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The extent of role conflict, role ambiguity, and role overload reported
by middle managers from 21 nations was related to national scores on
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Recent decades have seen a steady increase in multinational organizations and in the frequency with which organizations do business far from
home. The presumption that a definable set of management skills has worldwide validity continues to command widespread implicit agreement among
managers if not among scholars (Boyacigiller & Adler, 1991; Hofstede, 1994).
For instance, in recent years master's of husiness administration (M.B.A.)
programs with syllahi like those used in North America have become widely
available in Eastern Europe, Russia, China, and elsewhere. But do managers
in different countries face settings that truly require similar skills?
To answer such a question is a major undertaking Qaeger & Kanungo,
1990), In the present article, we provide information relevant to a partial
answer by considering the relationship hetween role stresses and national
work culture. Hofstede (1994) classified the work cultures of nations on four
dimensions: (1) power distance, "the degree of inequality among people
which the population of a country considers as normal"; (2) uncertainty
avoidance, "the degree to which people in a country prefer structured over
unstructured situations"; (3) mdividuaiism, "the degree to which people in
a country prefer to act as individuals rather than as memhers of groups"; and
(4) mascuJinity, "the degree to which values like assertiveness, performance,
success and competition, which in nearly all societies are associated with
the role of men, prevail over values like the quality of life, maintaining warm
personal relationships, service, care for the weak, and solidarity, which in
nearly all societies are more associated with the roie of women" (Hofstede,
1994: 5—6). These four dimensions form the most widely adopted starting
point in research studying management in different nations.
THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

Work Stresses in International Perspective
Each of Hofstede's national work culture dimensions has implications
for work stresses. Following the classic study of Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn, Snoek,
and Rosenthal (1964), many Western researchers have assessed two role
stresses—role conflict and role ambiguity. Role conflict is incompatibility
between the expectations of parties or between aspects of a single role. Role
ambiguity is uncertainty about what actions to take to fulfill a role.
Recognizing controversies in the role stress literature and issues concerning the international use of North American measures, we wished to tie
our study of role relationships to an estahlished empirical base. Other work
underway seeks to link more exploratory aspects of our work to this base. We
considered House, Schuler, and Levanoni's (1983) study the hest available
starting point for designing role stress measures. We also added a third
aspect of role stress—role overload, or an individual's lack of the personal
resources needed to fulfill commitments, obligations, or requirements. Overload appears with role conflict and clarity scales in other research devel-
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Oped outside the House and colleagues' tradition (Cammann. Fichman, Jenkins, & Klesh, 1983; Kahn et al., 1964; Rousseau, 1977).
Culture and role stresses: Origins and management approaches. A conceptual base for predictions about links between culture and role stress is
needed. Researchers can understand these links by recognizing two origins
of role stress and two approaches to managing each kind of stress. Role stress
can originate either in stressful work events or in role structures whose
meanings are inadequate to allow role incumbents to handle work events.
Role stress can be managed either through unitary-source or multiple-source
response to stress situations. Figure 1 presents our model.
Work events carry ambiguities and complexities. Some are ambiguous
because they are unusual or unprecedented, and others because they do not
fit people's established interpretive frames. The sheer quantity of work
events requiring attention can generate overload. Work events can stimulate
role conflicts by making salient otherwise latent inconsistencies in priorities
or expectations. Hofstede's description of uncertainty avoidance suggests
that managers in cultures rated high on this quality will often be particularly
susceptible to stressful events. Managers in high-masculinity cultures will
tend to have achievement and assertiveness goals that expose them to stressful work events.
Role stresses can also originate in role structures. Role senders, people
holding expectations about a manager's role behavior, can have ambiguous
expectations. Role senders can also create conflicting expectations by communicating incompatible or difficult-to-prioritize requirements. Role sender
overload can occur from time-consuming requirements to review actions
with many parties. Structurally rooted role stresses are likely to be especially
noticed in cultures in which uncertainty avoidance is high. Aggressive pursuit of work goals is likely to place managers in role structure-related conflicts in high-masculinity cultures.
Role stresses originating in work events can be managed through effective use of role structures. When power distance is high, people can legitimately manage work events through recourse to an unambiguous, unitary
source—feared power holders or a dominating bureaucracy. In a low-powerdistance context, these same sources are available, but events can also be
managed by referring to other sources.^ A typical view of an individual in a
low-power-distance context would be that problems come from events that
superiors can never understand adequately. Resolving problems requires
considering the views of many parties. The Western argument that, except in
the most routine situations, bureaucratic management becomes overloaded
[Galbraith, 1973) reflects a low-power-distance view.
Stresses originating in role structure also need to be managed. When
* A low-power-distance preference for self-reliance is not a punitive requirement for selfreliance. Hofstede's power distance items are not phrased with a "fear of dependence" counterpoint to tbe "fear of the boss" tbat anchors the high-power-distance end.
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FIGURE 1
Conceptual Model
Hypothetical Processes
Stressful work events
Role structures
Imposed reliance on
hierarchical sources
Flexible reliance on
multiple sources

