Gibbons, who will be taking his vacation during the 2 weeks she needs. 
Marilyn could use infuence by trying to persuade Dan to change his plans; she might 

Infuence 
the ability to use social forces 
to afect the behavior of others 

power 
the use of some aspect of a 
work relationship to compel 
another to perform a certain 
action despite resistance 

Organizational politics 
self-serving actions designed to 
afect the behavior of others to 
achieve personal goals 
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Organizational power 
power derived from a person’s 
position in an organization 
and from control over 
important resources aforded 
by that position 

Individual power 

promise to do him a favor, or she might simply make an appeal to Dan’s generous 
nature and willingness to help. Marilyn would be using power if she ordered a change 
in the vacation schedule, which she could do because she is assistant manager of the 
marketing department, and Dan is a newcomer, far down in the departmental hier-
archy. Finally, she might use politics to get what she wants. Marilyn could encourage 
the marketing director to assign an important project to Dan, saying, “He’s a real 
hard worker, and he deserves to handle this assignment.” Te project would require 
that Dan make a formal presentation on August 24, right in the middle of his vaca-
tion. Later, when Dan mentions that he needs to trade vacation times to work on the 
assignment, Marilyn would be ready to jump right in and ofer to switch. In short, 
Marilyn could use any one of these methods—infuence, power, or politics—to afect 
Dan’s behavior. 

Infuence, power, and politics are pervasive processes in all work organizations 
that involve eforts by some organizational members to control the actions of others. 
However, the means exerted in using each process are quite diferent and, thus, will 
be examined separately. 

power: a Major Force in Work Organizations 

Power, in contrast to infuence, is a more formal force in work organizations that 
derives from an individual’s role or position or from some specifc characteristics 
of the individual, such as work-related expertise or admirable leadership qualities. 
Whereas infuence depends on the skill of the infuencer in afecting another person 
at a particular place or time, power is a consistent force that is likely to work across 
situations and time. In organizations, power is a fairly stable capacity or potential that 
can consistently afect the behavior of others, as long as the power remains with the 
individual (Hocker & Wilmot, 1985). In other words, the use of infuence strategies 
to afect the behavior of others is sometimes successful, but the use of power is almost 
always successful. 

Power Sources 
power derived from personal 
characteristics that are of 
value to the organization, 
such as particular expertise or 
leadership ability 

Stop & Review 
Describe the eight 
categories of infuence 
tactics and give exam-
ples of each. 

Power can take many forms and is derived from a variety of sources that are of two 
main types (Yukl & Falbe, 1991). Most often, power comes from the organization. 
Organizational power comes from an individual’s position in the organization and 
from the control over important organizational resources conveyed by that position. 
Tese organizational resources can be tangible, such as money, work assignments, 
or ofce space, or more intangible, such as information or communication access 
to other people. Individual power is derived from personal characteristics, such as 
particular expertise or leadership ability, that are of value to the organization and its 
members. 
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ClOSe how to resist Social Influence tactics 

Social psychologist Robert Cialdini (2008) has discussed 

the various uses of social infuence tactics by “compli-

ance professionals,” such as salespersons, advertisers, 

and con artists, who are those people whose job it is 

to get others to do something.  Using the technique of 

participant observation, he infltrated such groups by 

posing as a door-to-door vacuum cleaner salesman, a car 

dealer, and a telephone fundraiser. Through his research, 

Cialdini (2008) was able to identify the most frequently 

used infuence tactics. Three of the more common strat-

egies are the reciprocity rule, the rule of commitment 

and consistency, and the scarcity principle. With the reci-

procity rule, a “favor” is done to get something in return. 

The rule of commitment and consistency is used to get 

people to commit to a small initial request and then 

hitting them with a larger request. The most infamous 

example of this is the “foot-in-the-door” tactic used by 

salespersons or people seeking donations. The compli-

ance professional might begin with the question, “You 

are concerned about the plight of the whales, aren’t 

you?” Answering afrmatively commits you to agreeing 

with the next question: “Then you would like to make a 

donation to the Save the Whales Fund, wouldn’t you?” 

The scarcity principle is used to create the illusion of a 

limited supply,  as is done by advertisements that read, 

“Act now, supply is limited.” 

A fourth infuence tactic identifed by Cialdini (2008) 

seems to involve the use of guilt in getting individuals to 

comply with requests. This additional tactic, called the 

“door-in-the-face” technique, is a two-step compliance 

technique that is like using the foot-in-the-door tactic 

in reverse. In using the door-in-the-face technique, the 

infuencer prefaces the real request with a frst request 

that is so large that it is certain to be rejected.  For exam-

ple, an infuencer who wants to borrow $10 from a friend 

will start out asking for a loan of $100. When the exor-

bitant request is denied, the second request, for $10, is 

made, and it seems reasonable by contrast, making the 

friend more likely to grant the $10 loan than he or she 

would have been if the smaller request had been made 

alone. 

Finally, Cialdini (2008) also emphasized the impor-

tance of liking in infuence attempts—we are more eas-

ily infuenced by people we like—and what better way  

for infuence “peddlers” to get you to like them but by  

ingratiation. Research has demonstrated that ingratia-

tion is not only used by salespersons, but is often used  

in the workplace by supervisors to infuence supervis-

ees (Aguinis et al., 1994) and by subordinates to try  

to infuence the promotion process (Thacker & Wayne,  

1995). 

As you can see, all the tactics of infuence men-

tioned by Cialdini (2008) can be used by coworkers or  

bosses to infuence people to do what they might not  

otherwise do. For example, reciprocity is often invoked  

by management after workers are given a cost-of-

living raise. Workers, feeling as if management has just  

done them a favor, may be more compliant than usual,  

even though the raise was tied to some factor other  

than management’s generosity. A company may try to  

use the commitment and consistency rule to increase  

company loyalty and cut down on voluntary turnover.  

For example, each month the company might hold a  

contest in which employees submit essays about why  

the company is a great place to work. Winning essays  

could be published in the company newsletter. This  

may make it tougher for employees to consider leaving  

for work elsewhere, as they have made such a public  

act of loyalty. An organization might employ the scar-

city principle in performance incentive programs by  

Social psychologist Robert Cialdini (2008) has discussed 
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ClOSe (continued) 

encouraging employees to work hard to obtain one of  recognize them. By understanding that people are trying 

to use these strategies to take unfair advantage of you, 

you may be able to resist them simply by seeing such 

obvious exploitation attempts for what they really are. 

a very few rewards. 

Cialdini (2008) maintains that the best way to com-

bat unethical use of infuence tactics is to be able to 

encouraging employees to work hard to obtain one of 

power Bases 
sources of power possessed by 
individuals in organizations 

Coercive power 
the use of punishment or the 
threat of punishment to afect 
the behavior of others 

reward power 
power that results from having 
the ability to ofer something 
positive, such as money or 
praise 

legitimate power 
the formal rights or authority 
accompanying a position in an 
organization 

French and Raven (1959) looked at diferent types of power that they called  power 
bases , which are the sources of a person’s power over others in the organization. Tey 
specifed fve important power bases: coercive power, reward power, legitimate power, 
expert power, and referent power. 

Coercive power is the ability to punish or to threaten to punish others. For exam-
ple, threatening to fne, demote, or fre someone are all means of exercising coercive 
power, as is assigning a person to an aversive work task. An individual may pos-
sess coercive power by holding a position in the organization that allows the person 
to punish others. However, any individual, regardless of position, can use coercive 
power by threatening to harm someone either physically or psychologically with tac-
tics such as damaging a reputation by spreading false rumors. 

We have seen that the use of coercive power, with its punishment and threats of 
punishment, carries certain risks, because it may create anger and resentment in the 
subject. Coercive power must be exercised carefully, with awareness of the poten-
tial strengths and weaknesses of punitive strategies. For example, although coercive 
threats may get quick action, the threatened person may try to retaliate later. Raven 
(1992) said that, if a leader is to use coercive power, the leader must be ready and 
willing to follow through on threats, regardless of the costs involved. Moreover, the 
leader who uses coercive power must be ready to maintain surveillance over the tar-
get, to ensure that the target is behaving appropriately. Tus, when used efectively, 
coercive power can put a drain on the manager who uses it, because the manager 
must constantly watch subordinates to apply sanctions quickly when undesirable 
work behaviors occur. 

In many ways,  reward power is the opposite of coercive power, for, whereas coer-
cive power is the ability to do harm, reward power is the ability to give something 
positive, such as money, praise, promotions, and interesting or challenging work 
assignments. Te ability to reward others is a common source of power in work orga-
nizations, where it often derives from having control over the resources that others 
value. Having the ability to administer pay raises, bonuses, or promotions or assign 
coveted work tasks can be an extremely strong power base. 

Legitimate power involves the formal rights or authority that an individual 
possesses by virtue of a position in an organization. Titles such as manager, shift super-
visor, director, or vice president are all bases for legitimate power. When employees 
carry out a request simply because “the boss” asked them to do it, they are responding 
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to such power. In work organizations, legitimate power is typically combined with 
the reward and coercive power bases. Tat is, most persons with legitimate authority 
also have the power to reward or punish subordinates. Tese three power bases are 
usually, although not always, tied together. Tere can be some rare instances in which 
persons are given some formal position that is not accompanied by reward and coer-
cive power—a position of power in name only. Such is the case of the vice president 
for public afairs in a relatively small insurance company. Te organizational chart for 
this company reveals that this vice president probably lacks much reward or coercive 
power to back up his legitimate title because he is the sole employee in the depart-
ment with no subordinates! Yet there is good evidence that workers respond well to 
persons who possess legitimate power (Hinkin & Schriesheim, 1994; Yukl & Falbe, 
1991), perhaps because most individuals are taught from an early age to respect those 
in authority. 

Expert power is one of the strongest power bases an individual can possess 
because it results from the possession of some special, work-related knowledge, 
skill, or expertise (Figure 13.1). In high-tech organizations or companies that are 
based on knowledge and ideas, such as software development, the development 
of complex drugs and medical devices, and the like, knowledge and expertise are 
valuable commodities. Research has shown that the possession of work-related 
expertise was found to be strongly related to supervisors awarding subordinates pay 
raises (Bartol & Martin, 1990). Expert power is also the source of power behind 
many health-care professionals. For example, you are willing to take the advice of 

Figure 13.1 To be efective, members of a race-car pit crew must be high in expert power. 

Source: Photograph by Andrew Roberts, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/6lqk_ 
bNnw_c). 

expert power 
power derived from having 
certain work-related 
knowledge or skill 
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referent power 
power resulting from the fact 
that an individual is respected, 
admired, and liked by others. 

a physician because you believe that this individual has some special knowledge 
concerning your health. 

A very diferent type of power base is referent power, which develops because 
an individual is respected, admired, and liked by others. Because the person is liked 
or admired, workers respond to the person’s wishes in an efort to please the person 
and to gain favor. Te most dramatic illustration of referent power is the charismatic 
political leader who can spur an entire population to action merely because of their 
admiration and respect for that person (see Chapter 14). Certain leaders in work 
settings may also have a strong referent power base and thus be very infuential in 
controlling the activities of others. 

Because of the renewed interest in studying organizational power, researchers have 
developed a number of scales to measure the diferent French and Raven power bases 
(Schriesheim et al., 1991). 

One such instrument is presented in Table 13.2; it is designed to be administered 
to workers to assess which power bases are used by their supervisors and helps further 
illustrate these power bases. 

Table 13.2 A Measure of Power Bases 

Instructions: Following is a list of 
statements that may be used in 
describing behaviors that supervisors 
in work organizations can direct 
toward their subordinates. First, 
carefully read each descriptive 
statement, thinking in terms of your 
supervisor. Ten decide to what 
extent you agree that your supervisor 
could do this to you. Mark the 
number that most closely represents 
how you feel. Use the following 
numbers for your answers: 

(5) = strongly agree 
(4) = agree 
(3) = neither agree nor disagree 
(2) = disagree 
(1) = strongly disagree 

My supervisor can: 
(reward power): 
•  increase my pay level 
•  influence my getting a pay raise 
•  provide me with special benefits 
• influence my getting a promotion 

(coercive power): 
•  give me undesirable job assignments 
•  make my work difficult for me 
•  make things unpleasant here 
•  make being at work distasteful 

(legitimate power): 
• make me feel that I have commitments to meet 
•  make me feel like I should satisfy my job 

requirements 
•  give me the feeling I have responsibilities 

to fulfll 
•  make me recognize that I have tasks to 

accomplish 

(expert power): 
•  give me good technical suggestions 
•  share with me his or her considerable 

experience and/or training 
•  provide me with sound, job-related advice 
•  provide me with needed technical 

knowledge 

(referent power): 
•  make me feel valued 
•  make me feel like he or she approves of me 
•  make me feel personally accepted 
•  make me feel important 

Source: Hinkin & Schriesheim, 1989. 
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In sum, the diferent power bases indicate that power can indeed take many 
forms and arise from many sources. For example, expert power and referent power 
reside within the individual and, thus, are forms of individual power. More often 
than not, legitimate, reward, and coercive power are derived from organizational 
rather than personal sources and, thus, are types of organizational power. As you 
might expect, the various power bases can combine to further increase an indi-
vidual’s power in an organization. At the same time, possession of certain power 
bases, coupled with the efective use of infuence tactics (e.g., assertiveness, ingra-
tiation, upward appeals), can even further increase the power an individual wields 
in a group or organization (Brass & Burkhardt, 1993). A great deal of research has 
been conducted on power dynamics, or on how the diferent power bases operate 
in work settings and how they afect work outcomes. Let’s explore power dynamics 
in work organizations. 

Power Dynamics in Work Organizations 

Te topic of power in work settings is an important one, and research on the topic 
has increased, particularly on the dynamics of power in work organizations (Tarakci 
et al., 2016). For example, researchers have investigated such issues as the distribu-
tion of power in organizations, the attempts of organizational members to increase 
power, power and dependency relationships, and the efects of power on important 
organizational outcomes, specifcally job performance and satisfaction. 

Diferences in Power Distribution 

We know that power, because of its many forms, is unevenly distributed in work set-
tings. Usually, organizations are arranged in a power hierarchy, with people at the upper 
levels possessing great power and those at the bottom having relatively little power. 
However, individual diferences in the expert and referent power bases ensure that no 
two people, even those at the same status level, have exactly equal power. Terefore, 
although persons high in the hierarchy tend to possess more power than those at lower 
levels, even a low-ranking member can wield considerable power because of personal 
sources of power, such as expert power and referent power. 

McClelland (1975) and others (Winter, 1973) have shown that people place dif-
ferent values on the gain and use of power, with some people being high in the need 
for power and others having a low need for power (see Chapter 7). Tus, organiza-
tions may have some individuals who are “power hungry” and others who have little 
interest in gaining much power. However, although people may difer in their needs 
for power, once individuals have obtained power, they are usually reluctant to give it 
up (Kipnis, 1976). Perhaps this is what underlies the common notion that power can 
be “intoxicating” or “addicting.” Tis makes sense, because it is power that enables 

Stop & Review 
Name and describe 
three infuence tactics 
identifed by Cialdini. 
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Coalition 
a group of individuals who 
band together to combine 
their power

 Stop & Review 
Name and describe the 
fve French and raven 
power bases. 

organizational members to satisfy their various work-related goals. Does possession 
of power “corrupt”? Evidence suggests that, when people are given more power, they 
may tend to behave in self-serving ways (Mitchell et al., 1998). 

Ways to Increase Power 

One way for an organizational member to increase power is to gain work-related 
expertise or knowledge (Tarakci et al., 2016). Learning to solve complex problems, 
being able to operate or repair sophisticated machinery, and knowing complicated 
procedures are all linked to an expert power base. Low-power individuals may also 
increase their organizational power by developing a relationship with a higher-ranking 
member (Bartol & Martin, 1988). Protégés often beneft from their association with 
a mentor, leading to greater organizational status and power (see Chapter 6). In fact, 
it has been shown that networking within the organization, and even simply pos-
sessing knowledge of important social networks in the organization, are related to an 
individual’s possession of power (Krackhardt, 1990). 

Low-ranking members may also gain power by forming a coalition, which 
involves a group of workers banding together to achieve common goals (Bacharach & 
Lawler, 1998). A coalition can be a powerful force because of its ability to slow or 
shut down organizational operations. A group of low-level workers acting together 
as a unit can become powerful by sheer virtue of their numbers. In other words, a 
few workers may be easily replaced, but an entire line of workers cannot. A strong 
coalition can be created when employees join a union, which can exercise its power 
by threatening to strike or by actually striking. Generally, the larger the coalition, the 
greater its power. Tere can indeed be “power in numbers.” 

Power and Work Outcomes 

Te possession and use of power bases can be directly related to important organiza-
tional outcomes such as performance and job satisfaction. For example, expert power 
is generally related to efective job performance (Bachman et al., 1968) because 
expert power is based on knowing how to do the job. Greater leader expert power is 
also related to higher levels of organizational citizenship behaviors (OCBs; Reiley & 
Jacobs, 2016). Referent power, on the other hand, is consistently linked to member 
satisfaction with the person wielding the power (Carson et al., 1993). Tis should 
not be surprising, because referent power results from subjects’ willingness to submit 
to the power of someone they admire and respect. In contrast, coercive power tends 
to decrease the attractiveness of the power wielder and may lead to decreased job 
satisfaction in work group members. Te use of coercive power by supervisors may 
also inhibit employee creativity and innovation (Rousseau & Aubé, 2018). Moreover, 
the use of coercive power may erode the individual’s referent power base. In other 
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words, we lose respect for people who consistently punish or threaten us. In prac-
tice, the exercise of coercive power more often involves threats of punishment rather 
than actual punishment. Although drastic threats can be efective means for gaining 
compliance, the person who makes such threats runs the risk of having someone “call 
their bluf ” and refuse to comply. Te exerciser is now faced with a dilemma: if the 
person does not follow through with the punishment, some coercive power will be 
lost, because the subject learns that it is an empty threat. 

On the other hand, the exerciser who administers the punishment risks infuriat-
ing or, in the case of threats of dismissal, losing the employee. In many instances, 
the use of coercive power is a no-win situation. Although it may be used to threaten 
workers into higher levels of performance, satisfaction is likely to decrease, and the 
organization may lose in the long run through increases in voluntary absenteeism and 
turnover in the dissatisfed workforce. It is probably for these reasons that studies of 
practicing managers indicate that coercive power is the least used of the fve power 
bases (e.g., Stahelski et al., 1989). 

The Power Corollary 

One aspect of power dynamics is known as the power corollary (Robbins, 1979), 
which states that, for every use of power, there is a tendency for a corollary use of 
power—a return power play by the subject (“for every action there is a reaction”). 
In other words, when people are the subject of an obvious power play, they tend 
to try to assert their own power. According to French and Raven (1959), this 
is why it is important to possess a legitimate power base when exercising other 
power bases, particularly coercive power, for the combination will limit the form 
a corollary use of power can take. For example, if a coworker tries to use coercive 
tactics on you, you might respond in kind, with threats of your own. However, 
if the person using coercive power is your supervisor, your response options are 
limited. In other words, it is unlikely that you will directly threaten someone who 
has legitimate authority. 

Power and Leadership 

Te concepts of power and leadership are closely intertwined. Leaders use their power 
to help followers attain desired goals. Ideally, to be efective, a leader should possess 
a number of power bases. Having high levels of all fve would be ideal (although it 
may often be rare), because the various power bases often complement one another 
(Raven et al., 1998). As we have seen, legitimate power tends to validate the use of 
reward and coercive power. Expert power should also exist in legitimate power posi-
tions, because the most qualifed persons are usually the supervisors. If a work group 
is committed to doing a good job, and if it has a leader who is high in legitimate and 

power Corollary 
the concept that, for every 
exercise of power, there is a 
tendency for the subject to 
react with a return power play 
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reward power and who has the expert power to lead a group to high levels of produc-
tivity, the leader is likely to develop a strong referent power base as well. Conversely, 
because of their strong admiration for a leader with referent power, followers may also 
assume the leader has expertise (Podsakof & Schriesheim, 1985). 

Power and Teams 

In the same way that power is inherent in leadership (see the “Applying I/O Psychol-
ogy” box), power always exists in groups and teams. In some teams, there is a clear 
leader who holds more power than the rest of the team members. In other types of 
teams, such as self-managing work teams, power is supposed to be shared among 
the team members. A team, as a whole, also holds a certain amount of power in 
the organization compared with other teams. Interestingly, unlike leadership, most 
research suggests that power corrupts teams. Greer and her colleagues have shown 
that teams that control more resources (a source of power) end up with more team 
confict, and, as a result, high-power teams perform worse than low-power teams 
(Greer et al., 2011). 

Power distribution on the team can also create concerns such that teams with an 
unequal distribution of power among team members tend to have lower team per-
formance (Greer et al., 2017). Teams with unequal dispersion of power tend to have 

Figure 13.2 Teams with more equal power and shared leadership tend to be more efective and 
have greater gender equality. 

Source: Photograph by Windows, found on Unsplash (windows-p74ndnYWRY4-unsplash). 
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power struggles and are less efective at engaging in confict resolution (Greer & van 
Kleef, 2010). Te increased confict on teams with unequal power results in lower team 
efectiveness. Tis negative relationship between power dispersion and team outcomes 
is afected by other aspects of the team. For example, teams that have unequal power 
distribution and also have membership instability and skill diferentiation are more 
likely to have confict (Greer et al., 2018). So, what is a team to do? Te simple answer 
is to create teams that have more equal distributions of power (Figure 13.2). Not only 
does shared leadership in teams make teams more efective, but it has been argued that 
it can also create greater gender equality (Lacerenza et al., 2018). 

A  P P  lY I N  g  I / O  P  S  Y  C H O  l  O  g  Y  

empowerment 
the process 
by which 
organizational 
members can 
increase their 
sense of power 
and personal 
control in the 
work setting 

the empowerment process: a Key to Organizational Success 

A major focus of research in the past two decades has 

centered on the notion of empowerment, which is the 

process by which organizational members are able to 

increase their sense of power and personal control in 

the work environment. Workers can be empowered by 

managers or other persons in authority positions or by 

increasing important work-related skills or responsibili-

ties. A manager can empower subordinates by giving 

them some decision-making power or assigning some 

legitimate power, but workers can also be empowered 

when conditions in the work environment that make 

them feel powerless are removed. Individual workers 

can also become empowered by developing a sense of 

self-efcacy, which is, as we saw earlier, a belief in one’s 

abilities to engage in courses of action that will lead 

to desired outcomes. Other ways in which leaders can 

empower workers include the following: 

Express confdence in subordinates’ abilities and hold 

high expectations concerning their performance— 

Considerable evidence suggests that supervisors 

who have high expectations about their work group’s 

performance may subtly communicate these feel-

ings to the workers and thus positively infuence 

their behavior (Eden & Shani, 1982). We saw this 

in Chapter 10 in the discussion of the Pygmalion 

efect, and there is good evidence that leaders can 

signifcantly afect followers’ performance by hold-

ing and communicating positive expectations about 

their performance (Avolio et al., 2009). 

Allow workers to participate in decision-making pro-

cesses—Workers who share in decision making are 

more committed to the chosen courses of action (see 

Chapter 12). 

Allow workers some freedom and autonomy in how they 

perform their jobs—For example, let workers be cre-

ative or innovative in work methods. The job enrich-

ment programs discussed in Chapter 8 can empower 

workers by giving them increased responsibility over 

how their jobs are performed and evaluated. 

Set inspirational and/or meaningful goals—Again, there 

is considerable evidence that goal setting is an impor-

tant motivational strategy (see Chapter 7). 

Use managerial power in a wise and positive man-

ner, such as limiting the use of coercive tactics— 

Our discussion of the use of diferent power bases 

emphasized that coercive power can lead to dissat-

isfaction in the targets of the power and a reduction 

in the power user’s referent power base. By con-

trast, reward, expert, and referent power bases allow 

workers greater choice and fexibility in following 
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A  P P  lY I N  g  I / O  P  S  Y  C H O  l  O  g  Y  

(Continued) 

the power user. They can decide to strive for the 

reward, or they can choose to follow someone who 

is knowledgeable or admired. These are generally 

more efective strategies for achieving positive work 

group outcomes. 

The empowerment process can have positive efects 

on organizational outcomes. For example, empowering 

workers can help lessen the impact of demoralizing orga-

nizational changes. If workers feel that they have some 

sort of personal control over aspects of the work environ-

ment, and if they have had a say in some of the organiza-

tional changes, they can more easily adapt to and accept 

the changes (greenberger & Strasser, 1986). Empowered 

workers may be more satisfed, less prone to leave the 

organization (Dewettinck & Van Ameijde, 2011), and 

better able to deal with certain types of organizational 

stress (Spreitzer, 1996), particularly stress that results 

from a sense of lack of control or from job uncertainty. 

There is considerable evidence that empowerment and 

feelings of self-efcacy play an important role in moti-

vating workers to achieve challenging work-related goals 

(gist, 1987), especially if they have a hand in setting the 

goals and feel that the goals are within reach. In addition, 

empowered workers are more likely to persist at a task 

despite difcult organizational or environmental obsta-

cles (Block, 1987). Empowered workers are also more cre-

ative and innovative (Shin, 2015). Finally, empowerment 

may be related to future career development and career 

success of workers (london & Beatty, 1993). 

Stop & Review 
Outline three strategies 
for increasing power in 
organizations. 

Organizational politics 

Te use of politics occurs daily at all levels of all organizations (Ferris & Treadway, 
2012). For example, a qualifed individual is passed over for a promotion that goes 
to a coworker who is clearly less qualifed; organizational members say that it was a 
political decision. Two ofce workers who have a history of never getting along sud-
denly fle a joint formal complaint about a mutually disliked supervisor; observers 
explain that their collaboration is due to ofce politics. A junior-level manager gives 
up a planned weekend trip to stay at home and take care of the boss’s dog while the 
executive is out of town. Te manager’s motivation? Obviously political. Anyone who 
has had the chance to observe the operations of an organization has seen organiza-
tional politics in action. 

Although the study of organizational politics is relatively new in industrial/organi-
zational psychology, research interest in the topic is growing rapidly (Chernyak-Hai 
& Rabenu, 2018). Tis makes sense because politics in organizations is quite com-
mon, occurs at all levels, and can have serious efects on job performance, satisfaction, 
and turnover (Munyon et al., 2015). However, before we begin to explore the efects 
of organizational politics, we must start by clearly defning the term. 
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Defning Organizational Politics 

Earlier defnitions stated that organizational politics involved the self-serving, or 
selfsh, use of power or infuence to achieve desired outcomes. Tis covers a very 
wide range of behaviors; in fact, just about any behavior can be interpreted as being 
political. Typically, the types of political behaviors in which we are interested involve 
the use of power or infuence that is not a part of one’s position or role within the 
organization (Mayes & Allen, 1977). Because political behaviors are not “sanctioned” 
by the organization, it is assumed that organizational politics are bad or harmful 
to the organization’s functioning, but this is not always true. Although a worker 
may act politically to satisfy selfsh goals, using means that are not considered to be 
acceptable organizational procedures, the outcome might actually be favorable to the 
organization (Cropanzano & Grandey, 1998). In other words, political behaviors 
sometimes lead to successful organizational outcomes. Such behavior might be called 
functional politics—behaviors that assist the organization in attaining its goals. On 
the other hand, political behavior that inhibits the attainment of organizational goals 
is dysfunctional politics. Te same political behavior may be either functional or 
dysfunctional, depending on how it afects the goals of the organization. 

