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ROLE EXPECTATIONS IN EXTENSION 

rfary Cloyd and Charles E. Ramsey 

It is common knowledge that people who have the same job in an 

educational organization such as the extension service perform their roles 

in quite different ways, even though they may be working under the condi­

tions of the same job description. Such variations exist in part because 

formal job descriptions are brief, abstract, and omit job requirements 

which may, on occasion, become of paramount importance. Rewards may be 

increased or withheld because of success or failure in ways not mentioned 

in a written job description. Even termination of an employee, it has 

been shown, frequently is based upon informal requirements not included in 

a job description. 

These informal requirements, called role expectations, are especially 

troublesome to new personnel because of the manner in which such expecta­

tions are communicated. The principle source of knowledge of role expec­

tations comes by way of informal discussion, mainly with peers and 

clientele, and there are several difficulties with such channels: 

1. Some people tend to discount the importance of informal 

discussion or to depreciate anything learned from such a source. 

2. Role definitions communicated through informal discussion 

are often implicit rather than explicit, or are stated as an "aside11 

in a conversation actually focused on criticism or compliments aimed 

at a particular person. 

3. Role definitions are frequently stated as unqualified nshoulds 11 

and 11should nots 19 , even though such expectations may depend strongly 

upon constraints and variations in the work situation. 

4. The role expectations held by those who are more vocal are the 

most likely to be heard by new personnel, but the most vocal are 

often not the most powerful among one's peers. A false impression 

may result. 

Mary Cloyd is an assistant professor, Department of Sociology and 
Anthropology, Iowa State University, Ames, Iowa; Charles E. Ramsey is a 
professor and extension sociologist, University of ~1innesota, St. Paul, 
Minnesota. 
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5. The relative isolation of county extension personnel limits 

access to new definitions of roles as they arise, except for those 

roles which are communicated through more formal channels such as 

memos and statements from people in positions of authority. Even 

lone; existing expectations, "taken for granted" by more experienced 

personnel, are problematic in the dispersed setting in which most 

new extension personnel find themselves. 

6. There is disagreement among colleagues on many informal role 

expectations, and thus a new agent may get a picture of uniformity 

on a role which is really at issue. 

7. And, fundamentally, a person wonders whether codes of conduct 

communicated in such an unsystematic way can be trusted at all. 

Any attempt to change the main channel of information about informal 

role expectations would be futile~ most of our beliefs of what should and 

should not be come from this same source, since much of culture is learned 

before an individual is likely to read much. However, the basis on which 

informal discussion occurs can be improved greatly by eliminating some 

of the difficulties enumerated above. Since raises, promotions. and 

terminations are frequently based upon informal expectations, such an 

effort seems worthwhile. Furthermore, the present writers feel that 

omissions of responsibility to clientele and to the extension organization 

can occur as a result of a false assumption that a particular role 

"belongs to someone else. 11 

The following pages contain a summary of findings of a sample survey 

of extension personnel regarding informal role expectations. The intent 

is to stimulate discussion, and to provide data which can allow such 

discussion to have a more explicit and systematic base than is normally 

the case. 

The survey is based upon a questionnaire sent to 107 members of 

the extension service in Minnesota and elicited opinions concerning a 

wide variety of role expectations for each of several extension positions. 

Thus the data bear upon the question of who is informally expected to be 

responsible for each role listed in the tables. These data should provide 



certain advantages over the type of discussion which was described 

earlier, but there are also certain limitations: 
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1. The manuscript and form of the tables is intended as a basis 

for discussion of role expectations among new agents and as a review for 

more experienced agents. For this reason, raw data are not presented, 

although other researchers would, of course, be more interested in such 

a presentation. Rather, the tables contain simply an indication of how 

a particular role is related to a particular position. The basis of such 

summaries will be presented later. 

2. The findings here are based upon an equal weighting of each 

person's response. The advantage of this procedure is that the more 

vocal person's definition is included, but given no more weight than the 

non-vocal, and an agent may determine how roles are defined throughout 

extension rather than among those with whom he or she happens to come in 

contact. The disadvantage is that the general role definitions are less 

important to a particular agent than are those from specific people. For 

example, a particular agent would be more interested in the definitions 

of his or her particular supervisor than in the definitions of district 

directors generally. 

3. The data serve as a basis for identifying certain problem 

roles by describing situations in which there is substantial disagreement. 

While such role conflict can sometimes be solved by decisions by an 

authority figures, such decisions often do not change informal opinion. 

4. The summaries in the tables indicate who is thought to be 

responsible for each of several roles but not how the responsible persons 

are to carry out that role. Such information would be most helpful in 

future research, since means are as important as ends in American culture. 

5. The findings of this study will be of declining validity as 

the years pass. For how long will the present findings be correct 

representations of informal opinion? The answer cannot be precise. 

Informal definitions change slowly, but they do change. Some roles in the 

present study were defined by a sample of extension personnel at two 

different times with a one year interval between. No change had occurred. 
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However, insofar as the tables in the present publication are to be used 

for discussion, such changes as may occur will become evident. Indeed, 

there could be no greater use for the present findings than to make 

evident the changes which otherwise would escape the attention of many 

persons. 

6. The findings here, based upon informal opinion~ can be 

compared to more formal statements of job requirements with the advantage 

of isolating problem areas. 

SPECIFIC USE OF THIS BULLETIN 

By looking at the tables, a person in any position can determine 

what is and is not expected of him or her in a given task area by finding 

the position at the head of the column and reading down the column 

through the various specified roles. On the other hand, if a particular 

decision is to be made, the tables can be quite helpful in determining 

who should have a major input. This can be done by finding the area at 

the heading of the table~ the specific decision or role responsibility 

concerned, and following across the row to see which positions are 

expected to be involved. 

The discussions associated with each table are not intended to be 

a substitute for reading the table. Rather than describing each table in 

detail, we have attempted to find certain patterns that might not be 

noticed by a person searching for the expectations associated with his or 

her position or by a person who wishes to get particular people involved 

in a decision. These patterns differ from one table to another. In one 

table we may focus the discussion on particular decisions or roles which 

appear to be problematic to the personnel in extension, while in another 

table we may give more attention to the contradictory expectations 

assigned to occupants of a particular position. 

The study reported here pertains directly to the extension service 

in Minnesota. The structure, both formal and informal, differs from 

state to state suggesting that it may also change through time in ~Iinnesota 

in important ways. For example, since this study was done the term 

"extension home economist 11 has been changed to "county extension agent. 11 
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The interpretation of the findings here will be less confusing because no 

important differences are found in informal expectations for county 

personnel. However, persons in other states may be able to discover both 

patterns and problem areas in role expectations through discussion of 

these findings, just as changes in Minnesota's structure may be better 

assessed by the same means. 

SPECIFIC PROBLID1S AND METHOD 

The questionnaire was sent to all members of the state staff, 

district directors, program directors, and heads of subject matter depart­

ments on the St. Paul campus who have extension specialists in the 

department. The questionnaire was also sent to a random sample of 

extension specialists and county personnel. The total group consisted of 

107 persons, of l-lhom five did not return the questionnaire. 

Several problems are considered in the analysis of the data. First, 

the analysis will determine the particular informal role responsibilities 

assigned to each of several positions in the extension organization. In 

those situations in which the responses indicate lack of agreement in role 

expectations, the second problem of analysis will be concerned with the 

degree to which these disagreements are polarized and therefore may result 

in role conflict. The third problem will be to determine the extent to 

which conflicting expectations are associated with the position of the 

respondent. For example, the county agents might assign a certain function 

to the district directors while the program directors or specialists do 

not expect the district directors to play that role. Attention will also 

be given, at various points in the analysis, to organizational patterns 

and problematic situations which are implied by the responses of the role 

definers. 

THE BASIS OF THE TABLES 

While the raw data on which the summaries in the tables are based 

are not presented, it is important to know the criteria by which we 

concluded that a particular role was assigned to a particular position. 
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For each of several roles, we asked a question like the following: 

14. Which persons should meet directly with local people to do program 
planning? 

~~ ~~ ~0 (.Q 
0 ~ ~~~ ~~ Q',... 

One check for each position 
Q'~ 

~~ 
~ 

County Agent 

County Extension Committee 

College Department Head 

District Director 

Extension Director 

Extension Home Economist 

Program Director 

Specialist 

~~ 
0 ~ 
~~(.Q~ 

9'. to~ 

<>o <" 
~ (I~ 
~ 

::A 

~a 
0 Ill~ 
~~ ~ 

(» <>v: 
"'- <"(.Q 

0<" ~ 

If you 
don't care 
or can't 
decide, 
leave that 
position 
unchecked. 

The example question is the first presented in Table 1. To indicate 

the basis of the summaries, let us take four example patterns. 