Predictors
•
•
•
•

Power distance
Individualism
Uncertainty avoidance
Masculinity

Role Stresses
• Role conflict
• Role ambiguity
• Role overload

high power distance characterizes a context, they are typically managed by
clearly specifying authority. The preferred basis for managing them in a
low-power-distance or an individualistic context is through self-reliant action. However, such action is not governed by the punitive fear that Hofstede
(1984) argued supports "rule-centrism" in high-power-distance contexts.
Self-reliant action gives individuals flexibility to proactively seek a working
consensus among multiple sources of meanings. The argument from bureaucratic management theory is that the unitary basis for interpreting events
characteristic of high-power-distance contexts should reduce role stress. In
this view, authority simplifies control patterns and thus removes opportunities for role stresses introduced through the confusions of complex participative processes. The opposing argument is that legitimate authority is
circumvented even when power distance is high when people encounter
difficulties. Hence, high power distance may mask the dysfunctions of rigid
role structures, but it actually compounds rather than resolves stresses (Goffman, 1961]. However, most of the work supporting this counterargument has
been based on research in countries in wiiich power distance is relatively
low.
Leaders as managers of role stress. In high-power-distance societies,
expectations for handling role stresses should focus upon leaders. In such
societies, a boss must anticipate the role stresses subordinates will face.
Managing role stresses, particularly reducing ambiguity, is part of the way
supervisors in North America promote subordinate performance [Jackson &
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Schuler, 1985). Bosses have an even more consistent influence in resolving
suhordinates' role stresses in high-power-distance countries like Taiwan
(Bond & Hwang, 1986), India (Sinha, 1981), Iran [Ayman & Chemers, 1983),
Brazil (Farris & Butterfield, 1972), and Peru (Whyte & Williams, 1963) than
in the United States and Western Europe [Smith & Peterson, 1988). Although
handling role stress may depend more upon superiors than on other means
in high-power-distance societies, this reliance does not indicate that stress is
generally better handled in these societies.
Multiple sources of event meanings. In earlier research (Smith & Peterson, 1988), we presented a deliberately glohal analysis of role relationships,
putting the role of leaders in the context of other sources of meanings. That
analysis began with the notion that role relationships combine elements of
social interpretation and power in the negotiation of meanings. Different
sources—rules, organizational norms, national norms, superiors, colleagues, subordinates, and personal experience—are used to different degrees in different countries (Peterson, Smith, Bond, & Misumi, 1990; Smith
& Peterson, 1993) and have different relationships to evaluated performance
in different countries (Peterson, Brannen, & Smith, 1994; Smith, Peterson, &
Misumi, 1994). For example, managers in such high-power-distance countries as Uganda, Nigeria, Hong Kong-Macao, Korea, and Brazil report more
use of rules and procedures than do managers in such low-power-distance
countries as Finland and the Netherlands (Smith & Peterson, 1993; Smith et
al., 1994). This research suggests that the handling of role stresses may vary
with level of power distance. However, it is silent about the ease or success
with which role stresses are handled in different contexts.
Hypotheses
Two hypotheses can be directly derived from the preceding discussion
of national work culture and work stresses:
Hypothesis 1: Uncertainty avoidance will correspond to
high levels of role conflict, role ambiguity, and role overload.
Hypothesis 2: Masculinity wiii correspond to high levels
of role conflict, role ambiguity, and roJe overload.
However, authors have vigorously advocated two conflicting hypotheses about the implications of power distance and individualism.
Hypothesis 3a: High power distance and low individualism will correspond to high levaJs of role conflict, role
ambiguity, and role overload.
The rationale for this prediction is that power distance and the enforced
collectivism with which it is associated makes it difficult for people to
resolve problems emerging out of work events. Interpretative structures focusing narrowly on hierarchy and rules are easily overloaded and subverted.
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Hypothesis 3b: High power distance and low individualism wiJJ correspond to low levels of role conflict, role
ambiguity, and role overload.
This alternative is based on the rationale that the emphasis on hierarchy
and rules characteristic of collectivist, high-power-distance societies is, in
fact, adequate for dealing with most work events. Once such an emphasis is
established, it avoids the confusion that can come through multiple bosses
and multiple sources of meaning.
These two alternatives suggest a trade-off. The clarifying, ambiguityreducing focus of hierarchy and formalization in bigh-power-distance cultures may generate other role stresses. Entirely contrasting with all four
predictions is a relativist view supporting tbe null hypothesis, which is that
variations in national work culture may be entirely unrelated to work-related
stresses and tbat all cultures may be able to handle all aspects of human
relationships equally well, just differently.
Where does one look for cultural differences? Nations are the basis for
Hofstede's analysis of work cultures. Like any clear-cut category, "nation"
has limitations.
Some scholars have advocated studying such clear-cut observables as
"relational demography" (Pfeffer, 1983), while others are critical of such foci
(Pettigrew, 1992). Hofstede recognized that "organizations, occupations and
professions, age groups, the sexes, religious groups, ethnic groups, etc."
manifest culture differently (Hofstede, 1994: 4] but treated nation as the
main unit of culture. Still, alternative clusters of people or social groupings
can be built upon less apparent variables (e.g., Ronen & Shenkar, 1985).
Countries can be clustered into types or disaggregated into subgroups, such
as tbe tribal groups in Nigeria.
On the one hand, the position tbat nation has no meaning is too extreme.
It discounts the shared historical experiences common to most nations, the
host of governmental and social institutions usually shared within a nation,
and considerable organizational research that documents attitude and value
differences among countries (e.g., Ronen, 1986). Nations now fragmenting
into smaller groups highlight the process by which people who share a
common culture seek to be governed within a nation state that reflects their
heritage.
Still, using a delimiter like nation introduces a conservative research
risk. Differences in work subcultures within a nation work against finding
relationships between national work culture and role stresses. Comparative
research that fails to find nation-level relationships should not make a strong
case that relationships at some other collective cultural level do not exist.
Before assessing the relationship between role stresses and national work
culture dimensions, researchers can empirically assess tbe risk that comparing nations may not be meaningful. Thus,
Hypothesis 4: Individuals' responses to measures of role
conflict, role ambiguity, and roie overload will differ according to the nation in which they live.
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METHODS

