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2.3.4: Personality and Work Behavior
4. How can organizations foster a work environment that allows employees an opportunity to develop and grow?

Personality theories that utilize the trait approach have proven popular among investigators of employee behavior in organizations.
There are several reasons for this. To begin with, trait theories focus largely on the normal, healthy adult, in contrast to
psychoanalytic and other personality theories that focus largely on abnormal behavior. Trait theories identify several characteristics
that describe people. Allport insisted that our understanding of individual behavior could progress only by breaking behavior
patterns down into a series of elements (traits).!> "The only thing you can do about a total personality is to send flowers to it," he
once said. Hence, in the study of people at work, we may discuss an employee’s dependability, emotional stability, or cognitive
complexity. These traits, when taken together, form a large mosaic that provides insight into individuals. A third reason for the
popularity of trait theories in the study of organizational behavior is that the traits that are identified are measurable and tend to
remain relatively stable over time. It is much easier to make comparisons among employees using these tangible qualities rather
than the somewhat mystical psychoanalytic theories or the highly abstract and volatile self theories.

The number of traits people are believed to exhibit varies according to which theory we employ. In an exhaustive search, over
17,000 can be identified. Obviously, this number is so large as to make any reasonable analysis of the effects of personality in the
workplace impossible. In order for us to make any sense out of this, it is necessary for us to concentrate on a small number of
personality variables that have a direct impact on work behavior. If we do this, we can identify six traits that seem to be relatively
important for our purposes here. It will be noted that some of these traits (for example, self-esteem or locus of control) have to do
with how we see ourselves, whereas other traits (for example, introversion-extroversion or dependability) have to do with how we
interact with others. Moreover, these traits are largely influenced by one’s personality development and, in turn, influence actual
attitudes and behaviors at work, as shown in Exhibit 2.2.

Influences on Personality
Personality Differences
Development (Examples)
* Physiology * Self-esteem
+ Culture * Locus of control Work-Related
+ Family and group — * Introversion- —— Attitudes and
* Role extroversion Behavior
» Situation  Authoritarianism
* Dogmatism

* Dependability

Exhibit 2.2 Relation of Personality to Attitudes and Behavior

Self-Esteem

One trait that has emerged recently as a key variable in determining work behavior and effectiveness is an employee’s self-esteem.
Self-esteem can be defined as one’s opinion or belief about one’s self and self-worth. It is how we see ourselves as individuals. Do
we have confidence in ourselves? Do we think we are successful? Attractive? Worthy of others’ respect or friendship?

Research has shown that high self-esteem in school-age children enhances assertiveness, independence, and creativity. People with
high self-esteem often find it easier to give and receive affection, set higher goals for personal achievement, and exert energy to try
to attain goals set for them. Moreover, individuals with high self-esteem will be more likely to seek higher-status occupations and
will take more risks in the job search. For example, one study found that students possessing higher self-esteem were more highly
rated by college recruiters, received more job offers, and were more satisfied with their job search than students with low self-
esteem.14 Hence, personality traits such as this one can affect your job and career even before you begin work!

Locus of Control

Locus of control refers to the tendency among individuals to attribute the events affecting their lives either to their own actions or
to external forces; it is a measure of how much you think you control your own destiny. Two types of individual are identified.
People with an internal locus of control tend to attribute their successes—and failures—to their own abilities and efforts. Hence, a
student would give herself credit for passing an examination; likewise, she would accept blame for failing.
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In contrast, people with an external locus of control tend to attribute things that happen to them as being caused by someone or
something else. They give themselves neither credit nor blame. Hence, passing an exam may be dismissed by saying it was “too
easy,” whereas failing may be excused by convincing one’s self that the exam was “unfair.”

If you want to determine your own locus of control, fill out the self-assessment in the end-of-chapter assignments. This is an
abbreviated and adapted version of the scale originally developed by Rotter. When you have finished, refer to that reference for
scoring procedures.

Recent research on locus of control suggests that people with an internal locus of control (1) exhibit greater work motivation, (2)
have stronger expectations that effort will lead to actual high job performance, (3) perform better on tasks requiring learning or
problem-solving, (4) typically receive higher salaries and salary increases, and (5) exhibit less job-related anxiety than externals.'®
Locus of control has numerous implications for management. For example, consider what would happen if you placed an “internal”
under tight supervision or an “external” under loose supervision. The results probably would not be very positive. Or what would
happen if you placed both internals and externals on a merit-based compensation plan? Who would likely perform better? Who
might perform better under a piece-rate system?