A. For the county agent, more than half of the respondents indicated 

that the agent should meet with local people for program planning 

and fewer than one-fourth of the remaining respondents opposed this 

idea. The conclusion is that there is fairly high agreement among 

the role definers that the county agent should perform this role. 

Thus a "yes" is indicated in the table. 

B. For the extension director, more than half of the respondents think 

that he should not be involved in this activity and fewer than one­

fo:..trth disagreed with the majority opinion. Thus a "no 11 is indicated 

in the table. 

C. For the specialist, over half of the role definers gave a positive 

response but at least one-fourth expressed the opposite opinion, 

indicating "role conflict" as specified on the table. At the 
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minimum7 this would predict criticism of the specialists who do 

get involved in program planning with local people and of those 

specialists who do not. 

D. For the district director, there was disagreement» but no response 

was subscribed to by as many as half of the respondents. That is, 

opinions are more dispersed between the 11yes", "no 11 and "don't care 

or undecided 11 responses. The district directors, then, could 

probably use their own discretion about program planning with local 

people. Thus~ this role is designated as "discretionary". 

VALIDITY 

A major difficulty in any survey research is to establish validity 

of the responses to questions~ that is for example, if a person checks a 

response category indicating that the district director should make deci­

sions regarding county budgets, does that respondent really have that 

preference? Much can be done before the data are gathered to increase the 

probability that responses will be valid in general. In this study, a 

considerable amount of discussion was held with persons deeply involved in 

extension, but also familiar with research methods, in order to increase 

the probability of obtaining valid data. Then~ the recommended pretesting 

was conducted. However, increasing the probability of validity is not 

assurance» so it was decided that certain patterns of responses must be 

obtained in the area of Budgeting or none of the questions could be 

considered to reveal valid measures of attitudes. 

The discussions alluded to, plus the experience of one of the 

present authors, indicated that three patterns would have to be found in 

order to trust the remainder of the data. These three patterns were: 

(a) consensus in expectations that the state staff make budgeting decisions 

on state wide issues; (b) the district director would be expected to make 

budgeting decisions at all levels tested in the study; and (c) the 

specialists would not be expected to be involved in making budgeting 

decisions at any level. All three patterns were found to be present in 

the analysis of the responses. These patterns will come as no surprise to 

persons in extension, but if the patterns had been otherwise the use of 

them as tests of validity would be inappropriate. 
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BUDGETARY DECISIONS 

Turning now to the more problematic patterns in budgeting, we find 

that, except for the program directors, the areas of lack of agreement in 

responses indicate that involvement in certain decisions regarding budget 

matters could be at the discretion of the person occupying the position 

rather than a subject of conflict. Especially in the case of county level 

personnel do we find potential discretionary power, with involvement in 

half of the decision areas asked about being so defined. 

The college department head isgenerallyexpected not to have a major 

voice in budgetary decisions with one exception: a discretionary role in 

deciding on allocation of limited funds (e.g., for program materials, and 

for hiring new agents or specialists). Not shown in the table however is 

a pattern that may introduce another type of role conflict resulting from 

an association between role expectations and the position of the respon­

dent. All but two of the department heads said that persons in that 

position should be involved in deciding on allocation of limited funds~ 

and two-thirds felt strongly about the matter. Specialists, most of whom 

are responsible to extension through a particular academic department, tend 

to agree with the department heads. Most of the state staff and district 

directors, the two groups assigned the major responsibility for budget 

matters, said that the department heads should not make this decision. 

There was no agreement within any of the other groups of respondents. 
1/ (P = less than .001; Eta = .51)-

The role conflict over the involvement of program directors in 

budget priorities for county programs followed a different pattern. The 

total group of respondents were in sufficient disagreement as to produce 

a conflict pattern as we have defined it. However, it was not the program 

1. The Eta is presented throughout wherever a significant relationship 
(.05 level) is found between the position of the respondent in the 
extension structure and responses on role expectations for any particular 
position. This inclusion is for the convenience of other researchers 
interested in this area. A verbal description of the relationship is 
always included. Probability is determined from the F test. 



TABLE 1~ Informal Role Expectations in the Area of Budgeting Decisions 

Position to which Roles are Assigned 

Coll. 

Role Responsibility 
County Ext. Home 
Agent Economist Specialist 

Program District Extension Dept. Extension 
Director Director Director Head Committee 

1. Decide on budget prior­
ities for county 
programs yes yes 

2. Get additional funding 
from county commissioners 
and extension committee yes 

3. Set the salary of county 
staff * 

4. Decide which counties get 
paraprofessionals when 
funds are limited * 

5. Decide whether limited funds 
be used for new program 
materials or hiring new 
agents or specialists * 

6. Decide which training 
conferences be paid by 
state no 

yes 

* 

* 

* 

no 

no 

no 

no 

no 

no 

no 

role 
conflict 

no 

no 

role 
conflict 

yes 

* 

yes 

yes 

yes 

yes 

yes 

yes 

* no yes 

no * 
yes no yes 

yes no * 

ye3 no 

yes no no 

Yes = at least 50% agree that persons in that position should perform that role and few~r than one-fourth 
disagree. 

No = at least 50% agree that persons in that position should not perform that role and fewer than one­
fourth disagree. 

Role Conflict = at least 50% feel one way and at least 25% oppose this majority. ~ 
* = discretionary for the person occupying that position; no pattern of response. 
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directors themselves who said that they should decide on county budget 

priorities but rather the department heads and, to a lesser extent, the 

specialists. Persons in all other positions indicated that program 

directors should not be so involved. (P = less than .001; Eta = .49) 

(See T~ble 1) 

The role conflict over involvement of the program directors in the 

decision as to wh:f.ch co•.mties get para-professionals was not c;.ssociated 

with tte pos:.tion of the respondent as was the case for the previous two 

areas of disAgreeB~nt; rather, there was disagreement among tbe occu­

pants of all positions except the department heads who again assigned this 

role to the program directors. 
2/ The dictrict directors and extension directo~ are expected to 

assume most of the responsibilities for budgetary matters. The special­

ists and department heads are generally expected not to be involved in 

this area. A limited input is expected from county level personnel and 

the program directors. 

PROGRAM PLANNING 

There is perhaps no single area of extension organizational activ­

ities which involve so many people or so much time as program planning. 

In recent decades, new methods of planning have involved the total 

organization in countless hours and days of learning and applying new 

approaches. This extensive involvement of the organization personnel is 

evidenced by the fact that~ according to our criteria, persons in every 

2. In the subsequent pages, we sometimes use the expression extension 
director, and sometimes state staff. When we are using the expression to 
describe a group of respondents, we use the term state staff~ since all 
assistant and associate directors and other personnel with statewide 
responsibilities responded. However, the questionnaire was worded to 
assign the informal role expectation to the extension director specif­
ically~ even though it is recognized he or she may assign a specific task 
to another member of the state staff. Department heads are heads of 
departments at the colleges in St. Paul, not county directors. At the 
time of the study, the Minnesota Extension Service was changing the roles 
and titles of county personnel. We therefore have no data regarding the 
county director. County agent refers to the person who is responsible for 
agriculture and was usually thought of as male. County extension home 
economist was thought of as a female and was responsible for the program 
implied by the title. No data were obtained for persons primarily 
responsible for 4-H or area agents. 
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position included in the present study are expected to "introduce new 

ideas into program planning 1'. 

If any term competes with "program planning 11 for favor in extension 

it is the notion of "grass roots planning". This notion incorporates 

joint ventures between professionals and clientele in initiating projects 

as well as more generalized topic areas of programs. The grass roots 

notion in planning probably works far less than perfectly, but there are 

both formal and informal mechanisms for involving clientele in the process. 

We asked who should meet with local people to plan programs. Only three 

positions, all at the county level, are clearly assigned this task. Three 

positions are expected not to be so involved: the department heads, the 

state extension director and the program directors. This pattern persists 

with regard to other program planning responsibilities at the county level 

with the exception that program directors are not clearly excluded from 

deciding on new county program content or from meeting with county staff 

for program planning. Our data indicate that these would be discretionary 

roles for the program directors. It should also be noted that district 

directors are expected to meet with the county staff for program planning 

but could probably use their own discretion about participating in other 

county level program planning responsibilities. (See Table 2.) 