Numerous problems arise in conducting cross-national research (Leung
& Bond, 1989; Peng, Peterson, & Shyi, 1991; Roberts & Boyacigiller, 1984).
Surveys designed in one country may not tap the types of role stresses found
in others. There are also issues associated with translation, response bias,
and sampling.
Measures
Role stresses. We chose the measures of role conflict and amhiguity
devised hy Rizzo, House, and Lirtzman (1970) and revised hy House,
Schuler, and Levanoni (1983) as a starting point. Although these measures
are related to many criteria in Western countries ()ackson & Schuler, 1985),
only a few studies have investigated their correlates elsewhere (e.g., Agarwal, 1993). )ackson and Schuler noted that scores on the scales are often
positively correlated but argued for preserving the scales as separate measures. Others have recommended adding more dimensions (e.g., Harris,
1991).
The surveys administered for this study included 15 items assessing
role amhiguity and 11 assessing role conflict. These include all items identified with the first two role conflict and amhiguity factors in House and
colleagues' (1983) study. Four overload items were added from an instrument devised hy Pareek (1976) in India. House and colleagues (1983) used a
fifth overload item as a role conflict indicator, hut it was found to load on a
secondary factor. Including a measure originating in India, a country in
which power distance is high, provided a counterhalance to the other role
stress measures grounded in the lower-power-distance cultures of North
America. Responses to all 31 items were on five-point scales, with anchors
ranging from "strongly agree" to "strongly disagree." Items were recoded as
needed for the analyses described below so that high levels of each item
corresponded to high levels of role stress.
National work culture. We used the national scores for the four culture
dimensions reported by Hofstede (1983). Their properties are documented
elsewhere (Hofstede, 1984). The measures of power distance and individualism are conceptually linked and have a strong negative relationship in the
present sample (r = —.80).
Sampling
The first two authors selected countries to represent a broad range on
Hofstede's (1984) measures and to include many of the national clusters
Ronen and Shenkar (1985) identified. Collaborators were recruited at international meetings such as those of the International Association of Applied
Psychology and the International Association of Cross-Cultural Psychology.
Other collaborators were people with whom the two project organizers had
prior relationships.
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The 21 participating countries (identified in Table 1 and subsequent
tables) represent seven of Ronen and Shenkar's (1985) eight clusters: Nordic,
Germanic, Anglo, Latin European, Latin American, Far Eastern, and Near
Eastern.^ Special efforts were made to include countries that did not fit into
any of Ronen and Shenkar's clusters, such as Brazil, Japan, and India, as well
as African countries that have been understudied, such as South Africa,
Nigeria, and Uganda.
Many multiple-country studies have used heterogenous samples without reporting or correcting for sample uniquenesses (Ronen, 1986:156-165).
Some bave studied particular target groups (e.g., Meaning of Working
(MOW) International Research Group, 1987) or restricted attention to a single company or industry (Hofstede, 1984). Our strategy was to include a
broad sample of around 100 middle managers from each country and to
collect detailed demographic information. Most respondents were managers
in training programs. Studying middle managers reduces the occupational
and organizational effects found to influence work values, norms, and beliefs (Hofstede, 1984: 76-80; Lundberg & Peterson, 1994; MOW International Research Group, 1987). Hofstede (1984: 79) indicated that very lowlevel employees, especially unskilled manufacturing workers, show signs of
operating within a high-power-distance subculture even in otherwise lowpower-distance work cultures.
The access impediments that arise in trying to match industries across
countries can outweigh the advantages of matching. The narrow industrial
base of many small, less developed countries limits tbe possibility of industry matching (Austin, 1990). The meaning of employment in a particular
industry is not fully equivalent between countries. For example, government
employment has a higher status in Japan tban in most Western countries,
producing differences in the attitudes, values, and skill levels of individuals
who choose such employment. Less skilled work, like food processing,
would have lower status in a more developed than in a less developed
country, even when the employer is the same multinational corporation
(Austin, 1990). Although industries might be matched on the basis of the
physical work being done, such matches might not reproduce respondents'
socioeconomic standing within the nations studied.
Recognizing the limitations of any matching strategy, we used tbe following demographic and organizational characteristics to adjust the role
stress scores: Individual's age and gender, organizational size, ownership,
and task, departmental task, and individual's years in department and years
of education. Table 1 shows distribution over the coding categories and
descriptive statistics for each country. To make our sampling strategy useful,
in each country we included managers from several industries, organizations, and organizational departments and from private and public enter-

