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CONTINUITIES IN THE STUDY OF ROLE DIFFERENTIATION
Paul L. Riedesel, Ph.D.
University of Nebraska, 1974
Advisers Jerry S. Cloyd

A variety of theoretical problems and issues in
measurement regarding functional differentiation in
task-oriented groups are investigated in this study.
Bales' equilibrium theory has underpinned most subse-
quent research in this area, yet there has bteen no
systematic refinement of that theory nor verification
of a critical assumption, Parallel to those problems
are some unresolved questions about appropriate mea-
surement techniques.

Sociometric data from 88 sessions of student dis-
cussion groups were used to test several hypotheses,

The basic measures of functional differentiation were
obtained by use of Burke's factor-score procedure.

Other variables were measured through experimental manip-
ulation or sociometric and evaluative questions.

Evidence supported the proposition that role dif-
ferentiation can be separated analytically from leader-
ship differentiation. It is further shown that the
indicators used by Bales for expressive and instrumental
prominence and for function differentiation are of poor

quality and should be discarded. His use of popularity
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scores to measure expressive prominence is especially
prone to difficulties.

A revised version of the equilibrium theory is
proposed which incorporates and organizes previous re-
search generalizations. Many of the earlier findings
are not replicated, though inequality of participation
and low ranking consensus continue to be important
conditions in the development of functional differen-
tiation, These factors are believed to be significant
in disturbing the supposed equilibrium between instru-
mental and expressive problem solving.

Further testing cast considerable doubt on the
accuracy of Bales' theory. According to the logic of
the theory, disturbance of the equilibrium which is noi
accompanied by the compensation of functional differen-
tiation results in disharmony and impairs problem
solving, This implicit assumption has not been subject-
ed to a test before. Data from the present study indi-
cate that, under presumably disequilibrating conditions,
the differentiation of leaders or roles has a minimal
effect on the group's ability to deal with its function-
al imperatives., The credibility of the theory must
therefore be questioned and re-affirmed before it can

justifiably be used for the purpose of explanation.,
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CHAPTER ONE

The Theory of Functional Role Differentiation

I Introduction

The purpose of this dissertation is to explore
theoretiéél gaps in the study of instrumental-expressive
role differentiation, Traditional assumptions and meth-
ods of measurement are called into question and critical-
ly analyzed. These and other issues are tested through
an experimental study of task-oriented discussion
groups. This first chapter defines the basic terms of
the field and surveys the theoretical and research 1lit-
arature on functional role differentiation. In the
second chapter, major problem areas are identified and
hypotheses are drawn., The methods of the experimental
study are outlined in the third chapter. Following that
are three chapters devoted to the three basic issues--
the causes and conditions of role differentiation, the
measurement of role differentiation, and the consequences
of role differentiation. However, we must begin by

explaining our terms.

II Definitions

Role. The concept of "role" is used in numerous,
sometimes conflicting fashions by social scientists.
Levinson (1959: 170) describes three alternative usages

which all have some currencys roles as structurally

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



given demands (norms), roles as the group member's defi-
hition of what he is to do, and roles as the actions of
iindividual group members, Anthropologists and structur-
al-functionalists have made the most use of the first
;definition while those of symbolic-interactionist in-
Eclinations have preferred the second. However, the third
?usage is the one characteristically found in experimental
studies of small group structure. Slater (1955s 300),
for example, proposes that role be defined as "a more

or less coherent and unified system of items of inter-
personal behavior." ‘The present study will take the

term role to mean one's enacted behavior in a social

context--one's role performance.

Role specialization and differentiation. A set of

roles in one social system are specialized to the ex-
tent that their behavioral contents are dissimilar,
Dissimilarities range from the trivial to those of ex-
treme importance, though the particular focus of the
researcher is central to the demarcation of the trivial
from the nan-trivial, We are concerned here with func-
tional differentiation, a subtype of role specializatiqn.
Roles in a social system which vary not only in behavior-
al content but which also have fundamentally different
consequences for the operation or maintenance of the
group are functionally differentiated. Bales (1953)

speaks of a group in which roles are specialized, but
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not functionally differentiated, as a simply organized
group. The criterion of a simply organized group is
that when members are ranked with respect to their con-
tributions to significant group functions, the rank
orders are the same,

Two focuses of inquiry have been brought to bear,
To ask if group members are making unequal contributions
to different group functions is not to ask whether the
major contributions to different functional problems
are being made by the smame or by different persons.