Ideally, if political behavior is going to occur in organizations (and it is), it should 
be functional. However, in any organization, some of the political behavior will be 
functional and some will be dysfunctional. Figure 13.3 shows how political behavior 
that operates in the individual’s self-interest can sometimes overlap with the organi-
zation’s goals. Te political behavior that satisfes the goals of both is functional; the 
behavior that satisfes the goals of the individual but not those of the organization is 
dysfunctional. 

Although some of the political behavior that takes place in government and work 
organizations is dysfunctional, oriented toward achieving personal goals to the detri-
ment of organizational goals, much political behavior is actually functional, helping 
both the individual and the organization achieve respective goals. 

Functional 
Political Behavior 

Organization’s Individual 
Interests and Employee’s 

Goals Interests and 
Goals 

Dysfunctional 
Political Behavior 

Figure 13.3 Political behaviour. 

Source: Sourced from Robbins, 1979, p. 404. 

Functional politics 
political behaviors that help 
the organization to attain its 
goals 

Dysfunctional politics 
political behaviors that detract 
from the organization’s ability 
to attain its goals 
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However, it is the dysfunctional politics that often gain the most attention, because 
they sometimes violate the organization’s codes of ethical and moral behavior. For 
example, in one organization, reporting negative information about another worker 
to management might be considered a breach of ethics, whereas, in another organiza-
tion, such political behavior might be more accepted. In one company, management 
might view workers’ unionization as an acceptable political practice, whereas the 
management of a rival organization might see it as mutiny. 

Employee Perceptions of Organizational Politics 

Research has examined how organizational politics and the political “climate” at 
work are perceived by workers and work teams. First, it is important to emphasize 
that employees tend to view organizational politics negatively—often as a sort of 
necessary “evil,” likely because of its self-serving nature. As a result, perceptions 
of high levels of organizational political behavior, or a climate that seems to toler-
ate politicking, are associated with negative employee outcomes. For example, a 
meta-analysis found that perceptions of politics led to decreased levels of job satis-
faction, commitment, task performance, and organizational citizenship behaviors. 
Tere were also increased employee perceptions of “strain” and intention to turnover 
(Chang et al., 2009). Figure 13.4 shows a model of how employee perceptions of 
negative politics impact stress/strain and morale, which in turn lead to negative 
work outcomes. 

As the meta-analysis suggests, for many workers, organizational politics is seen as 
a signifcant source of stress, and highly political organizations can experience high 
levels of turnover and job dissatisfaction (Poon, 2003). 

Other workers seem to truly enjoy engaging in organizational politics. Although 
lower-level employees may view politics as an additional burden, managers tend 
to view organizational politics as “part of the job” (Ferris et al., 1996). Employees 
at diferent levels of the organization also seem to perceive politics diferently. 
One study found that top-level managers and lower-level employees believed that 
there was less politicking going on in their organizations than did managers at the 
middle levels (Parker et al., 1995). In addition, there may be cultural variations 

Figure 13.4 Model of efects of perceptions of politics on employee outcomes. 
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in reactions to organizational politics. For example, Israeli workers appear to be 
more tolerant of high levels of organizational politicking than British workers 
(Vigoda, 2001). 

Types of Political Behaviors 

Political behavior was defned as any self-serving behavior. Tis means that 
politics includes many diferent types of behaviors. To better understand orga-
nizational politics, it is important to have some scheme for classifying political 
behaviors. Farrell and Petersen (1982) have suggested that political behaviors 
can be grouped along three dimensions: internal–external, lateral–vertical, and 
legitimate–illegitimate. 

Te internal–external dimension refers to whether political behavior involves only 
members of the organization or if it extends beyond the boundaries of the organiza-
tion to include outside people and resources. Examples of external political behaviors 
would be bringing a lawsuit against an organization or an organizational member, 
consulting with members of competitor organizations, or leaking secret company 
information to the press. Te lateral–vertical dimension concerns whether the politi-
cal behavior occurs between members of the same status within the organization or 
if it crosses vertical status levels. Political behaviors involving superiors and subordi-
nates would be an example of vertical politics, whereas two coworkers campaigning 
for the same promotion are engaging in lateral politics. If a subordinate bypasses the 
typical chain of command and goes to someone higher in the organization to com-
plain about an immediate supervisor, this is vertical politics. Several coworkers of the 
same status who form a coalition are engaging in lateral politics. Te third dimension 
is whether a particular political behavior is legitimate or illegitimate. Tis legitimate– 
illegitimate dimension concerns whether the behavior is “normal everyday” politics or 
some extreme form of political behavior that violates the generally accepted “rules of 
the game.” As mentioned earlier, organizations and work groups establish their own 
codes of what is appropriate, or legitimate, and what is unacceptable, or illegitimate. 
Illegitimate political behavior is most likely to be used by alienated members of the 
organization who feel that they have no other alternatives and nothing to lose, such 
as a worker who is about to be fred. For example, slowing down work output—rate 
setting—may be a legitimate form of political behavior in many organizations, 
whereas sabotage, such as purposely breaking an important piece of work equipment, 
will always be considered illegitimate. 

Interestingly, the distinction between whether a particular political behavior 
is legitimate or illegitimate, acceptable or unacceptable, good or bad is in large 
part a value judgment. Te same type of behavior may be considered unaccept-
able in one situation, but acceptable when performed in another. Te same basic 
process can thus be perceived as either good or bad, depending on the timing, the 
circumstances, and the people involved (see Table 13.3 and the “On the Cutting 
Edge” box). 
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Table 13.3 Organizational Political Behaviors: The good, The Bad, and The Ugly 

Good Bad Ugly 

Forming coalitions Striking Rioting 
Blame placing (pointing out who is Passing the buck (avoiding Scapegoating (blaming an individual 

legitimately at fault) personal blame) who is likely not at fault) 
Image building (making yourself Discrediting others (pointing out Mudslinging (bringing up negative and 

look good by emphasizing your others’ faults so that you look possibly false information about 
positive attributes) good in comparison) another person) 

Making demands and bargaining Blackmailing Sabotaging 
Limiting communication Withholding information Lying 
Refusing to comply Stalling “Stonewalling” 
Forming alliances Displaying favoritism “Brown-nosing” 

O  N  t h e  C U t t i n g  e D  g e :  h O  W  t  O  S  e l l  y  O U  r  I S S U  e  S  

application of Influence and politics: learn to Sell your Ideas 

An understanding of infuence tactics can be useful 

if you have a great idea at work and you want to per-

suade others to buy in to your idea—a process called 

issue-selling (Dutton & Ashford, 1993). Jane Dutton, 

Sue Ashford, and their colleagues have done multiple 

qualitative studies on the ways that individuals success-

fully sell their ideas in organizations. Through inter-

views, they have identifed several factors that are often 

considered when individuals try to sell their ideas. For 

example, individuals may consider whether selling an 

issue would make them politically vulnerable, such as 

when an issue might imply criticism of leadership (Dut-

ton et al., 1997). If you are unsuccessful in selling your 

issue and have just publicly criticized your boss, you 

could elicit retaliation. 

In addition, they learned the types of strategies that 

are most likely to be efective in persuading others. One 

important fnding from their research is that packag-

ing and presentation greatly afect the success of ideas. 

More successful sellers often tie their ideas to other 

strategic imperatives in the organization (Dutton et al., 

2001). Further, they might bundle one issue with oth-

ers to make it more appealing (Dutton & Ashford, 1993). 

Another important piece of advice is that selling ideas 

requires preparation, preparation, and more preparation 

(Dutton et al., 2001). But, in order to prepare, you have 

to understand what to prepare. 

This can be grouped into three categories: (1) stra-

tegic issues, such as how to link your idea to larger 

organizational goals; (2) relational issues, such as who 

is afected by the issue, who else might back the idea, 

or who is likely to object; (3) normative issues, such as 

the preferred types of data or modes of communication 

typically used in your team or organization. Ashford and 

Detert (2015) ofer seven practical tips to get others to 

buy into your idea: 

1 Consider your audience 

When it comes to selling your ideas, this can be one 

of the most important steps. What are the goals and 

values of the person you are trying to persuade? 

When choosing how to pitch an idea to someone, 
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(  C  O N  t  I N U  e  D  )  

focus on the arguments that would be most appeal-

ing to that audience. 

2 align with strategy 

Organizations have many competing priorities. How 

can you be sure that yours rises to the top? Tie your 

issue to the organization’s top strategic imperatives. 

Frame your issue by starting with the strategic goal 

it relates to and then explain how your idea fts with 

that goal. 

3 Keep emotions in check 

Issue sellers can use their own emotions to increase 

the impact of their argument. However, be careful 

how your emotions are perceived. You want to sound 

passionate about your idea, rather than angry with 

the current situation. If you let your emotions get 

away from you, they can make you less infuential. 

Consider that your appeal may also afect the emo-

tions of decision makers. So, think about what emo-

tions you do and don’t want to elicit in them. 

4 time it right 

A great idea can be rejected if there are more press-

ing issues at the moment. Or there may be certain 

employees who you know will block the idea, so you 

can consider whether you want to wait until those 

individuals have left the organization. Notice when 

other people are starting to care about your issue 

and use that timing to increase your efectiveness. 

5 Involve others 

More often than not, there is strength in numbers, 

so consider the ideas shared earlier in this chapter 

about coalition building. Having more people back-

ing your ideas can create energy around your idea 

and communicate that this issue is important to 

many people. Consider bringing experts into your 

coalition to increase your credibility. 

6 remember group norms 

Every organization is diferent in terms of how it 

prefers to receive information or how it reacts to dif-

ferent infuence techniques. Does your organization 

tend to be formal? Or are you better of proposing 

your idea in casual conversation? Understanding 

these norms can help you come up with the best 

approach to selling your idea. 

7 provide solutions 

Rather than approaching a decision maker with more 

problems for them to solve, consider focusing on the 

solutions that you bring. Where will you get the money 

for your idea? How will you fnd time to make it hap-

pen? If you don’t have the solution, consider suggest-

ing that a task force is formed to solve the issue. 

One particular political behavior that has received a great deal of attention is 
termed “whistle-blowing.” Whistle-blowing is when employees convey criticisms 
about their organization’s policies and practices to persons or authorities outside 
the organization (Perry, 1998). (Note that, in Farrell and Petersen’s scheme, whistle-
blowing is external political behavior.) Typically, whistle-blowers believe that the 
organization’s practices are illegal, immoral, or illegitimate, regardless of whether 
the criticisms are indeed valid (Johnson, 2003). Well-known instances of whistle-
blowing include employees of chemical companies who have reported instances of 
dumping of hazardous waste; Enron employees who exposed the company’s fnancial 

Whistle-Blowing 
political behavior whereby an 
employee criticizes company 
policies and practices 
to persons outside the 
organization 
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 Stop & Review 
Distinguish between 
functional and dysfunc-
tional political behavior 
and give examples of 
each. 

scandals; a stafer who exposed the FBI’s slow actions in dealing with terrorists prior 
to the 9/11 attacks; and exposures of the criminal activities of politicians by members 
of their ofce stafs. 

Whistle-blowing is a particularly complicated form of organizational politics. Te 
whistle-blower may face an ethical dilemma between doing what he or she believes 
to be right and hurting a company toward which the worker may feel a sense of 
loyalty and commitment by exposing the company to possible fnes, sanctions, and 
costs (Jubb, 1999). Moreover, there is the possibility that the organization will retali-
ate against the whistle-blower. For this reason, in the U.S., the United Kingdom, 
Canada, and India, there are laws that partially protect whistle-blowers. Of course, 
disgruntled employees may fle false complaints as a way of getting back at the com-
pany that they feel has wronged them. 

Not surprisingly, it has been found that employees in organizations that have 
policies encouraging whistle-blowing and workers whose supervisors support their 
whistle-blowing have greater instances of reporting inappropriate company practices 
to external agencies (Kaptein, 2011a, 2011b). In addition, workers who have strong 
values are more likely to whistle-blow (Sims & Keenan, 1998). One author has 
advised HR departments to have whistle-blowing policies and procedures in place 
for the beneft of all concerned (Lewis, 2002). 

Whistle-blowing is only one type of organizational politics, but it is one that 
receives a great deal of attention because it involves parties outside the organization 
(often the press or consumer protection agencies) and because of the ethical and 
loyalty implications of whistle-blowing. Interestingly, many organizational politi-
cal behaviors, such as whistle-blowing, are labeled using slang terminology (see 
Table 13.3). 

Consequences of Organizational Politics 

Because organizational politics can be functional or dysfunctional—either helping 
the organization achieve its performance-related goals or hindering it—connections 
between politics and productivity are not straightforward (Figure 13.5). Clearly, if 
too much dysfunctional politicking is occurring in an organization, it will have a 
negative efect on work group productivity. In extreme cases, employees may spend 
so much time politicking that they spend little time doing their work. However, at 
least one study suggests that organizational politics are positively related to work per-
formance if workers and supervisors share similar goals (Witt, 1998). 

Te relationship between organizational politics and job satisfaction is a bit 
clearer. Research has shown a fairly consistent negative relationship between 
political behaviors and job satisfaction (Larwood et al., 1998). In addition, orga-
nizational politics is negatively related to commitment and to the incidence of 
organizational citizenship behaviors (Shore & Wayne, 1993). Low levels of orga-
nizational politics are also associated with better organizational communication 
(Rosen et al., 2006). Finally, organizational politics may be positively related to 
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Figure 13.5 Organizational politics can lead to employee stress. 

Source: Photograph by JeSHOOTS, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/-2vD8 
lIhdnw). 

both absenteeism and turnover, as workers in highly political work environments 
get tired of the “political games” and call in sick or begin to look for work else-
where (Cropanzano et al., 1997). 

Individual Diferences in Political Behavior 

It is clear that politics can be stimulated by a number of factors in work organiza-
tions and that political behaviors take many forms. First, there is little doubt that 
there are individual diferences in workers’ tendencies to engage in organizational 
politicking, as well as their tolerance for it (Kacmar & Baron, 1999). It has been 
suggested that, given the fact that political behavior is so common in organizations, 
wise employees need to develop their “political skill” (Ferris et al., 2000). In fact, 
with increased use of teams, the overlapping and interdependent nature of jobs, 
as well as increasing job ambiguity and the great mobility of workers today, it is 
likely that political skill is even more important today than it was when jobs and 
organizations were more stable and predictable. A review and meta-analyses suggest 
that employee political skill is related to job satisfaction, organizational commit-
ment, work productivity, organizational citizenship behaviors, and career success 
(Munyon et al., 2015). 
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What are the elements of political skill? It has been suggested that social intel-
ligence, emotional intelligence, and self-efcacy—all constructs that we looked at 
earlier—are important elements of political skill. Another important component of 
political skill is called “tacit knowledge” and refers to what one needs to know to suc-
ceed in a given environment (Sternberg, 2002). Tacit knowledge is related to political 
“savvy” and is often unspoken and needs to be acquired on the job. Scholars have 
developed a measure of political skill, and their research suggests that political skill 
helps people cope with some aspects of work stress and is advantageous for leaders to 
possess (Perrewé et al., 2005). 

Managing Organizational Politics 

An important concern is how to manage organizational politics. In many ways, the 
management of organizational politics is much like the management of confict that 
was discussed earlier: the frst step is simply to know when it occurs. Learning the 
causes of political behavior—particularly factors that are likely to lead to dysfunc-
tional political behavior, such as inappropriate performance measures, inadequate job 
descriptions and procedures, or poor training for new employees—can help to ensure 
that conditions do not encourage too much political behavior. On the other hand, 
a certain amount of politics is natural and may even lead to functional outcomes for 
the organization. Group decision-making processes, workers’ critiques of established 
work procedures and suggestions for alternatives and improvements, and competi-
tion among workers may all result in functional political behaviors and improved 
organizational outcomes. 

One model suggests fve strategies for managing organizational politics (Mayes, 
1995): 

1 Remove ambiguity and uncertainty—Written job descriptions and procedures 
manuals can help clarify jobs and organizational procedures and help eliminate 
some dysfunctional politicking. 

2 Provide “slack” resources—Giving managers slightly more than minimal 
resources (e.g., discretionary funds, extra positions) means that they will not have 
to trade political favors to meet goals. 

3 Create a positive and ethical organizational climate—From the top levels of 
the organization down, executives and managers should encourage a climate that 
discourages negative political behavior. If top-level management is engaging in 
dysfunctional political behavior, lower-level workers will follow their example, 
and vice versa. 

4 Clarify personnel selection and appraisal processes—All personnel decisions 
should be made devoid of politics. 

5 Reward performance, not politics—Workers should not be able to succeed in the 
organization through politics alone. 
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a Contingency approach to Organizational 
power and politics 

Te use and efectiveness of organizational power and politics depend on a number 
of factors. We have seen that individuals vary in their tendencies, abilities, and will-
ingness to use power and politics. Moreover, organizations and work groups difer in 
the extent to which they will allow certain types of power and political maneuvering 
by members (e.g., Near et al., 1993). All of this indicates that power and politics in 
work organizations are extremely complex phenomena that are best explained and 
understood through a contingency approach, which looks at the interaction of char-
acteristics of the individual or group and factors related to the situation in which the 
individual or group is behaving. 

Researchers have attempted to put power and politics into contingency frame-
works. Gray and Ariss (1985) proposed that politics varies across the stages of an 
organization’s “life cycle.” Tat is, the political behaviors observed in a very new 
organization (termed the “birth and early growth stage”) are very diferent from those 
occurring in a more “mature,” established organization. According to this model, 
appropriate political behaviors are critical for success in managing an organization 
efectively. Te manager must be able to adapt political strategies to those appropri-
ate to the organization and its particular life cycle stage (see also Mintzberg, 1984; 
Salancik & Pfefer, 1977). For example, in the earliest stages of an organization, the 
manager is actually the entrepreneur who founded the organization. At this point, 
the manager should wield absolute power, controlling and distributing resources as 
the manager sees ft. Te entrepreneur-manager also controls decision-making power 
and aligns the organization’s goals with the manager’s self-interest. In other words, the 
organization is created in the image and likeness of the manager. As the organization 
moves toward maturity, the manager will switch to more of a “bargaining” political 
strategy of exchanging resources for favors. 

In another contingency approach, Cobb (1984), building on the work of Porter 
et al. (1981), proposed an “episodic model of power” that examines power epi-
sodes, or the use of power in actual work settings (see Figure 13.6). Te episodic 
model includes consideration of aspects of the exerciser, or agent, of power and 
the subject, or target, as well as elements of the power situation. For example, in 
trying to understand the use of power, this model looks at three factors related to 
the agent of power. 

Te frst, psychological orientation, is the motivation to use power. Te second, 
political skills, is the agent’s understanding of organizational politics and her or his 
ability to act politically. Finally, personal power base is the amount and type(s) of 
power a person possesses. Te model also considers two factors related to the target 
of power: the readiness to act and the ability to act. Readiness is defned as the extent 
to which the target is inclined to act in a manner consistent with the agent’s desires. 
Ability is whether the target can indeed perform the act the agent desires. Finally, 
this model looks at the power situation, examining whether the “power episode” 
occurs in the context of the formal organization, the informal organization, or both. 
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 Stop & Review 
Name and defne the 
three power agent fac-
tors that afect the use 
of power in the episodic 
model of power (Cobb, 
1984). 

Figure 13.6 Factors considered in Cobb’s episodic model of power. 

Source: Found in Cobb, 1984. Reprinted by permission of the Academy of Management. 

If the power episode is a formal situation, the agent’s legitimate power and authority 
will likely play a greater role in infuencing the target than will the agent’s political 
skills. However, if the situation is informal, the agent’s infuence skills may be more 
important than legitimate power bases. Tis model thus attempts to integrate the 
scattered research on power in organizations to ofer a broad and complex approach 
to understanding power dynamics. 

In sum, the topics of power and politics are very important to understanding the 
dynamics of work groups, and particularly the relationships between leaders and fol-
lowers. Power and politics are complex, but they are ongoing and critical processes in 
helping us to understand human behavior in organizations. 

Summary 

Infuence, power, and politics are important processes in work groups and organi-
zations. Infuence is the use of informal social strategies to get another to perform 
specifc actions. Power is the use of some aspect of a social relationship to compel 
another to perform an action despite resistance. Organizational politics is the use of 
power to achieve selfsh, or self-serving, goals. A wide variety of infuence tactics are 
commonly employed in work organizations. One such strategy, ingratiation, occurs 
when an individual tries to infuence others by increasing personal appeal through 
doing favors or through fattery. 
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Tere are fve major power bases, or sources of power: coercive power, which 
involves the use or threat of punishment; reward power, which is the ability to give 
organizational rewards to others; legitimate power, which involves the formal rights 
and authorities that accompany a position; expert power, which derives from an indi-
vidual’s work-related knowledge, skill, or expertise; and referent power, which comes 
from the fact that an individual is respected and admired by others. Research indi-
cates that the various power bases have diferent efects on important organizational 
outcomes, such as work performance and job satisfaction. 

Organizational political behaviors can be divided into two categories. Te frst, 
functional politics, is political behavior on the part of an organizational member that 
helps the organization to attain its goals. Te second, dysfunctional politics, inhib-
its the organization’s goal attainment. Organizational politics arise from a variety 
of sources, including competition for power and resources, subjective performance 
appraisals, delay in measurement of work outcomes, compensation for inadequa-
cies, and increased group decision making. Research has attempted to categorize 
political behaviors and recognize conditions under which they are likely to occur. 
One goal of management is to try to eliminate dysfunctional political behavior by 
eliminating conditions that give rise to it. Te most recent approaches to study-
ing organizational power and politics take a contingency approach, examining the 
interaction of individual power characteristics, the target of the power play, and the 
situational context. 

Study Questions and exercises 

1 In what ways are infuence, power, and organizational politics diferent? In what 
ways are they similar? 

2 Consider the fve power bases described by French and Raven (1959). Give exam-
ples of how a manager might use each to increase work group productivity. 

3 Recall some instances in which you observed power used in a work or social group. 
Which power bases were used in each case? How efective were they in infuencing 
others’ behavior? 

4 What is the distinction between functional and dysfunctional political behavior? 
Give examples of each. 

5 List some of the potential causes of political behaviors. 

Web link 

www.infuenceatwork.com 
A site based on Cialdini’s research on social infuence. 
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Suggested readings 

Cialdini, R. B. (2008). Infuence: Science and practice (5th ed.). Boston, MA: Pearson. An 
enjoyable explanation of how social infuence is used by compliance professionals to afect 
the behavior of others. 

Ferris, G. R., Perrewé, P. L., Ellen, B. P., McAllister, C. P., & Treadway, D. C. (2020). 
Political skill at work: How to infuence, motivate and win support. Boston, MA: 
Nicholas Brealey. Several leading researchers in the area of politics and infuence provide 
strategies for the efective use of politics and power in organizations. 

Kovach, M. (2020). Leader infuence: A research review of French & Raven’s (1959) 
power dynamics. Te Journal of Values-Based Leadership, 13(2), 15. 

Upchurch, D. F. (2021). Te usage of personal power when collaborating with black male 
scholars at a historically black college and university. In G. B. Crosby, K. A. White, 
M. A. Chanay, & A. A. Hilton (Eds.), Reimagining historically black colleges and uni-
versities (pp. 161–171). Bingley, UK: Emerald. 
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chapter 14 

Leadership 

Inside Tips 
UNDERSTANDING LEADERSHIP THEORIES 

Tis chapter presents some of the many theories of leadership in work organizations in 
more or less chronological order, beginning with the earliest (and simplest) theories and 
progressing to the more current (and usually more complex) models. Although each of these 
theories takes a somewhat diferent perspective in examining work group leadership, you 
will fnd common threads. Later theories tend to build on earlier theories and so contain 
some of the same elements, but they are enhanced or looked at in diferent ways. You might 
also notice that diferent theoretical approaches sometimes lead to very diferent interven-
tions to develop leadership. 

Te theories of leadership introduced in this chapter are directly related to topics 
discussed previously. Specifcally, the topic of leadership follows the discussion of group 
processes in Chapters 11 and 12, as the relationship between leaders and other members of 
the work group is itself an important group process. Leadership and the leadership role are 
also linked to organizational communication (Chapter 10), particularly the downward 
fow of communication in organizations. And this chapter also links to our prior discus-
sion of infuence, power, and politics (Chapter 13), for it is clear that the most infuential 
and powerful members of work groups are usually the leaders. 

What Is Leadership? 

Following your recent promotion, you refect and realize that for the frst time you 
feel like you are truly a leader in your organization. Your elation is tempered by 
the fact that with your leadership position come many new responsibilities. Your 
supervisees and others will look to you for guidance, to make decisions, and to settle 
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Leadership 
ability to guide a group toward 
the achievement of goals 

disputes. As you ponder all of this, you wonder, “How can I be the best possible 
leader for my work group and for my company?” 

In Chapter 11, we saw that individuals play various roles in work groups and orga-
nizations. One of these roles is that of leader, which in many groups is viewed as the 
key position. Rightly or wrongly, many people believe that the success or failure of a 
particular group is largely dependent on the leader and the type of leadership dem-
onstrated. Te importance placed on leadership has made it a major topic in politics, 
the military, and work organizations. Organizations spend millions of dollars annu-
ally trying to select managerial personnel who possess the qualities necessary to be 
efective leaders of work groups. Many millions more are spent on training employees 
to be more efective leaders and to develop important leadership characteristics, as we 
saw in Chapter 6 in our discussion of management training. Before we can study the 
qualities of leaders, however, we must frst defne and understand leadership. 

Defning Leadership 

Tere are many defnitions of leadership, but most of these defnitions involve the 
leader using his or her infuence to assist groups in attaining goals. Terefore, for our 
purposes, we will defne leadership as the ability to help direct a group toward the 
attainment of goals. It is important to realize, however, that the process of leadership 
involves leaders and others working together. Often, the leader of a work group is 
the person who holds a particular position or title, such as supervisor, manager, vice 
president, or lead person. But there are such things as informal leaders. Tus, a work 
group leader can be a person with no ofcial title or status. Tese informal leaders 
emerge because they have some characteristics that the group members value. 

Regardless of whether a leader holds a formal leadership role or emerges infor-
mally, a true leader should work with followers, because, together, they strive to attain 
shared goals. Consequently, the fact that a manager or supervisor holds a position of 
responsibility does not necessarily make that person a true leader. Of course, in work 
organizations, a powerful position or title can provide a strong starting point for a 
person to become an efective leader, but a position or title alone will not make an 
efective leader. Terefore, our defnition deals with efective leadership. We may all 
know (or have worked under) managers who were not efective leaders. Tey may 
actually have done nothing to help the group achieve work goals, or they may have 
even hindered the group’s work. Such leaders are “leaders” in name only. Tis chapter 
will concentrate on theories of efective leadership. 

Tere has been a long history of research on and theorizing about leadership, 
and today leadership is one of the most widely studied areas of I/O psychology and 
management. Leadership theories tend to build on one another, with later theories 
using components of earlier models and expanding on or using them in new ways. 
Te discussion will begin with the earliest theories, which are known as universalist 
theories because they were attempts to uncover the universal characteristics of efec-
tive leaders. Te second category consists of behavioral theories, which focus on the 
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behaviors of efective leaders. Te largest category contains the more complex con-
tingency theories, which examine the interaction between leader characteristics and 
elements of the work situation. Finally, we will examine theories that focus on lead-
ers and their relationships with followers. For example, we will discuss charismatic 
and transformational individuals who afect followers and organizations in profound 
ways. Troughout the discussion, relevant research and applications of the theories 
will also be presented. In particular, we will compare and contrast the various theo-
ries. At the end of the chapter, we will discuss how leadership theories can be used to 
improve the efectiveness of leadership in work organizations. 