^ Plans to include the Arab cluster were canceled because of instability in the region during
the period of data collection.
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prises. The data from the physically and culturally adjacent states of Hong
Kong and Macao were pooled, partly because the number of respondents
was small and partly because some of the Macao respondents were managers
from Hong Kong attending a training program in Macao. Some demographic
characteristics (e.g., race, religion) covary so closely with nation that we
document them as sample characteristics rather than treat them as statistical
controls. In countries in which distinct subcultures might exist (e.g., Nigeria), collaborators were encouraged to include respondents representing
these subgroups. Collaborators varied in their success at accessing potential
subcultures. Where we know that a country sample reflects what might
really be a distinctive subculture, we note that fact; for instance, our South
Africans are largely white South Africans. *
Translation Comparability and Measure Equivalence
The collaborators in all countries were experienced social researchers.
The questionnaire was translated from English into each target language by
the collaborators or competent bilinguals under their oversight. Independent
checks were made by back-translation or parallel translation. Since translations, like all intercuitural communications, never precisely match (Peng et
al., 1991; Pike. 1982: 132-133), the similarity of the measurements across
translations needed to be estimated.
Evaluation of equivalence. Developing comparable measures required a
series of confirmatory and exploratory factor analyses. First, we assessed the
structure of the original role stress measures by applying LISREL confirmatory factor analysis to the data from each country. The analysis specified
three factors—conflict, ambiguity, and overload. The items "fixed" to represent role conflict and role ambiguity corresponded to those representing
these factors in House and colleagues (1983). The items fixed to represent
role overload corresponded to those identified by Pareek (1976) and to the
overload item from House and colleagues' study.
LISREL provides a chi-square index to evaluate the fit of an overall
multigroup model as well as goodness-of-fit and root-mean-square-residual
(RMSR) estimates to assess the fit for each group. Pedhazur (1982) describes
a goodness-of-fit estimate above .90 as indicating a good fit. A chi-square for
overall model fit can be directly tested to determine whether significant
' The Nigerian sample was composed as follows: 106 Yoruba, 33 Igbo, 21 Hausa-Fulani. 6
expatriates, mostly from adjacent black African states, 14 Urhobo-Edo, and 14 individuals who
did not answer the question. Most respondents were from the Christian west of Nigeria, and the
Moslem north was underrepresented. The Spaniards were almost all Basques (3 were not). The
Indians were all from the state of Bihar, which is largely Hindu. The Brazilians all came from
Brasilia. Of the Germans, two-thirds were from the former West Germany, and one-third were
from the former East Germany. The Japanese were all from Hokkaido. The Ugandans were
tribally very mixed. Tbe South Africans were all from Johannesburg, and all but 2 individuals
were white. The Mexicans were all from Mexico City. The Singaporeans were virtually all
Chinese rather than Malay. Few Indonesians were Ghinese. The U.S. respondents were disproportionately from the southwest.
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variance is left unexplained. Since significant residual variance is typical in
social science research, researchers have proposed various norms for evaluating whether the degree of misfit in a model is acceptahle. Ratios of chisquare to degrees of freedom below 3 to 5 have heen argued to indicate
adequate fit (Carmines & Mclver, 1981; Wheaton, Muthan, Alwin, & Summers, 1977).
The results (not shown) indicated poor fit in many countries. In some
instances, the goodness-of-fit indicators were quite low (below .70) or the
root-mean-square residuals were quite high (greater than .20). In other instances, LISREL did not yield a solution (in other terms, we encountered a
nonpositive definite theta delta matrix).
Reconstruction of measures. The next step was to refine the measures
using exploratory factor analyses in each country (results are availahle from
the first two authors). This step sought to identify items that would (1) form
reliable scales and (2) produce satisfactory equivalence in factor structures
across countries. The first purpose required retaining as many items as possible to produce good scale reliability. The second required eliminating
items loading differently in different countries.
The analysis used a common factor model with varimax rotation.
Enough factors were rotated so that at least one factor clearly represented
each of the three role stresses. We interpreted a factor as reflecting a particular role stress if three or more items designed to measure the role stress had
loadings over .5 on that factor and no loadings over .4 on any other factor.
Depending on the country under consideration, three to five factors were
needed for at least one factor to represent each role stress. Items were identified that met the criteria just stated.
The criteria were met in 14 or more of the 21 countries for five role
ambiguity items, three role conflict items, and all five of the original role
overload items. These items were then examined further in the countries in
which loadings did not meet the original criteria. Each item's largest loading
was found to he on the intended factor in all 21 countries. We retained the
following 13 items for further analysis.^ Role conflict: I often get involved in
situations in which there are conflicting requirements; I receive incompatible requests from two or more people; I have to do things that shouid he done
differently under different conditions. Role ambiguity: I (do not) have clear
planned goals and ohjectives for my joh; I (do not) know exactly what is
expected of me; I (do not) know what my responsibilities are; I (do not) feel
certain about how much responsibility I have; My responsihilities are (not)
clearly defined. RoJe overload: There is a need to reduce some parts of my
role; I feel overburdened in my role; I have heen given too much responsibility; My work load is too heavy; The amount of work I have to do interferes
with the quality I want to maintain.