The disagreements over program planning responsibilities are not for 

the most part related to the position of the respondent, but three 

responsibilities for the specialists are so related~ and therefore the 

most problematic. There is conflict in expectations concerning the 

involvement of specialists with local people in program planning. Slight­

ly more than half of the respondents, particularly the state staff, 

program directors, county agents and extension home economists, feel that 

the specialists should not be so involved. However~ a sufficient number 

of persons have the opposite feeling to consider this a conflict in role 

expectations. (P = .04; Eta = .34) A few specialists do meet with local 

committees of clientele on occasion, and several specialists use group 

centered teaching methods which give clientele a considerable voice in the 

directions a learning situation will take. Both of these devices are 

greatly limited by subject matter, however. Perhaps the most frequent 



TABLE 2" Informal Role Expectations in the Area of Program Planning 

Position to which Roles are Assi8ned 

County Ex to Home Program District 
Role Responsibilitl Agent Economist SEecialist Director Director 

1. Meet with local people to role 
do prograTI planning yes yes conflict no * 

2. Decide on new program content 
area for the county yes yes * * * 

3. ~__ake choice between tuo 
county projects yes yes no no * 

4. Meet vrlth county staff for 
program planning yes yes * * yes 

5. Decide on new program content 
area for regional programs yes yes yes yes yes 

6. Decide on new program 
content area for state- role 
wide programs conflict * yes yes yes 

7. ~1ake choice between two role 
statewide projects conflict no yes yes yes 

B. Introduce ideas in 
program planning yes yes yes yes yes 

Yes = at least SO% agree that persons in that position should perform that role and 
disagree. 

No = at least SO% agree that persons in that position should not perform that role 
fourth disagree. 

Role Conflict = at least SO% feel one way and at least 25% oppose this majority. 
* = discretionary for the person occupying that position~ no pattern of response. 

Coli, 
Extension Dept. Extension 
Director Head Committee 

no no yes 

no no yes 

no no yes 

no no yes 

* no yes 

yes yes no 

role 
yes conflict no 

yes yes yes 

fewer than one-fourth 

and fewer than one-

...... 
N 
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"feedback" method is the informal conversations which occur between 

specialists and clientele at the myriad of meetings attended or conducted 

throughout the state. 

For the total group of role definers, there is a lack of agreement 

as to whether the specialists should decide on new county program content 

or meet with county staff for program planning. In neither case is the 

disagreement sufficiently polarized to meet our criterion of role conflict 

but the opinions do vary significantly by position. The program directors, 

department heads and the specialists themselves are more inclined tha.n 

persons in the other positions to expect the specialists to be involved 

in decisions on new county programs. (P = .002; Eta = .40) The district 

directors, program directors and particularly the specialists tend to 

expect the specialists to meet with county staff for program planning. 

There is less agreement within the other groups of role definers. (P =.007; 

Eta = .32) 

Extension is organized not only around program areas but also in 

terms of geographical districts, and the pattern of findings in the present 

study indicates that role expectations differ considerably in a way that 

corresponds to this geographical structure. The role definers expect 

persons in most extension positions to be involved in deciding on content 

for new regional programs with the department head being the only position 

clearly excluded. But there is a very noticeable separation in respon­

sibilities for program planning between the county and state levels. 

The extension director, specialists 9 program directors, district 

directors, and department heads are expected to decide on new content for 

statewide programs. Persons in the same positions are also expected to 

decide between two statewide projects, with one exception. Although a 

majority of the respondents assign this role to the department heads there 

is sufficient opposition to indicate role conflict for this position. 

The only position assigned both state and county level program plan­

ning responsibilities is that of the district director, but involvement of 

persons in that position at the county level is clearly expected only with 

regard to consulting with county staff on program planning. 
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There is conflict in role expectations for the county agents regard­

ing their involvement in both of the specified statewide programming 

tasks. Most of the role definers say that the county agents should decide 

on state level program content, but there was also considerable opposition 

to this. The extension directors and the county agents themselves are 

more likely to give positive responses than persons in the other posi­

tions. (P = .04; Eta = .34) The majority of the respondents do not 

expect the county agents to choose between two statewide projects, but 

again there is a significant number of persons who express a contrary 

opinion. In this case the expectations are not related to the position of 

the role definer. In general, the findings in this section indicate a 

close correspondence between the formal structure of extension and informal 

role expectations. In the main, the occupants of positions whose duties 

formally involve certain types of decisions are also assigned these 

decisions informally. 

PROGRAM METHODS 

Extension personnel are quite conscious of program methods and 

techniques. In addition to a high degree of commitment to educational 

impacts, there are other factors which may account for this awareness. 

The physical and social proximity of agents to the clientele at the county 

level, and the resulting feedback from unsatisfactory experiences, is 

doubtless one such factor. Another is the wide diversity of both profes­

sional backgrounds and associations which tends to increase awareness of 

methods and techniques being tried in other educational arenas. The 

general interest in educational circles in new and perhaps more interest­

ing teaching methods is also found in the particular case of extension. 

It is evident that the role definers expect the county agents, the 

extension home economists and the specialists to assume the major share of 

the responsibilities for deciding how extension programs and educational 

materials will be presented and to which audiences. Conversely, the 

extension director is generally expected not to be involved in this area. 

Apparently, the county level staff could use their own discretion as to 

whether or not they write extension bulletins. The specialists are the 
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only persons who are clearly expected to write these bulletins. There is 

no agreement as to whether or not the specialists should decide on the use 

of local experts as teachers. Most of the county agents, extension home 

economists and department heads say that the specialists should not be 

involved in this decision 7 but persons in the other positions do tend to 

assign this role to the specialists. (P = .05; Eta= .40) (See Table 3.) 

Differences of opinion are also related to the position of the 

respondent regarding whether or not department heads should write extension 

bulletins. The state staff and extension home economists are considerably 

more likely to expect the department heads to write these bulletins than 

are any of the other groups. (P = .003; Eta = .42) The only responsi­

bility specifically assigned to the department heads, and to the program 

directors, is deciding whether an extension bulletin needs to be revised. 

There are conflicting expectations as to the involvement of the program 

directors in decisions on the use of local experts as teachers. A 

majority of the respondents say that the program directors should not be 

so involved, but a significant number expressed the opposite opinion. 

This role conflict is not attributable to the position of the respondent. 

Although the district directors are not expressly assigned any roles 

in the area of program methods, the greatest amount of discretion in this 

area applies to that position. The only responsibility they are clearly 

not expected to assume is that of writing extension bulletins. 

Because program methods are mainly matters of technical knowledge 

and factors in the local situation, the specialists and the county person­

nel are expected to be heavily involved in nearly all of the phases of 

decision making in this area. The highest level of agreement reached on 

any single item is the expectation that specialists will write extension 

bulletins. Only one person failed to assign that task to the specialists 

and that person, a specialist. is undecided. 

It should be remembered that we are discussing the matter of informal 

expectations regarding who should have a major voice in decision making. 

The problem of which program method is to be employed is, unlike the 

present findings~ a source of considerable conflict. This conflict, while 

often subdued, arises over extreme differences in method such as (a) sole 



TABLE 3: Informal Role Expectations in the Area of Program Methods 

Role Responsibility 

1. Decide how particular 
program content should be 
presented to clientele 
(e.g., lecture 9 bulletin~ 
group discussion) 

2. Decide who will be the 
audience for a particular 
presentation (e.g .• local 
leaders. farmers 9 youth) 

3. Decide whether experts in 
local community be involved 
in teaching particular 
content area 

4. Decide whether an 
extension bulletin needs 
revision 

5. Write extension bulletins 

County 
Agent 

yes 

yes 

yes 

yes 

* 

Position to ~fuich Roles are Assigned 

Ext. Home 
Economist 

yes 

yes 

yes 

yes 

* 

Specialist 

yes 

yes 

* 

yes 

yes 

Program 
Director 

* 

* 

role 
conflict 

yes 

* 

District Extension 
Director Director 

* no 

* no 

* U•J 

* * 
no no 

Coll. 
Dept. Extension 
Head Committee 

no * 

no yes 

no * 

yes no 

* no 
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use of discussion versus lecture~ (b) a provocative versus suggestive 

approach and (c) an approach aimed simply at knowledge and understanding 

as opposed to attempts to change behavior. 

RESPONSIBILITY IN TEACHING 

Closely associated with concerns with program methods is the question 

of who shall have teaching responsibilities in various situations. In the 

context of extension. printed bulletins is one manner in which teaching 

occurs~ but in the present study we considered only direct presentations. 

The assignment of responsibilities in the area of teaching is 

relatively clearly defined. In single or multiple county situations, there 

is consensus: county staff and specialists are expected to teach clien­

tele, but persons in the other positions are not assigned these roles. A 

similar pattern is found regarding the responsibility to interpret research 

findings for lay clientele. 