Universalist theories of Leadership 

Universalist theories of leadership search for the one key characteristic or a cluster 
of key characteristics held by efective leaders, arguing that leaders with these traits 
will be successful regardless of the situation. Universalist theories represent the earli-
est and simplest approaches to the study of leadership. We will briefy discuss two of 
these theories, the great man/woman theory and the trait theory. Te predominant 
theory here is the great man/woman theory, which suggests that great leaders are 
born, and the broader trait theory seeks to identify traits (born or not) that are related 
to efective leadership. 

Great Man/Woman Theory 

Universalist theories 
theories that look for the 
major characteristics common 
to all efective leaders 

Te great man/woman theory, which is much older than any of the formal social 
science disciplines, refects the adage that “great leaders are born, not made.” Rather 
than being a formal theory, this is a belief that personal qualities and abilities make 
certain great persons natural leaders. 

Proponents of the great man/woman theory would state that, if important histori-
cal leaders such as Julius Caesar, Alexander the Great, or Joan of Arc were alive today, 
they would again rise to positions of leadership because of their natural abilities (Fig-
ure 14.1). Of course, this is mere speculation, and there is little evidence to support 
the theory, but this does not mean that people do not still believe in it. Te fact that 
in certain countries the relatives of great leaders are also put into positions of power 
may indicate that there is some general faith in this notion of inborn leadership ability. 

Trait Theory 

Great Man/Woman theory 
a universalist theory of 
leadership that maintains that 
great leaders are born, not 
made 

traits 
enduring attributes associated
with an individual’s makeup or 
personality 

In the early part of the 20th century, psychologists made many attempts to isolate the 
specifc traits, or consistent and enduring physical and personality attributes, that are 
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trait theory 
attempts to discover the traits 
shared by all efective leaders 

Figure 14.1 Does the fact that generations of Kennedys have held leadership positions suggest a 
belief in the great man/woman theory? 

Source: Photograph by Rob Crandall, found on Shutterstock.com 

associated with leader success. Te trait theory of leadership refers to several of these 
investigations. Much of this research involved identifying certain physical character-
istics, including height, appearance, and energy level; other characteristics, such as 
intelligence; and personality traits, such as extraversion, dominance, or achievement, 
that were associated with efective leaders (Hollander, 1985; Yukl, 1998). It was pre-
sumed, for example, that those who were more intelligent, extraverted, or dominant 
would be more likely to do well as leaders. Unfortunately, the results of these early 
studies were inconclusive and showed no solid evidence of any single trait common 
to all efective leaders (Hollander, 1985; Stogdill, 1948). 

However, interest in leadership traits has come back into favor (Dinh et al., 2014). 
Tis newer work suggests that leadership traits are indeed important. For instance, 
meta-analytic studies of what are called the Big Five core personality traits (the Big 
Five are extraversion, conscientiousness, openness to experience, agreeableness, 
and emotional stability) show that, in combination, these fve traits correlate fairly 
strongly with measures of leadership emergence and efectiveness (Bono & Judge, 
2004). Furthermore, research on more complex “constellations” of leader character-
istics, such as fexibility, charisma, or social intelligence, also suggests that possession 
of some of these complex traits are important for leadership. For example, Kenny 
and Zaccaro (1983, p. 683) described fexibility as “the ability to perceive the needs 
and goals of a constituency and to adjust one’s personal approach to group action 
accordingly.” As such, leader fexibility may not be a single trait but instead a very 
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complex set of abilities to perceive and understand social situations, to communicate 
efectively, and to act wisely in a variety of social settings (Hall et al., 1998; Riggio & 
Reichard, 2008) that might be better termed “social intelligence” or “social compe-
tence” (Hollander, 1978). Certain characteristics, such as a leader’s fexibility or social 
intelligence, may be signifcant in predicting leader success, although these key leader 
qualities are probably more complex and multifaceted than those investigated in early 
leadership research (Riggio et al., 2002). 

Te major problem with the original trait approach to leadership was that it was 
too general. It is unlikely that any one trait will be associated with efective leader-
ship in all situations, with all kinds of tasks, and among all groups of followers. Te 
world of work, with the variety of workers and work settings, is much too complex 
and diverse for any one type of leader to be universally successful. On the other 
hand, complex constellations of leader characteristics, such as “fexibility” or “cha-
risma,” may be related to leader efectiveness, but these complex leader characteristics 
involve leaders adapting their behavior to the leadership situation. We will examine 
this approach of looking at the interaction of leader characteristics and the leadership 
situation in later theories of leadership. 

Behavioral theories of Leadership 

Te early failure of the universalist theories to isolate the characteristics associated 
with leader efectiveness led to a change in focus. Rather than trying to measure char-
acteristics in the leader’s orientation or personality, researchers began to examine the 
actual behavior of efective leaders to determine what kinds of behavior led to success. 
In the late 1940s and throughout the 1950s, two research projects, one conducted 
at Ohio State University and the other at the University of Michigan, investigated 
the behaviors exhibited by efective leaders. Both projects arrived at some very simi-
lar conclusions concerning leaders, their behavior, and efective leadership. Teories 
based on these studies and focusing on the particular behaviors that related to efec-
tive leadership are called behavioral theories of leadership. 

Tese theories include the basic diferentiation between task-oriented and 
relationship-oriented leadership theories (developed by the Ohio State and Univer-
sity of Michigan leadership studies). 

Ohio State Leadership Studies 

Behavioral theories of 
Leadership 
theories derived from studies 
at Ohio State and University 
of Michigan that focus on the 
behaviors common to efective 
leaders 

Using self-reports and detailed observations of leader behavior from both the leaders 
themselves and their subordinates, researchers at Ohio State University accumulated 
a list of hundreds of leader behaviors. Using a statistical process called factor analy-
sis, they found that these hundreds of behaviors could all be narrowed into two 
general categories: initiating structure and consideration (Halpin & Winer, 1957). 

Diferentiation 
the complexity of an 
organization’s structure that is 
based on the number of units, 
the orientations of managers, 
and the goals and interests of 
members 
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Initiating Structure 
leader behaviors that defne, 
organize, and structure the 
work situation 

consideration 
leader behaviors that show 
a concern for the feelings, 
attitudes, and needs of 
followers

 Stop & Review 
Discuss the limitations 
of universalist theories 
of leadership. 

(Recall from the appendix on statistics in Chapter 2 that factor analysis examines 
how variables are related to each other and clusters them together to form meaningful 
categories, or factors.) Initiating structure includes leader activities that defne and 
organize, or structure, the work situation, such as assigning specifc tasks, defning 
work group roles, meeting deadlines, making task-related decisions, and maintain-
ing standards of work performance. Consideration describes behaviors that show a 
genuine concern for the feelings, attitudes, and needs of subordinates by develop-
ing rapport with them and showing them mutual respect and trust. Such activities 
include asking subordinates for their opinions and input, showing concern for the 
feelings of workers, encouraging communication from and between subordinates, 
bolstering workers’ self-confdence and job satisfaction, and implementing their 
suggestions. 

Te Ohio State researchers concluded that these two dimensions, initiating 
structure and consideration, were independent of each other. Tat is, a leader’s 
score on one did not relate to the score on the other. Tis means that both cat-
egories of leader behavior are associated with efective leadership, but that they do 
not necessarily coexist. In other words, some efective leaders are high on initiat-
ing structure alone, others display only consideration behaviors, and still others 
exhibit both. 

A great deal of research has been conducted to test the soundness of the initiat-
ing structure and consideration dimensions. Generally, the results show that most 
leader behavior can indeed be grouped into one of the two categories (Bass & Bass, 
2008). Additional studies have looked at how the two categories are related to the 
important outcome variables of work performance and job satisfaction (Lambert 
et al., 2012). Meta-analysis of many studies over a long period suggested that both 
initiating structure and consideration are related to both performance and group 
member satisfaction in the expected relationships. Tat is, consideration was more 
strongly related to satisfaction, and initiating structure was more strongly related to 
performance (Judge et al., 2004). 

Although the Ohio State behavioral approach stimulated a great deal of research on 
efective leader behaviors, it, like the universalist theories, is too simplistic. Te Ohio 
State investigations leave us with two categories of leader behavior, both of which 
may or may not be related to certain indicators of leader efectiveness. Although the 
results had the positive efect of stimulating research on leader behaviors, it is clear 
that the Ohio State studies fall short when it comes to making frm predictions about 
the relationships between leader behaviors and specifc work outcomes in all types of 
working situations. 

University of Michigan Leadership Studies 

At about the same time as the Ohio State studies were being conducted, research-
ers at the University of Michigan were also focusing on the behaviors characteristic 
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of efective leaders and came up with quite similar results. Studying leaders in a 
number of large industrial organizations, the Michigan researchers found that 
successful leaders tended to exhibit patterns of behavior that were labeled task-
oriented—sometimes also called production-oriented—and relationship-oriented, 
also referred to as employee-oriented (Kahn & Katz, 1960).  Task-oriented behav-
iors are concentrated on performing the job that the work group faces and are thus 
similar to those of the initiating structure factor. Te leader is concerned with setting 
work standards, supervising the job, and meeting production goals. Relationship-
oriented behaviors include showing concern for employees’ well-being and involv-
ing them in decision-making processes. Te primary diference between the Ohio 
State and University of Michigan studies was that the Michigan results tended 
to consider relationship-oriented leader behaviors to be more efective than task-
oriented behaviors (Likert, 1967). One of the most famous Michigan studies exam-
ined the behavior of leaders in a large insurance company. Te fndings indicated 
that both task-oriented and relationship-oriented leadership behavior patterns were 
positively related to work group performance. However, subordinates of relationship-
oriented leaders tended to be more satisfed and had lower turnover rates than 
employees who were managed by task-oriented leaders (Morse & Reimer, 1956; 
see also the “Up Close” box). 

task-Oriented Behaviors 
leader behaviors focused on 
the work task 

relationship-Oriented 
Behaviors 
leader behaviors focused on 
maintaining interpersonal 
relationships on the job 

cLOSe how to Be an effective Leader 

It is very likely that sometime in the near future you will  

fnd yourself in a leadership role. You may serve as a for-

mal manager of a work group, you may be elected to  

serve as a leader of a club or civic organization, or you  

may be appointed head of some work task force. In any  

case, the research on leadership, as well as other fnd-

ings that we have studied in the areas of communication  

and group dynamics, can help you to do a better job. Of  

course, as you should know by now, there is no one best  

way to lead.  There are,  however, some general principles  

that you can follow to increase your chances of success: 

Become a More effective  
communicator 

It has been estimated that as much as 80% of a man-

ager’s job involves communication (Mintzberg, 1973). As  

we saw in Chapter 10, communication is essential for the  

efective functioning of work groups, teams, and organiza-

tions. The better the channels of communication between  

the leader and followers, the more likely it is that the two  

will be able to cooperate to get the task done. It is particu-

larly important to listen to supervisees and be sensitive to  

their needs and concerns. In fact, efective listening may  

be a leader’s most important skill (Lloyd et al., 2017). The  

leader who steals away behind closed doors will be unable  

to meet these needs, which may lead to breakdowns in  

productivity and in work group satisfaction. 

Be Both task-Oriented and  
relationship-Oriented 
As the research indicates, both task-oriented and 

relationship-oriented behaviors are related to leader 

It is very likely that sometime in the near future you will 
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efectiveness (Lambert et al., 2012). Therefore, leaders 

who are able to display concern for both the task and 

the people are more likely to be successful. In general, 

having a larger “repertoire” of leadership behaviors is a 

good thing (Lambert et al., 2012). Gaining insight into 

your own leader behavior patterns will help you to real-

ize if you have a defcit in either area. 

Develop Leadership Self-efficacy 

Leadership self-efficacy is belief in one’s ability to play a 

leadership role. Self-efficacy is important because lead-

ers with higher levels of self-efficacy (e.g., who seem 

confdent in their leadership abilities) are seen as more 

efective leaders. In addition, they are more persistent 

under stressful working conditions and they enhance 

their followers’ self-efficacy (Murphy, 2002). 

Give careful attention to Decision  
Making 

One of the leader’s most important tasks is decision 

making.  As we have seen, in addition to reaching a good 

and workable solution, the process itself is also impor-

tant. Certain decisions may call for more autocratic deci-

sion making; others demand a participative approach 

(Leana, 1985). Being able to determine what process to 

use in what situation is the key.  however,  because evi-

dence indicates that supervisees are generally satisfed 

with participative decision making, when in doubt it 

may be wise to use this style. 

Monitor Followers’ performance, Set  
challenging Goals, and Give construc-
tive Feedback 

Field studies of work groups from a variety of settings  

indicate that efective leaders keep tabs on what work  

group members are doing and provide constructive feed-

back to help them improve performance and correct  

errors (Komaki, 1986; Komaki et al., 1989). In addition,  

efective leaders use efective goal setting to motivate fol-

lowers (see Chapter 7), to help monitor performance, and  

to provide a forum for providing constructive feedback. 

remember that Leadership Is a  
two-Way Street 

Although leaders infuence their followers, followers also 

infuence their leaders. A leader can be truly efective 

only if that person has the support of followers (Riggio 

et al., 2008). An efective leader knows what his or her 

own needs are and works to satisfy those needs,  but the 

efective leader is also in tune with, and responsive to, 

the needs of followers. 

Be Flexible and ethical 

Efective leadership means doing the right thing in the  

right situation. Efective leaders are thus fexible or adapt-

able (Zaccaro & Banks, 2004). One way to be more fexible  

is to step back and objectively analyze a situation before  

you act. Leaders should also be objective about their own  

feelings, behaviors, attitudes, and biases, and how they  

may negatively afect leadership ability. Sometimes, lead-

ers fall into comfortable patterns of behavior, using the  

same leadership style in all situations simply because  

it is easier than adapting behavior to ft the situation.  

however, it is the objective, adaptable leaders who are  

successful. Doing the right thing—ethical leadership—is  

also critically important for leader success. 

cLOSe (continued) 

effectiveness (Lambert et al., 2012). Therefore, leaders 
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Learn to Delegate Learn to Delegate

Efective leaders learn to delegate certain challenging  

and responsible tasks to followers, which often not only  

develops their work skills and abilities, thus making  

them more valuable to the leader and to the organiza-

tion, but also gives the leader more time to work on  

other duties, leading to higher levels of productivity.  

hughes et al. (1996) provided guidelines for efective  

delegation. These include choosing what to delegate  

and to whom; making the assignment clear and spe-

cifc; allowing follower autonomy, but monitoring per-

formance (after all, the leader is ultimately responsible  

for the task being completed); and “giving credit, not  

blame.” 

cLOSe (continued) 

Learn to Delegate

Evaluation of the Behavioral Theories of Leadership 

Although initiating structure (task orientation) and consideration (relationship ori-
entation) seem to be reliable dimensions describing leader behavior, the behavioral 
approach has one major shortcoming: the two dimensions represent very diferent 
types of leader behavior, yet both have been linked to efective management (Bass, 
1981). If we believe the universalist contention that there is one set of efective leader 
characteristics or one best leadership style, such divergent leader behaviors simply 
cannot represent a single, efective leader. Te most likely explanation is that other 
variables, particularly those related to the types of tasks or the characteristics of the 
work group, determine whether certain leadership behaviors will be efective. In 
other words, a task-oriented leader might be efective in certain situations under 
specifc circumstances, whereas a relationship-oriented leader might be efective in 
another situation. 

 Contingency Theories 

Te next stage in the evolution of leadership theories produced  contingency theo-
ries , which examine the interaction of characteristics of the leader and the situation, 
stating that efective leadership depends on the proper match between the two. Many 
of the contingency theories do, however, build on the behavioral theories, using the 
leader behavior dichotomies—task-oriented/initiating structure and relationship-
oriented/consideration—as a starting point. However, contingency theories recog-
nize no one best style of leadership behavior. Rather, leader efectiveness depends, or 

contingency theories 
theories that look at the 
interaction of characteristics 
of both the leader and the 
situation 

417 



W o r k  G ro u p  a n d  o rG a n i z at i o n a l  i s s u e s

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Fiedler’s contingency Model 
a leadership theory that 
maintains that efective 
leadership depends on a match 
between the leader’s style and 
the degree to which the work 
situation gives control and 
infuence to the leader 

Least preferred 
coworker (Lpc) 
a measure that assesses leaders’ 
task or relationship orientation 
by having them rate their most 
difcult fellow worker 

is contingent on, the interaction of leader behavior and the situation. We will exam-
ine three of these contingency theories of leadership: Fiedler’s contingency model, the 
path–goal theory, and the decision-making model. 

Fiedler’s Contingency Model 

Te leadership theory proposed by psychologist Fred Fiedler (1967) is so well 
known that it is often simply referred to as the contingency model. But, as out-
lined, the term contingency model actually specifes a certain category of theory. 
Fiedler’s contingency model argues that efective leadership depends on a match 
between a leader’s behavioral style and the degree to which the work situation gives 
control and infuence to the leader. In other words, the leader’s style of behavior 
must ft with the amount of control and power the leader will have in the work 
situation. 

Building on the Ohio State and University of Michigan behavioral approaches, 
Fiedler’s theory divides leaders based on their primary motivation—task-oriented 
or relationship-oriented—which he sees as relatively fxed and stable. According 
to Fiedler, certain leaders may be primarily concerned with getting the job done 
(task-oriented), although they are also concerned with maintaining good group 
relations. Other leaders focus primarily on relationships and give “secondary” 
concern to the task. In other words, leaders difer on which motivation takes pre-
cedence in most situations. A task-oriented leader will attend less to the group, and 
the relationship-oriented leader will tend to focus on the group at the expense of 
the task. 

To measure a leader’s orientation, Fiedler developed a self-report measure 
referred to as the LPC measure, which stands for least preferred coworker. Te 
LPC requires leaders to rate the person with whom they had worked least well— 
“the person with whom you had the most difculty in getting a job done.” Tese 
ratings are done using bipolar adjective rating scales, such as pleasant–unpleasant 
and friendly–unfriendly (see Figure 14.2). Te LPC is scored by summing the rat-
ings on the scales. Tis total score indicates whether a person is a task-oriented 
or relationship-oriented leader. Persons scoring relatively low on the LPC measure, 
giving their least preferred coworkers very harsh ratings, are task-oriented leaders. 
Individuals who rate their least preferred coworker somewhat leniently, leading to 
relatively high LPC scores, are considered to be relationship-oriented. Scores from 
normative populations help determine what are low and high LPC scores. Te ration-
ale behind this scoring system is that task-oriented leaders will be very critical of a 
poor worker because they value task success. A relationship-oriented leader, on the 
other hand, values interpersonal relationships and is likely to rate the least preferred 
coworker more leniently (Rice, 1978). According to Fiedler, task-oriented leaders 
with low LPC scores link a worker’s poor performance with undesirable personal-
ity characteristics, whereas relationship-oriented leaders with high LPC scores can 
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separate the least preferred coworker’s personality from the individual’s work perfor-
mance (Fiedler, 1967). 

Determining a leader’s task or relationship orientation with the LPC is only the 
frst part of Fiedler’s contingency model. Te next step is defning characteristics 
of the work situation to fnd the proper match between leadership style and the 
situation. Te characteristics of a work situation are defned using three variables— 
leader–member relations, task structure, and position power—that combine to create 
circumstances that are very favorable, very unfavorable, or neither favorable nor unfa-
vorable for the leader. 

Figure 14.2 Least preferred coworker (LPC) measure. 

Source: Found in Fiedler, 1967, pp. 40–41. 

Stop & Review 
compare and contrast 
the fndings of the Ohio 
State and University 
of Michigan behavioral 
studies of leadership. 
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Leader–Member relations 
the quality of the relationship 
between leader and followers 

task Structure 
an assessment of how well 
elements of the work task are 
structured 

position power 
a leader’s authority to punish 
or reward followers 

Leader–member relations represent the relationship between the leader and 
followers—in other words, how well liked, respected, and trusted the leader is by 
subordinates. According to Fiedler, this dimension can be measured on a scale involv-
ing good and poor ratings by having group members indicate their loyalty for and 
acceptance of the leader (Figure 14.3). 

Te second dimension, task structure, assesses how well a job is structured 
by considering such factors as whether the group’s output can be easily evaluated, 
whether the group has well-defned goals, and whether clear procedures for reaching 
those goals exist. Tasks can be defned as “structured” or “unstructured.” 

Te third dimension that Fiedler uses to defne the situation is position power, or 
the leader’s authority over subordinates, which is usually defned as the strength of a 
leader’s ability to hire, fre, discipline, and reward. Position power is assessed as either 
strong or weak. It is usually easy to determine position power, because it is clearly 
outlined in company policies. 

Recall that, according to Fiedler’s contingency model, the key to efective leadership 
is the leader’s control and infuence in a specifc situation. Obviously, the situation 
that is going to be most favorable for the leader is one in which the leader–member 
relations are good, the task is structured, and the leader has strong position power. Te 
least favorable situation for the leader is one where leader–member relations are poor, 
the task is unstructured, and the leader has weak position power. Research indicates 
that task-oriented leaders with low LPC scores are most efective in situations that are 

Figure 14.3 According to Fiedler, leader–member relations refect the respect workers have for 
their leader. 

Source: Photo by krakenimages, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/376KN_ISplE). 
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either highly favorable or highly unfavorable for the leader—the two extremes of the 
continuum. Relationship-oriented leaders are more efective in “middle situations” in 
which the leader’s control and infuence are neither low nor high. 

According to Fiedler, task-oriented leaders with low LPC scores are successful in 
very unfavorable situations because their take-charge style puts some structure into the 
circumstances and may encourage the group to perform the job. In other words, in an 
extremely unfavorable situation, the task-oriented leader has nothing to lose. Taking 
a frm hand and focusing on task performance and task-related goals may produce 
results, which is what is needed in such a crisis. At these times, followers might walk 
all over a relationship-oriented leader. In very favorable situations, groups are already 
likely to be productive because the task is straightforward and structured, relations 
between leader and members are good, and the leader has the power to reward for 
good performance. 

Relationship-oriented leaders are more successful when their situational control 
and infuence are neither very high nor low. In these “middle” circumstances, it is 
important that leaders be well equipped to deal with the interpersonal conficts that 
inevitably arise. Tis is the specialty of the high-LPC, relationship-oriented leaders. 
Because such situations may lack one of the three situational variables, a leader who 
shows increased concern for workers and allows them to voice opinions may increase 
group member satisfaction levels and even job performance. By contrast, being task-
oriented in these situations may be counterproductive, alienating members and 
decreasing levels of satisfaction, because the leader appears to care only about the 
task. Fiedler also argued that high-LPC leaders may be more cognitively complex, or 
better able to deal with complex situations. Situations that are neither clearly favor-
able nor clearly unfavorable for the leader are complex and are best handled by such 
a person. 

Figure 14.4 is a graphic representation of the predictions made by the Fiedler 
model. Te graph shows that task-oriented leaders (solid line) have higher group 
performance when in very favorable or very unfavorable situations. Relationship-
oriented leaders (dotted line) lead higher-performing groups in situations of moder-
ate favorability. 

Although some studies have failed to fnd the predictions made by Fiedler’s 
theory, others have generally supported the model (see Ayman et al., 1995, for a 
review). Critics have focused primarily on the use of the LPC measure, arguing that 
it is not clear exactly what it measures because it only infers a leader’s orientation 
from feelings about a coworker rather than directly assessing task and relationship 
orientation. Another weakness in Fiedler’s predictions concerns the assessment of 
situations, for it is not clear how actual work situations would break down in terms 
of their favorableness for the leader. In other words, we do not know how many 
real-world situations would be favorable or very unfavorable for the leader and thus 
demand a task-oriented leader. Nor do we know how many situations are moder-
ately favorable for the leader or what distinctions there are between moderately 
favorable situations (e.g., are there “low moderate” and “high moderate” favorable 
situations?). 
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 Figure 14.4 Fiedler’s contingency model predictions. 

Despite these criticisms, and the fact that it is somewhat outdated, the Fiedler 
contingency model is important for many reasons. First, it was the frst highly visible 
leadership theory to present the contingency approach. Second, its detailed attention 
to the situation emphasized the importance of both situation and leader character-
istics in determining leader efectiveness (an issue we will return to later). Tird, 
Fiedler’s model stimulated a great deal of research, including tests of its predictions 
and attempts to improve on the model, and inspired the formulation of alternative 
contingency theories. 

In sum, Fiedler’s contingency model was one of the frst detailed theories of lead-
ership. It makes certain predictions about the situations in which certain types of 
leaders will be efective and has been a straightforward and widely used intervention 
for improving leader efectiveness. 

The Path–Goal Theory 

Expanding on the defnition of leadership presented at the start of this chapter, the  
path–goal theory states that a leader’s job is to help the work group attain the goals that  
it desires (House, 1971). Te leader is accordingly seen as a facilitator, or guide, who  
helps the group overcome the various barriers and roadblocks it may encounter on the  

path–Goal theory 
states that a leader’s job is to 
help the work group achieve 
its desired goals 
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way to achieving its goals. Usually, these goals involve increasing worker motivation to 
perform the job and attempting to gain increases in worker satisfaction. As is refected 
in its emphasis on worker motivation, the expectancy theory of motivation (see Chap-
ter 7) was used as the foundation for the path–goal theory (Yukl, 1998). 

To help the group reach its goals, the leader may adopt one of four categories of 
behavior—directive, achievement-oriented, supportive, and participative—the selec-
tion of which depends on the characteristics of the situation. Directive behavior 
provides instructions and suggestions for getting the job done. Examples include giv-
ing workers specifc guidelines and procedures, setting up schedules and work rules, 
and coordinating work group activities. 

Achievement-oriented behavior focuses on specifc work outcomes and may involve 
setting challenging goals for the group and measuring and encouraging improvements 
in performance. Supportive behavior concentrates on the interpersonal relations 
among group members by showing concern for workers’ well-being and providing a 
friendly work environment. Finally, participative behavior encourages members to 
take an active role in work group planning and decision making through actions such 
as soliciting information from workers about how to do the job and asking for opin-
ions and suggestions. Tese four types of leader behaviors outlined in the path–goal 
theory ofer a more detailed breakdown of the initiating structure (task-oriented) and 
consideration (relationship-oriented) behaviors. Directive and achievement-oriented 
behaviors are two kinds of initiating structure behavior, whereas the supportive and 
participative behaviors are two kinds of consideration behaviors. 

Te choice of leader behavior is contingent on the type of work task and the 
characteristics of the followers. For example, if a task is routine and easy to under-
stand and if the work group is made up of experienced, self-motivated individuals, 
the directive style of leadership would probably not be needed because followers can 
perform the job without much supervision. Instead, supportive behavior might be 
called for to maintain a harmonious work setting, or participative behavior may be 
necessary to encourage employees to suggest ways to improve work procedures and 
the work environment. On the other hand, if the task is fairly complex and the work-
ers are somewhat inexperienced, a directive style might be appropriate. 

Although there has been some support for the model (Dixon & Hart, 2010), its 
general approach and its inability to make specifc and precise predictions in actual 
work settings have been criticized (Yukl, 1998). Te theory does ofer some idea of 
how leaders must change their behavior to ft the situation and ofers a rather detailed 
assessment of the situation in an efort to relate the leader’s behavior to the character-
istics of a specifc situation. It also goes a step beyond the simple dichotomy of task 
orientation and relationship orientation in defning leader behavior. 