•* The words in parentheses were not included in the questionnaire but indicate the meaning of the item after we reverse-coded it for the analysis.
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We then applied LISREL multisample confirmatory analysis to these
items, grouping countries into three sets. The first set, which included all
countries in which surveys were administered in English, allowed assessment of national variability within a single translation. The second set included all European languages, those sharing the closest historical ties with
the language of origin. The third set included all non-European translations.
In the latter two sets, the four countries in which English is the first language
for most of the population (Australia, South Africa, the United Kingdom,
and the United States) were included as a point of reference allowing evaluation of whether factor loadings were invariant across samples.
Two analyses were conducted. The first tested the hypothesis that three
correlated factors represent role stress. The second tested the hypothesis that
factor loadings (lambdas) were equivalent across countries. In several instances, noted below, data from a country with few respondents were combined with those from another with the same or a very similar language.
Final LISREL equivalence estimates. Table 2 gives results of the final
LISREL analyses. For the English language countries, the goodness-of-fit
indexes range from .85 to .95, and the root-mean-square residuals range from
.05 to .13 in the three-factor model. In the model specifying equal factor
loadings, goodness of fit drops slightly to range from .79 to .95, and the
root-mean-square residuals drop slightly to a .06 to .18 range. The chisquares for both models are less than twice the degrees of freedom. However,
the chi-square is significantly lower for the model specifying equal factor
loadings (x^ = 224.23, df ^ 80, p < .01). These fit indexes, generally satisfactory in themselves, also provide a within-language base for evaluating
how translations into other languages affect model fit.
For the European language countries (excluding the English-speaking
countries), goodness of fit ranges from .89 to .94 and the root-mean-square
residual from .06 to .07 in the three-factor model. In the model testing equal
loadings, goodness of fit drops to .87 to .91, and root mean square drops to
.08 to .12. For the non-European language group (excluding the Englishspeaking countries), goodness of fit ranges from .87 to .94 and root mean
square from .04 to .11 in the three-factor model. In the model testing equal
loadings, goodness of fit ranges from .84 to .92 and root mean square from .05
to .15. For both the European and non-European language groups, including
the combined Anglo-cluster countries, chi-squares approximating two times
or less their respective degrees of freedom indicate good fits. In each case,
the fit is significantly better for the less constrained three-factor model than
for the model equating factor loadings (European, x^ = 174.71, df = 50, p <
.01; non-European, x^ = 149.69, df = 40, p < .01).
Overall, the results indicate that the 13 role stress items retain their
meaning in ali countries. Equivalence is just as great between some countries
that are linguistically distant as between linguistically related countries. The
role overload items have the most consistent structures and the role conflict
items the least consistent structures across countries (details are available
from the first two authors). Tbe decline in fit when loadings are specified as
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invariant indicates that the loadings of some items on their principal factors
vary in some cases by country (notably, Hong Kong-Macao, Uganda, Iran,
India, and Singapore). Overall, the values of the fit indexes compare favorably to those reported in confirmatory analyses of the full set of role conflict
and ambiguity items in U.S. samples (e.g., Harris, 1991) and are consistent
with general norms of good fit.
Table 3 gives descriptive statistics and reliability coefficients for each
measure in each country. The reliability of the role conflict measure in
several countries is below Nunnally's (1978) standard of .7. Hence, low reliability is a possible reason for any nonsignificant role conflict findings.
Otherwise, the alphas for the individual-level variables are generally satisfactory. Based on country averages, the correlation between role ambiguity
and role conflict is .30 (n.s.), the correlation between role ambiguity and role
overload is .33 (p < .05, one-tailed test), and the correlation between role
overload and role conflict is .44 (p < .02, one-tailed test). The finding that
work role conflict is more closely associated with work role overload than
with work role ambiguity converges with the correlations between the three
measures on the individual [within-country) level.