Introversion-Extroversion

The third personality dimension we should consider focuses on the extent to which people tend to be shy and retiring or socially
gregarious. Introverts (introversion) tend to focus their energies inwardly and have a greater sensitivity to abstract feelings,
whereas extroverts (extroversion) direct more of their attention to other people, objects, and events. Research evidence suggests
that both types of people have a role to play in organizations.'® Extroverts more often succeed in first-line management roles,
where only superficial "people skills” are required; they also do better in field assignments—for example, as sales representatives.
Introverts, on the other hand, tend to succeed in positions requiring more reflection, analysis, and sensitivity to people’s inner
feelings and qualities. Such positions are included in a variety of departments within organizations, such as accounting, personnel,
and computer operations. In view of the complex nature of modern organizations, both types of individuals are clearly needed.

Authoritarianism and Dogmatism

Authoritarianism refers to an individual’s orientation toward authority. More specifically, an authoritarian orientation is generally
characterized by an overriding conviction that it is right and proper for there to be clear status and power differences among
people.!” According to T.W. Adorno, a high authoritarian is typically (1) demanding, directive, and controlling of her subordinates;
(2) submissive and deferential toward superiors;

(3) intellectually rigid; (4) fearful of social change; (5) highly judgmental and categorical in reactions to others; (6) distrustful; and
(7) hostile in response to restraint. Nonauthoritarians, on the other hand, generally believe that power and status differences should
be minimized, that social change can be constructive, and that people should be more accepting and less judgmental of others.

In the workplace, the consequences of these differences can be tremendous. Research has shown, for example, that employees who
are high in authoritarianism often perform better under rigid supervisory control, whereas those rated lower on this characteristic
perform better under more participative supervision.!® Can you think of other consequences that might result from these
differences?

Related to this authoritarianism is the trait of dogmatism. Dogmatism refers to a particular cognitive style that is characterized by
closed-mindedness and inflexibility.'® The dimension has particularly profound implications for managerial decision-making; it is
found that dogmatic managers tend to make decisions quickly, based on only limited information and with a high degree of
confidence in the correctness of their decisions.?’ Do you know managers (or professors) who tend to be dogmatic? How does this
behavior affect those around them?

Dependability

Finally, people can be differentiated with respect to their behavioral consistency, or dependability. Individuals who are seen as
self-reliant, responsible, consistent, and dependable are typically considered to be desirable colleagues or group members who will
cooperate and work steadfastly toward group goals.?! Personnel managers often seek a wide array of information concerning
dependability before hiring job applicants. Even so, contemporary managers often complain that many of today’s workers simply
lack the feeling of personal responsibility necessary for efficient operations. Whether this is a result of the personal failings of the
individuals or a lack of proper motivation by superiors remains to be determined.
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Obviously, personality factors such as those discussed here can play a major role in determining work behavior both on the shop
floor and in the executive suite. A good example of this can be seen in the events leading up to the demise of one of America’s
largest and oldest architectural firms. Observe the role of personality in the events that follow.

managing change

Personality Clash: Design vs. Default

Philip Johnson, at age 86, was considered the dean of American architecture and was known for such landmarks as the AT&T
building in New York and the Pennzoil Center in Houston, but he was also forced out of the firm that he built, only to watch it
fall into default and bankruptcy.

In 1969, Johnson invited John Burgee, who was just 35, to become his sole partner to handle the management side of the
business and thereby allow him to focus on the creative side. “I picked John Burgee as my righthand man. Every design
architect needs a Burgee. The more leadership he took, the happier I was,” Johnson said. Burgee’s personality was perfectly
suited to the nuts-and-bolts tasks of managing the firm and overseeing the projects through construction.

For all his management effort, Burgee felt that only Johnson’s name ever appeared in the press. “It was always difficult for me,
being a younger man and less flamboyant,” commented Burgee. Eventually, Burgee was able to get Johnson to change the
name of the firm, first to Philip Johnson & John Burgee Architects, then to Johnson/Burgee Architects, and finally to John
Burgee Architects, with Philip Johnson. Although Burgee wanted to be involved in all aspects of the business, Johnson was
unwilling to relinquish control over design to Burgee.

In 1988, Burgee sent a four-page memo to Johnson in which he listed each of the firm’s 24 projects and outlined the ones for
which Johnson could initiate designs, initiate contact with clients, or work on independently at home. Burgee also instructed
Johnson not to involve himself with the younger architects or advise them on their drawings.

The clash of the creative personality of Johnson and the controlling personality of Burgee came to a climax when Burgee asked
Johnson to leave the firm. Unfortunately, Burgee underestimated the reaction of clients and lost many key contracts.
Eventually, Burgee had to file for bankruptcy, and Johnson continued working on his own, including a project for Estée Lauder.

Source: Michelle Pacelle, “Design Flaw.” Wall Street Journal, September 2, 1992, p. A1, A5.

concept check

1. What are the things that managers can do to foster an environment where employees can gain personal development and
grow?
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Exhibit 2.2 (Attribution: Copyright Rice University, OpenStax, under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license)
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