The Decision-Making Model 

Directive Behavior 
leader behavior that provides 
instructions and suggestions 
for performing a job 

achievement-Oriented 
Behavior 
leader behavior concentrated 
on particular work outcomes 

Supportive Behavior 
leader behavior focusing on 
interpersonal relationships and 
showing concern for workers’ 
well-being 

participative Behavior 
leader behavior that 
encourages members to 
assume an active role in group 
planning and decision making 

As seen in Chapter 13, one of the major tasks of a work group leader is to pre-
side over important work-related decisions. Vroom and his colleagues (Vroom & 
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Table 14.1 Five Decision-Making Strategies: The Model 

Decision-Making Strategy Process 

Decision-Making Model 
a theory that matches 
characteristics of the situation 
with leader decision-making 
strategies 

1 Autocratic decision I: Te leader makes the decision alone, using information 
available only to the leader 

2 Autocratic decision II: Te leader obtains information from subordinates and then 
makes the decision alone 

3 Consultative decision I: Te leader shares the problem with relevant subordinates and 
gets their ideas and input individually but makes the decision alone 

4 Consultative decision II: Te leader shares the problem with subordinates as a group 
and gets their collective input, but makes the decision alone 

5 Group decision: Te leader shares the problem with subordinates as a group, and 
together they make a consensus decision 

Source: Vroom & Yetton, 1973, p. 13. 

Jago, 1988) have developed a contingency theory of leadership called the decision-
making model that is based on the premise that leaders are basically decision mak-
ers. Tis theory is somewhat unique in that it not only makes predictions about 
proper leader behavior in making decisions but also actually gives “prescriptions” 
for the decision maker to follow. Te decision-making theory holds that a leader can 
make work decisions using a number of strategies, ranging from acting alone (purely 
autocratic decision making) to arriving at a decision on the basis of group consensus 
(completely participative decision making). In the latter type of decision making, 
the leader is just another group member. Te fve decision-making styles used in the 
decision-making model are presented in Table 14.1. 

To defne the decision-making situation, the theory provides a series of yes/no 
work-related questions that a leader must ask before adopting a particular strategy. 
For example, the frst question is whether or not a high-quality decision is needed. 
If the leader answers “yes,” it is likely that a more participative style is needed; if the 
answer is “no,” it is likely that a more autocratic style is appropriate. Of course, the 
decision-making style chosen is a composite of all questions. 

Te decision-making model presents a decision tree framework for the leader to 
follow, with each of the seven questions representing a choice point that eventually 
leads to the correct behavior for the decision that needs to be made (see Figure 14.5). 
Consider, for example, the manager of the parts department of an automobile dealer 
who must purchase a computer software inventory system for the department. 
A number of systems are available, each with its own advantages and drawbacks. Te 
leader answers each of the questions on the decision tree as follows: 

(A) Yes, there is a need for quality—a system that will work best in our department. 
(B) No, the leader doesn’t have enough information to make a quality decision alone. 
(C) No, the problem is not structured, because there is no clear-cut way to decide 

among the various systems. 
(D) Yes, subordinates will be using the system and need to accept it. 
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(E) No, if subordinates did not like the system, they might avoid using it. 
(F) Yes, workers do share organizational goals (they want a system that will do 

the job). 
(G) Not applicable. 

Tis framework suggests that the leader should use a group strategy to arrive at a con-
sensus. Because the department is small and the workers are involved in their jobs, 
they can contribute a great deal to the decision-making process, and it is critical that 
they accept the decision. 

Research has largely supported this decision-making model, showing that efective 
strategies used by actual managers to solve important work-related decisions were 
consistent with the theory’s prescriptions (Vroom & Jago, 1978). Because of the nor-
mative nature of the model, it is also a unique combination of theory and application. 
As a contingency model, it is efective because it considers how a leader’s individual 
behavior fts with the dynamics of a specifc situation. Moreover, it provides a highly 
detailed defnition of the situation, as outlined by the decision-related questions. 

Figure 14.5 Decision tree fow chart. 

Note: See Table 14.1, for decision-making strategies. 
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 Stop & Review 
Defne the three situ-
ational characteristics 
in Fiedler’s contingency 
model. 

Te major problem with the model is its complexity, which may make it difcult for 
managers to understand and to learn to use. (In fact, revisions to the decision-making 
theory have further refned it and made it even more complex and precise than what 
is presented in Figure 14.5; Vroom & Jago, 1995). 

Tis occurs to theories in general: as they get closer to modeling real-world com-
plexity, they may also become harder to apply. Tere is a general tendency for people 
to look for relatively simple solutions to problems. Tus, although complex contin-
gency models, such as the decision-making model, might be sound and accurate, 
they may not be widely used or accepted in actual work settings owing to their com-
plex nature. 

Relational Theories 

relational theories 
theories that look at the 
relationship between leaders 
and followers as central to the 
leadership process 

Next, we will examine relational theories of leadership that focus on the relation-
ships between leaders and followers. Relational theories of leadership focus on the 
attributes important to leaders’ efectiveness and the process of building relationships 
with followers (Uhl-Bien, 2011). 

Relational theories consider followers as more central to the leadership process 
and suggest that leadership is about achieving mutual goals with followers. Further, 
the relationship between leaders and followers is central to the approach (Uhl-Bien 
et al., 2000). 

From this view, followers and teams are just as central to the leadership process 
as the leaders themselves (Hosking, 2007) or even leaders as part of greater social 
networks (Carter et al., 2015). Te relationship approach is consistent with growing 
interest in the important role that followers play in leadership (Kellermanns et al., 
2008; Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). 

The Leader–Member Exchange Model 

Leader–Member exchange 
Model (LMX) 
a theory that efective 
leadership is determined by 
the quality of the interaction 
between the leader and 
particular group members 

Te most widely known relational model is leader–member exchange (LMX) theory 
(Erdogan & Bauer, 2014). LMX theory suggests that efective leadership is determined 
by the quality of the interaction between the leader and a particular work group mem-
ber. Basically, the model (which was formerly called the vertical dyad linkage model) 
states that the types of one-on-one, or dyadic, relationships that develop between the 
leader and each follower will be somewhat diferent. In any work group, the leader 
tends to develop better relationships with a few subordinates (the in-group), whereas 
the rest receive less attention or concern from the leader (the out-group). Te character 
of the leader–member exchange can range from low quality, in which the leader has a 
negative image of the subordinate, and the subordinate does not respect or trust the 
leader, to high quality, in which the leader has a positive view of the worker, and the 
worker feels that the leader is supportive and provides encouragement. 
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Having a positive LMX relationship with one’s supervisor is related to job sat-
isfaction, and job satisfaction reinforces positive LMX relationships (Volmer et al., 
2011). Strong LMX relationships also afect employee work performance, employee 
loyalty, and attendance (Howell & Hall-Merenda, 1999). As one might expect, in 
high-quality leader–member relations, there is frequent communication between 
the leader and subordinate, and these interactions are generally positive. In low-
quality LMX relationships, communication is infrequent and/or less positive in tone 
(Kacmar et al., 2003). Leaders and followers are likely to form positive LMX rela-
tionships when, among other things, they share similar personalities and levels of 
competence (Goodwin et al., 2009). 

Te notion that leaders develop diferent types and qualities of relationships 
with subordinates makes sense. For example, the president of a large company may 
have to interact with a number of department managers. Some of them may be the 
trusted advisors with whom the president interacts quite frequently and to whom 
he gives an important role in establishing company policy. Te president’s relation-
ships with other managers may not be close at all, and they may in fact have very 
little actual contact with the president. Naturally, and as the LMX model predicts, 
the motivation to perform and the levels of satisfaction of the in-group managers 
are likely to be high, whereas the out-group managers may not be very motivated 
or satisfed. 

Not surprisingly, then, studies show that the central idea behind LMX theory— 
namely, that leaders form relationships of difering quality with followers—can have 
deleterious outcomes for teams (Le Blanc & González-Romá, 2012). One study ana-
lyzed 162 soldiers from the Canadian Forces grouped into 35 teams (Boies & Howell, 
2006). Te study showed that leaders who had, overall, more positive relationships 
with all team members had higher team-level self-efcacy and lower team confict. 
However, leaders who tended to form more diferentiated relationships with diferent 
followers had negative team outcomes unless the overall average level of LMX was 
high. Te study provides an important warning to diferentiating, suggesting that the 
best-case scenario would be to form high-quality, undiferentiated relationships with 
all followers. 

Te authors of the LMX theory claim that their approach is an improvement over 
other leadership theories because previous models assume that leaders act in a rela-
tively uniform way toward all subordinates. A number of improvements have been 
made to the theory, including in measuring in-group/out-group membership and the 
quality of leader–member exchanges (Bauer & Erdogan, 2016). 

Te strategy for applying LMX to improve leader efectiveness seems relatively 
straightforward: improve the quality of leader–member relationships. Tests of leader-
ship training programs aimed at this goal have been encouraging. For example, in one 
study of 83 computer-processing employees of a large service organization, a program 
that trained leaders to listen and communicate their expectations to subordinates 
led to a 19% increase in work group productivity and signifcant increases in sub-
ordinates’ job satisfaction (Scandura & Graen, 1984). In another study, the quality 
of leader–member exchanges between supervisors and newly hired employees in the 
newcomers’ frst 5 days on the job predicted the quality of leader–member exchanges 

Stop & Review 
What are the four lead-
er behaviors central to 
the path–goal theory? 
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Inclusive Leadership theory 
a theory that efective 
leadership encourages 
belonging while recognizing 
the uniqueness of all group 
members 

at 6 months, indicating the importance of developing good-quality supervisor–sub-
ordinate interactions early on (Liden et al., 1993). 

Inclusive Leadership Theory 

A second relational theory is inclusive leadership theory (Booysen, 2014). As the 
workplace becomes more diverse, the active inclusion of women, women of color, 
persons with disabilities, the LGBTQ+ community, and other marginalized groups 
becomes increasingly important. Emerging theory related to how leaders can be 
more inclusive helps explain how leaders can increase inclusion in their teams, cul-
tures (we will cover this in Chapter 15), and organizations (Ferdman et al., 2020). 
In Chapter 1, we covered a defnition of inclusion, but, essentially, individuals feel 
included when they feel that they can be themselves while still being an essential 
and valued member of their team. Booysen (2014, p. 306) defnes inclusive leader-
ship as, 

an ongoing cycle of learning through collaborative and respectful relational 
practice that enables individuals and collectives to be fully part of the whole, 
such that they are directed, aligned, and committed toward shared outcomes, 
for the common good of all, while retaining a sense of authenticity and 
uniqueness. 

To achieve this goal, leaders must demonstrate behaviors related to efective collabo-
ration, consensus building, and engagement (Ferdman, 2010; Mor Barak, 2011). 

One approach that has received increasing attention was proposed by Shore and 
colleagues and focuses on how leaders can meet employees’ two most basic and essen-
tial needs: the need to be unique and the need to belong (Randel et al., 2018; Shore 
et al., 2018). Te goal of inclusive leaders is to create an environment where people 
feel safe to share their unique ideas and perspectives. Tis requires that leaders engage 
in behavior to build trust, ensure that people are treated fairly, create actual connec-
tions with people so they feel they belong, and truly work to elicit and use insights 
from everyone. Research based on interviews with Fortune 500 CEOs isolated spe-
cifc leader behaviors that achieve these outcomes: supporting diversity, increasing 
transparency, and ensuring fairness; making the efort to learn all employees’ per-
spectives and empowering employees to do work in their own ways; and building 
connection by having empathy and increasing motivation and alignment around 
diversity and inclusion (Johnson, 2020; Johnson & Lambert, 2020). 

Shore’s model shows that followers who experience both uniqueness and belong-
ing report higher levels of justice, diversity climate, leader inclusiveness, helping, 
and health, and lower intentions to quit (Chung et al., 2020). Another study that 
was done during the COVID-19 pandemic further showed that inclusive leader-
ship reduced psychological distress and increased engagement among a sample of 
496 nurses across fve hospitals (Ahmed et al., 2020). Te outcome that has received 
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the most interest is the idea that inclusive leadership increases innovation (Javed 
et al., 2019). Inclusive leadership presumes that there is diversity in the group, and 
diversity brings in diferent perspectives, as we saw in our discussion of decision 
making. Inclusive leadership makes teams more creative by increasing psychologi-
cal safety, but it may also decrease creativity by diminishing motivation (Zhu et al., 
2020). As we discussed in Chapter 9, some stress can be benefcial for performance, 
but too much stress is detrimental. 

Gender and Leadership 

Te focus on relational leadership has obvious implications for women in leadership 
roles. Stereotypical views of leadership tend to be highly agentic and masculine. Tis 
is important to women in leadership roles because role congruity theory (Eagly & 
Karau, 2002) posits that we hold gender roles for men and women. Men are expected 
to be strong, confdent, and independent (agentic), whereas women are expected to 
be caring, kind, and understanding (communal). Role congruity theory shows that, 
when women behave in a way that is non-communal and highly agentic, they are 
viewed negatively because of this violation of their gender role (Johnson et al., 2008). 
However, meta-analytic evidence shows that women’s communal behavior and lack 
of agentic behavior still reduce the likelihood that they will emerge as leaders (Badura 
et al., 2018). 

Stereotyped expectations of women are further infuenced by race such that the 
agentic expectations for Black women difer from those for Asian women or White 
women (Rosette et al., 2016). A more nuanced examination of agency is needed 
when examining female leaders of color. Agency includes two separate dimensions— 
there is agency as dominance and agency as competence. Black female leaders are 
stereotyped to be particularly high on the dominance dimension of agentic behavior, 
but lower on the competence dimension of agentic behavior (Livingston et al., 2012; 
Rosette et al., 2016). In contrast, Asian women are stereotyped to be particularly 
low on the dominance dimension of agentic behavior, but high on the competence 
dimension (Rosette et al., 2018; Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). Tese additional 
factors make navigating the leadership tightrope particularly difcult for women of 
color, who face the competing demands of appearing competent but not overly dom-
inant, while still maintaining their communal gender role. In reality, it should not be 
female leaders and female leaders of color who need to circumvent such stereotypes. 
Instead, efective performance evaluations should ensure that women and women of 
color are evaluated without bias. 

In fact, the evidence suggests that it is the inconsistency in gender role expecta-
tions that creates the diference between male and female leaders, rather than true 
diferences in leadership behavior. In 1990, Eagly and Johnson (1990) reviewed 
162 studies to compare how men and women led. Tere were only small diferences, 
such that women led more democratically and participatively than men, and men 
were more directive or autocratic than women. A later meta-analysis by Eagly and 

role congruity theory 
a theory explaining the 
gender–leadership gap by the 
inconsistency between the 
female gender role of being 
communal and the stereotype 
that leaders are expected to be 
agentic, which is consistent 
with the male gender role 
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colleagues (Eagly et al., 2003) showed that female leaders were more transformational 
than male leaders (we will discuss transformational leadership in the next section). 
More recent meta-analyses show that women are rated as more efective leaders than 
men, although the opposite used to be true (Paustian-Underdahl et al., 2014). In 
addition, a study of national opinion polls ranging from 1946 to 2018 and compris-
ing over 30,000 adults showed that men used to be seen as more competent than 
women, but most people today see the two genders as equally competent (Eagly et al., 
2020). Among those who do not see them as equally competent, more people believe 
women are more competent than men than the other way around. 

So, what explains the diferences? It is unlikely that women are just better leaders. 
Instead, the diferences can be explained by a selection bias such that the relatively 
small percentage of women leaders who make it to the top had to be particularly 
efective to get there. Indeed, research by Rosette and Tost (2010) suggests that 
women may actually be seen as more efective than equally well-qualifed men when 
they achieve leadership success because of the presumption that they must have been 
particularly talented to get there. 

Te diferences over time can further be explained by the fact that the stereo-
types of leaders are changing. According to another meta-analysis, stereotypes of 
leaders from the 1970s through 2010 became more relational over time (Koenig 
et al., 2011). Te authors state that leadership stereotypes now include more 
“feminine relational qualities, such as sensitivity, warmth, and understanding” 
(p. 634). Possibly as a result of shifting expectations for leaders, 2021 marked a 
year of progress for top female leaders. Kamala Harris was sworn in as the frst 
woman (and frst woman of color) to serve as vice president of the United States 
alongside President Joe Biden on January 20, 2021. Other high-ranking women 
leaders in the Biden administration include: Deb Haaland, secretary of the inte-
rior; Janet Yellen, treasury secretary; and Linda Tomas-Greenfeld, ambassador to 
the United Nations. 

We will discuss the benefts of more relational leadership in the “Cutting Edge” box. 

change-Oriented Leaders 

Whereas contingency theories of leadership focus on the interaction between a 
leader’s behavior or style and elements of the situation, and relational theories con-
sider the importance of the follower in determining overall leader efectiveness, 
change-oriented leadership theories do both of those things to conceptualize truly 
exceptional leadership. For example, when we think of exceptional leaders through-
out history and the truly great leaders of today, they seem to do more than simply 
adapt their behavior to the situation. Tese leaders seem to have the ability to inspire 
or “energize” followers toward organizational goals. Tey often are able to “transform” 
groups of workers into highly efective teams. Great leaders, in efect, inspire follow-
ers to become leaders themselves. We will briefy examine two additional theories of 
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Figure 14.6 Former U.S. President Barack Obama is considered by many to be a charismatic 
leader. 

Source: Photograph by Library of Congress on Unsplash. 

leadership that deal with these exceptional types of leaders: charismatic leadership 
theory and transformational leadership. 

Charismatic Leadership Theory 

We can all think of great political and social leaders who possessed charisma: Barack 
Obama, Winston Churchill, Martin Luther King Jr., Eleanor Roosevelt, John F. 
Kennedy, Mahatma Gandhi. Tere are also charismatic business leaders who seem 
to inspire and captivate their employees—Jef Bezos, CEO of Amazon; Elon Musk 
of Tesla and SpaceX; and Sheryl Sandberg, COO of Meta (formerly Facebook). 
Charismatic leadership theory focuses on such exceptional leaders and tries to 

charismatic Leadership 
theory 
states that leaders possess some 
exceptional characteristics that 
cause followers to be loyal and 
inspired 
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 Stop & Review 
Describe the strengths 
and weaknesses of the 
decision-making theory 
of leadership. 

identify and defne the characteristics that these leaders possess that inspire fol-
lowers to identify with and be devoted to them and also outlines the nature of 
the relationship charismatic leaders have with followers (Klein & House, 1995). 
According to House (1977), charismatic leaders have the ability to communicate 
shared group goals and they convey confdence in their own abilities as well as those 
of their followers. Elements of the situation also come into play, however, because 
charismatic leaders are often most efective in situations where goals are unclear and 
environmental conditions are uncertain or unstable, presumably because charis-
matic leaders are able to provide some vision of where the group should be headed 
(Mhatre & Riggio, 2014). 

Tere is some speculation that the “exceptional” characteristics or qualities of 
charismatic leaders are related to the possession of exceptionally high social skills 
and an ability to relate to (and inspire) followers at a deep, emotional level (Riggio, 
1987). Conger and Kanungo (1987, 1988) propose that the key characteristics of 
charismatic leaders include sensitivity to followers and the situation/environment, 
ability to inspire, and a desire to change the status quo. It has also been suggested 
that follower characteristics, such as identifcation with the leader, susceptibility to 
the leader’s emotional messages, and a willingness to follow, are components of char-
ismatic leadership. Tus, charismatic leadership is indeed an interaction of leader, 
follower, and situation, as shown in Figure 14.7. 

Many studies on charismatic leadership have focused on the communication 
style of charismatic leaders, which is characterized by a highly expressive tone and 
visionary language (Johnson & Dipboye, 2008). Tis often includes the expression of 
positive afect that can be contagious to followers, improving their afective states and 
performance (Johnson, 2008, 2009). As analysis of presidential speeches shows that 
more charismatic presidents used greater imagery and references to inclusion in their 
speeches (Seyranian & Bligh, 2008). Another study suggests that Barack Obama’s 

Figure 14.7 Charismatic leadership theory is an interaction between leader characteristics, fol-
lower characteristics, and elements of the situation. 

432 



L e a d e r s h i p

   

charismatic communication style and the emerging social crisis contributed to his 
2008 presidential win (Bligh & Kohles, 2009). In a study with similar fndings, Bligh 
and colleagues (2004) found that President George Bush used charismatic rhetoric 
following the September 11 terrorist attacks in 2001. 

O  N  T   h  E   C U T T I N G  E  D  G E  

On the Cutting edge: Women’s Leadership 
in the pandemic 

Earlier in this text we have discussed the extraordinary  

changes surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic. When  

it comes to leadership, the story that dominated the  

headlines was how women leaders used their relational  

leadership style to ensure more positive outcomes in  

the pandemic. The countries who were faring the best  

in the face of the pandemic included New Zealand, Ger-

many, Finland, Iceland, Denmark, Norway, and Taiwan— 

all countries led by women. A qualitative study (Dada  

et al.,  2021) showed that male leaders used more war  

analogies and fear-based tactics in their communication  

than their female counterparts. In contrast, female lead-

ers tended to focus on people frst, including families,  

children, and vulnerable groups (such as refugees, per-

sons with mental health concerns) in their rhetoric. The  

authors state: 

mother or grandmother, a partner—this is about   

people.” 

(p. 10) 

A similar study in the U.S. showed that female gov-

ernors in the United States showed greater empathy

and optimism in the face of the pandemic (Sergent & 

Stajkovic, 2020). Analyzing speeches from 251 briefngs 

between April 1, 2020 and May 5, 2020, the authors

found that women showed greater empathy through 

their awareness of others’ feelings and outward emo-

tional support for followers’ welfare. They also found that 

women governors expressed greater confdence that the  

COVID-19 situation would improve. They highlight a quote  

from an April 27, 2020 speech by Governor Gretchen  

Whitmer in which she said, “We are not out of the woods  

yet, but we are seeing signs to give us reason to be feeling  

optimistic; cautiously, but optimistic nonetheless.” The empathetic and personal appeals that  

women made focused on compassion and social  

cohesion, such as Chancellor Merkel’s comment,  

“these are not just abstract numbers in statis-

tics, but this is about a father or grandfather, a  

The evidence is consistent with other studies of crisis 

leadership, showing that people prefer more relational 

leadership in times of extraordinary stress and crisis 

(Vongas & Al hajj, 2015). 

Transformational Leadership Theory 
transactional Leadership 
leadership based on
some transaction, such as 
exchanging money for work 

Another prominent leadership theory distinguishes between transactional and 
transformational leadership (Burns, 1978). Transactional leadership  occurs when 
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transformational Leadership 
focuses on the leader’s ability 
to provide shared values and 
a vision for the future for the 
work group 

the relationship between leader and followers is based on some sort of exchange or 
“transaction,” such as exchanging money or praise for work, or exchanging leader 
consideration behaviors for employee loyalty and commitment. Transformational 
leadership involves the leader changing the values, beliefs, and attitudes of follow-
ers. In other words, in transactional approaches, the leader and followers can be 
seen as involved in an implicit or explicit agreement whereby followers devote time 
and energy to pursuing organizational goals, and the leader, in exchange, provides 
rewards and job security. Te transformational leader, however, inspires followers 
by providing a vision of where the group is headed and developing a work culture 
that stimulates high-performance activities (Bass & Riggio, 2006). Transformational 
leaders are viewed as responsible for performance beyond ordinary expectations as 
they transmit a sense of mission, stimulate workers’ learning experiences, and inspire 
new and creative ways of thinking. Both charismatic and transformational leadership 
may be particularly important for leading organizations through signifcant change 
processes (Eisenbach et al., 1999). 

Four components make up transformational leadership and can be referred to as 
the four “Is.” Tese are: 

z Idealized Infuence—refers to the transformational leader being a positive role 
model for followers. Transformational leaders “walk the talk” and would not 
behave in a manner inconsistent with their beliefs or values. As a result, transfor-
mational leaders are respected and admired by followers. 

z Inspirational Motivation—Like charismatic leaders, transformational leaders are 
able to arouse and inspire followers by providing a compelling vision of a positive 
future and important and meaningful outcomes. 
Intellectual Stimulation—Transformational leaders stimulate followers’ curios-
ity and their innovation and creativity. Tis is done in an intellectually challenging 
way, allowing followers to have input into brainstorming sessions and in decision 
making. 

z Individualized Consideration—involves the leader’s personalized attention to 
each follower’s feelings, needs, and concerns. Trough this individualized atten-
tion, each follower is developed to his or her full potential. 

z 

Te results of a great deal of research suggest that both transactional and transfor-
mational leadership are associated with leader efectiveness (Judge et al., 2004), but 
transformational leaders have extraordinarily successful work groups (Bass & Riggio, 
2006). For example, meta-analyses demonstrate that groups led by transformational 
leaders have moderately higher performance than groups led by nontransformational 
leaders (Lowe et al., 1996). Moreover, followers of transformational leaders are much 
more satisfed than those led by other types of leaders (Dumdum et al., 2002). 

Research on transformational leadership has grown because of the development 
of an instrument that measures elements of both transactional and transforma-
tional leadership, the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ; Bass & Avolio, 
1997). Te MLQ surveys the followers of a particular leader who evaluate the leader 
on the four components of transformational leadership. In addition to the MLQ, 
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alternative measures of transformational leadership have also been developed (Alimo-
Metcalfe & Alban-Metcalfe, 2001). 

A meta-analysis of more than 20 studies found that transformational leader-
ship was superior to transactional leadership in fostering work group efectiveness 
(Lowe et al., 1996). Moreover, the positive efects of transformational leadership on 
group performance hold for groups as varied as student leaders in laboratory experi-
ments (Kirkpatrick & Locke, 1996), nursing and health-care supervisors (Mullen & 
Kelloway, 2009), and German and Indian bank managers (Majumdar & Ray, 2011). 

Led by research on transformational leadership, scholars have begun to pay careful 
attention to the ethics of leaders. For example, charismatic leaders have been sepa-
rated into those who are more oriented toward the common good, such as Gandhi 
and Martin Luther King Jr., and self-serving and corrupt charismatics, such as Hit-
ler and Saddam Hussein. As a result, leaders are being distinguished as “socialized” 
or “authentic” leaders versus the “personalized” or “inauthentic” types (Howell & 
Avolio, 1993). Tis search for authentic or ethical leaders has led to a new wave of 
research that is trying to distinguish “good” from “bad” or “destructive” leadership 
(see Lipman-Blumen, 2005). 

comparing and contrasting theories of Leadership 

Table 14.2 presents a summary of the various leadership theories we have reviewed. 
Te early universalist theories of leadership were limited because they were too 
simplistic—leadership is too complex a phenomenon to be captured in terms of a 
single characteristic or group of leader characteristics. Te behavioral theories of lead-
ership suggested that two very diferent sets of leader behaviors—task–oriented and 
person-oriented—were associated with efective leadership. But this perspective too 
was limited because diferent leader behaviors will be more or less successful depend-
ing on characteristics of the leadership situation. Tis brought us to the contingency 
models. 

Each of the contingency theories of leadership presents a diferent way of examin-
ing leader efectiveness by focusing on the leader–situation interaction. To understand 
better the perspectives that these theories take in predicting leader efectiveness, we 
need to compare the various models. 