TABLE 3
Descriptive Statistics, Role Stress'
Alpha

Adjusted Mean

Nations

N

Ambiguity

Conflicl

Overload

Ambiguity

Conflict

Overload

Australia
Brazil
Finland
France
Germany
Hong KongMacao
India
Indonesia
Iran
japan
Korea
Mexico
Netherlands
Nigeria
Portugal
Singapore
South Africa
Spain
Uganda
United Kingdom
United States

182
84
119
130
77

.82
.85
.79
.62
.85

.62
.58
.56
,65
.78

.80
.84
.83
.80
.83

2.45
2.11
2.10
2.17
2,18

3.34
3.27
3,57
2.83
2.91

2.73
2.77
2.41
2.60
2.53

75
99
104
98
95
286
115
111
172
220
100
89
33
99
132
301

.70
.56
.69
.81
.76
.73
.76
.68
.84
.64
.79
.87
.72
.48
.82
.79

.57
.63
.54
.57
.55
.56
.65
.72
.61
.70
.70
.54
.70
.66
.61
.56

.64
.60
.62
.77
.87
.80
.72
.76
.82
.62
.69
.62
.67
.60
.62
,79

2.37
2.26
1.97
2.17
2.06
2.21
1.79
2.17
2.11
2.46
2,17
2,42
2.27
2.31
2.37
2.36

3.35
3.75
2.93
3.00
3.70
3.20
2.63
3.14
3.48
3.14
3.21
3.31
3.01
3.01
3.33
3.25

3.16
3.28
2.52
2.96
2,56
3.01
2.42
2.67
3.21
2.76
3.15
2.74
2,98
2.63
2.65
2.66

" Scale means are adjusted for personal and organizational characteristics (see Table 1, note b).
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Hypothesis Tests
Hypothesis 4, stated at the individual level, calls for a "pancultural
analysis" (Leung & Bond, 1989) involving pooling the data from all countries. The confirmatory factor analyses showed enough equivalence across
countries to support such pooling. We conducted separate regression analyses for each role stress, first entering a hiock of dummy-coded covariates
and then adding a block of dummy-coded nation-level measures to test the
hypothesis that nation explains additional variance.
National country averages would he meaningful if the preceding analysis showed national effects on individual responses. Analogous to "climate" variables in organizations (Glick, 1985), national averages reflect typical levels of attitudes. Hofstede (1984) tested many hypotheses ahout the
relationship between his four national culture dimensions and mean country levels of work attitudes.
To test Hypotheses 1, 2, 3a, and 3b, we used national averages of role
conflict, ambiguity, and overload ratings to predict each of the national
culture variables. Although variations in attitudes by nation have heen replicated in prior research (Ronen, 1986), any single study should consider
differences in response bias based on nation.^ Such bias has not ordinarily
been taken into account in multiple-translation management research (for an
exception, see Franke, Hofstede, and Bond [1991]). The present role conflict
and overload items were phrased so that a high value meant high role stress,
and the role amhiguity items were phrased so that a high value meant low
role stress. We took possible national differences in response bias into account by including, in multiple regression analyses, three role stress measures derived from items with these two alternative phrasings. If relationships between role stress and the national culture variahles were due to
generalized tendencies for people in one country to respond to all items
more positively than those in another (Deutscher, 1973; Mitchell. 1973), all
relationships should have heen similar in sign and magnitude. In that case,
entering one role stress first should have substantially reduced or eliminated
any incremental effects of the others. As noted below, the regression analysis
results are difficult to interpret as response artifacts.
RESULTS