The specialists are the only persons who are clearly expected to 

teach clientele in statewide situations. This appears to be a discretion­

ary role for all other positions except the extension committee which is 

not expected to be involved. There are some notable differences of 

opinion, however, as to whether or not the extension director and program 

directors should teach on the statewide level. The specialists and 

department heads are considerably less inclined than the other groups of 

respondents to assign this role to the program directors. (P = .02; Eta = 
.34) It should also be noted that there are conflicting expectations 

among the program directors themselves. Almost two-thirds of this group 

say they prefer that program directors should do statewide teaching; the 

others feel that they definitely should not. 

The county agents and the state staff themselves are far more 

inclined than the other role definers to expect the extension director to 

teach in statewide situations. The majority of the district directors 

and program directors are opposed to this but there is no agreement within 

the other groups. (P = .003; Eta = .45) (See Table 4) 

There is extensive discussion of methods during program planning 

meetings in Extension. ~iuch of this discussion rests on which specialists 



TABLE 4~ 

Role Responsibility 

1. Decide which specialists be 
involved in presenting a 
particular program 

2. Interpret research findings 
for lay clientele 

3. Teach clientele in 
single county 

4. Teach clientele in 
multiple county 
situation 

5. Teach clientele in 
statewide situation 

Informal Role Expectations in the Area of Teaching 

Position to Which Roles are Assigned 

County Ext. Home Program District Extension 
Agent Economist Specialist Director Director Director 

role 
yes yes yes yes conflict no 

yes yes yes * no no 

yes yes yes no no no 

yes yes yes no no no 

* * yes * * * 

Col!. 
Dept. 
Head 

* 

no 

no 

no 

Extension 
Committee 

no 

no 

no 

no 

no 

..... 
00 
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shall present educational material in a particular program. Responsibil­

ity for making this decision is assigned to the county staff 9 the 

specialists and the program directors. The involvement of the district 

directors in this decision is questionable, with a conflict in role 

assignment indicated. 

The district director's position is the only one which is assigned 

heavy involvement both on the campus~ where the specialist's reputation 

for expertise is known, and in the county, where the reputation for 

effectiveness is defined. Why, then, should the district directors not 

clearly be assigned major responsibility for selecting specialists? Since 

their responsibilities are divided between the campus and the county, the 

district directors are probably less involved at either place than those 

who are on campus or in the county most of the time. Thus, those role 

definers who emphasize expertise might be less inclined to assign respon­

sibility for the selection of specialists to the district director 9 while 

those who emphasize local reaction to a specialist might be more likely to 

make such a role assignment. The data indicates that the specialists and 

department heads, the two groups likely to be most concerned with 

expertise, are the least likely to expect the district directors to be 

involved in the selection of specialists for program presentations. The 

majority of the other respondents do assign this role to the district 

directors. 

There is a very high degree of agreement among the role definers 

that extension teaching is the province of the county agents 9 the extension 

home economists and, particularly, the specialists. Extension committee 

members are not expected to teach in any situation unless they are, in 

other respects, considered to be local experts. The extension director 

and department heads are also generally excluded from extension teaching. 

Role expectations for the district directors and program directors are 

less consistent and involve a greater amount of disagreement. 

RESEARCH 

Of all the extension activities included in the present study, 

certain types of research comprise the newest area of emphasis. There 
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has always been a great deal of concern with the quality and effectiveness 

of extension programs, especially the applicability of general recommen­

dations to the local situation (e.g., demonstration plots). However, 

consistent with a general trend in many public and private organizations, 

more rigorous evaluation of methods and personnel is gaining increasing 

support. 

The relatively recent emphasis on some dimensions of research may 

account for the extensive diffusion of role expectations among the various 

positions or, to put it another way, the few instances in which research 

related responsibilities are clearly not assigned to a given position. 

Indeed, everyone in extension is expected to bring problems that need 

study to the attention of researchers. 

The county agents and extension home economists are expected to be 

involved in all of the designated research functions. The specialists, 

program directors and district directors are also expected to be extensive­

ly involved. There is role conflict as to whether or not the specialists 

should actually conduct evaluation studies. Although a majority of the 

role definers say yes~ there is also a considerable amount of opposition. 

Opinions do not vary significantly by the position of the role definer. 

(See Table 5.) 

Program directors are expected to design evaluation studies of 

extension programs in general, but there are conflicting expectations about 

their involvement in this activity when it applies to a program at the 

county level. Most of the role definers think that the program directors 

should be so involveds but half of the program directors themselves are 

opposed. A significant amount of opposition is also expressed by the two 

groups of county staff and the specialists. (P = .002; Eta= .33) 

There is no agreement as to whether or not the program directors 

should conduct applied research. All of the state staff say yes and the 

district directors tend to agree with them. The specialists are general­

ly the most opposed to the program directors conducting applied research. 

(P = .04; Eta = .35) This finding and certain other patterns of response, 

indicate that specialists seem to view program directors more as 

administrators than do persons in other positions. 



TABLE 5~ Informal Role Expectations in the Area of Research 

Position to Which Roles are Assigned 

County Ext. Home Program District Extension 
Role Responsibility Agent Economist Specialist Director Director Director 

L Bring problems that need 
study to attention of 
researchers yes yes yes yes yes yes 

2. Design evaluation studies 
of extension programs in 
general yes yes yes yes yes yes 

3. Design evaluation study role 
of a county program yes yes yes conflict yes * 

4. Decide whether a program 
needs to be revised yes yes yes yes yes * 

5. Decide effectiveness of 
an educational 
presentation yes yes yes yes * * 

role 
6, Conduct evaluation studies yes yes conflict yes yes * 
7. Conduct applied research 

as subjects of interest 
arise yes yes yes * no no 

Coll. 
Dept. 
Head 

yes 

* 

no 

* 

* 
no 

* 

Extension 
Committee 

yes 

* 
role 

conflict 

yes 

* 

* 

no 

N .... 
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As was the case with the program directors, there are conflicting 

expectations regarding the involvement of the extension committee in 

designing evaluations of county programs. Half of the respondents feel 

that the extension committee should play this role but many persons are 

opposed. The specialists, and particularly the county staff~ the groups 

most opposed to the involvement of the program director in this activity, 

are the most favorable regarding the involvement of the extension commit­

tee. (P = .03; Eta = .44) 

All but three extension positions are assigned extensive respon­

sibilities in the area of research. Even for those three exceptions, the 

extension director, department heads and extension committee, there are 

very few instances where the role definers actually oppose involvement. 

This area, then, can be characterized as having a minimal degree of role 

specialization. 

RELATIONSHIPS WITH OTHER ORGANIZATIONS 

The success of extension programs or projects is often contingent 

upon the inputs of, and cooperation with, other organizations. One of the 

problems extension must deal with, then, is deciding who will have the 

responsibility for various types of relationships with external groups or 

agencies. 

The results in this area are similar to the pattern we found in the 

area of program planning, that is, the informal expectations for special­

ization of roles are consistent with the formal structure of extension. 

County personnel are the only ones assigned responsibility for obtaining 

approval of local power figures, obtaining cooperation of local agencies 

for extension programs, and preparing reports for county agencies. The 

only exception to this is that the involvement of the extension committee 

in preparing reports for county agencies is discretionary. 

None of the three county-based positions are expected to be involved 

in relationships with other organizations at the regional or state level. 

Rather, the specialists and program directors are assigned all of these 

responsibilities: enlisting the cooperation of other state agencies and 

preparing reports for both regional and state agencies. The state staff 
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members are also expected to be involved in enlisting the cooperation of 

other statewide agencies, the only role assigned to this position. It 

appears that the extension directors could use their own discretion about 

preparing reports for state and regional agencies. However, it should be 

noted that none of the persons in this position assigned either of these 

responsibilities to themselves. (See Table 6.) 

Department heads are not clearly expected to be involved in relation-

ships with other organizations at any level. Although it is generally 

,agreed that they be excluded from such relationships at the county and 

regional level, they apparently could use their own discretion about 

involvement on a statewide basis. 

The greatest amount of disagreement in role expectations in this 

area occurs with respect to the district director. The only role for 

which there is agreement is that the district directors should prepare 

reports on extension projects for other regional agencies. In regard to 

obtaining cooperation from, and making reports to, county agencies, there 

is neither a positive nor a negative majority opinion among the respon­

dents. The district directors could then probably use their own 

discretion about becoming involved in these relationships. However, there 

is role conflict as to whether district directors should ask local power 

figures to approve extension programs, and concerning their involvement in 

both of the specified types of relationships with state agencies. Most 

of the role definers said that the district directors should have these 

responsibilities, but a substantial number are also opposed, resulting 

~ the role conflict for all three responsibilities. The conflicting 

role expectations are not significantly related to the position of the 

respondent in any of these cases. However, the district directors them­

selves tend to agree with the majority opinion that they should obtain 

cooperation from state wide agencies, but only about one-third of them 

feel that they should prepare reports for these agencies. 