One obvious diference between the contingency theories is how they view the 
leader’s primary task. For example, Fiedler’s model sees the leader as determining 
the course the work group should take, the path–goal theory considers the leader 
as merely a facilitator who helps the group achieve its goals, the decision-making 
model sees the leader’s main job as work-related decision making, and the leader– 
member exchange theory focuses on the leader’s role with subordinates. Te models 
also difer in how they defne efective leadership. In Fiedler’s contingency model, in 
contrast to the other models, the leader’s style is seen as relatively fxed and unchange-
able. Tus, the leader must seek out or create situations that are compatible with the 
leader’s behavioral orientation. All the other contingency models assume that leaders 
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 Table 14.2 Summary of Leadership Theories. 

Teory Elements/Components Applications 

Universalist Teories 

Great man/woman theory Efective leaders are born,  
not made 

(No direct intervention 
programs) 

Trait theory Searching for traits common to all 
efective leaders 

(No direct intervention 
programs) 

Behavioral Teories 

Ohio State studies Two leader behaviors: initiating 
structure and consideration 

(No direct intervention) 

University of Michigan 
studies 

Two leader behaviors:  
task-oriented and  
relationship-oriented 

Contingency Teories 

Fiedler’s contingency 
theory 

Path–goal theory 

Decision-making model 

Leader style must be matched to 
situational characteristics 

Leader must play roles to help 
groups attain goals 

Leader asks situation-related 
questions before choosing 
decision-making style 

Leader match 

(No specifc 
interventions) 

Model contains its own 
application 

Relational Teories 

Leader–member exchange Focuses on quality of leader– 
member relationship 

Leadership training 

Inclusive leadership Focuses on the uniqueness and 
belonging of all team members 

Leadership training 

Charismatic and Transformational Teories 

Charismatic leadership Followers are drawn to 
“exceptional” characteristics 
possessed by leader 

Leadership training 

Transformational 
leadership 

Leader inspires, provides a 
“vision,” and develops 
followers 

Leadership training 

are more fexible and require leaders to change their behavior in accordance with the 
situation. For example, according to the decision-making model, a leader should be 
participative and democratic in dealing with decision making in one situation and 
be more autocratic and directive in another. Likewise, according to the path–goal 
theory, a leader may change roles from time to time to meet the varying goals of the 

436 



L e a d e r s h i p

work group. As we shall see, this notion of the fexibility or stability of leader behavior 
is very important to the application of leadership theory. 

Relational leadership theories emphasize the importance of fostering good 
relationships with followers through partnering with them and making them feel 
included and important. After all, leaders don’t do leadership alone. True leadership 
is created by leaders and followers working together. 

Finally, charismatic and transformational leadership theories seem, at the same 
time, to combine and to move beyond both the trait approaches and the contingency 
approaches to leadership. Tat is, these newer approaches to leadership focus on 
characteristics of the leader and how these extraordinary leader characteristics interact 
with situational elements, including the attitudes, beliefs, and loyalty of the follow-
ers. Te charismatic and transformational leadership theories, however, go a step 
beyond contingency models because, in these newer models, the leader’s behavior is 
more than just a simple adjusting or adapting to situational constraints. 

Leadership Training and Development 

Leadership training programs take a number of forms, although most follow two 
general approaches. Te frst approach teaches leaders diagnostic skills—that is, how 
to assess a situation to determine the type of leader behavior that will work best. 
Te assumption is that a leader who knows the particular behavior that a situation 
requires will be able to adjust behavior accordingly. Te path–goal and decision-
making theories emphasize such a diagnosis. Te path–goal theory requires leaders 
to determine the goal expectations of the work group, whereas the decision-making 
model asks the leader to perform a detailed assessment of a situation before adopting 
a decision-making strategy. 

Te second approach teaches leaders specifc skills or behaviors that they lack. For 
example, such programs might train task-oriented leaders to be more relationship-
oriented or train transactional leaders to become more transformational (Barling 
et al., 1996); a combination of both approaches—teaching diagnostic skills plus 
increasing the leader’s behavioral repertoire—is likely to be most efective. 

Organizations invest a great deal of time and money in programs designed to 
train their leaders to be more efective. In fact, a majority of funds in organizational 
training budgets tend to be allocated to leadership training (Ho, 2016; O’Leonard, 
2014). A meta-analysis of leadership training (Lacerenza et al., 2017) showed that 
leader development has strong and consistent efects on trainee reactions, learning, 
transfer, and even results. Te meta-analysis further suggests that utilizing a needs 
analysis (see Chapter 6), feedback, multiple delivery methods (especially practice), 
spaced training sessions, a location that is on-site, and face-to-face delivery that is not 
self-administered all improve the impact of leader development. 

It is also important to consider the leader trainee’s openness and acceptance of the 
training program. Tis has been termed leader developmental readiness—which relates 
to whether a leader is prepared and motivated to develop and advance his or her 
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leadership skills (Day, 2013). If leaders are to be successful in a program that involves 
a substantial change in behavior, they must see the merit in learning new leadership 
behaviors and perhaps abandoning past leadership behaviors. Tis is a problem with 
many training programs that managers are “forced” to attend, and the program may 
fail because of resistance from the participants. 

Another important consideration is whether the particular leadership behaviors 
taught in the training program will be accepted in the work group and organiza-
tion. In many cases, when the leaders try to use their newly acquired leadership 
behaviors in the work environment, they meet with resistance from both supervisees 
and colleagues. Te new behaviors may be incompatible with the usual operating 
procedures within the organization or the work group, and the new leadership style 
may not ft the expectations of group members. For example, a training program that 
taught police sergeants to replace task-oriented, authoritarian styles with participa-
tive behaviors was a spectacular failure. Although the sergeants accepted the change, 
it was met with considerable resistance by their subordinates, who felt that the pro-
gram had made their leaders “soft”—a condition that they perceived as dangerous 
in the life-and-death situations that police ofcers often face. Tus, for leadership 
training to be efective, the organization must accept and support the new leader 
behavior. 

Finally, sound evaluations of leadership training programs must be conducted 
routinely to determine whether the programs are indeed successful (Hannum et al., 
2007). Such evaluations include measuring the efects of leadership training pro-
grams on organizational outcomes such as work group productivity, work quality, 
and member satisfaction. One measure that has been suggested is to estimate the 
return on investment in leadership development, but looking at the costs of the 
leader development program and the resulting increases in work group performance 
(Avolio et al., 2010). Training programs that deal with these various concerns can 
improve the quality of leadership in work groups and organizations. 

A  P P LY I N G  I / O  P  S  Y  C  h  O L  O  G  Y  

transcultural Leadership: training Leaders in the 21st century 

The increasing internationalization of business, with  

multinational organizations routinely doing business  

worldwide, coupled with the increasing diversity of  

the workforce, means that leaders today and in the  

future must be specially trained for a more complex  

work world (Rost-Roth, 2010). The majority of large  

U.S. organizations now routinely do business with  

companies in other countries. One model of leader-

ship training (Conger, 1993) suggests that future leaders  

will need, among other things, the following areas of   

training: 

•	 Global awareness—Leaders will need to be knowl-

edgeable of worldwide issues that may afect the 
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A  P P LY I N G  I / O  P  S  Y  C  h  O L  O  G  Y  

(Continued) 

organization and the organizations and organiza-

tional members it must interact with. One approach 

emphasizes that Westerners need to “let go” of their 

own cultural perspective and approach new coun-

tries and cultures as a “stranger,” intent on learning 

the new culture (White & Shullman, 2012). 

•	 Capability of managing highly decentralized organi-

zations—As more and more work is done in indepen-

dently functioning work teams, leaders will need to 

play more of a “coaching” or “consultant” role than 

the traditional authority role of “boss.” 

•	 Sensitivity to diversity issues—Leaders will be looked 

to as “diversity experts,” so they must be able to deal 

efectively with groups that have diferent values and 

worldviews. 

•	 Interpersonal skills—The changing and expanding 

role of work group leaders (e.g., from “bosses” to 

“coaches”) will require them to become more inter-

personally skilled. 

•	 Community-building skills—Efective leaders of the 

future will have to build work groups into cooperat-

ing, interdependent “communities” of workers. The 

leader will need to build group cohesiveness and 

commitment to goals. More and more, group mem-

bers will turn to leaders for the “vision” of where the 

work group and the organization are going. 

It appears that, once again, leader fexibility is called for. Leaders of the future will be 
required to be “culturally” fexible and adaptable if they are going to be efective in 
leading diverse work groups in an increasingly complex world of work. 

Job Redesign and Substitutes for Leadership 

Research in redesigning jobs indicates that in certain instances leaders may be 
unnecessary, leading to a search for “substitutes for leadership” (Hackman, 1990). 
For example, a group that is cohesive and has highly structured norms for opera-
tion may have no need for a leader. Examples of such leaderless groups include 
some of the job enrichment teams mentioned in Chapter 7, in which all members 
have equal status and authority, as well as groups of professionals such as physi-
cians or real estate agents, who all have high levels of ability, experience, training, 
and knowledge. In addition, a leader would be redundant in a situation in which 
the task is well structured and routine and the work is intrinsically satisfying to 
workers, because there would be no need for direction or for encouragement. 
Finally, it has been suggested that a form of self-leadership, or self-management, 
might substitute for the traditional supervision provided by a formal leader (Spre-
itzer et al., 1999). 

Stop & Review 
What are the fve 
needs for transcultural 
leaders outlined by 
conger (1993)? 

Stop & Review 
Describe three appli-
cations of leadership 
theories. 
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Summary 

Leadership is the ability to direct a group toward the attainment of goals. Leadership 
theories can be divided into three categories: universalist theories, behavioral theories, 
and contingency theories. Te great man/woman theory, a universalist theory, holds that 
some people are natural, born leaders. Te trait theory specifes certain personality 
traits, or characteristics, that are common to all efective leaders. Tese universalist 
theories sufer from the facts that they are simplistic and that they focus on individual 
leader characteristics. 

Te behavioral theories of leadership are typifed by studies conducted at Ohio 
State and the University of Michigan that looked directly at leader behavior rather 
than at inferred leader characteristics. Two dimensions of leader behavior emerged: 
initiating structure (also called task-oriented behaviors), which focuses on work task 
production, and consideration (also known as relationship-oriented behaviors), which 
emphasizes interpersonal relationships among workers. 

Next to emerge were the contingency theories of leadership. Fiedler’s contingency 
model states that efective leadership depends on a match between the leader’s style 
and the favorableness of the work situation. Leader style is assessed through the least 
preferred coworker (LPC) measure. Task-oriented leaders are most efective in either 
very favorable or very unfavorable situations, whereas relationship-oriented leaders 
do better in moderately favorable situations. Te favorability of situations in Fiedler’s 
model is determined by three variables: leader–member relations, task structure, and 
the leader’s position power. Te path–goal theory asserts that the leader is a facilitator 
who chooses the type of behavior that will most help the work group to achieve its 
goals. According to the path–goal theory, the leader can adopt four types of leader 
behavior: directive, achievement-oriented, supportive, or participative. 

Te decision-making model sees the leader’s main role as making work-related deci-
sions. Tis prescriptive model contains a decision tree framework for the leader to 
follow to decide the appropriate decision-making strategy (ranging from autocratic 
to democratic) to use in a particular situation. Relational theories, such as the leader– 
member exchange (LMX) model, examine the quality of the relationship between the 
leader and each subordinate, which leads to a more precise determination of work 
outcomes. Finally, transformational and charismatic leadership theories focus on excep-
tional characteristics or qualities that leaders possess that inspire loyalty in followers 
and motivate them to achieve extraordinary goals. 

Te application of leadership theories involves one of two strategies: instituting 
leadership training programs or redesigning the job to ft the leader. Te majority of 
the theories advocate leadership training, either by teaching specifc leader behaviors 
(e.g., task-oriented or relationship-oriented) or by training leaders to diagnose situa-
tions that call for either task-oriented or relationship-oriented behaviors. Job redesign 
usually involves changing characteristics of the situation to ft the leader’s typical style 
or orientation. However, work situations that are amenable to such job redesigns may 
be limited. 
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Study Questions and exercises 

1. Discuss the limitations of the universalist leadership theories. Why do you sup-
pose they had, and continue to have, such popular appeal? 

2. Consider the distinction between task-oriented (initiating structure) and 
relationship-oriented (consideration) leader behaviors. List the roles that they 
play in each of the various contingency theories. 

3. Tink of a leader of a work or social group whom you have known. How would 
you characterize this person’s leadership style or orientation? What theory of lead-
ership best describes and explains this person’s leadership situation? 

4. All contingency theories of leadership measure some characteristics of both the 
leader and the work situation. How do the diferent theories—Fiedler’s, path– 
goal, decision-making, leader–member exchange—defne characteristics of the 
work situation? 

5. Design a leadership training program for leaders of student organizations. Keep in 
mind the program characteristics that will maximize the efectiveness of the train-
ing program. 

6. What sorts of groups might operate efciently without a leader? How would lead-
ership be shared in these groups? 

Web Links 

http://kravisleadershipinstitute.org/ 
Our Kravis Leadership Institute site containing some resources about leadership. 

www.ila-net.org/ 
Website for the International Leadership Association, a professional organization for 
scholars and practitioners from many disciplines who are interested in the study and 
practice of leadership. 

Suggested readings 

Banks, G. C., Fischer, T., Gooty, J., & Stock, G. (2021). Ethical leadership: Mapping the 
terrain for concept cleanup and a future research agenda. Te Leadership Quarterly, 
32(2), 101471. 

Bass, B. M., & Riggio, R. E. (2006). Transformational leadership (2nd ed.). Mahwah, 
NJ: Erlbaum. A comprehensive review of research on transformational and charismatic 
leadership. 

McCauley, C. D., & Palus, C. J. (2021). Developing the theory and practice of leadership 
development: A relational view. Te Leadership Quarterly, 32(5), 101456. 
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Roberson, Q., & Perry, J. L. (2021). Inclusive leadership in thought and action: A the-
matic analysis. Group & Organization Management, 10596011211013161. 

Sessa, V. (2017). College student leadership development. New York: Taylor & Francis/ 
Routledge. Tis book is a terrifc personal guide to leadership development for college 
students. It includes exercises and leadership assessments. 
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Chapter 15 

Organizational 
Structure, Culture, and 
Development 

Inside Tips 
ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE, CULTURE, AND DEVELOPMENT: UNIFYING 

CONCEPTS IN INDUSTRIAL/ORGANIZATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY 

In this chapter, we view organizations at their most general level: looking at how the orga-
nization, as a whole, can afect the behavior of the typical worker. Take organizational 
structure, for example. In rigid, rule-driven, traditional organizations, it is likely that 
employees will be expected to adhere closely to strict company regulations and policies. 
By contrast, in nontraditional organizations, there is a lack of rigid structure and rules, 
which means that workers will have quite a bit of freedom and are expected to take on 
responsibility and to demonstrate initiative. Knowing about the structure and culture of 
an organization can help us understand and analyze the work behavior that occurs within 
the organization. 

Although this chapter focuses on the organization as a whole, the concepts of organiza-
tional structure and culture have been touched on previously. For example, in Chapter 10, 
we saw that the organizational chart, or organigram, illustrates the lines of formal com-
munication within an organization, or the organization’s communication structure. In 
this chapter, we will focus more on the organization’s authority structure, because the 
organizational chart also represents the formal lines of status and authority. Te general 
concept of authority was also discussed in Chapter 13, when the topic of legitimate power 
was introduced. Tere are strong ties between the concept of power and the structure of 
organizations because organizations can be viewed as power structures. Te concept of 
organizational culture has been hinted at in several previous chapters. Organizational 
culture is connected to workers’ feelings about their jobs and their organization—recall 
Chapter 8 and the discussions of job engagement and organizational commitment. 
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Organizational Structure 
refers to the arrangement of 
positions in an organization 
and the authority and 
responsibility relationships 
among them 

In addition, the chapter on group processes (Chapter 11) explored the elements that con-
tribute to an organization’s total “culture.” 

Te feld of organizational development (OD), which is introduced in this chapter, 
emphasizes that organizations must take steps to keep up with the changing world around 
them. Organizational development is an eclectic area of I/O psychology, for it draws on 
many theories and applications from a variety of topics within the broader feld and uses 
them to help organizations adapt and change. In our discussion of OD, you will see many 
of the concepts and topics from earlier chapters, but here they will be applied in an efort 
to help organizations change and innovate. 

You have begun working for a new organization. You have had experience with 
several other organizations and noticed that each was hierarchical and somewhat 
bureaucratic. Your last company had many layers of management. Even your uni-
versity was structured, with many levels of administration between the students and 
the president. But this organization is quite diferent. Te employees act more like 
a team. Everyone is on a frst-name basis, and the head of the company is indistin-
guishable from some of the other, older employees. Most importantly, the climate 
of the organization is completely diferent. People seem more “loose,” but they are 
highly motivated, work long hours, and seem to take real pride in their work and the 
company. You begin to wonder how organizations can vary so greatly. 

So far, we have studied work behavior at a number of levels. We looked at work 
behavior at the individual level, examining the processes by which individual workers 
are selected and assigned to jobs, trained, and evaluated, and the internal processes 
that afect the behavior of individual workers, including the factors that infuence 
worker motivation, job satisfaction, and stress. We have also explored work behavior 
at the group level. It is now time to look at work behavior from a larger perspective: 
the organizational level. Tis larger perspective will allow an exploration of how the 
structure, dynamics, and culture of the organization itself can afect the behavior of 
its work groups and individuals (Williams & Rains, 2007). 

We will begin by studying the structure of organizations, or how they are designed 
and operate. We will consider how factors both inside and outside the organization 
afect its structure, focusing on how diferent structures afect behavior within the 
organization. We will then look at how organizations develop their own individual 
cultures, which can infuence nearly all aspects of behavior at work. Finally, we will 
look at how organizations can change and develop to meet the demands placed on 
them from both within and without. In particular, we will study some of the vari-
ous techniques used to help organizations change to become more efective and to 
become better places to work. 

Organizational Structure 

Organizational structure refers to the arrangement of positions in an organization 
and the authority and responsibility relationships among them. Tis means that every 
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organization is made up of persons holding particular positions or playing certain 
roles in an organization. Te organization’s structure is then determined by the inter-
relationships among the responsibilities of these various positions or roles. Consider, 
for example, a simple internet retail business that has three positions. 

Te frst is the director of operations, who has authority over the other two posi-
tions. Te director’s responsibilities include selecting and acquiring the products that 
will be ofered through the business and handling the organization’s fnances. Te 
second position is the marketing specialist, whose responsibilities consist of designing 
the web-based advertisements for the organization’s products and placing the ads in 
various social media outlets. In terms of authority, the marketing specialist is subordi-
nate to the director but superior to the third position: the shipping clerk. Te clerk’s 
responsibilities are solely to package and mail orders. In this very small organization, 
positions and responsibilities are clearly defned, and the responsibilities are linked in 
such a way that all functions of the company are handled smoothly and efciently. 

Of course, most work organizations are extremely complex, made up of doz-
ens, hundreds, or thousands of workers. Each has an arrangement of positions and 
responsibilities that is in some way unique. Tere are a number of diferent dimen-
sions of organizational structure. For example, organizations can be classifed under 
a general continuum of structure that ranges from the very formal and traditional to 
the completely informal and nontraditional. Organizations can also be classifed by 
their size, or by the “shape” of their organizational hierarchy (Josefy et al., 2015). We 
will begin our discussion by examining some of the dimensions on which organiza-
tions can be structured. 

Dimensions of Organizational Structure 

Traditional versus Nontraditional Organizational Structures 

Traditional organizations have formally defned roles for their members, are very rule-
driven, and are stable and resistant to change. Jobs and lines of status and authority 
tend to be clearly defned in traditional structures, which means that much of the 
work behavior tends to be regulated and kept within organizational guidelines and 
standards. Sometimes, traditional organizational structures are called “mechanistic” 
or “bureaucratic” structures (we will discuss bureaucracies shortly). 

Nontraditional organizational structures are characterized by less formalized 
work roles and procedures. As a result, they tend to be rather fexible and adaptable, 
without the rigid status hierarchy characteristic of more traditional structures. Non-
traditional organizational structures are sometimes referred to as “organic.” Generally, 
nontraditional organizations have fewer employees than the traditional structures, 
and nontraditional structures may also occur as a small organization that is a subunit 
of a larger, more traditionally structured organization. For example, an organization 
that manufactures jet airliners may be made up of a nontraditional organizational 
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Chain of Command 

the number of authority levels 
in an organization 

Span of Control 

the number of workers 
who must report to a single 
supervisor 

unit that is responsible for designing new aircraft and a traditional organizational 
unit that is charged with producing dozens of the new jets. 

Traditional organizational structures arose around the turn of the 20th century 
when advancements in technology had led to the growth of manufacturing organi-
zations and increases in their output. As these manufacturing organizations became 
larger and larger, there was greater need to establish rules to coordinate the various 
activities of the growing numbers of workers in each organization. Tese traditional 
structures began to replace the small, family-type manufacturing organizations, 
and today many work organizations, such as major manufacturers and service 
organizations—including banks, the Internal Revenue Service, the department 
of motor vehicles, and your college or university administration—are traditional 
organizational structures. 

Nontraditional structures are often organized around a particular project or prod-
uct line and are responsible for all aspects of the job (Soderlund, 2015). Motion picture 
production crews are an example of a nontraditional structure. Film crews contain a 
number of types of experts and professionals—camerapersons, actors/actresses, light-
ing specialists, editors—who work together, pooling their knowledge and talents to 
produce a creative, quality product. Nontraditional structures have also been set up in 
hospitals and health-care agencies, fnancial institutions, and government (O’Reilly & 
Tushman, 2004). Nontraditional organizations typically have four important charac-
teristics: high fexibility and adaptability, collaboration among workers, less emphasis 
on organizational status, and group decision making. We will look at examples of both 
traditional and nontraditional organizational structures a bit later. 

Chain of Command and Span of Control 

Traditional organizational structures are characterized by an authority hierarchy that 
is represented in the organizational chart, or organigram. Te organigram graphi-
cally depicts the various levels of status or authority in a traditional organization 
and the number of workers that report to each position of authority. Te chain of 
command is the number of authority levels in a particular organization. Te chain 
of command follows the lines of authority and status vertically through the organi-
zation. Te span of control is the number of workers who must report to a single 
supervisor. An organization with a wide span of control has many workers reporting 
to each supervisor; an organization with a narrow span has few subordinates report-
ing to each superior. Based on these dimensions of chain of command and span of 
control, traditional organizations are often described as being either “tall” or “fat” 
in structure (see Figure 15.1). A tall organizational structure has a long chain of 
command—many authority levels—and a narrow span of control. A fat organi-
zational structure has a short chain of command but a wide span of control. It is 
important to note that both dimensions are more descriptive of traditional rather 
than nontraditional structures. Highly nontraditional organizations may have a very 
small chain of command or none at all, because they de-emphasize authority levels. 
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Figure 15.1  Tall and fat organizational structures. 

An organization’s shape, either tall or fat, can have important implications for 
work life in the organization. For example, in tall organizational structures, workers 
at the bottom levels may feel cut of from those above, because they are separated by 
many levels of middle-ranking superiors. On the positive side, tall organizations may 
ofer lower-level employees many diferent promotional opportunities throughout 
their careers. Another advantage of such structures is that there is usually adequate 
supervision because the span of control is narrow: each supervisor is only responsible 
for a few employees. However, tall organizational structures can become “top heavy” 
with administrators and managers, because the ratio of line workers to supervisors is 
very low. Conversely, in a fat structure, few levels separate top-level managers from 
bottom-level workers, possibly leading to greater interaction between the top and 
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Functional Structure 

an organizational structure 
that divides the organization 
into departments based on 
the functions or tasks they 
perform 

Divisional Structure 

an organizational structure 
that divides the organization 
according to types of products 
or customers 

bottom of the organization. However, fat structures ofer few promotional opportu-
nities to workers, and supervision may not always be adequate, because many workers 
report to the same supervisor. 

Te type of structure, tall or fat, follows from its functions and goals. For exam-
ple, fat organizational structures may be more common when the task is routine 
or repetitive, thus requiring a large number of workers who need minimal supervi-
sion. Organizations with complex and multifaceted goals or products may have taller 
structures, with diferent levels handling the various aspects of the company’s goals. 

Functional versus Divisional Structure 

Organizations can also be structured by either functions or divisions. A functional 
structure divides the organization into departments based on the functions or tasks 
performed. For example, a manufacturing frm may be made up of a production 
department, sales department, and fnance department. An amusement park might 
be divided into operations, publicity, and maintenance. 

A divisional structure is based on types of products or customers. Each division 
may perform the same range of functions, but those functions only serve the goals 
of the particular division. In other words, each division operates almost as if it were 
a separate organization. For example, a major motion picture company might have 
multiple products—flms for theatres, movies for television, and online, streaming 
products—each of which is represented by a separate division. Within each divi-
sion are people who handle manufacturing, marketing, and fnancing, but only for 
their particular product. Figure 15.2 provides examples of organizations structured 
by function and division. 

A primary advantage of functional structure is that it creates job specialists, such 
as experts in marketing or fnance, and eliminates duplication of functions. One dis-
advantage of functional structure is that workers may become overly focused on their 
own department and area of specialization, and this may breed interdepartmental 
rivalry and confict. Another disadvantage is that work must move from one large 
department to another to be completed, which may decrease productivity, particu-
larly when work is lost in the shufe or when one department is particularly slow in 
accomplishing its functions, thereby creating a bottleneck. 

Divisional structure has positive and negative aspects as well. One advantage is 
that the company can easily expand products or services merely by adding a new 
division. Also, because each division operates as a separate entity, with its own pro-
duction goals and proft picture, there is greater accountability. It is easy to determine 
which units are performing at either exceptional or substandard levels. One of the 
major drawbacks to divisional structure concerns the duplication of areas of expertise, 
because each division contains its own departments for production, sales, research, 
and other functions. Another potential weakness is that workers with similar skills 
and expertise may not be able to beneft from professional interaction with each other 
because they are housed in diferent divisions. 
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 Figure 15.2 Functional and divisional organizational designs. 
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Centralized versus Decentralized Structure 

Centralization 

the degree to which 
decision-making power rests 
at the upper levels of the 
organizational hierarchy 

Decentralization 

the process of taking the 
decision-making authority 
away from the top levels of the 
organization and distributing 
it to lower levels 

Another dimension of organizational structure deals with how important work-
related decisions are made, which can be either centralized or decentralized. 
Centralization is the degree to which decision-making authority is concentrated at 
the top of the organizational hierarchy (Fry & Slocum, 1984). In highly centralized 
organizations, the decision-making power is frmly held by the top levels of the orga-
nization. Decentralization is the process of taking the decision-making power out of 
the hands of the top level and distributing some of it to lower levels. 