The first of these questions is one of role differentia-
tion; the second is one of leadership differentiation.
This distinction is important, yet students of function-
al differentiation have confused the two concepts while
claiming to extend a single theory. We will review the
literature pertaining to both types, however, as both
offer ideas about the dynamics of function differen-
tiation,

Dimensiong of functional differentiation. The
gseparation of instrumentally- and expressively-oriented
behavior has occupled the attention of mosf students of
functional differentiation. A review of the writings
of Robert F, Bales will best explain the meanings of
these terms. In 1950 he published Interaction Process
Analysis in which both a new category rating-system and

a variety of theoretical ideas were introduced, - Four
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functional problems with which groups need to deal were
identifieds instrumental, adaptive, integrative and
expressive problems, Bales further refines. the scheme
by extracting two axes--an expressive-instrumental di-
mension and an adaptive-integrative dimension, The
original meanings of the first pair were expressed in
this way (Bales, 19503 51)3

If the act is judged by the observor to be

steered by cognitive orientation primarily to

the past, or if it is felt to be caused in a

nonmeaningful manner by some existing state

of emotion or motivational tension in the self,

and if the results which follow it are judged

not to have been specifically anticipated by

symbolic manipulation, we shall speak of the

act as primarily expressive, On the other

hand, if the act is judged to be steered by

a cognitive orientation to the future as well

as the past and to be caused in part by anti-

cipation of future consequences, we shall

speak of the act as instrumental,
Adaptive activity relates to the situation external to
the social system; integrative activity relates to the
situation within the social system, The same book also
introduces the "task" and "social-emotional" terms, but
in a different context. 1In a later paper (Bales, 1953)
Bales' category system is labeled as having "Expressive-
Integrative Social Emotional” and “Instrumental-Adaptive
Task" areas., Through a process of terminological short-
hand, the funétional problems have been reduced to the
instrumental versus expressive or task versus social-

emotional,
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In a joint publication by Parsons and Bales, the
terms were more specifically defined. Parsons (1955)
writes that the instrumental-expressive distinction is
essentially the same as the external-internal distinc-
tion made by Homans (1950: 81ff), In Parsons®' (19553
4L7) words:

The area of instrumental function concerns re-

lations of the system to its situation outside

the system, to meeting the adaptive conditions

of its maintenance of equilibrium and “instru-

mentally" establishing the desired relations to

external goal-objects. The expressive area

concerns the "internal" affairs of the systenm,

the maintenance of integrative relations be-

tween the members, and regulation of the pat-

terns and tension levels of its component

units,
These notions are not developed any further by Bales
or Parsons, but subsequent study into functional differ-
entiation has been grounded on this last conception.

These dimensions have been used as theoretical con-
structs and have not been directly "prover to exist,
However, several factor analytic studies support the
validity of the instrumental-expressive distinction,
In an effort to specify a minimum number of action di-
mensions along which group activity takes place, Carter
(1954), Marnn (1961) and others have isolated factors
which are clearly analogues of instrumental activity
and expressive activity. These analyses typically em-
ployed a large number of items of sociometric and ob-

servational data, Such findings, while strictly empiri-
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cal, support the theoretical distinction between the

two functional areas,

III Original Research Findings and Explanation

Bales "discovered" functional role differentiation
in the early 1950s and first reported this finding in a
1953 working paper entitled "The Equilibrium Problem in
Small Groups."” Although it was a serendipitous dis-
covery, role differentiation could be fit into the equi-
librium theory which Bales was developing at the time,
It will be necessary to review this initial theory in
order to understand its subsequent development,

Bales' method of Interaction Process Analysis (IPA)
includes a dozen behavioral categories into which ob-
served behavior is classified, It is possible to record
the running sequence of act types and hence, patterns of
proaction and reaction. According to Bales (1953s 121 )

.+.an act which is a direct continuation by

the same member who has produced the last act

is called “proactive." An act which follows

jmmediately the last act of another -member is

calléd "reactive."
.When organized into matrices, it is possible to see
'the probability of a given act-type following anotherf
'In the Bales data, matrices of reactive tendencies (when
action changes hands)‘and of proactive tendencies (when
one person continues action) are quite different., When

action change hands, it is assumed that the new actor
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is initially reacting to the stimuli of the previous ac-
tor's last act; as he continues, however, his action
tends to be directed more toward achievement of group
goals, To use terms introduced in section II, proaction
proved to be of a much more instrumental and adaptive
quality., Reaction is of a more expressive-integrative
nature, and henee the equilibrium problem becomes
evident,