In the area of relationships with other organizations~ there is 

consensus that the county personnel should have these responsibilities at 

the county level and that the specialists and program directors should be 

heavily involved at the state and regional level. It is also agreed that 



TABLE 6~ Informal Role Expectations in the Area of Relationships with other Organizations 

Position to w1lich Roles are Assi~ned 

Call. 
County Ext. Home Program District Extension Dept. Extension 

Role Responsibility Agent Economist Specialist Director Director Director fiPad Committee 

1. Ask local power figures 
to approve extension role 
programs yes yes no no conflict no no yes 

2. Enlist cooperation of 
other local agency for 
extension program yes yes no no * no no yes 

3. Prepare report on 
extension project for 
county agency yes yes no no * no no * 

4. Prepare report on extension 
project for regional agency * * yes yes yes * no no 

5. Enlist cooperation of other 
state agency for extension role 
project * * yes yes conflict yes * no 

6. Prepare report on extension 
project for statewide role 
agency * * yes yes conflict * * no 

N 
.p.. 
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the district directors should be involved at the regional level and that 

the extension director has some input at the state level. The separation 

of role responsibilities in this area. theng tends to reflect the formal 

structure of extension. The relatively extensive amount of disagreement 

in role expectations for the district directors probably also reflects 

their general dispersion of responsibilities at all three levels. 

RESOLUTION OF CONFLICT 

Extension has a long standing philosophy of operating on the basis 

of consensus. One interpretation of the consensus model of decision making 

is that agreement on how things should be done will prevail and~ since 

conflict is tabu~ it does not exist and is therefore not a problem. An 

alternative, and we would argue, more realistic interpretation is that 

conflict will occur in any organization but that where consensus is highly 

valued there will be rather clearly established norms for resolving those 

conflicts. The results of this study are more consistent with this 

second interpretation. The questions we asked do not refer to mechanisms 

for resolving conflicts but rather who should or should not be involved in 

resolving certain types of conflict. 

Interpersonal conflicts among the county staff are expected to be 

resolved by persons in those positions and by the district directors, that 

is. those persons who are most involved in county matters. All other 

extension positions are clearly expected not to participate in settling 

these disputes. 

Role expectations for resolving conflicts between departments over 

subject matter jurisdiction are almost exactly the reverse of what was 

found in regard to conflicts among county staff. The extension director. 

program directors and department heads are expected to resolve conflicts 

over subject matter jurisdiction. All other positions are excluded except 

specialists for whom this appears to be a discretionary role. Since 

specialists are identified with a particular subject matter. their involve­

ment in settling such conflicts may hinge on whether or not their 

specialized area is the subject of dispute. (See Table 7.) 



TABLE 7· Informal Role Expectations in the Area of Conflict Resolution 

Position to Which Roles are Assigned 

Coll. 
County Ext. Home Program District Extension Dept. Extension 

Role Responsibility Agent Economist Specialist Director Director Direct0r Hepn Committee 

1. Resolve interpersonal 
conflicts among county 
staff 

2. Resolve jurisdictional 
conflicts between 
positions in extension 
(e.g.? dist. dir.~ prog. 
dir., county staff and 
specialist) 

3. Resolve conflicts that 
arise between departments 
over subject matter 
jurisdiction 

yes 

no 

no 

yes 

* 

no 

no no 

* * 

* yes 

yes no 

* yes 

no yes 

no 

* 

yes 

no 

no 

no 

N 
0\ 
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There is less agreement in role expectations in regard to resolving 

conflicts between extension positions than is the case for the previous 

two types of conflict. The only person who is definitely assigned this 

role is the extension director. The county agents and the extension 

committee are expected not to be involved. The data indicate that this 

would be a discretionary role for persons in all the other positions. It 

may be that the input of these persons in resolving jurisdictional con­

flicts between extension positions would depend on which positions are 

involved. 

Two points should be made about these discretionary roles concern­

ing resolution of conflict between positions within extension. First~ 

expectations for the district director differ according to the position of 

the role definer. The state staff and extension home economists are more 

inclined than the other groups to assign this role to the district 

director. The most opposition comes from the program directors and 

particularly the district directors themselves. (P = .02; Eta = .35) 

Second, throughout the present analysis, we have found that role 

expectations for the county agents and the extension home economists are 

almost always the same. The role of resolving conflicts between positions 

is one of the few exceptions~ and this is probably due to the criteria we 

established for agreement or disagreement as much as it would be the 

result of any substantial differences in opinions. Forty-nine percent of 

the respondents feel that the extension home economists should not resolve 

this conflict; most of the others are undecided. This is very similar to 

the responses regarding the county agents~ but for this latter group, a 

slight majority expressed a negative opinion. Whether this would be a 

discretionary role for the extension home economists, then, is question­

able. We attempted to select criteria which minimize marginal cases; this 

role is one of the few exceptions. 

It is interesting that in no case was there role conflict over who 

should resolve conflict. The long standing cultural reinforcement of 

conformity and the resulting distaste for conflict found among members of 

a consensus organization may explain this pattern. 
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SELECTION OF PERSONNEL 

The roles which are considered in this area are concerned with the 

selection of personnel for only three extension positions: specialists, 

program directors and district directors. Role expectations for the state 

staff and the extension committee are quite clear. The state staff is 

expected to be involved in all of the specified decisions on personnel 

selection and the extension committee is not expected to be involved in 

any of these decisions. It should be noted that the county staff are the 

only other persons clearly excluded from any of these responsibilities, 

specifically, the decision on which specialist candidates will be hired. 

The department heads are assigned all personnel selection roles that 

are concerned with specialists and program directors but there is no 

agreement as to whether or not they should be involved in the screening or 

selection of candidates for district directors. 

There is a considerable amount of disagreement about personnel 

selection responsibilities for the county staff, specialists, program 

directors and district directors. The remainder of the analysis in this 

section will focus on several situations in which the differing opinions 

are related to the position of the role definer. In only one instance is 

the disagreement polarized to the extent that we have defined it as role 

conflict and this occurs in regard to the involvement of the extension 

home economists in screening program director candidates. Most of the 

respondents say that the extension home economists should be on this 

screening committee but there is also a significant amount of opposition, 

particularly from the program directors. Concerning the involvement of 

both groups of county staff in deciding what new specialists are needed, 

about two-thirds of each group assign this role to themselves and the 

district directors tend to agree, but the state staff, college department 

heads and particularly the specialists tend to be opposed to this. The 

responses within the other positions are more dispersed. (P = .001; Eta = 
.56) (The data are almost identical concerning the role for county agents 

and the extension home economists.) (See Table 8) 

The only role in the area of personnel selection that is specifically 

assigned to the specialists is that of screening program director 



TABLE 8~ Informal Role Expectations in the Area of Personnel Selection 

Position to Which Roles are Assigned 

Col!. 
County Ext. Home Program District Extension Dept. Extension 

Role Responsibility Agent Economist Specialist Director Director Director Head Committee 

1. Be on screening committee role 
for new Program Director yes conflict yes * yes yes yes no 

2. Be on screening committee 
for new District Director yes yes * yes yes yes * no 

3. Decide what new specialists 
are needed * * * yes yes yes yes no 

4. Select new Program Director 
among candidates * * * * * yes yes no 

5. Select new District 
Director among candidates * * * * * yes ,~ no 

6. Decide which of the 
specialist candidates 
will be hired no no * yes * yes yes no 



30 

candidates. However~ opinions differ to some extent according to the 

position of the respondents as to whether or not the specialists should be 

on such a screening committee for new district directors. All but one of 

the state staff and program directors say yes and most of the department 

heads agree with this. Opinions are more divided among the other groups 

of role definers (P =.02; Eta = .36) 

Program directors are clearly expected to make personnel selection 

decisions that apply to new specialists and they are also expected to be 

on the screening committee for new district directors. There is no 

agreement, however, as to whether program directors should be on the 

screening committee for candidates for their own position. The state 

staff, district directors and especially the program directors themselves 

are considerably more inclined than the other groups of role definers to 

assign this role to the program directors. (P = .059; Eta = .44) 

District directors are expected to be involved in the preliminary 

decisions for selection of all three types of personnel considered in this 

study but there is no agreement about their involvement in any of the final 

selections. The county agents and extension home economists are more 

inclined than the other groups of role definers to expect the district 

directors to participate in the final selection of a new program director. 

None of the department heads and only one member of the state staff 

expressed a favorable opinion. Among the other groups of role definers, 

opinions are more divided. (P = .004; Eta = .48) The county staff are 

also more inclined than the other respondents to expect the district 

director to be involved in decisions as to which specialist candidates will 

be hired. Again, the state staff is generally opposed to this. Most of 

the program directors and the specialists also expressed negative opinions. 