For example, a chain of ice cream stores could have either a very centralized or a very 
decentralized structure. In the centralized structure, top-level executives in the corpo-
rate ofce would control all the decision making. Tey would decide what favors of 
ice cream should appear in the stores each month, the number of personnel each store 
can hire, and how the advertising budget for each store will be spent. In contrast, if the 
same chain had a decentralized structure, each of the store managers would be allowed 
to make decisions concerning the selection of ice cream favors, advertising, and person-
nel. Te centralized organization has the advantage of uniformity, which means that 
each store should operate with some average level of quality and efciency. However, 
this structure may limit the ability of individual stores to adjust to special circum-
stances. For example, one store manager in the centralized chain may complain that 
his store has special personnel and advertising needs that the corporate decision makers 
do not consider. In the decentralized company, each store can make its own decisions, 
but this could backfre if the store managers make poor or uninformed decisions. One 
study found that employees felt that they were treated more fairly by organizations with 
decentralized, as opposed to centralized, structures (Schminke et al., 2000). 

examples of traditional and Nontraditional 
Organizational Structures 

Traditional Organizational Structures 

The Bureaucracy 

Bureaucracy 
a traditional organizational 
structure typifed by a well-
defned authority hierarchy 
and strict rules governing work 
behavior 

Te prototypical traditional organizational structure is the bureaucracy, which is 
characterized by a well-defned authority hierarchy with strict rules governing work 
behavior. Te bureaucratic organization is often represented as a pyramid, with the 
few members with highest status on the top, leading directly down to the many 
bottom-level workers who carry out the organization’s goal of producing goods or 
services. Te bureaucratic model was developed in the early 20th century by the Ger-
man sociologist Max Weber, who formulated a theory of organizational structure that 
was based on formality and authority (Weber, 1947). Weber believed the bureaucracy 
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Table 15.1 Six Characteristics of a Bureaucratic Organization 

Specialization of labor—Te complex goals or outputs of the organization are broken down into separate jobs with 
simple, routine, well-defned tasks. In this way, each person becomes a specialized expert at performing a certain task. 

A well-defned authority hierarchy—Bureaucracies are characterized by a pyramid-type arrangement in which each lower 
position is controlled and supervised by the next higher level. Every position is under the direct supervision of 
someone higher up so that there is no confusion about who reports to whom (see Figure 15.3). 

Formal rules and procedures—In a bureaucracy, there are strict rules and regulations to ensure uniformity and to regulate 
work behavior. Because of these extensive rules and procedures, there should never be any doubt about what a 
particular worker is supposed to be doing. Everyone’s job is well defned, and procedures for coordinating activities 
with other workers should be clearly established. 

Impersonality—In bureaucracies, behavior is based on logical rather than emotional thinking. Tis means that personal 
preferences and emotional factors do not have a place in any work-related decisions. For example, a true bureaucratic 
service organization would never give preferential treatment to one customer over another. 

Employment decisions based on merit—Hiring and promotion decisions are based on who is best qualifed for the job, 
rather than on the personal preferences of those making the personnel decisions. In a true bureaucracy, people who 
are efective workers should be the only ones advancing to higher-level positions. 

Emphasis on written records—To ensure uniformity of action and fair and equitable treatment of employees, 
bureaucracies keep meticulous records of past decisions and actions. All behaviors occurring in the organization are 
recorded, which contributes to the image of bureaucrats as compulsive “paper-shufers.” 

established order in the work setting and increased productivity by reducing inefcien-
cies in organizational operations. According to him, a true bureaucratic organization 
should possess six characteristics, outlined in Table 15.1: the division or specialization 
of labor, a well-defned authority hierarchy, formal rules and procedures, impersonal-
ity, merit-based employment decisions, and an emphasis on written records. 

Manufacturing organizations, governmental organizations, and those providing 
simple customer service are the most likely candidates for bureaucratic structure, 
which, with its emphasis on job specialization, tends to lead to greater productivity 
when the manufacturing of goods or the delivery of services is routine. Many of the 
organizations you deal with on a daily basis, such as the post ofce, supermarkets, 
department stores, and fast-food restaurants, are built on the bureaucratic model. 
And, contrary to popular notions, these bureaucracies are usually efcient organiza-
tions. However, the formal nature of the bureaucratic organization, with infexible 
rules that stife individual creativity and initiative, may lead to dissatisfed employees 
(Adler & Borys, 1996). Te bureaucratic model may restrict an organization’s ability 
to grow and innovate. 

The Line–Staf Organizational Structure 

As organizations grew in complexity, a variation of the traditional bureaucratic model 
began to emerge. Tis structure was designated the line–staf organizational struc-
ture (see Figure 15.4). 

Line–Staf Organizational 
Structure 
a traditional organizational 
structure composed of one 
group of employees who 
achieve the goals of the 
organization (the line) and 
another group of employees 
who support the line (staf) 
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Line 
employees in an organization 
who are engaged directly in 
tasks that accomplish its goals 
Staf 
specialized employee positions 
designed to support the line 

Figure 15.3 A bureaucratic organization is arranged like a pyramid, with decreasing authority 
levels leading down to the production line. 

Figure 15.4 Line–staf organizational structure. In a manufacturing organization, the line is rep-
resented by production line workers. The staf consists of specialized positions or 
departments designed to support the line. 

Tis traditional structure is made up of two groups of employees, each with dif-
ferent goals. Te frst group is the line, or those workers who are directly engaged 
in the tasks that accomplish the primary goals of the organization. For example, in 
manufacturing organizations, line employees are the ones making products on the 
assembly lines or shop foors. In service organizations, line workers are involved in 
the distribution of services to customers. Te second group of employees is desig-
nated as the staf and consists of specialized positions designed to support the line. 
In today’s complex organizations, many organizational members hold staf positions 
that have very little to do directly with the primary goals of the organization. For 

452 



O rg a n i z at i O n a l  St r u c t u r e , c u lt u r e , a n d  d e v e lO p m e n t

 

 

example, in a computer assembly plant, many employees’ jobs involve functions that 
have nothing to do with assembling computers, such as bookkeeping, plant main-
tenance, public relations, marketing research, and maintaining employee records 
(Nossiter, 1979). Recent research suggests that staf managers are, as a group, better 
at managing relationships and are more open to change and innovation than are line 
managers. Line managers are more service-oriented than staf managers, but they are 
less open to change (Church & Waclawski, 2001). 

Nontraditional Organizational Structures 

The Matrix Organization: A Hybrid of Traditional and 
Nontraditional Organizational Designs 

Stop & Review 
Defne three dimensions 
used to classify organi-
zational structure. 

Te matrix organization is an organizational design that is structured both by 
product and function simultaneously. Tis ofers the best of both traditional and 
nontraditional designs. In matrix organizations, workers have two reporting lines: 
one to a functional manager, a person responsible for the worker’s area of expertise 
(e.g., engineering, marketing), and one to a product manager, who is responsible for 
the particular product being produced (see Figure 15.5). In manufacturing, matrix 
organizations are designed to adapt rapidly to changing conditions. Tey are charac-
terized by high fexibility and adaptability (Larson & Gobeli, 1987). 

Matrix organizations will not work well with all types of tasks or workers. Tey 
tend to be best suited for projects and products that require creativity and innovation, 
but are less well suited for routine tasks that can be easily broken down into special-
ized components. 

Routine tasks are better handled in more traditional organizational structures. 
Matrix organizations tend to have high levels of performance when dealing with 
complex, creative work products (Ford & Randolph, 1992). Also, because of the 
amount of interaction among members in matrix structures and the high levels of 
responsibility they possess, matrix organizations usually have greater worker com-
munication and job satisfaction. Te drawbacks to matrix organizations are obvious: 
reporting to two bosses simultaneously can cause confusion and potentially disrup-
tive confict. 

Contingency Models of Organizational Structure 

It is clear that no one type of structure is appropriate for all work organizations. Orga-
nizations difer in many ways, including the number and type of goods or services 
they produce, their size, their customers, their employees, and the environment in 
which they are situated. All these factors can help determine which structure is “best” 

Matrix Organization 

an organizational design that 
blends functional and product 
structures 
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 Figure 15.5 A matrix organization is a hybrid of functional and product designs. 

for an organization. Many theorists argue that organizational structure should be 
addressed with contingency models. Recall that these models look at the interaction 
of characteristics of the individual—in this case, the organization—and character-
istics of the situation—in this case, the setting in which the organization operates. 

One of the earliest contingency models of organizational structure was pro-
posed by sociologist Joan Woodward (1965). Focusing solely on manufacturing 
organizations, Woodward stated that, for maximal performance, the organizational 

Stop & Review 
Compare and contrast 
traditional and nontra-
ditional organizational 
structures and give 
examples of each. 

structure needed to match the type of production technology. Woodward classi-
fed manufacturers into three types: small-batch production, mass production, and 
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continuous-process production. According to Woodward’s model, producers of small 
batches of specialty products, such as specialized electronic components or construc-
tion equipment, required a span of control that was moderate in size, with about 
20–30 workers reporting to a supervisor, and a short chain of command. Mass-
production organizations, referred to as “large-batch” companies, such as automo-
bile assemblers and manufacturers of household appliances, required a large span of 
control (40–50 workers per supervisor) and a fairly long chain of command, with 
several levels in the organizational hierarchy. Finally, continuous-process manufactur-
ing, such as producing chemicals or refning oil, required a small span of control and 
a very long chain of command. 

When organizational structures ft the level of technological complexity, the 
organizations were productive. When there was a mismatch between technological 
complexity and the appropriate structures designated by Woodward’s model, produc-
tivity sufered (Woodward, 1965). 

Figure 15.6 Perrow’s contingency model of organizational structure. 
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Te one obvious limitation to Woodward’s structural contingency model is that 
it deals only with manufacturing organizations. A theory proposed by Perrow (1970) 
looked at the relationship between technology and structure in all types of organiza-
tions. Rather than focusing solely on production technology, Perrow examined what 
he called “information technology,” which refers to all aspects of jobs, including the 
equipment and tools used, the decision-making procedures followed, and the infor-
mation and expertise needed. Perrow classifed work-related technology along two 
dimensions: whether the technology was analyzable or unanalyzable and whether 
the work contained few or many exceptional work situations requiring creative prob-
lem solving. Analyzable work refers to whether the technology can be broken down 
into simple, objective steps or procedures. Work with few exceptions is predictable 
and straightforward—presenting few novel problems. Work with many exceptions is 
“unanalyzable” and has unfamiliar problems turning up often in the work process. 

Te interaction of these two technology dimensions leads to Perrow’s model of 
four categories of organizational technology: routine, engineering, craft, and non-
routine (see Figure 15.6). Routine technology consists of analyzable work tasks with 
few exceptions; examples are assembly-line production or the work of grocery store 
employees. Engineering technology consists of analyzable tasks with many excep-
tions; examples include the work of lawyers or civil engineers, which involves tasks 

Figure 15.7 Because performing artists face many unique problems with no clearly defned steps 
to follow, they require a nonroutine technology. 

Source: Photograph by Michael Afonso, found on Unsplash (https://unsplash.com/photos/ 
nZU76qWy-T8). 
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that are analyzable but ones that also present workers with novel problems that need 
to be solved. Te lawyer dealing with unique legal cases or an engineer encounter-
ing problems in constructing a specifc bridge are examples. Craft technology uses 
technology that is unanalyzable, with no discrete steps, and has few exceptions; 
examples include the jobs of a skilled woodcarver and a social worker. Both of these 
jobs involve specialized experience and knowledge, but both present workers with 
similar types of problems. Finally, nonroutine technology is represented by the work 
of scientifc researchers or professional artists and musicians in which there are no 
clearly defned steps to follow, yet there are many unique problems to be solved (see 
Figure 15.7). 

According to Perrow’s model, the structure of the organization adjusts to the 
technology. For example, organizations with routine technology tend to be formal, 
highly rule-driven, and centralized in structure. Nonroutine technology leads to a 
less formal, more fexible structure, such as a team or matrix organization. Te craft 
and engineering technologies tend to result in structures that are neither completely 
traditional nor completely nontraditional but rather a combination of both (Gibson 
et al., 2015). 

Stop & Review 
List and defne the six 
characteristics of a 
bureaucracy. 

A  P P Ly  I N  g  I / O  P  S  y  C  h  O L  O  g  y  

the role of Organizational Structure in Computer-aided Manufacturing 

Since the 1980s, there have been profound advances

made in manufacturing technology. The greatest impact 

has been in the area of computer-aided manufacturing 

(CAM). More and more, product manufacturing is being 

controlled and monitored by sophisticated computer

systems (Cecil, 2001). The changeover to CAM has led to 

signifcant organizational restructuring for the purposes 

of adapting and better integrating state-of-the-art pro-

duction techniques (Shaiken, 1984). 

 workers took on greater responsibility for making impor-

tant work-related decisions. A great deal of the increased 

decision making being done by lower-level workers 

was related to the increased fexibility ofered by CAM 

technology. Specifcally, it was found that the comput-

ers could be more quickly and easily reprogrammed by 

lower-level personnel rather than going through the 

time-consuming process of going up the chain of com-

mand to make reprogramming decisions.  yet, with this 

increase in decentralization came an increase in the 

development of rules governing production-related deci-

sions in the factories. The greater decision making of 

production workers seemed to increase the adoption of 

specifc rules to govern the computer-related decisions 

they were now shouldered with. 

 

In a study of nearly 200 U.S. metal-working factories, 

the impact of CAM technology on organizational struc-

ture was explored (Dean Jr et al., 1992). Of particular 

concern was how CAM afected the decentralization of 

decision making and the formalization of rules in the 

organizations. It was found that the use of CAM tech-

nology led to increased decentralization, as production 
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Organizational Culture 

Organizational Culture 
the shared values, beliefs, 
assumptions, and patterns 
of behavior within an 
organization 

Although organizations have a formal structure, “informal” forces also operate to 
shape the organization and behavior within the organization. A popular approach 
to viewing these informal aspects of the organization is to refer to them collec-
tively as the “organizational culture.” Organizational culture can be defned as the 
shared values, beliefs, assumptions, and patterns of behavior within an organization 
(Schneider et al., 2013). In many ways, organizational culture is somewhat akin to 
the organization’s “personality” (Kilman et al., 1985). It is diferences in organiza-
tional culture that cause two companies—similar in most important ways, such as 
company size, goods produced, and regional location—to “feel” completely difer-
ent to workers and visitors (Schein, 1992). Organizational culture is diferent from 
“organizational climate,” with culture being more deeply embedded in the organiza-
tion (Denison, 1996). 

Organizational culture develops from many sources. For example, organiza-
tions develop certain assumptions and norms governing behavior through a history 
of experience concerning what seems to “work” and what “doesn’t work” for the 
organization. Shared norms, values, and goals contribute greatly to an organization’s 
culture (O’Reilly & Chatman, 1996). An organization’s culture is also refected in 
the stories and “myths” that are told within the organization, and the culture can 
be communicated and further shaped by those stories (Schneider et al., 2011). Te 
technology used in the organization, the markets it sells its products and/or services 
to, and the organization’s competition all infuence organizational culture. Organi-
zational culture can also be afected by the societal culture in which the organization 
is located and the makeup of its workers. Finally, the organizational culture can be 
shaped by the personalities of the companies’ founders and their most dominant early 
leaders, as with companies such as Hewlett-Packard (HP), Kellogg’s, Walmart, and 
J. C. Penney (Schneider et al., 1996). 

It has been suggested that organizations vary in terms of the strength and 
infuence of their organizational cultures, with some organizations having strong, 
dominant cultures, and other companies having weaker cultures (O’Reilly, 1989). 
It has also been suggested that having a strong organizational culture can be benefcial 
to companies that provide services because it is crucial that representatives of service 
organizations provide a strong sense of company identity to customers (Chatman & 
Jehn, 1994). A good example is cofee giant Starbucks, which has a culture focused 
on customer service and social and environmental responsibility (Gavin, 2013). For 
these types of customer service-focused organizations, it is important that customers 
understand what the company “stands for.” 

In one study, it was found that companies that have a strong commitment to good 
human resources practices foster a climate that involves mutual trust, cooperation, 
and a greater sharing of information among organizational members. Tis very posi-
tive organizational culture led to greater company performance (Collins & Smith, 
2006). Organizations that gain a reputation for having an exceptional organizational 
culture are better able to recruit job applicants (Catanzaro et al., 2010). 
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In many of the earlier chapters, we have touched on elements of organizational 
culture. For example, in employee selection, particularly in hiring interviews, there 
are often eforts made to see if a potential employee “fts” with the company’s organi-
zational culture (i.e., “Does he or she hold values consistent with our organization?”). 

For example, Southwest Airlines prefers hiring employees who have a good sense 
of humor and know how to have fun, consistent with its fun-loving company cul-
ture. Initial training and socialization of new employees often include eforts to 
convey elements of the organization’s culture to newcomers. For example, Starbucks 
makes eforts to impress on new employees the importance of its emphasis on cor-
porate social responsibility. In addition, companies may develop specifc norms that 
help convey corporate culture. For example, at Google, employees are encouraged 
to eat in the Google café, and there are on-site exercise rooms, washers and dryers, 
game rooms, and locker rooms to make it easier for employees to work together 
(and work late). 

Organizational culture can, by its very nature, serve as a force that guides 
behavior within the organization. However, organizational culture can often-
times make an organization resistant to change and innovation (Bareil, 2013). 
By understanding and assessing an organization’s culture, it becomes easier to pre-
dict organizational behavior under diferent circumstances (Hofstede et al., 1990). 
For example, studies have found that organizations with strong cultural values 
that involved fexibility, openness, and responsiveness were more likely to grow, 

Figure 15.8 Shared values, beliefs, and behavioral norms make up each company’s unique orga-
nizational culture. 

Source: Photo by Social.Cut, on Unsplash. https://unsplash.com/photos/r0saAQNjEjQ. 
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expand, and innovate, whereas organizations with a culture that valued consis-
tency and adherence to the company’s mission were more productive and proftable 
(Naranjo-Valencia et al., 2011). 

Of utmost importance today is the extent to which organizational culture sup-
ports diversity and inclusion. As the workforce becomes increasingly diverse, issues 
around building cultures that foster diversity and inclusion are more important than 
ever (Holmes IV et al., 2016). McKay and colleagues defne diversity climate as “the 
degree to which a frm advocates fair human resource policies and socially integrates 
underrepresented employees” (McKay et al., 2008, p. 352). Diversity climate has 
been linked to a list of positive outcomes including more positive work attitudes 
such as higher job satisfaction, better performance, and lower turnover (Holmes IV 
et al., 2021). 

Expanding from the concept of a climate that supports fairness across diference, 
additional research has shown the importance of inclusive climates, which also pro-
mote integrating diverse perspectives and identities (Nishii, 2013). Whereas climates 
that support diversity might reduce negative treatment of certain team members, 
inclusive climates create synergies from the diferent perspectives and identities that 
employees bring such that the link between inclusive climates and positive outcomes 
is stronger than that for diversity climate alone (Holmes IV et al., 2021). As we dis-
cussed in the chapter on leadership, leaders have a strong impact on inclusion (Bader 
et al., 2019), but so do peers and other colleagues who have the power to accept or 
reject us (Wagstaf et al., 2015). Leaders and organizational members play a large part 
in perceptions of whether an organization’s culture is supportive of diversity (Bader 
et al., 2019). 

Societal Infuences on Organizational Culture 

Te larger culture of a nation, society, or ethnic group can have important infu-
ences on the development of the organizational culture of a work organization. Te 
most infuential work on societal culture is by Hofstede (1980, 1997). According 
to Hofstede, there are fve key dimensions on which societal cultures difer, such as 
whether the culture has an individualistic base, where values are centered on the indi-
vidual and individual achievements, or a collectivistic base, where values are focused on 
the group or collective. Te U.S., for example, is very individualistic in its societal/ 
national orientation, whereas Mexico and Japan are more collectivistic (see Table 15.2 
for a description of these fve cultural dimensions). 

One large study (House et al., 2004), called the Global Leadership and Orga-
nizational Behavior Efectiveness project (GLOBE), is looking at cross-national 
diferences in work organizations, in their cultures, and in their leadership. Although 
societal culture can have a direct infuence on a work organization’s culture, these 
cultural infuences are also important in organizations whose workers are made up of 
members from diverse cultural backgrounds. Understanding systematic diferences 
in the society in which a work organization is embedded, and cultural diferences in 
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 Table 15.2 Five Dimensions of Societal/National Culture 

Individualism versus collectivism—Concerned with the extent to which individual 
interests and goals are emphasized versus a focus on the larger group, or collective 
Power distance—Deals with the extent to which members of the culture accept and 
expect that there are diferences in the way that power is distributed unequally among 
members 
Masculinity versus femininity—Represents the extent to which members of the culture 
value traits and practices that are stereotypically “masculine,” such as assertiveness and 
competitiveness, or stereotypically “feminine,” such as caring for others and being 
modest in presentation of accomplishments 
Uncertainty avoidance—Concerns the extent to which members of the culture avoid or 
tolerate uncertainty and ambiguity 
Long-term versus short-term orientation—Tis dimension concerns whether members of 
the culture emphasize long-term orientations, such as perseverance and working hard 
today for future payofs, versus short-term fulfllment of immediate needs 

Source: Based on hofstede (1980, 1997). 

workers from diferent nations and societies will help to improve our general under-
standing of work behavior. Stop & Review

Give two examples of 
contingency models of 
organizational structure. Measuring Organizational Culture 

Tere are a variety of ways of measuring organizational culture. One qualitative strat-
egy is to focus on the “artifacts” of the organization’s culture (Rafaeli & Pratt, 2006). 
Tese might include important symbols that carry meaning for organizational mem-
bers, such as employees wearing pins with the word quality, suggesting that this is 
an important focus of the organization. Commonly shared stories about a company, 
its founders, or heroes might be another type of cultural artifact, as would be certain 
rituals, such as a company that has a monthly “service day,” where employees get 
together to engage in a joint community service project. One Southern California 
company has a ritual of employees helping to construct the company’s foat for the 
annual Pasadena Tournament of Roses parade. 

Tere are several commonly used measures of diversity and inclusion climate. For 
diversity climate, McKay and colleagues (2007) and Mor Barak et al. (1998) ofer 
excellent measures that focus on diversity, specifc identities, and fair employment 
practices. For inclusive climate, Nishii (2013) and Chung and colleagues (2020) 
ofer useful measures. An element that is consistent across all of these measures is the 
sense that individuals are not treated unfairly because of an identity that they hold 
(such as race or gender). Te inclusive measures also assess the extent to which one 
feels that one’s unique perspectives are brought out at work, and the Chung measure 
also assesses the extent to which one feels a sense of belonging to the organization. 
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One consideration for those who use these measures is to test whether there are dif-
ferences in the experience of inclusion by race and gender—in other words, are there 
higher mean scores on inclusion for men than women or the other way around? 
Tese types of tests reveal great insights into employees’ experience of inclusion in 
the workplace. 

A more general measure of culture is the Organizational Culture Profle (OCP) 
(O’Reilly et al., 1991). Te OCP asks organizational representatives to sort 54 “value 
statements” describing such things as organizational attitudes toward quality, risk tak-
ing, and the respect the organization gives to workers into meaningful categories to 
provide a descriptive profle of the organization. Research using the OCP in a num-
ber of diferent companies indicated that important dimensions of organizational 
culture include the company’s concern with innovation, stability, its leadership, ori-
entation toward people, orientation toward producing results, and team orientation 
(Chatman & Jehn, 1994) 

Another measure is Hofstede et al.’s (1990) Organizational Practices Scale. Tis 
instrument, designed specifcally to measure organizational culture (as opposed 
to societal culture) assesses the company’s culture in terms of dimensions such 
as whether the organization is “process versus results oriented” or “employee ver-
sus job oriented” or has “loose” or “tight” control over employees’ behavior, as 
well as other dimensions. A revised version includes scales of whether an organiza-
tion is “self-interested versus socially responsible” and “market” versus “internally” 
oriented (Verbeke, 2000). Other measures of organizational culture are more 
specifc, such as one measure that assesses an organization’s culture for quality 
(Johnson, 2000). 

Te study of organizational culture is an increasingly popular approach for I/O 
psychologists studying organizations at a global level (Gelfand et al., 2017). Orga-
nizational culture is intertwined with the topics of job satisfaction (Chapter 9) and 
group processes (Chapter 11) covered earlier. 

Organizational Development 

Troughout modern history, it has been common for organizations to cease oper-
ating because they were unable to change to keep up with the times, such as photo 
company Kodak or video rental store Blockbuster (Mone et al., 1998). Companies 
that do not use the latest marketing or production techniques can lose out to 
competitors who take advantage of state-of-the-art technology. Retail stores and 
internet companies that are unable to keep pace with changing consumer tastes 
have gone out of business. Furthermore, organizations have to adapt not only to 
external conditions but also to internal factors (Mu, 2015). For example, as new 
generations of workers enter the workforce with diferent types of skills and dif-
ferent ideas about what they want from their jobs, the organization must adjust 
to utilize their skills and to meet their demands. Otherwise, the better workers 
will leave the organization, or disgruntled employees may be able to slow down 
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productivity through costly work stoppages and strikes. In addition, the trend 
toward downsizing means that many organizations must produce more with fewer 
organizational members. In short, the ability to change is critical to an organiza-
tion’s survival. 

Why is change such a problem for organizations? Even very early research in I/O 
psychology demonstrated time and time again that individuals, groups, and organiza-
tions strongly resist any sort of change (McMurry, 1947). People and organizations 
get comfortable with the familiar and the “tried and true.” Moreover, characteristics 
of bureaucracies, as we saw earlier, are designed for stability and consistency, and so 
bureaucratic organizations are particularly resistant to change. It has been argued that 
the biggest task of today’s business leaders is to recognize the need for organizations 
to change and to manage that change process (Martins, 2011). In fact, an analysis of 
the reasons given for boards of directors fring chief executive ofcers (CEOs) found 
that the most common reason was the failure of the CEO to appropriately manage 
change (Hempel, 2005). 

Te study of organizational change is an important topic. In addition to studying 
organizational change processes, social scientists have made use of certain interven-
tions to help organizations prepare for and manage organizational change (Gallos, 
2006). Te specifc specialty area concerned with helping organizations develop, 
adapt, and innovate is known as organizational development (OD). Organizational 
development often involves altering the organization’s work structure or infuencing 
workers’ attitudes or behavior to help the organization to adapt to fuctuating exter-
nal and internal conditions. 

OD typically takes place in a series of phases. Te frst phase is usually a diagnosis 
of the organization to identify signifcant problems. In the next phase, appropri-
ate interventions are chosen to try to deal with the problems. Te third phase is 
the implementation of the interventions, or OD techniques. Finally, the results of 
the interventions are evaluated (Burke, 1987). Organizational development does not 
involve one single theory or approach, but rather a variety of orientations and meth-
ods for helping organizations manage change. Although OD is its own subdiscipline, 
with its own dedicated journals and associations, much of organizational develop-
ment rests on a foundation created by research in I/O psychology. 

Organizational development is an applied, practice-oriented area of the behavioral 
sciences. Te OD practitioner is oriented toward helping the organization design 
and implement a program for dealing with change-related problems (Jamieson et 
al., 2016). Te OD practitioner is often referred to as a change agent—one who 
coaches or guides the organization in developing problem-solving strategies. Te 
change agent, however, is not a problem solver, but is a behavioral scientist, often 
an industrial/organizational psychologist, who is expert at assisting organizations 
in diagnosing problems and skilled in helping organizational members deal with 
sensitive situations. Te change agent works with the various levels of the organi-
zation, developing or deciding on problem-solving techniques, and will have some 
special knowledge of particular OD interventions that may be used to help solve the 
organization’s problems. Te change agent also acts as an educator who trains the 
organization to implement strategies for coping with future problems (Burke, 1987). 

Organizational Development 
(OD) 
the process of assisting 
organizations in preparing for 
and managing change 

Change agent 
name for an OD practitioner, 
referring to the person’s 
role as a catalyst who helps 
organizations through the 
process of change 
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 Stop & Review 
What are three sources 
of organizational 
culture? 

action research 
an OD methodological model 
that applies social science 
research methods to collecting 
relevant organizational data 
that are used for solving 
organizational problems 

Waclawski and Church (2002) argued that OD is a highly data-driven process, and 
so the efective OD practitioner should be well steeped in social science research 
methods and how to apply them. 