Table 4 presents the results of hierarchical regression analyses testing
the relationship of nation to the role stresses. Consistent with Hypothesis 4,
^ Hofstede (1984) and others (Leung & Bond. 1989] constructed strictly nation-level measures after aggregating items to that level. Data were first standardized across items and within
country after being standardized across items and within-person. Scaling procedures (e.g.,
factor analysis] were then used to construct scales based on the country means. Following this
practice with the present data produced factors that are difficult to interpret. The three dimensions of role stress used here are thus best viewed as fundamentally individual-level constructs
that show enough variability among (compared to within] countries to make between-country
comparisons meaningful.
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TABLE 4
Results of Regression Analyses Predicting Role Stress
2

Role Stresses
Ambiguity"
Conflict"
Overload'^

AA , Demog.raphic
Characteristics
.026**
.019**
.022*'

A/)^, National Measures
.050**
.082'*
.079**

Total B^
.076**
.101**
.101**

* The significance of the covariate block is almost wholly due to age {t = -6,80. p < .0001).
'' The significance of the covariate block is largely due to age [t - - 3.28, p < .001). Also
significant are gender (1 = 2.55, p < .05), working in & financial or accounting department (t
= -2.25, p < .05), and government ownership (f = 2.46, p < .05).
"The significance of the covariate block is due to size of organization (t = -3.49, p <
.0001), working in an engineering department {t = 3.073, p < .01), working in R&D department
(t = 2.94, p < .01), and gender (t = -2.49, p < ,05),
*' p < .01

nation explains significant variance after personal and organizational characteristics were controlled. Glick (1985) suggested using an intraclass correlation coefficient [[BMS - WMS)/BMS)^ to estimate the reliahility of aggregate scores. The aggregate reliahiiities of the role amhiguity, role conflict,
and role overload scales are .87, .93, and ,93, respectively.
Tahle 5 presents zero-order correlations and results of multiple regression analyses testing the relationship hetween the role stresses and the national culture variahles. Given the small samples at the national level (N =
21), we note marginal significance levels [p < .10). Results shown in the
tahle are hased on the final step of a hierarchical regression analysis. The
first step, in which roie conflict is entered alone, shows a nonsignificant R^
for hoth individualism [R^ = .01) and power distance (fl^ = .03). The second
step, with role amhiguity and overload entered together, shows a significant
increase in R^ for hoth individualism (AR^ = .33, p < .01) and power distance (AR-^ = .54, p < .01). Residuals of power distance (with individualism
controlled) and individualism (power distance controled) were also regressed against the role stress measures. No significant effects were found,
thus indicating that the relationships of individualism and power distance
with role stresses are redundant with one another in the present sample. No
significant relationships emerged hetween any of the three role stresses and
the scores Hofstede reported for either masculinity or uncertainty avoidance.
Hypothesis 1. proposing that uncertainty avoidance will he positively associated with role stress, is not supported. Hypothesis 2, proposing that masculinity will he associated with high role stress, is also not supported.
The regression results support Hypothesis 3a for role overload and Hypothesis 3h for role amhiguity. Individual ratings averaged over nations indicate that high power distance and low individualism are associated with
high levels of role overload and low levels of role amhiguity. The finding that
BMS = between mean square; WMS = within mean square.
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TABLE 5
Results of Regression Analyses and Zero-Order Correlations Predicting
National Culture Variables"
National
Measures
Uncertainty
avoidance
Masculinity
Individualism
Power distance

Role Conflict
b

r

-.13

-.25

.29
.19

.19
.12

-.27

-.18

Role Ambiguity

Role Overload

b

r

b

r

.08

-.20
-.07

-.27
-.20
-.60**
.69*'