There is no agreement among the department heads or district directors. 

(P = .01; Eta = .48) Regarding the participation of the district directors 

in the selection of candidates for their own position, opinions do not 

differ significantly by the position of the role definer. 

Except for the extension director and extension committee, there 

appears to be a considerable amount of uncertainty as to who should be 

involved in various kinds of decisions in the area of personnel selection. 
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Two types of evidence support this generalization. First, there are a 

relatively large number of Hdiscretionary' 1 roles indicated in Table 8. 

Second, in many instances, we found a rather high rate of "undecidedn 

responses. It would seem, then, that responsibilities for selection of 

personnel in extension is an area that needs clarification. 

PERSONNEL TRAINING 

The duties of county and area personnel involve attendance at educa­

tional meetings they have arranged for clientele, and as a result~ much of 

the work is~ in effect~ educational experience for the agents. To a some­

what lc.sser extent, district directors also experience such education as a 

side effect of their attendance at meetings in their districts. In addi­

tion, considerable effort is made to give in-service training and education 

to all extension personnel~ including all day meetings, district confer­

ences, an annual statewide conference and a week long conference in Hay 

during which a large percentage of the staff take instruction in several 

subjects. In this type of personnel development; the Extension Service 

is probably more heavily involved than most organizations with which the 

present writers are familiar. Little distinction is made between lltrain­

ing1' and neducation1; in these in-service situations in Minnesota. 

As in the case of personnel selection, one of the important patterns 

of the findings in the area of personnel training is a large degree of 

discretionary power left to the persons occupying several of the positions. 

There are some clear-cut expectations however. Looking first at positions, 

extension committee members are not expected to be involved in personnel 

training in any way \~hile, specialists are expected to be involved in all 

of the specified situations. These expectations conform to practice. 

County personnel often specialize in one area, although the position 

calls for a generalist, and they present educational material much as 

specialists are expected to do as a central part of their job. This 

training function of the county staff is reflected in the informal 

expectation that they train local volunteer leaders, but other respon­

sibilities of county staff in the area of personnel training are 

discretionary. (See Table 9.) 



TABLE 9: Informal Role Expectations in the Area of Personnel Training 

Position to ~~ich Roles are Assi~ned 

Coll. 
County Ext. Home Program District Extension Dept. Extension 

Role Responsibility Agent Economist Specialist Director Director Director Head Co11111li.ttee 

1. Conduct training for 
local program leaders yes yes yes * * no no no 

2. Conduct professional 
improvement training for 
county staff * * yes yes yes * * no 

3. Keep county staff up-to-
date on program methods * * yes yes yes * * no 

4. Interpret research find- role 
ings for county staff * * yes * conflict no * no 
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Program directors and district directors are expected to conduct 

professional improvement training for county staff and also keep county 

staff up-to-date on program methods. Training local leaders would be a 

discretionary role for both positions. Program directors apparently could 

also use their own discretion about interpreting research for county staff 

but there are conflicting expectations about the involvement of the 

district directors in this activity. Most of the role definers feel that 

the district directors should not have this responsibility but a substan­

tial number, especially the state staff, do expect the district directors 

to interpret research for the county staff. In general, opinions did not 

differ significantly by the position of the respondent. 

Expectations do vary by position regarding the involvement of the 

extension director in keeping county staff up-to-date on program methods. 

Most of the county agents are in favor of this; the program directors and 

district directors are the most opposed. 

including the state staff, are divided. 

Opinions within the other groups, 

(P = .02; Eta = .42) 

None of the department heads assign any of the personnel training 

roles to their own position. In each case~ almost half of them think that 

they should not be involved in personnel training and the others are 

undecided. The opinions of the other role definers differ significantly 

by position but not in the same way in all cases. The county agents and 

extension home economists are the most likely to expect the department 

heads to conduct professional improvement training for county staff. The 

program directors and the district directors are the most opposed. (P = 
.02; Eta = .45) They are also generally opposed to having the department 

heads keep county staff up-to-date on program methods as are most of the 

state staff and program directors. Opinions among the county agents are 

divided. (P = .001; Eta = .45) 

The district directors and extension home economists are the two 

groups most in favor of having the department heads interpret research 

findings for the county staff. The program directors tend to oppose this. 

Expectations are more variable among the other role definers. {P = .003; 

Eta = .50) 

Considering the relatively large percentage of discretionary roles 

found in this area, we could infer that? similar to the area of personnel 
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selection, there is a significant lack of clarification of responsibilities 

for personnel training in extension. 

PROFESSIONAL ADVANCEMENT 

Important concerns for people in most jobs are not only about the 

criteria used in evaluating performance, but also about who will apply 

those criteria in making decisions on rewards and promotions. In this 

section we have included role items referring to the latter problem for 

the county staff, specialists~ program directors and district directors. 

In addition, we have given some attention to who should be involved in 

providing opportunities for professional advancement for the county staff. 

Since the extension director is the top level administrator of the 

extension organization. it is not surprising that persons in this 

position are expected to have a major share of the responsibilities for 

professional advancement of extension personnel. The only exception is 

the question of who should take the initiative in agents taking advanced 

degrees. The data indicate that this should be the joint responsibility 

of the agents themselves and the district directors. In fact. the 

district directors are expected to be involved in any professional 

advancement matters that pertain to the county staff. 

The only other role specifically assigned to the county agent is 

that of deciding which agents are to go for advanced deerees. It should 

be mentioned that. at the time this study was conducted, no extension 

home economist was an "administrative agent~' in a county office. The 

difference in responses to this item concerning the two county staff 

positions is based not on subject matter or sex but on the responsibility 

of the administrative agent to see that all functions are performed. We 

posit this explanation because this is one of the very fetv situations 

where role expectations differed for these two positions. (See Table 10) 

There is a greater amount of disagreement in role expectations in 

the area of professional advancement than in any other area included in 

this study. In no case is the disagreement polarized to the extent that, 

according to our criteria of a majority positive or negative opinion and 

at least 24 percent dissenting, the disagreement would be defined as 



TABLE 10~ Informal Role Expectations in the Area of Professional Advancement 

Position to Which Roles are Assigned 

Coll. 
County Ext. Home Program District Extension Dept. Extension 

Role Responsibility Agent Economist Specialist Director Director Director Hean Committee 

1. Take initiative in agents 
taking advanced degrees yes yes * * yes * * * 

2. Advise agents of profes-
sional training opportu-
nities * * * yes yes yes * no 

3. Decide which agents are to 
go for advanced degrees yes * no * yes yes no * 

4. Decide on raises and 
promotions for county 
staff * * no * yes yes no yes 

5. Decide on raises and 
promotions for 
specialists no no * yes * yes yes no 

6. Decide on raises and 
promotions for program 
directors no no * * * yes * no 

7. Decide on raises and 
promotions for district 
directors * no no * * yes * no 

w 
Vt 
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conflict. Rather, the nature of the lack of agreement led to a designation 

of these roles as discretionary for the specified positions. In most 

instances, opinions do not differ to any great extent from one position to 

another, but there are a few interesting exceptions. 

Regarding the involvement of the program directors in decisions as 

to which county agents will go for advanced degrees, most of the program 

directors themselves say they should not have this responsibility and the 

district directors tend to agree with this. The department heads are the 

most inclined to assign this role to the program directors. (P = .056; 

Eta = .39) 

The program directors do tend to think that they should be involved 

in decisions on raises and promotions for district directors, and most of 

the department heads have the same opinion. The district directors. 

however, tend to be more opposed to this than any other group of respond­

ents. (P = .001; Eta = .47) 

Concerning the involvement of the district directors in decisions on 

raises and promotions of specialists, the most opposition comes from both 

the district directors and the specialists. The program directors are also 

less inclined than the other respondents to expect the district directors 

to be involved in this decision. (P = .01; Eta = .46) 

It is evident that the extension director and his staff are expected 

to be involved in almost all decisions regarding professional advancement. 

When these decisions affect the county staff, the district directors are 

also expected to be involved. Specialists are not specifically assigned 

any of these responsibilities. Persons in the other extension positions 

are expected to make decisions on professional advancement only to a 

limited extent, but all positions except the state staff appear to have 

some discretionary roles in this area. 

PERCEPTION OF ROLE STRAIN 

Informal role expectations, as the term implies, are typically not 

made explicit in the formal, written job descriptions for organizational 

positions though there may well be a considerable amount of congruence 

between the two. It is a commonly accepted generalization that most 

people experience some degree of role strain in relation to their jobs. 
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One source of this role strain would be a lack of consistency between 

informal and formal role expectations. Another contributing factor would 

be the inadequate communication of either formal or informal role expect­

ations. 