Instrumental-adaptive activity, though moving to-
ward solution of group problems, is said to induce cer-
tain tensions into the social system. If the equilibri-
um is to be maintained, there must be sufficient expres-
sive-integrative activity to counter the disruptive
forces of goal seeking. Yet to emphasize only the lat-
ter means neglecting goal attainment, Bales (19531
123) notes that "The dilemma of all action systems is
that no one disturbance can be reduced without creating
another." In this way, Pales both predicts and explains
the instrumental-expressive cycle of interaction. This
theory of equilibrium was later applied on the level of
role behavior, but only after a series of experiments,
We will make future reference to this theory but will
first outline the studies.

Bales turned his attention to the total of inter-
action engaged in by group members--their enacted roles,

He speculates that the most prominent pro-actor, if his
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or her contributions are beneficial, will be reinforced
and to continue doing so. The status of prominent pro-
actors will presumably rise as they act to solve the
functional problems of the group. This is a form of
role specialization; one person, who is most active,
does the most to achieve group goals and is the socio-
metric star as a result of his or her efforts,

However, empirical findings did not support this
predicted structure. Bales reports data from five-man
groups discussing human relations problems, Post-test
sociometric votes for best idea contribution and group

guidance were used as indicators of instrumental promi

nence while votes on liking and disliking were used to
measure expressive prominence, However, most-active
members were not rated as the best liked even though
they were ranked highest on the instrumental criteria,
Rather, the second-most-active persons were rated
higher on the expressive criteria but surprisingly
lower on "ideas® and "guidance." These facts led Bales
(1953 147) to conclude that "there must be something
about high participation and specialization in the tech-
nical and executive directions which tends to provoke
hostility.* He believes that this differentiation is
jusf another response to the equilibrium problem, The
appearance of an expressive specialist or leader isep-

arate from the most active, instrumental leader is a
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means of coping with the inherent tension between the
“¥o functions,

According to the theory which Bales then states,
especially active persons in task-oriented groups upset
the equilibrium by pressing too hard in the instrumental
direction, If they continue at this high activity level,
expressive problems become more acute. Others may re-
sent this person's monopolization of the group's time
or they may not be as motivated to pursue the group
goals, As a consequence, this overuactivity upsets the
equilibrium, Some kind of compensation is then neces-
sary if the group is to avoid disintegration and ineffec-
tiveness. The differentiation of an expressive leader
from the instrumental leader is a prime mechanism fof
re-establishing equilibrium, There is an alternative
which Bales discusses also. Instead of hostility being
turned on the most-active member, it may be "displaced”
on the least-active member, This process is called
scapegoating and is inferred from the fact that in Bales®
groups the least-active members had the highest "dis-
like" scores,

The theory of equilibrium as it applies to leader-
ship differentiation may be summarized in this ‘manner:

1. The attainment of group goals and the

satisfaction of individual needs are compli-

mentary but conflicting problems for task-

oriented groups. Activity to deal with both
of them is necessary, but it must be balanced.
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Imbalance (disequilibrium) impedes the satis-
faction of all functional problems

2. Uneven participation in task activity dis-
turbs the equilibrium between instrumental and
expressive functioning.

3, The disturbance makes expressive problems

more pressing, resulting in special structures
to deal with those problems.

L, The principal special structures are scape-
goating and the differentiation of instrumental
and expressive leaders. .
5, If the disturbance is not dealt with, the
effectiveness of the group is impaired and
gsatisfaction of members is reduced.

The theory and generalizations upon which it is based
have been enlarged through additional work by Bales and
Slater (19553 Slater, 1955). In these later studies an
important control variable is introduceds consensus in
role perception, This was measured by the degree of
agreement between group members in the soéiometric
ratings assigned. Bales and Slater (1955: 274) states