Organizational development programs usually follow one of several procedural 
models, all of which typically use an OD consultant, or change agent, and go through 
the four phases outlined earlier. One popular OD model is action research, which 
is the process of applying social science research methods to collect relevant data 
within the organization to study the organization and to help it understand and 
solve its problems (Aguinis, 1993). Te application-oriented goal of action research 
means that it is somewhat diferent than the traditional hypothesis-testing research 
discussed in Chapter 2. Whereas hypothesis-testing research attempts to fnd new 
knowledge that is applicable to a wide range of organizations, action research tries 
to solve problems specifc to a particular organization. Action research involves 
some of the same tools used by hypothesis-testing research—namely, objective 
observation and the collection and analysis of research data. However, their goals 
and scope are quite diferent, for action research is oriented toward producing some 
specifc result. 

Te frst step in the action research process is data gathering and problem diag-
nosis. Here, the OD consultant collects data to diagnose the problem situation 
(McFillen et al., 2013). In the next step, feedback is given as the data, and the OD 
consultant’s interpretation of the data, are presented to the organization’s members. 
Te next step is joint action planning. Here, the OD consultant and the organiza-
tional members design a problem-solving program, which might be one of a variety 
of OD interventions that we will discuss later. Once the program is implemented, the 
action research process repeats itself. Now, however, the data gathering is an attempt 
to determine the efectiveness of the OD program. If it is successful, the organization 
and the OD consultant might discuss ways to make it a regular part of the organi-
zation’s operations. If unsuccessful, the program might need some alterations, or a 
diferent program might be tried. Figure 15.9 graphically depicts the steps in the 
action research model. 

Organizational Development Techniques 

In solving organizational problems, OD programs use a wide variety of established 
techniques (Fagenson & Burke, 1990), some of which we have already discussed. 
For example, recall from Chapter 7 that job enrichment is a process of increasing 
the levels of responsibility associated with jobs to improve worker satisfaction and 
commitment to the work efort. Although job enrichment was presented in Chap-
ter 7 as a motivational technique, it could also be used in OD eforts because it 
involves the collaboration of workers in work teams that plays an important part 
in solving change-related problems that may afect the groups’ work performance. 
Organizational behavior modifcation programs (also presented in Chapter 7), 
which reinforce desirable work behaviors, can likewise be used as an OD technique. 
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 Figure 15.9 Steps in the action research process. 
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Survey Feedback 
an OD technique whereby 
the consultant works with the 
organization to develop and 
administer a survey instrument 
to collect data that are fed back 
to organizational members and 
used as the starting point for 
change 

Stop & Review 
Outline the methods 
and terms used in 
organizational 
development. 

Of the other procedures that have been used by OD practitioners, we will discuss 
six of the more popular: survey feedback, t-groups, team building, process consul-
tation, management by objectives, and quality circles. 

Survey Feedback 

Te use of employee surveys is a common OD strategy. Survey feedback is the pro-
cess by which the OD consultant works with the organization to develop a survey 
instrument to collect data that are then used to solve specifc problems or to institute 
a program for managing change. Te survey is usually designed to assess employee 
attitudes about important work-related issues such as the organization in general, 
company policies and practices, quality of leadership, and coordination among work 
units. Once constructed, the survey is distributed either to all workers or to a repre-
sentative sample. Te OD consultant then tabulates the survey data and puts them 
into a form that will be easily understood by organizational members. Next, the 
results are presented to organizational members. Tis feedback can be done in a num-
ber of ways: via the internet, in written form, in small- or large-group discussions, or 
in a general meeting. As we saw in 360-degree feedback, survey data from multiple 
sources, such as from management and line employees, as well as other constituents, 
can be very useful. Tis is also the case in OD-oriented surveys (Church et al., 2002). 
Because the survey is merely an assessment tool to indicate which areas of the orga-
nization need attention or improvement, the fnal, crucial step in a survey feedback 
program involves developing strategies to deal with any problems or concerns that 
arise from the results. Te survey is a starting point for solving organizational prob-
lems or for instituting future programs for planned organizational change (Born & 
Mathieu, 1996). 

One of the direct benefts of the survey is that it can increase the upward fow 
of communication from lower-level workers to management (see Chapter 10). Te 
survey may also have a positive efect on workers’ attitudes, as they perceive that 
management is interested in hearing their views and concerns (Gavin, 1984). Tis 
will only occur, however, if steps are taken to address problems. If not, workers may 
develop negative attitudes about management and the survey process. Finally, the 
survey results can show workers that they are not alone and that others share their 
attitudes and concerns. 

Research indicates that survey feedback is an efective OD technique if followed 
by some positive actions (Guzzo et al., 1985). Surveys have additional advantages 
as well. Tey are an efcient way of collecting a large amount of information from 
a large number of workers. Also, because surveys can be conducted anonymously, 
lower-level workers feel that they can safely voice their opinions, which can lead to 
very honest appraisals of work situations. Because it requires considerable training 
to create valid and reliable employee surveys and to analyze and interpret the results, 
I/O psychologists or other social science professionals are most often involved in 
survey feedback programs. 
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T-groups 

Te OD strategy known as t-groups (also called sensitivity training) actually refers 
to the use of unstructured group interaction to help workers gain insight into their 
motivations and their behavior patterns in dealing with others. T-groups, which stands 
for “training groups,” consists of small groups of workers who meet in a nonwork set-
ting for an unstructured discussion of their attitudes and beliefs concerning their 
work, the work environment, and their interactions with supervisors and coworkers. 
Te eventual goals of t-groups are for participants to gain insight concerning their 
own behavior, to develop greater openness, and to improve skills of understanding 
and dealing with others. Typically, a professional serves as group leader, although the 
leader usually plays a nondirective role, merely keeping the goals of the session in 
everyone’s minds and keeping the discussion from getting out of hand. An efective 
leader will usually prevent problems such as “psychological casualties,” which occur 
when the group targets one or more persons for intense criticism or when partici-
pants sufer from airing sensitive personal information in a public forum. 

Process Consultation 

t-groups (Sensitivity 
training) 
an OD technique that uses 
unstructured group interaction 
to assist workers in achieving 
insight into their own 
motivations and behavior 
patterns in dealing with other 
organizational members 

Process consultation is an OD technique in which a consultant helps a client orga-
nization to “perceive, understand, and act upon process events which occur in the 
client’s environment” (Schein, 1969, p. 3). In process consultation, the OD consul-
tant helps the organization to learn how to solve its own problems. In many ways, 
process consultation epitomizes many of the central themes of organizational devel-
opment. It uses a change agent, the process consultant, who works as a teacher to 
assist the client-organization in learning how to use objective methods, such as survey 
instruments, structured interviews, or the collection of relevant performance data, 
to diagnose and solve its own problems. Te consultant also instructs organizational 
members in how to implement specifc OD problem-solving techniques. Te goal 
is for the organization to become self-reliant by knowing how to deal with change-
related problems once the process consultant is gone. 

To understand the specifc steps in process consultation outlined by Schein 
(1969), we will use the example of a consultant who is working with CDE company, 
which produces and sells cosmetics. Te frst step is the initial contact with the client-
organization, which is usually initiated by someone in the organization who realizes 
that problems exist and is willing to try to solve them. In the case of CDE, the vice 
president of sales called in the process consultant, Dr. Io, because of what he consid-
ers to be high turnover of sales personnel and managers. 

Te second step is developing the contract. In initial, exploratory meetings, the vice 
president of sales meets with top decision makers—the other vice presidents and the 
company president—to determine the problems, explain the consultant’s role, and 
formulate actions to be taken. A formal contract is drawn up to determine matters 

process Consultation 
an OD technique in which 
a consultant helps a client-
organization study its 
problems objectively and learn 
to solve them 
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such as client time and compensation. A “psychological” contract, which includes the 
expectations and goals of the organization as well as Dr. Io’s goals, is also formulated: 
the company wants to reduce costly turnover, and Dr. Io wants the organization to 
take steps not only to reduce turnover, but also to ensure that the company can deal 
with future turnover problems. In addition, she wants the organization to explore any 
related problems that the consultation uncovers. 

Te third step is the selection of a setting and a method of work. A site for study is 
selected collaboratively with the client and is usually a unit near the top of the organi-
zation. Tose workers who are being observed by the consultant must be made aware 
of her presence and purpose. Together, Dr. Io and the CDE decision makers choose 
the largest regional headquarters as the site for study. Because this ofce is adjacent 
to corporate headquarters, Dr. Io will have easy contact with the company’s top-level 
executives. 

Te fourth step is data gathering and diagnosis. By using interviews (particularly 
exit interviews), direct observation, and surveys of employees, Dr. Io tries to obtain 
an in-depth picture of the organization and its internal processes. She works with cer-
tain CDE personnel, instructing them in data collection methods. Trough analysis 
of these data and consultation with relevant CDE personnel and executives, specifc 
problem areas are targeted. Te data reveal that turnover is linked to three factors: 
(a) salespersons perceive their sales commissions rates to be lower than those in other 
sales positions; (b) salespersons feel they do not receive enough attention from sales 
managers; and (c) some salespersons are hired without much experience, and CDE 
provides little specifc training of new personnel. 

Te next step is the intervention. A variety of intervention strategies are used in 
process consultation. Some are as simple as providing feedback of the consultant’s 
observations to workers. Others may involve counseling work groups or individuals 
or setting agendas to increase a group’s awareness of its own internal processes. In the 
case of CDE, Dr. Io and company executives jointly decide to develop a “sales force 
improvement task force,” composed of both management personnel and salesper-
sons, who will formulate a proposal to improve the hiring and training procedures 
for new salespersons. Other goals of the task force will be to conduct a survey of sales 
commission rates in other companies and to develop a program for improving sales 
managers’ supervision. 

Te fnal step in process consultation is the evaluation of results and disengage-
ment. According to Schein (1969, p. 123), successful process consultation improves 
organizational performance by “changing some of the values of the organization and 
by increasing the interpersonal skills of key managers.” If these goals are met, CDE 
should see some changes in the organization’s perception of the value of the sales force 
and in the selection, training, and treatment of sales personnel. Tere will also likely 
be some improvement in the interpersonal skills of sales managers. Te relationship 
between consultant and client is terminated by mutual agreement. In the case of 
CDE, Dr. Io may or may not work with the organization in implementing and evalu-
ating the various new programs. Sometimes, a slow disengagement process is used 
whereby the consultant gradually lessens involvement with the client-organization. 
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Tis is likely in the case of Dr. Io, because the programs for organizational improve-
ment will probably take a long time to design and implement, and their evaluation 
will likely initially require her assistance. 

Process consultation is a detailed OD program involving an extensive and long-
term relationship between the consultant and the client-organization, and the process 
consultant is faced with a challenging role to serve as an expert but not become a 
problem solver (Lalonde & Adler, 2015). Some authors have likened this technique 
to the psychotherapeutic process, in which a therapist works with a client over a long 
period to diagnose and work toward solving the client’s problems (Landy, 1989). 
Unfortunately, there has not been a great deal of research evaluating the efectiveness 
of process consultation. 

Management by Objectives (MBO) 

Management by objectives, or MBO, is a goal-setting technique that is often used 
as an OD intervention. In MBO, subordinates work with superiors in jointly setting 
performance goals. Te basic rationales behind the procedure are that work-related 
goals must be clearly specifed and measurable, and that employees should participate 
in setting them to become committed to their fulfllment. MBO is closely related to 
the goal-setting techniques of motivation discussed in Chapter 7. Management by 
objectives can also be used as an alternative to traditional rating methods of perfor-
mance appraisal, because successful MBO programs must accurately and objectively 
measure the attainment of performance goals. At the end of the goal period—usually 
3–6 months and occasionally 12 months—employees again meet with supervisors 
and receive feedback concerning the goal attainment. If the goals have not been met, 
suggestions for improvement are made. If they have been attained, new and perhaps 
even more challenging goals are set. 

Te MBO technique actually predates the organizational development movement. 
Popularized in the 1950s by Drucker and his associates (1954), it has been an often-
used method for improving worker performance. Unfortunately, MBO has also been 
widely misused. Often, any type of goal setting is labeled MBO, even though it does 
not follow the MBO model (McConkie, 1979). For MBO to be implemented cor-
rectly, the following criteria must be met: 

z Employees must participate in setting personal performance goals. A potential 
weakness of MBO goal setting, however, is that workers may take advantage of the 
freedom they are aforded and set goals that are much too easy and do not repre-
sent a motivating challenge. Alternatively, if the supervisor too strongly infuences 
the setting of goals, MBO may not be efective because employees may feel that 
they have no real voice in the goal-setting process. 

z Feedback concerning goal attainment must be provided. As in any performance 
appraisal system, the strength of the appraisal depends on the ability to assess 

Management by Objectives 
(MBO) 
a goal-setting OD technique 
in which supervisors and 
subordinates jointly set 
performance goals; at the 
end of the goal period, their 
attainment is evaluated, and 
new goals are set 
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Quality Circles 
small groups of volunteer 
employees from the same work 
area who meet regularly to 
solve work-related problems 

performance objectively. Objective measurement of goal attainment must take 
place, and this information must be presented to the employees. 

z Guidelines for improvement must be provided. In the case of the failure to reach 
goals, supervisors should provide suggestions for improving work performance. 
Otherwise, employees may become frustrated and unmotivated by their inability 
to achieve set goals. 

z Goals must be realistic. Tey must be neither too high nor too low. If goals are 
unrealistically high, the workers will be frustrated. If they are too low, the employ-
ees are not challenged. 

z Te upper levels of the organization must support the program. Because MBO 
is a time-consuming process for supervisors, their eforts must be recognized. Te 
best way to do this is to include efective participation in the MBO program as 
part of the supervisors’ own performance goals. 

z Individual, work group, and organizational goals must be equally empha-
sized. If jobs involve cooperation with other employees (and most jobs do), over-
emphasis on individual goals may inhibit the group’s ability to work together. 
Tus, workers must be oriented toward achieving not only their own goals but 
also those of the group and the organization as a whole. 

Management by objectives is one of the most widely used OD techniques, partly 
because it can be implemented in just about any work organization and with almost 
any type of job. MBO is also one of the most successful OD programs. A meta-
analysis of 70 studies of MBO programs found that there were productivity gains 
caused by MBO in 68 of the 70 cases (Rodgers & Hunter, 1991). 

Quality Circles 

One OD intervention that is typically associated with Japanese management tech-
niques popularized in the 1980s is the concept of quality circles, which are small 
groups of volunteer employees from the same work areas who meet regularly to iden-
tify, analyze, and solve product quality problems and other work-related problems 
(Adam Jr, 1991). In initial quality circle meetings, members are trained in quality 
control, work on developing communication skills, and learn problem-solving tech-
niques. Tey then select a particular problem to study and use a variety of methods 
to gather information pertinent to the issue. Finally, a recommendation is made to 
management about how to solve the problem. Te goal of quality circles is to get 
employees more involved in their jobs and to increase their feelings of having some 
control over their work. Tis increased employee involvement should lead to greater 
worker satisfaction, work quality (and perhaps productivity), and worker commit-
ment to the organization (Benson & Lawler, 2016). 

Research indicates that quality circles can indeed lead to increased quality and 
productivity in both Japanese and American manufacturing organizations and may 
also enhance participants’ job satisfaction (Buch & Spangler, 1990). However, in 
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certain instances, U.S. applications of quality circle programs have failed, although 
analysis suggests that the failures have more to do with poor implementation than 
with any inherent faws in the theory underlying quality circles. Te failure of qual-
ity circle programs, and indeed of other OD programs, can often be traced to a lack 
of support from management and/or workers or to poor training and preparation 
of participants (Tang et al., 1996). Moreover, there is evidence, that unless quality 
circles are maintained and fully integrated into the organizational system, their efec-
tiveness will diminish in 1–2 years (Ledford et al., 1988). 

Other “quality-oriented” programs include total quality management (TQM), 
the implementation of continuous improvement work processes (Coyle-Shapiro, 
2000), and Six Sigma, a quality improvement process popularized by former GE 
CEO Jack Welch (Pande et al., 2000). Te success of all quality enhancement 
programs involves some fundamental changes in organizational climate and cul-
ture to get workers committed to improving quality of output. Yet, this is very 
important, because many organizations have found that, unless they produce high-
quality products or services, they cannot compete in the increasingly competitive 
global market. 

The Efectiveness of Organizational Development 

A variety of techniques have been used as interventions in organizational develop-
ment programs. However, the important question is, “Does OD work?” Tere is no 
frm answer to this question. A number of factors make it difcult to ascertain the 
efectiveness of OD programs (Martineau & Preskill, 2002). One difculty concerns 
the variety of OD techniques that can be used as part of OD programs. Some of 
these techniques may simply be better than others. For example, evidence suggests 
that goal-setting-based programs and survey feedback are moderately successful 
(Kondrasuk, 1981), whereas there has been some question about the efectiveness of 
t-groups (Miner, 1983). A second reason lies in the nature of the organization that 
conducts the OD program. What works in one organization may not be efective 
in another because of diferences in the attitudes of organizational members or in 
the workers’ and management’s commitment to OD eforts. Another concern is the 
abilities of the OD consultants overseeing the intervention—some OD consultants 
may simply do a better job than others (O’Driscoll & Eubanks, 1993). Further-
more, determining the efectiveness of organizational development is hard because 
of difculties in conducting good evaluation research. Because OD interventions 
usually take place on a large scale, often involving an entire organization, much of 
the evidence for their efectiveness is based on case studies. Te unit of measure-
ment, the “participant,” in the evaluation of an OD program is the organization. It 
is quite difcult to combine the results of a specifc OD strategy with those of the 
same method used in other companies because the circumstances may be diferent. 
Tis often leaves us with only a series of case studies as evidence for the efectiveness 
of OD programs. 

Stop & Review 
List and describe fve 
organizational 
development 
techniques. 
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O  N  T   h  E   C u  T  T  i  N  g  E  D  g  E  

Fast-paced and agile Organizations for the New Millennium 

In the ultra-fast modern era, organizations can be cre-

ated almost overnight and burst into the marketplace 

with some revolutionary product or service. Think of the 

startups of the last two decades—Lyft, Airbnb, Slack, 

Snapchat—companies that burst on the scene and 

have become household names. Or think of the older, 

cutting-edge companies—google/Alphabet, Apple, Face-

book, Tesla—that continue to change, adapt, and create 

new products and services. These fast-paced companies 

are teaching us a lot about the value of adaptable and 

organic organizational structures. 

One structure or methodology that is gaining notice 

is what is called agile management (or “agile process 

management”), and it involves project teams that forgo 

much of the structure and processes that slow down 

Summary 

more traditionally structured teams in order to change 

and adapt quickly. Originally developed for computer 

software development, the idea is for these teams to 

try out new ideas and “fail quickly.” In other words, new 

ideas or products are entertained and explored, but, 

if they do not look promising, the team moves on to 

another idea. Some of the cornerstones of agile manage-

ment are ongoing communication in the team, a lack 

of authority hierarchies (the teams are self-organized, 

often without a leader), organic and fexible processes, 

and lots of collaboration. The result is a fast-paced, 

extremely fexible organizational structure that leads to 

innovation and highly productive teams (Pirola-Merlo, 

2010). 

Organizational structure is the arrangement of positions in an organization and the 
relationships between them. Organizational structures can be generally classifed into 
traditional and nontraditional forms. Traditional organizational structures tend to be 
stable and rule-driven, whereas nontraditional structures are characterized by their 
fexibility, adaptability, and lack of formal authority lines. Important dimensions of 
organizational structure are the number of authority levels in an organization, or 
chain of command, and the number of workers reporting to a single work supervi-
sor, or the span of control. Organizations can also be divided by the kinds of tasks 
performed—a functional structure—or by the types of products produced or custom-
ers served—a divisional structure. Decision-making power can either be concentrated 
at the top levels of the organization (centralization) or dispersed throughout the orga-
nization (decentralization). 

Te bureaucracy and the line–staf organization typify the traditional structure. 
Te bureaucracy is a structure based on authority relationships among organizational 
members that operate through a system of formal rules and procedures. Te line–staf 
organization is a formal structure in which the line executes organizational objec-
tives, whereas the staf is designed to support the line. Nontraditional organizational 

472 



O rg a n i z at i O n a l  St r u c t u r e , c u lt u r e , a n d  d e v e lO p m e n t

 

 

 

 

structures are exemplifed by the team organization, a permanent team of compe-
tent workers designed to maximize organizational adaptability, and by the project 
task force, a more temporary structure. A matrix organization is a combination of 
both product and functional organizational designs. Te most recent approaches to 
organizational structure are contingency models, whereby the most efective type of 
structure depends on the ft between structure and the external or internal environ-
ment of the work organization. 

Organizational culture refers to the shared values, beliefs, assumptions, and pat-
terns of behavior in organizations. Organizational culture derives from many sources, 
can be stronger in some organizations than in others, and has important infuences 
on organizational behavior. Societal/national infuences on organizational culture 
can be quite strong. Cultures that support diversity and inclusion create an environ-
ment where more people can be successful. Recently, a great deal of attention has 
been given to developing methods for assessing organizational culture, including the 
assessment of whether a culture supports diversity and inclusion. 

Organizational development (OD) is the process of preparing for and managing 
change in organizations. OD programs use a consultant who is commonly called a 
change agent. OD programs usually occur in phases. One model for such a program 
is action research, which involves collecting data, diagnosing organizational problems, 
and developing strategies to take action to solve them. A variety of interventions are 
used in OD programs, including survey feedback, a technique of using data about 
organizational members’ feelings and concerns as the basis for planned change; 
t-groups, a process of increasing workers’ awareness of their own and other members’ 
behavior; team building, the development of teams of workers to focus on ways to 
improve group performance; process consultation, a long-term method of helping an 
organization to develop problem-solving strategies; management by objectives (MBO), 
a goal-setting technique designed to increase worker commitment to the attainment 
of personal and organizational goals; and quality circles, which are groups of employ-
ees who meet regularly to discuss quality-related work problems. Evaluation of OD 
programs indicates that they can be efective for improving certain aspects of orga-
nizational efectiveness, although neither their implementation nor their evaluation 
is easy. 

Study Questions and exercises 

1 Consider an organization with which you have had some contact. Describe the 
structure of this organization using the dimensions of traditional–nontraditional, 
functional–divisional, and centralized–decentralized. If you have access to the 
organization’s chart, describe its chain of command and span of control. 

2 Based on what you know about traditional and nontraditional organizational 
structures, contrast the work life of the typical worker in a traditional organiza-
tion with that of a worker in a nontraditional organization. 

3 Compare and contrast the contingency models of organizational structure. 
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4 Describe the organizational culture of a company or frm you are familiar with. 
What are some of the sources of this company’s organizational culture? 

5 Consider a common problem in classrooms, such as a difculty in communica-
tion between professor and students or an unclear grading policy. How might an 
OD consultant solve this problem? What OD techniques might be used? 

6 Drawing on your knowledge of research methods, what are the difculties in eval-
uating the success of OD programs? 

Web Link 

www.odnetwork.org 
Te OD Network site. A professional network of OD practitioners. 

Suggested readings 

Daum, D. L., & Maraist, C. C. (2021). Te importance of culture in the era of 
COVID-19. Industrial and Organizational Psychology, 14(1–2), 160–162. 

Kuklinski, J. (2021). Diversity and organizational development. Emerald. 
Perry, S. J. (2020). Changing the narrative on harassment and discrimination training: 

Building an organizational culture with healthy professional boundaries. Industrial 
and Organizational Psychology, 13(2), 186–190. 