In this study, we attempted to determine the extent of three 

dimensions of role strain experienced by extension personnel. The first 

dimension is defined as ambiguity, that is, a lack of clarity in various 

job related factors such as responsibilities, accountability and evaluation 

of performance. The second dimension is role conflict; a perception of 

contradictory or incompatible role expectations. The third dimension is 

role overload~ meaning that the person simply has too much work to do, 

making it difficult or even impossible to meet all of the job 

obligations.1/ 

Role Ambiguity 

The findings in this section indicate that extension personnel 

experience very little role ambiguity. At least most of the time, a large 

majority of the respondents know what their job responsibilities are, how 

much authority they have, where to get necessary information, and to whom 

they are responsible. For four of the items, none of the respondents 

checked either the 11Seldom" or "almost never" categories, and in each 

case less than fourteen percent checked the '1sometimesn category. (See 

Table 11.) 

In one situation, however, the criteria used for evaluation of job 

performance, we found a relatively high degree of ambiguity. This would 

be consistent with our findings on informal role expectations in the area 

of professional advancement which included questions of who should be 

involved in decisions on raises and promotions. We found a higher rate of 

discretionary roles (indicating lack of agreement in role expectations) 

in that area than in any other role area considered in the study. !f there 

is some disagreement as to who will be imrolved in job evaluations, it is 

3. The items used in this study to measure the three types of role 
strain were adapted from a scale developed by Robert L. Kahn, et.al., 
presented in their book, Organ_!?ationa_l:.__§tJ;~-~_i __ §_!_ud_!~~-in Role Conflict 
and Ambiguity, John Wiley and Sons, New York,. 1964. 
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TABLE 11: Perceptions of Role Ambiguity 

almost most of. almost -
always the time sometimes seldom never 

1. Job responsibilities are 
clear. 32.4 60.8 6.8 0.0 0.0 

2. Know how much authority 
you have. 27.5 58.8 13.7 0.0 0.0 

3. Know what evaluation 
criteria supervisor uses 4.0 28.7 33.7 20.8 12.9 

4. Able to get necessary 
information to do your 
job well. 22.8 63.4 13.8 o.o 0.0 

5. Know to whom you are 
responsible 44.6 49.5 5.9 o.o 0.0 
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also likely that there will be considerable ambiguity about the criteria 

used in those evaluations. 

Role Conflict 

Compared to the findings in regard to role ambiguity, the degree of 

role conflict expressed by the respondents is somewhat higher, but still 

does not appear to be a serious problem among extension personnel. A 

large majority of the respondents say that they <~sometimes" or "seldom" 

perceive contradictions in role expectations regardless of where those 

contradictions might emerge. (See Table 12) In all five of the specified 

situations, less than eight percent of the respondents experience frequent 

role conflict and no one indicated that they experienced role conflict 

constantly, 

In the discussion of role ambiguity above, it was pointed out that 

the most problematic issue in that context of role strain is the perceived 

clarity of criteria used in evaluation of job performance. Yet in the 

context of role conflict, 71 percent of the respondents say that, in their 

opinion, the criteria used in evaluation is seldom or almost never wrong. 

It should be remembered that t-lith respect to ambiguity we asked the 

respondents if they know what evaluation criteria are used; concerning 

role conflict we asked their opinion about the appropriateness of those 

criteria. The findings suggest that, although there is a significant 

amount of uncertainty regarding evaluation criteria, to the extent that 

extension personnel know who they are evaluated, they tend to agree that 

proper criteria are applied. (See Table 12.) 

Role Overload 

The findings indicate that there is a considerably higher degree of 

role overload among extension personnel than was the case for either 

ambiguity or role confH.ct. The:::-e are some marked differences, however, 

in the extent to which different types of role ovei~load occur. Very few 

of the respondents feel th<:t a lsck of either suff:J.cient authority or 

qualifications to meet the responsibilities of their jobs are constant or 

even frequent problems. Rather, the role overload is primarily a matter 

of having too much to do in too many places and not enough time to do the 

work well or even get it done at all. Forty-two percent of the respondents 
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TABLE 12: Perceptions of Role Conflict 

con- fre- almost 
stantly guently sometimes seldom never 

1. People you work with 
make contradictory 
demands. 0.0 7.9 43.6 33.6 14.9 

2. Colleague expectations 
contradict your percep-
tion of your responsibil-
ities 0.0 5.0 34.7 47.5 12.8 

3. Clientele expectations 
contradict your percep-
tion of your job 
responsibilities 0.0 5.9 41.6 41.6 7.9 

4. Expectations of 
colleagues and clientele 
are contradictory 0.0 7.9 42.6 41.6 7.9 

5. In your opinion. the 
wrong criteria are used 
in evaluating you. 0.0 5.6 23.3 58.9 12.2 



41 

TABLE 13: Perceptions of Role Overload 

con- fre- almost 
stantly quently sometimes seldom never 

1. Amount of work inter-
feres with how well it 
gets done. 12.9 32.7 48.5 5.9 0.0 

2. You have too little 
authority to fulfill 
responsibilities. 1.0 7.9 23.8 47.5 19.8 

3. You are asked to do 
things you don't feel 
qualified to handle. o.o 3.0 47.5 41.6 7.9 

4. Difficult to meet 
colleague/client demands 
because you can't be in 
two places at once. 1.0 21.8 53.5 19.8 4.0 

5. You don't have enough 
time to meet all 
demands made on you. 9.9 41.6 41.6 4.0 3.0 
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say that the frequently do not have enough time to meet all the demands 

made on them. Approximately ten percent indicate that a lack of suffi­

cient time is constantly with them. Almost half of the respondents feel 

that the amount of work they have to do constantly or frequently inter­

feres with how well it gets done. Not being able to meet colleague or 

client demands because they cannot be in two places at once is somewhat 

less problematic but a majority of the respondents say that this sometimes 

occurs and almost one-fourth of them seem to consider it a serious 

problem. (See Table 13) 

In general, extension personnel tend to think that they have the 

qualifications and the authority needed to do what is expected of them in 

their jobs. They do tend to feel that the amount of work they have to do 

is excessive in relation to the amount of time available and that conse­

quently, compromises in the quality of the work done are sometimes 

necessary. 

DISCUSSION 

The foregoing analysis focused primarily on the informal role 

expectations, in ten different areas of responsibilities, for the various 

extension positions. We found that persons in each position are expected 

to be heavily involved in some role areas but only to a limited extent, 

or not at all, in other areas. A summary of the major role areas for 

each extension position is presented in Table 14. It should be noted 

that one list of such roles is specified for the combined county agent 

and extension home economist positions since the role expectations for 

these two groups are virtually the same. 

There are some notable similarities in the areas of role respon­

sibility for the county staff and the specialists. Persons in these 

positions are expected to be mainly responsible for planning, implement­

ation and evaluation of extension programs. Some type of program planning 

is expected of everyone in extension except the department heads and 

responsibility for research is also assigned to some of the other 

positions. The county staff and the specialists, however, are the only 

positions for which teaching and making decisions on program methods are 

primary roles. 



TABLE 14~ Primary Roles for Each Extension Position 

County Agent and Extension Home Economist 

Budgeting Decisions at the county level 
Program Planning at the county~ regional 

levels 
Program Methods 
Teaching 
Research 
Relationships with other Organizations 

at the county level 

Department Head 
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District Director 

Budgeting Decisions 
Program Planning at the Regional, 

state levels 

Personnel Selection' Special­
ists and Program Directors 

Research 
Personnel Selection (Preliminary 

decisions) 
Personnel Training 
Professional Advancement of county 

staff 

Extension Director 

Budgeting Decisions, statewide 
Program Planning, state level 
Resolution of Conflict 
Personnel Selection 
Professional Advancement 

Specialist 

Program Planning at the regional, 
state levels 

Program 1-iethods 
Teaching 
Research 

Extension Committee 

Budgeting Decisions at the 
county level 

Program Planning at the county, 
regional levels 

Relationships with other Organizations 
at the regional, state levels 

Personnel Training 

Program Director 

Program Planning at the regio~al, 
state levels 

Research 
Relationships with other Oreanizations 

at the regional~ state levels 
Personnel Training 
Decisions that pertain to Specialists· 

which ones will be involved in 
teaching~ recruitment~ evaluation 
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There are also some i.mportant differences in these roles for the 

coutity staff and the specialists. Consistent with the formal structure of 

extension, the county staff is expected to be concerned mainly with 

responsibilities within the county while the orientation of the specialists 

for similar responsibilities would be toward the regional and state levels. 

This is particularly the case for relationships with other organizations. 

Both the county staff and the specialists, however, are expected to be 

involved in program planning at the regional level. 