Role [leadership] differentiation in the fully

developed sense rests on the existence of a

culture common to the members of the system,

The expectations members have as to the spe-

cialized roles each will perform are only a

part of the common culture, but they consti-

tute an important part of it. Possession of

a common cuiture, in turn, implies some degree
of consensus

The content of the roles in question must be recognized
in a uniform fashion if evaluations of role playing are
to be possible, Specifically, group members who are
asked to rate each other on the performance of an ab-

stract function must share a common perception of what
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it is they are ranking., If they actually have a consen-
ual understanding of the criteria, non-uniformities in
ranking will be due solely to differential evaluation
of member activity and not to varying conceptions of

the criteria for evaluation. Recognizing this impor-
tant factor, Bales analyzes his experimental groups by
their degree of status consensus, Seven groups are
rated as high and seven as low on status consensus
ratings in the 1955 papers,* Five ranking dimensions
are used and each is treated as a separate role (Ideas,
Guidance, Liking, Talking and Receiving). It is not
always made clear, but it should be recalled that Ideas
and Guidance were originally conceived as components of
instrumental-adaptive prominence. They are jointly
1abeled as "task characteristics" in the 1955 papers,
but Idea leadership is apparently taken as the preferred
measure of instrumental role taking. Rates of talking
and receiving were established by observation while the
others are based on sociometric votes.,

A number of measures show the differentiation and
yet simultaneous interdependence of instrumental and ex-
pressive leaders, Table 1-1 illustrates the development
of leadership differentiation over time., The overlap

between instrumental and expressive leadership diminishes

*Kendall's Coefficient of Concordance (W) was com-
puted for two of the post-test rankings and averaged to
yield the status consensus score.
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Table 1-1

Percentage of cases in which the same man holds top
position on Liked rankings and either Idea
or Guidance rankings
at the same time, by sessions

Coincidence Sessions
Between:
1 2 3 L
Ideas and Likes 52,1 8.6 16,4 8.6
Guidance and Likes 34.3 25,0 12,1 23,6

From Bales and Slater (1955s 278),
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with time, especially with Ideas. The import of this
finding is that functional differentiation is a con-
comitant of group structuring and organization., This
time-series only represents four contact periods within
a three-week time spans presumably, established groups
will be differentiated to a more extensive degree,

Table 1-2 shows in more detail the relationships
among the five dimensions used in the study. It enu-
merates the degree of overlap between the top positions.
The most striking item is the low rate of overlaps with
popularity. Liking (strictly speaking an indicator of
expressive prominence) is then interpreted as the most
highly differentiated role. If one is the best liked
person (expressive specialist), one has little more
than a random chance of being the instrumental special-
ist. Bales and Slater hold to the tenet that task spe-
cialists are the object of affective ambivalence, Gen-
erally, a separate social-emotional specialist is present
so two hierarchies are identifiable: one for instrumen-
tal contributions and one for expressive contributions.

The data which Bales and Slater originally presented
did not indicate uniform functional differentiation. A
new series of experiments which Bales directed was able
to account for some of the variation in the rate of dif-
ferentiation, "Feedback" became a control variable.

Bales (1956) discusses research by Leavitt and Mueller
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Table 1-2

Percentage of Total Number of Sessions (56 sessions)
in which the Same Person holds Top Position
in two rank orders at the same time

High Status Consensus Groups

T R I G L
Talking 55.3* 69.6% 36,1 22,5
Receiving b6 4* h3,2% 33,2
Ideas 52,1% 27,5
Guidance 38,6
Liking

Low Status Consensus Groups

T R I G L
Talking’ 57.1*% 39.3 h2,9*  33.2
Receiving 26,8 39.3 bo,4
Ideas 55.3% 15,4
Guidance 8.9
Liking

*Chance expectations for each cell is 24,6% for High
groups and 22,5% for Low groups. Those percentages sig-
nificantly higher than this chance expectation, using

a Chi square criterion, are followed by an asterisk

in the tables.

From Bales and Slater (1955s 289).
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(1951) which showed that persons in communication struc-
tures who were least able to reciprocate (feed back) in-
formation from others showed more hostility toward oth-
ers. Less hostility was evidence by persons who could
"feed back acknowledgements, questions, or negative re-
actions to the sender." The relevance for Bales' work
is direct, Talkative instrumental leaders, by their
dominance of group activities, preclude extensive verbal
reactions from below., Following the reasoning from the
Leavitt and Mueller experiments, Bales predicted more
differentiation where the feedback was limited.

Evidence collected from 30 five-man groups supported
the suggestions made, Feedback ratios for all members
were established by dividing the number of acts received
by the number of acts received (R/I ratio). It was
found that persons with low R/I ratios (talked a lot;
listened less) did receive a greater degree of disliking.
For these persons the correlation between activity and
liking is reported to be near zero., With persons of
higher R/I, the correlation becomes positive, The asso-
ciation between Ideas and Liking also varies between sub-
populations; the higher the R/I ratio, the higher the
correlation. This is consistent with the equilibrium
theory summarized above., Uneven participation seems to
be the prime impetus of function specialization and dif-

ferentiation.
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