Schell, S., & Bischof, N. (2021). Change the way of working. Ways into self-organization 
with the use of Holacracy: An empirical investigation. European Management Review. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/emre.12457 

A number of journals are specifcally devoted to organizational development and related 
topics. Tese include Organization Development Journal, Journal of Organizational 
Change Management, Leadership & Organization Development Journal, OD Practitio-
ner, and Action Research. 
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GLOSSARY 

accommodation a confict resolution strategy of making a sacrifce to resolve a confict. 
achievement motivation theory McClelland’s model of motivation that emphasizes the importance of three 

needs—achievement, power, and afliation—in determining worker motivation. 
achievement-oriented behavior leader behavior concentrated on particular work outcomes. 
action learning teams assembled to work on a company-related problem or issue to learn by doing. 
action research an OD methodological model that applies social science research methods to collecting relevant 

organizational data that are used for solving organizational problems. 
actor–observer bias the tendency for observers to overattribute cause to characteristics of the actor and the ten-

dency for the actor to overattribute cause to situational characteristics. 
adverse impact when members of a protected group are treated unfairly by an employer’s personnel action. 
afrmative action the voluntary development of policies that try to ensure that jobs are made available to quali-

fed individuals regardless of sex, age, or ethnic background. 
apprenticeship a training technique, usually lasting several years, that combines on-the-job experience with class-

room instruction. 
assessment center a detailed, structured evaluation of job applicants using a variety of instruments and techniques. 
audience factors characteristics of the receiver that infuence the efectiveness of a communication. 
audiovisual instruction the use of pre-recorded videotapes and other electronic media to convey training material. 
autocratic decision making a process by which group decisions are made by the leader alone, based on informa-

tion the leader possesses. 
avoidance withdrawing from or avoiding a confict situation. 
behavior modeling training a training method that exposes trainees to role models performing appropriate and 

inappropriate work behaviors and their outcomes and then allows trainees to practice modeling the appropriate 
behaviors. 

behavioral observation scales (BOS) performance appraisal methods that require appraisers to recall how often 
a worker has been observed performing key work behaviors. 

behavioral theories of leadership theories derived from studies at Ohio State and University of Michigan that 
focus on the behaviors common to efective leaders. 

behaviorally anchored rating scales (BARS) performance appraisal technique using rating scales with labels 
refecting examples of poor, average, and good behavioral incidents. 

biodata background information and personal characteristics that can be used in employee selection. 
bona fde occupational qualifcations real and valid occupational needs required for a particular job. 
brainstorming a group process generating creative ideas or solutions through a noncritical and nonjudgmental 

process. 
bureaucracy a traditional organizational structure typifed by a well-defned authority hierarchy and strict rules 

governing work behavior. 
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burnout a syndrome resulting from prolonged exposure to work stress that leads to withdrawal from the 
organization. 

case study a research investigation involving a one-time assessment of behavior. 
causal attribution the process by which people assign cause to events or behaviors. 
central tendency error the tendency to give all workers the midpoint rating in performance appraisals. 
centralization the degree to which decision-making power rests at the upper levels of the organizational hierarchy. 
centralized networks communication networks in which the fow of communication is directed through specifc 

members. 
chain of command the number of authority levels in an organization. 
change agent name for an OD practitioner, referring to the person’s role as a catalyst who helps organizations 

through the process of change. 
channel the vehicle through which a message fows from sender to receiver. 
channel factors characteristics of the vehicle of transmission of a message that afect communication. 
charismatic leadership theory a theory that leaders possess some exceptional characteristics that cause followers 

to be loyal and inspired. 
checklists performance appraisal methods using a series of statements about job performance. 
coaching a one-on-one relationship where a consultant helps an executive improve performance. 
coalition a group of individuals who band together to combine their power. 
coercive power the use of punishment or the threat of punishment to afect the behavior of others. 
cognitive theories of learning learning theories that emphasize that humans are information processors. 
cohesiveness the degree of attraction among group members. 
collaboration a confict resolution strategy in which the parties cooperate to reach a solution that satisfes both. 
communication the passage of information between one person or group to another person or group. 
communication networks systematic lines of communication among various senders and receivers. 
comparable worth the notion that jobs that require equivalent KSAOs should be compensated equally. 
comparative methods performance appraisal methods involving comparisons of one worker’s performance 

against that of other workers. 
comparison others persons used as a basis for comparison in making judgments of equity/inequity. 
compensable factors the job elements that are used to determine appropriate compensation for a job. 
competition the process whereby group members are pitted against one another to achieve individual goals. 
compressed workweeks schedules that decrease the number of days in the workweek while increasing the number 

of hours worked per day. 
compromise a confict resolution strategy in which both parties give up some part of their goals. 
computer-assisted instruction programmed instruction delivered by computer that adapts to the trainee’s learn-

ing rate. 
conference an unstructured management training technique in which participants share ideas, information, and 

problems; also called a group discussion. 
confict behavior by a person or group intended to inhibit the attainment of goals by another person or group. 
conformity the process of adhering to group norms. 
consensus decision making based on 100% member agreement. 
consideration leader behaviors that show a concern for the feelings, attitudes, and needs of followers. 
construct validity refers to whether an employment test measures what it is supposed to measure. 
content validity the ability of the items in a measurement instrument to measure adequately the various charac-

teristics needed to perform a job. 
contingency theories theories that look at the interaction of characteristics of both the leader and the situation. 
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control group a comparison group in an experimental investigation that receives no treatment. 
correlation coefcient a statistical technique used to determine the strength of a relationship between two 

variables. 
correlational method a research design that examines the relationship between variables as they naturally occur. 
counterproductive work behaviors (CWBs) deviant, negative behaviors that are harmful to an organization and 

its workers. 
criteria measures of job success typically related to performance. 
criterion contamination the extent to which performance appraisals contain elements that detract from the accu-

rate assessment of job efectiveness. 
criterion defciency the degree to which a criterion falls short of measuring job performance. 
criterion relevance the extent to which the means of appraising performance is pertinent to job success. 
criterion usefulness the extent to which a performance criterion is usable in appraising a particular job. 
criterion-related validity the accuracy of a measurement instrument in determining the relationship between 

scores on the instrument and some criterion of job success. 
critical incidents technique (CIT) a job analysis technique that relies on instances of especially successful or 

unsuccessful job performance. 
decentralization the process of taking the decision-making authority away from the top levels of the organization 

and distributing it to lower levels. 
decentralized networks communication networks in which messages can originate at any point and need not be 

directed through specifc group members. 
decision-making model a theory that matches characteristics of the situation with leader decision-making 

strategies. 
decoding the process of translating a message so that it can be understood. 
democratic decision making a strategy by which decisions are made by the group members based on majority-

rule voting. 
dependent variable in the experimental method, the variable that is acted on by the independent variable; the 

outcome variable. 
descriptive statistics arithmetical formulas for summarizing and describing research data. 
Dictionary of Occupational Titles (DOT ) a reference guide that classifes and describes over 40,000 jobs. 
diferentiation the complexity of an organization’s structure that is based on the number of units, the orientations 

of managers, and the goals and interests of members. 
directive behavior leader behavior that provides instructions and suggestions for performing a job. 
divisional structure an organizational structure that divides the organization according to types of products or 

customers. 
dominating (forcing) a confict resolution strategy of persisting in a confict until one party attains personal goals 

at the expense of the other’s. 
downward communication messages fowing downward in an organizational hierarchy, usually from superiors 

to subordinates. 
dysfunctional politics political behaviors that detract from the organization’s ability to attain its goals. 
efect size an estimate of the magnitude of a relationship or efect found in a research investigation. 
emotional intelligence ability to understand, regulate, and communicate emotions and to use them to inform 

thinking. 
emotional labor the demands of regulating and controlling emotions in the workplace. 
employee assistance programs (EAPs) counseling provided for a variety of worker problems, particularly drug 

and alcohol abuse. 
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employee engagement a psychological state characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption in one’s work/ 
organization. 

employee ownership a program where employees own all or part of an organization. 
employee placement the process of assigning workers to appropriate jobs. 
employee recruitment the process by which companies attract qualifed applicants. 
employee screening the process of reviewing information about job applicants used to select workers. 
employee selection the process of choosing applicants for employment. 
employee training planned organizational eforts to help employees learn job-related knowledge, skills, and other 

characteristics. 
empowerment the process by which organizational members can increase their sense of power and personal con-

trol in the work setting. 
encoding the process of preparing a message for transmission by putting it into some form of code. 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) the federal agency created to protect against discrimi-

nation in employment. 
equity theory a theory that workers are motivated to reduce perceived inequities between work inputs and 

outcomes. 
ERG theory Alderfer’s motivation model that categorizes needs into existence, relatedness, and growth needs. 
exaggeration the distortion of information by elaborating, overestimating, or minimizing parts of the message. 
exceptioning the practice of ignoring pay discrepancies between particular jobs possessing equivalent duties and 

responsibilities. 
expectancy (in expectancy theory) the perceived relationship between the individual’s efort and performance of 

a behavior. 
expectancy theory a cognitive theory of motivation that states that workers weigh expected costs and benefts of 

particular courses before they are motivated to take action. 
experimental method a research design characterized by a high degree of control over the research setting to allow 

for the determination of cause-and-efect relationships among variables. 
expert power power derived from having certain work-related knowledge or skill. 
external validity whether research results obtained in one setting will apply to another setting. 
extraneous variables variables other than the independent variable that may infuence the dependent variable. 
facet approach (to job satisfaction) views job satisfaction as made up of several components, or “facets.” 
faking purposely distorting one’s responses to a test to try to “beat” the test. 
false-negative errors erroneously rejecting applicants who would have been successful. 
false-positive errors erroneously accepting applicants who would have been unsuccessful. 
feedback an acknowledgment that a message has been received and understood. 
Fiedler’s contingency model a leadership theory that maintains that efective leadership depends on a match 

between the leader’s style and the degree to which the work situation gives control and infuence to the leader. 
fltering the selective presentation of the content of a communication. 
fxed-interval schedule reinforcement that follows the passage of a specifed amount of time. 
fxed-ratio schedule reinforcement that is contingent on the performance of a fxed number of behaviors. 
fextime a schedule that commits an employee to working a specifed number of hours per week, but ofers fex-

ibility in regard to the beginning and ending times for each day. 
forced distributions assigning workers to established categories of poor to good performance, with fxed limita-

tions on how many employees can be assigned to each category. 
frequency distribution a descriptive statistical technique that arranges scores by categories. 
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functional job analysis (FJA) a structured job analysis technique that examines the sequence of tasks in a job and 
the processes by which they are completed. 

functional politics political behaviors that help the organization to attain its goals. 
functional structure an organizational structure that divides the organization into departments based on the 

functions or tasks they perform. 
gainsharing a compensation system based on efective group performance. 
global approach (to job satisfaction) views job satisfaction as a general, unitary construct. 
goal-setting theory the motivational theory that emphasizes the setting of specifc and challenging performance 

goals. 
grapevine the informal communication network in an organization. 
graphic rating scales performance appraisal methods using a predetermined scale to rate the worker on important 

job dimensions. 
great man/woman theory a universalist theory of leadership that maintains that great leaders are born, not made. 
group two or more individuals engaged in social interaction to achieve some goal. 
group polarization the tendency for groups to make decisions that are more extreme than those made by 

individuals. 
groupthink a syndrome characterized by a concurrence-seeking tendency that overrides the ability of a cohesive 

group to make critical decisions. 
growth need strength the need and desire for personal growth on the job. 
halo efect an overall positive evaluation of a worker based on one known positive characteristic or action. 
hardiness the notion that some people may be more resistant to the health-damaging efects of stress. 
Hawthorne efect changes in behavior occurring as a function of participants’ knowledge that they are being 

observed and their expectations concerning their role as research participants. 
human relations movement a movement based on the studies of Elton Mayo that emphasizes the importance of 

social factors in infuencing work performance. 
hygienes elements related to job context that, when absent, cause job dissatisfaction. 
hypotheses statements about the supposed relationships between variables. 
inclusion the feeling that one can be one’s unique self and still belong. 
inclusive leadership theory a theory that efective leadership encourages belonging while recognizing the unique-

ness of all group members. 
independent variable in the experimental method, the variable that is manipulated by the researcher. 
individual coping strategies techniques such as exercise, meditation, or cognitive restructuring that can be used 

to deal with work stress. 
individual methods performance appraisal methods that evaluate an employee by himself or herself, without 

explicit reference to other workers. 
individual power power derived from personal characteristics that are of value to the organization, such as par-

ticular expertise or leadership ability. 
industrial/organizational (I/O) psychology the branch of psychology that is concerned with the study of behav-

ior in work settings and the application of psychology principles to change work behavior. 
inferential statistics statistical techniques used for analyzing data to test hypotheses. 
infuence the ability to use social forces to afect the behavior of others. 
informed consent fully informing a research participant of the nature of a study or experiment and informing the 

individual about the right to refuse participation. 
ingratiation infuencing others by increasing one’s personal appeal to them. 
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initiating structure leader behaviors that defne, organize, and structure the work situation. 
inputs elements that a worker invests in a job, such as experience and efort. 
instrumentality the perceived relationship between the performance of a particular behavior and the likelihood 

of achieving a particular outcome. 
integration the amount and quality of collaboration among the divisions of an organization. 
integrity tests measures of honest or dishonest attitudes and/or behaviors. 
interindividual confict confict that occurs when two people are striving to attain their own goals, thus blocking 

the other’s achievement. 
internal consistency a common method of establishing a measurement instrument’s reliability by examining how 

the various items of the instrument are intercorrelated. 
internal validity the extent to which extraneous or confounding variables are removed from a study. 
interpersonal stress stress arising from difculties with others in the workplace. 
intragroup confict confict that arises when a person or faction within a group attempts to achieve a goal that 

interferes with the group’s goal attainment. 
intrinsic motivation the notion that people are motivated by internal rewards. 
jargon special language developed in connection with certain jobs; also called technical language. 
job ambiguity a source of stress resulting from a lack of clearly defned jobs and/or work tasks. 
job analysis the systematic study of the tasks, duties, and responsibilities of a job and the qualities needed to 

perform it. 
job characteristics model a theory that emphasizes the role that certain aspects of jobs play in infuencing work 

motivation. 
job description a detailed description of job tasks, procedures, and responsibilities; the tools and equipment used; 

and the end product or service. 
Job Descriptive Index (JDI) a self-report job satisfaction rating scale measuring fve job facets. 
Job Diagnostic Survey (JDS) a questionnaire that measures core job characteristics. 
job element method a job analysis method that analyzes jobs in terms of the knowledge, skills, abilities, and other 

characteristics (KSAOs) required to perform the jobs. 
job enlargement the expansion of a job to include additional, more varied work tasks. 
job enrichment a motivational program that involves redesigning jobs to give workers a greater role in the plan-

ning, execution, and evaluation of their work. 
job evaluation an assessment of the relative value of a job to determine appropriate compensation. 
job rotation a method of rotating workers among a variety of jobs to increase their breadth of knowledge. 
job satisfaction the positive and negative feelings and attitudes about one’s job. 
job specifcation a statement of the human characteristics required to perform a job. 
lack of control a feeling of having little input or efect on the job and/or work environment; typically results in 

stress. 
lateral communication messages between two parties at the same level in an organizational hierarchy. 
leader–member exchange model (LMX) a theory that efective leadership is determined by the quality of the 

interaction between the leader and particular group members. 
leader–member relations the quality of the relationship between leader and followers. 
leadership ability to guide a group toward the achievement of goals. 
least preferred coworker (LPC) a measure that assesses leaders’ task or relationship orientation by having them 

rate their most difcult fellow worker. 
legitimate power the formal rights or authority accompanying a position in an organization. 
leniency error the tendency to give all workers very positive performance appraisals. 
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line employees in an organization who are engaged directly in tasks that accomplish its goals. 
line–staf organizational structure a traditional organizational structure composed of one group of employees 

who achieve the goals of the organization (the line) and another group who support the line (staf). 
management by objectives (MBO) a goal-setting OD technique in which supervisors and subordinates jointly 

set performance goals; at the end of the goal period, their attainment is evaluated, and new goals are set. 
management games a management training technique using scaled-down enactments of the operations and man-

agements of organizations. 
matrix organization an organizational design that blends functional and product structures. 
mean a measure of central tendency; also known as the average. 
measures of central tendency present the center point in a distribution of scores. 
median a measure of central tendency; the midpoint of a distribution of scores. 
mentoring a program in which an inexperienced worker develops a relationship with an experienced worker who 

serves as an advisor. 
merit pay a compensation system in which employees receive a base rate and additional pay based on performance. 
meta-analysis a technique that allows results from several diferent research studies to be combined and 

summarized. 
Minnesota Satisfaction Questionnaire (MSQ) a self-report measure of job satisfaction that breaks satisfaction 

down into 20 job facets. 
modeling learning that occurs through the observation and imitation of the behavior of others. 
motivation the force that energizes, directs, and sustains behavior. 
motivators elements related to job content that, when present, lead to job satisfaction. 
multiple cutof model an employee selection method using a minimum cutof score on each of the various pre-

dictors of job performance. 
multiple hurdle model an employee selection strategy that requires that an acceptance or rejection decision be 

made at each of several stages in a screening process. 
multiple regression design examines the relationship between a particular outcome variable and multiple 

predictors. 
multiple regression model an employee selection method that combines separate predictors of job success in a 

statistical procedure. 
narratives open-ended written accounts of a worker’s performance used in performance appraisals. 
need hierarchy theory a motivation theory proposed by Maslow that arranges needs in a hierarchy from lower, 

more basic needs to higher-order needs. 
needs physiological or psychological defciencies that an organism is compelled to fulfll. 
negative reinforcers events that strengthen a behavior through the avoidance of an existing negative state. 
noise physical or psychological distractions that disrupt the efective fow of communication. 
nonverbal communication messages sent and received through means other than the spoken or written word. 
normal distribution (bell-shaped curve) a distribution of scores along a continuum with known properties. 
norms rules that groups adopt governing appropriate and inappropriate behavior for members. 
O*NET the U.S. Department of Labor’s website that provides comprehensive information about jobs and careers. 
objective performance criteria measures of job performance that are easily quantifed. 
objectivity the unbiased approach to observation and interpretations of behavior. 
obtrusive observation research observation in which the presence of the observer is known to the participants. 
on-the-job training an employee training method of placing a worker in the workplace to learn frsthand about 

a job. 
operationalized clearly defning a research variable so that it can be measured. 
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organigram a diagram of an organization’s hierarchy representing the formal lines of communication. 
organizational behavior modifcation the application of conditioning principles to obtain certain work 

outcomes. 
organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) eforts by organizational members that advance or promote the 

work organization and its goals. 
organizational commitment a worker’s feelings and attitudes about the entire work organization. 
organizational coping strategies techniques that organizations can use to reduce stress for all or most employees. 
organizational culture the shared values, beliefs, assumptions, and patterns of behavior within an organization. 
organizational development (OD) the process of assisting organizations in preparing for and managing 

change. 
organizational downsizing a strategy of reducing an organization’s workforce to improve organizational ef-

ciency and/or competitiveness. 
organizational politics self-serving actions designed to afect the behavior of others to achieve personal goals. 
organizational power power derived from a person’s position in an organization and from control over important 

resources aforded by that position. 
organizational socialization the process by which new employees learn group roles and norms and develop spe-

cifc work skills and abilities. 
organizational structure refers to the arrangement of positions in an organization and the authority and respon-

sibility relationships among them. 
outcomes those things that a worker expects to receive from a job, such as pay and recognition. 
outsourcing contracting with an external organization to accomplish work tasks. 
overpayment inequity worker’s perception that outcomes are greater than inputs. 
paired comparison performance appraisal method in which the rater compares each worker with each other 

worker in the group. 
parallel forms a method of establishing the reliability of a measurement instrument by correlating scores on two 

diferent but equivalent versions of the same instrument. 
participative behavior leader behavior that encourages members to assume an active role in group planning and 

decision making. 
path–goal theory a theory that a leader’s job is to help the work group achieve its desired goals. 
performance appraisals the formalized means of assessing worker performance in comparison with certain estab-

lished organizational standards. 
performance criteria measures used to determine successful and unsuccessful job performance. 
performance feedback the process of giving information to a worker about performance level with suggestions 

for future improvement. 
personality tests instruments that measure psychological characteristics of individuals. 
person–environment (P–E) ft the match between a worker’s abilities, needs, and values, and organizational 

demands, rewards, and values. 
personnel psychology the specialty area of I/O psychology focusing on an organization’s human resources. 
polygraphs instruments that measure physiological reactions presumed to accompany deception; also known as 

lie detectors. 
Porter–Lawler model a theory where the relationship between job satisfaction and performance is mediated by 

work-related rewards. 
Position Analysis Questionnaire (PAQ) a job analysis technique that uses a structured questionnaire to analyze 

jobs according to 187 job statements, grouped into six categories. 
position power a leader’s authority to punish or reward followers. 
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positive afect positive emotions that afect workers’ moods in the workplace. 
positive reinforcers desirable events that strengthen the tendency to respond. 
posttest-only design a program evaluation that simply measures training success criterion following completion 

of the training program. 
power the use of some aspect of a work relationship to compel another to perform a certain action despite 

resistance. 
power bases sources of power possessed by individuals in organizations. 
power corollary the concept that, for every exercise of power, there is a tendency for the subject to react with a 

return power play. 
predictors variables about applicants that are related to (predictive of ) the criteria. 
pretest–posttest design a design for evaluating a training program that makes comparisons of criterion measures 

collected before and after the introduction of the program. 
problem-solving case study a management training technique that presents a real or hypothetical organizational 

problem that trainees attempt to solve. 
process consultation an OD technique in which a consultant helps a client-organization study its problems 

objectively and learn to solve them. 
proft sharing a plan where all employees receive a small share of an organization’s profts. 
programmed instruction self-paced individualized training in which trainees are provided with training materials 

and can test how much they have learned. 
project task force a nontraditional organization of workers who are assembled temporarily to complete a specifc 

job or project. 
Protected Class characteristics of groups for which discrimination is prohibited, including: sex, race, religion, 

color, national origin, persons over 40, persons with physical or mental disabilities. 
protected groups groups, including women and certain ethnic and racial minorities, that have been identifed as 

previous targets of employment discrimination. 
psychology the study of behavior and mental processes. 
punishment unpleasant consequences that reduce the tendency to respond. 
Pygmalion efect when a sender nonverbally communicates expectations to a receiver, infuencing his or her 

behavior. 
qualitative (categorical or frequency) data data that measure some category or measurement quality. 
quality circles small groups of volunteer employees from the same work area who meet regularly to solve work-

related problems. 
quantitative (measurement) data data that measure some numerical quantity. 
quasi-experiment a study that follows the experimental design but lacks random assignment of participants and/ 

or manipulation of the independent variable. 
random assignment a method of assigning subjects to groups by chance to control for the efects of extraneous 

variables. 
random sampling the selection of research participants from a population so that each individual has an equal 

probability of being chosen. 
rankings performance appraisal methods involving the ranking of supervisees from best to worst. 
realistic job preview (RJP) an accurate presentation of the prospective job and organization made to applicants. 
receiver the recipient of a communication who decodes the message; also known as the decoder. 
recency efect the tendency to give greater weight to recent performance and lesser weight to earlier performance. 
reciprocity rule the tendency for persons to pay back those to whom they are indebted for assistance. 
referent power power resulting from the fact that an individual is respected, admired, and liked by others. 
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reinforcement theory a theory that behavior is motivated by its consequences. 
relational theories theories that look at the relationship between leaders and followers as central to the leadership 

process. 
relationship-oriented behaviors leader behaviors focused on maintaining interpersonal relationships on the job. 
reliability the consistency of a measurement instrument or its stability over time. 
reward power power that results from having the ability to ofer something positive, such as money or praise. 
role ambiguity a sense of uncertainty over the requirements of a particular role. 
role confict confict that results when the expectations associated with one role interfere with the expectations 

concerning another role. 
role congruity theory a theory explaining the gender–leadership gap by the inconsistency between the female 

gender role of being communal and the stereotype that leaders are expected to be agentic, which is consistent 
with the male gender role. 

role diferentiation the process by which group members learn to perform various roles. 
role expectations beliefs concerning the responsibilities and requirements of a particular role. 
role-playing a management training exercise that requires trainees to act out problem situations that often occur 

at work. 
roles patterns of behavior that are adopted based on expectations about the functions of a position. 
rumors information that is presented as fact, but may actually be true or false. 
sampling the selection of a representative group from a larger population for study. 
scientifc management begun by Frederick Taylor, a method of using scientifc principles to improve the ef-

ciency and productivity of jobs. 
self-determination theory a motivational theory that focuses on the conditions and processes that lead to self-

motivation and growth on the job. 
self-efcacy an individual’s beliefs in his or her abilities to engage in courses of action that will lead to desired 

outcomes. 
self-managing work teams teams that have complete responsibility for whole tasks. 
self-report techniques measurement methods relying on research participants’ reports of their own behavior or 

attitudes. 
seminar a common training method in which an expert provides job-related information in a classroom-like 

setting. 
sender the originator of a communication who encodes and transmits a message; also known as the encoder. 
severity error the tendency to give all workers very negative performance appraisals. 
shared leadership where leadership is shared among the group members rather than being centralized in one 

person. 
simulation training training that replicates job conditions without placing the trainee in the actual work setting. 
situational exercise assessment tools that require the performance of tasks that approximate actual work tasks. 
situational stress stress arising from certain conditions that exist in the work environment or in the worker’s 

personal life. 
skill-based pay a system of compensation in which workers are paid based on their knowledge and skills rather 

than on their positions in the organization. 
snap judgment arriving at a premature, early overall evaluation of an applicant in a hiring interview. 
social learning theory learning theory that emphasizes the observational learning of behavior. 
social loafng the phenomenon whereby individuals working in groups exert less efort than when working 

alone. 
sociogram a diagram of the informal lines of communication among organizational members. 
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Solomon four-group design a method of program evaluation using two treatment groups and two control 
groups. 

source factors characteristics of the sender that infuence the efectiveness of a communication. 
span of control the number of workers who must report to a single supervisor. 
staf specialized employee positions designed to support the line. 
standard deviation a measure of variability of scores in a frequency distribution. 
statistical signifcance the probability of a particular result occurring by chance, used to determine the meaning 

of research outcomes. 
stratifed sampling the selection of research participants based on categories that represent important distinguish-

ing characteristics of a population. 
stressful life events signifcant events in a person’s recent history that can cause stress. 
stressor an environmental event that is perceived by an individual to be threatening. 
subject matter expert (SME) an individual who has detailed knowledge about a particular job. 
subjective performance criteria measures of job performance that typically consist of ratings or judgments of 

performance. 
superordinate goal a goal that two conficting parties are willing to work to attain. 
supportive behavior leader behavior focusing on interpersonal relationships and showing concern for workers’ 

well-being. 
survey a common self-report measure in which participants are asked to report on their attitudes, beliefs, and/or 

behaviors. 
survey feedback an OD technique whereby the consultant works with the organization to develop and administer 

a survey instrument to collect data that are fed back to organizational members and used as the starting point 
for change. 

task interdependence the degree to which an individual’s task performance depends on the eforts or skills of 
others. 

task structure an assessment of how well elements of the work task are structured. 
task-oriented behaviors leader behaviors focused on the work task. 
team interdependent workers with complementary skills working toward a shared goal. 
team building a type of team training focused on how to improve team performance by analyzing group 

interaction. 
team mental models team members’ shared understanding of important aspects of common work goals. 
team organization a nontraditional organizational structure consisting of a team of members organized around a 

particular project or product. 
test battery a combination of employment tests used to increase the ability to predict future job performance. 
test utility the value of a screening test in determining important outcomes, such as dollars gained by the com-

pany through its use. 
test–retest reliability a method of determining the stability of a measurement instrument by administering the 

same measure to the same people at two diferent times and then correlating the scores. 
t-groups (sensitivity training) an OD technique that uses unstructured group interaction to assist workers 

in achieving insight into their own motivations and behavior patterns in dealing with other organizational 
members. 

thematic apperception test (TAT) a projective test that uses ambiguous pictures to assess psychological motivation. 
theory/model the organization of beliefs into a representation of the factors that afect behavior. 
360-degree feedback a method of gathering performance appraisals from a worker’s supervisors, subordinates, 

peers, customers, and other relevant parties. 
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time-and-motion studies procedures in which work tasks are broken down into simple component movements 
and the movements are timed to develop a more efcient method for performing the tasks. 

trainee readiness the individual’s potential for successful training. 
trait theory attempts to discover the traits shared by all efective leaders. 
traits enduring attributes associated with an individual’s makeup or personality. 
transactional leadership leadership based on some transaction, such as exchanging money for work. 
transfer of training concept dealing with whether training is actually applied in the work setting. 
transformational leadership focuses on the leader’s ability to provide shared values and a vision for the future for 

the work group. 
treatment group the group in an experimental investigation that is subjected to the change in the independent 

variable. 
t-test a statistical test for examining the diference between the means of two groups. 
turnover intentions workers’ self-reported intentions to leave their jobs. 
two-factor theory Herzberg’s motivational theory that proposes that two factors—motivators and hygienes—are 

important in determining worker satisfaction and motivation. 
Type A behavior pattern a personality characterized by excessive drive, competitiveness, impatience, and hostility 

that has been linked to greater incidence of coronary heart disease. 
underpayment inequity worker’s perception that inputs are greater than outcomes. 
underutilization a source of stress resulting from workers feeling that their knowledge, skills, or energy are not 

being fully used. 
universalist theories theories that look for the major characteristics common to all efective leaders. 
unobtrusive observation research observation in which the presence of the observer is not known to the 

participants. 
upward communication messages fowing upward in an organizational hierarchy, usually taking the form of 

feedback. 
valence the desirability of an outcome to an individual. 
validity a concept referring to the accuracy of a measurement instrument and its ability to make accurate infer-

ences about a criterion. 
validity generalization the ability of a screening instrument to predict performance in a job or setting diferent 

from the one in which the test was validated. 
variability estimates the distribution of scores around the middle or average score. 
variable-interval schedule reinforcement that follows the passage of a specifed amount of time, with exact time 

of reinforcement varying. 
variable-ratio schedule reinforcement that depends on the performance of a specifed but varying number of 

behaviors. 
variables the elements measured in research investigations. 
vestibule training training that uses a separate area adjacent to the work area to simulate the actual work setting. 
webinar an online training method similar to a lecture or seminar. 
weighted application forms forms that assign diferent weights to the various pieces of information provided on 

a job application. 
we–they feeling intragroup cohesiveness created by the existence of a common threat, which is typically another 

group. 
whistle-blowing political behavior whereby an employee criticizes company policies and practices to persons 

outside the organization. 
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wisdom of the crowd the phenomenon by which a diverse group of novices can outperform a homogeneous 
group of experts because they can identify each other’s errors in judgments. 

work–family confict cumulative stress that results from duties of work and family roles. 
work overload a common source of stress resulting when a job requires excessive speed, output, or concentration. 
work sample tests job skill tests used to measure applicants’ abilities to perform brief examples of important job 

tasks. 
worker stress the physiological and/or psychological reactions to events that are perceived to be threatening or 

taxing. 
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