-.34
-.12
-.38

-.10
.51*
-.55*

.38

-.42t

.42t

.14
.09

.34*'
.57**

^N = 21. National means for the three role strBSs scales are adjusted for personal and
organizational characteristics (ses Table 1, note b).
t p < .10
* p < .05
* " p < .01

the positively correlated measures of role ambiguity and overload have opposite relationships to the national culture variables reduces the possibility
that the relationships are due to national differences in response bias. When
role conflict is entered first to further control for response bias, significant
increases in variance explained are still found when role ambiguity and role
overload are entered. When role conflict is omitted from the regression equations by a backward stepwise procedure deleting nonsignificant predictors,
the beta coefficients for role ambiguity are .55 (p < .01) predicting individualism and - . 6 1 (p < .01) predicting power distance. Also, the beta coefficients for role overload then become -.54 (p < .01) predicting individualism and .61 (p < .01) predicting power distance.
DISCUSSION
The present study addresses one aspect of the general problem of whether U.S. management research and practice applies abroad. Specifically, we
considered what role stresses are likely to arise in view of various national
levels on Hofstede's work culture dimensions. Despite the study's limitations, the results are rather clear: Role stress varies suhstantially more by
country than by demographic and organizational factors.
Some expected relationships were not found. Average role stress was
not associated with high uncertainty avoidance, even though Hofstede's uncertainty avoidance scale contains a stress item. The expected link of role
stress to masculinity was not based on the content of Hofstede's work goalbased measure but on his argument that a certain configuration of goals was
associated with stress. The present results show no such relationships.
The power distance and individualism concepts are the ones most
closely linked to the role stresses. Overall, managers from high-powerdistance countries report greater role overload than managers from lowpower-distance countries. The role overload finding is consistent with the-
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ory suggesting that overload arises from either work events or role structure
stresses hest resolved through multiple-source discussions. The marginally
significant role ambiguity finding indicates a trade-off: reducing amhiguity
through hierarchy and rules can come at the cost of overload. This finding is
consistent with classic arguments for bureaucracy and with the emphasis in
the role literature on leaders as a principal source for handling ambiguity.
Low-power-distance countries are predominantly those Western industrialized countries that fall into Ronen's (1986) Anglo, Germanic, and Nordic
clusters. Those higher on power distance disproportionately include Latin
American and Far Eastern cluster countries and countries from among the
developing nations of the world. Viewed in this light, the power distance
finding suggests that managers in many non-Western contexts have to contend with higher levels of role overload but lower levels of role ambiguity
than do those in Western countries. Interpretation of this result needs to
reflect the items retained in the present scales. Managers in non-Western
contexts tended to indicate that they knew their goals, expectations, and
responsibilities. They felt, however, that their responsibilities and work
loads were excessive. Put colloquially, Western middle managers are more
likely to see the amount they have to do as manageable but to he unsure
about how to do it. Middle managers in non-Western countries may believe
they know their roles quite clearly but feel they have too much work to do
it all well. The role stress results do not all accord exactly with the Westernnon-Western split. As Table 3 shows, Mexico and Indonesia, categorized by
Hofstede as particularly high on power distance, score low on all the role
stress measures.
The present study highlights the etic properties of this data set. Our
focus was aspects of role stress that can be measured consistently across
countries. The results support increased analysis of role overload. The other
role stress measures could be strengthened. Only three role conflict items,
for example, were usable. Adding more items could strengthen the scale.
The process of adding such items to improve an etic concept is not the same
as testing new items in a single country. It should move toward what
Boyacigiller and Adler (1991) described as a global research approach. It
should involve systematically reconsidering, in collaboration with knowledgeable scholars from various countries, what role conflict fundamentally
means and what are Ukely to be its most generalizable qualities. The limited
equivalence for the original set of items invites further analysis for particular
cultural groups. Such analysis should elaborate aspects of role relations
particularly tailored to specific nations or other cultural groups.
The present study began by raising the question of the general applicability of North American models. The results obtained indicate that it is time
to move beyond extreme answers to this question. Avoiding the excessive
imposition of North American ideas means separating that which is distinctly North American from that which is general to organizations. Role
conflict, amhiguity, and overload contain a core of meaning wrapped up in
the nature of relationships within formal organizations. The factor analysis

448

Academy o/Management /ournal

April

results indicate that managers from around the v^rorld should be able to
communicate with one anotber about role stresses. However, as in any crosscultural communication, an overlay of culture-specific meanings appears in
the poor fit of the original factor structures. This emic quality may create
confusion when academics teach about role stress from a U.S. M.B.A. text or
conduct research using role stress measures in their original form.
Barley and Kunda (1992) argued that rhetoric in North American management follows cycles. At present, this rhetoric emphasizes the sort of
diversity-sensitive, consensual management that is most consistent with
low-power-distance cultures. The present study cannot offer an overall evaluation of that preference. It can only suggest possible trade-offs between role
overload and ambiguity in the managerial practices typical of different countries. Norms of tolerance for alternative, culturally dependent management
should not blind trainers, scholars, and managers to the difficulties and
advantages typical of those alternatives.
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