Personnel training is an extensive role responsibility for the 

specialists but not for the county staff or for persons in any other 

extension position. The county staff also has one responsibility which 

the specialists do not have, that is, making budgeting decisions, but for 

agents this is restricted to the county level. 

According to the informal role expectations elicited in this study, 

the job of the specialist includes responsibilities that would be almost 

exclusively of a professional nature. The job of the county staff would 

be more of a combination of professional and administrative responsibil­

ities. In fact, the county staff members are assigned at least one role 

in each of the ten role areas considered in this study. The specialists 

are not expected to be involved in any way in the areas of budgeting 

decisions, resolution of conflict or decisions on professional advancement 

for persons other than themselves as individuals, 

Major responsibilities for the program director are in the areas of 

program planning and relationships with other organizations at the 

regional and state levels, resGarch~ personnel training and decisions that 

pertain to specialists~ which specialists will be involved in teaching 

particular extension programs, which new specialist candidates will be 

hired, and decisions on raises and promotions of specialists. However, 

the job of the program director is almost as diversified as the jobs of 

the county agent and the extension home economists. Like the county staff, 

the program directors are expected to be involved in all of the ten role 

areas although in some of those areas, their involvement would be minimal. 

The informal role expectations indicate that the district director 

and state staff positions would be primarily administrative although the 
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specific roles for these two positions vary to some extent within role 

areas. The extension director (and his staff) is expected to make only 

statewide budgeting decisions while the district directors are expected to 

be involved in all of the specified budgeting decisions. In regard to 

personnel selection and professional advancement, however; the roles of 

the district director are more restricted than those of the extension 

director and the state staff. The district directors are expected to be 

on the screening committees for new program directors and district direc­

tors and to decide which new specialists are needed. In addition to these 

roles, the extension director would also make the final selection of new 

extension personnel. The district directors would make decisions in the 

area of professional advancement only where these decisions pertain to the 

county staff, while the extension director would be involved in pro2es­

sional advancement matters that concern specialists, program directors, 

and district directors, in addition to the county staff. 

The extension director is the only position for which resolution of 

conflict is designated a primary role. The extension director is expected 

to resolve conflicts between extension positions and between departments 

but not among county staff. Rather, the district director and the county 

staff themselves are expected to settle conflicts within the county. 

The district directors and extension directors also have some roles 

that would be more of a professional than administrative nature. Persons 

in both of these positions are expected to be involved in state level 

program planning and the district directors are also expected to make 

regional level program planning decisions. Research and personnel train­

ing are primary roles for the district director but the extension director 

and his staff are expected to be involved in research activities only to 

a limited extent and in personnel training not at all. No program methods 

or teaching responsibilities were assigned to persons in either of these 

positions. 

As we would expect) department heads and the extension committee are 

assigned relatively few roles in extension compared to the other positions. 

Since department heads are mainly responsible for the administration of 

their own academic departments, extension activities would be a small part 
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of their job. Of the total of 58 roles included in the study, only ten 

were assigned to the academic department heads. The one primary role for 

this position is that of personnel selection and even this is limited to 

decisions that pertain to the screening and selection of program directors 

and specialists. 

The limited number of roles assigned to the extension committee (a 

total of 13) reflects the part-time basis of their involvement in 

extension activities. We have designated two primary roles for this 

position~ budgeting decisions at the county level and program planning at 

the county and regional levels. Although extension committee members are 

expected to be involved to a very limited extent in other role areas, this 

involvement is consistently limited to decisions or activities within the 

county. 

Disagreement in Role Expectations 

In this study, we have attempted to determine the extent of disagree­

ment in informal role expectations among extension personnel. We found 

that there is more disagreement about the roles for some positions than 

others and also that the amount of disagreement varies from one role area 

to another. As specified previously, disagreement that is relatively 

polarized is defined as role conflict. Where responses are more dispersed 

between positive and negative expectationsg or an dundecided 11 response. 

the roles are defined as discretionary. The frequencies of role conflict 

and discretionary roles for each position are presented in Table 15. We 

have used frequencies rather than percentages in this table since the 

base total of 58 roles is constant for all positions. 

The findings of this study indicate that there is very little 

conflict in informal role expectations in extenstion. There are no 

conflicting expectations for the state staff and only one or two instances 

of role conflict for most of the other positions. The greatest degree of 

conflict occurs with respect to the roles of the district directors and 

program directors. 

Discretionary roles are considerably more prevalent than is role 

conflict. The number of discretionary roles varies from ten for the 

extension committee to twenty for the department heads. There are nt 



47 

TABLE 15: Frequencies of Role Conflict and Discretionary Roles 
for each Extension Position 

POSITION ROLE CONFLICT DISCRETIONARY ROLES 

County Agent 2 17 

Extension Home Economist 1 19 

Specialist 1 ll~ 

Program Director 4 19 

District Director 5 19 

Extension Director 0 13 

Department Head 1 20 

Extension Committee 1 10 
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least two ways of interpreting the relatively frequent occurance of 

discretionary roles. One inference that could be made is that these roles 

are not adequately defined~ resulting in a lack of agreement on whether or 

not, for example? the district directors should decide how a program is to 

be presented. An alternative interpretation would be that whether or not 

persons in a given position are expected to make certain decisions would 

depend on specific and variable circumstances allowing flexibility to 

professionals. It is very likely the case that both of these conditions 

contribute to the lack of agreement in informal expectations which we 

have defined as discretionary roles. 

In the context of the ten different role areas) the greatest amount 

of role conflict occurs in the areas of program planning and relationships 

with other organizations. (See Table 16) We found no role conflict in 

the areas of resolution of conflict or decisions regarding professional 

advancement. 

The largest percentages of discretionary roles occur in the three 

areas concerned with extension personnel: professional advancement. 

personnel training and personnel selection. The area of program planning 

has the lowest percentage of these roles. 

Role Strain 

Part of this study was concerned with the amount of role strain 

experienced by the extension personnel in performing their jobs. The 

findings indicate that role ambiguity is not a serious problem, the 

respondents tend to feel that, at least most of the time, they know what 

their responsibilities are? how much authority they have. where to get 

information and to whom they are responsible. The most ambiguous aspect 

of their jobs is the question of evaluation criteria. 

Role conflict, that is? a perception of contradictory role 

expectations, was found to be slightly more problematic than was the case 

for role ambiguity but does not seem to be a matter of great concern 

among extension personnel. 

Role expectations in an organization can be communicated to the 

personnel in a number of ways, including formal job descriptions which 

tend to be changed infrequently, periodic directives from supervisors~ 
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TABLE 16~ Percentages of Role Conflict and Discretionary Roles 
for Each Role Area 

ROLE AREA ROLE CONFLICT DISCRETIONARY ROLES 

Budgeting Decisions 4 % 23 % 

Program Planning 6 % 14 % 

Program Methods 2 % 35 % 

Teaching 2 % 20 % 

Research 5 % 23 % 

Relationship with 
other Organizations 6 % 27 % 

Resolution of Conflict 0 25 % 

Personnel Selection 2 % 39 % 

Personnel Training 3 % 44 % 

Professional Advancement 0 45 % 
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and informal conversations with colleagues. The effectiveness of such 

communications other than job descriptions is partly related to the 

structure of the organization. In some respects the organizational 

structure of extension may not be conducive to adequate communication of 

role expectations. For example, the dispersement of county staff through­

out the state means that communication among themselves and with persons 

located on the university campus is probably not as frequent as it would 

be if all personnel worked in the same place. Specialists and department 

heads are not only officed in different buildings on campus but many of 

them are also highly involved with their own specialized academic work as 

well as extension activities thus limiting the amount of time they can 

spend interacting with other persons in extension. 

One problem which could be anticipated in cases where disagreement 

over role responsibility occurs is whether persons in a particular position 

tend to assign themselves more or less responsibility than others assign 

to them. For example, if the position of the respondent is related to 

how he or she defines a certain role is there a tendency to seek power 

through greater responsibility, or to avoid responsibility through 

assigning it to someone else$ Although not evident from the tables we 

present herein, there is no such tendency. In some cases in which there 

is position related differences in responses, the program directors or 

district directors may assign themselves tasks which others assign to 

someone else. In other cases, the occupants of these two positions think 

the role under question really should be performed by someone else although 

others may assign the role to one of these types of directors. Indeed, we 

may go further and say that in about as many cases~ the differences in the 

way people define the role of, say, the district director is due to 

differences between the way. say. agents and the state staff see the role, 

while the district directors themselves are divided about the same way 

the remainder of the sample is. In other words. there is evidence that 

~ersons in extension neither attempt to extend their control nor abrogate 

their responsibility. 
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One of the most clear-cut patterns is that within any given 

decision making area, extension personnel legitimize the division of 

responsibility along geographic lines. Extension is organized formally 

along these lines by state~ district~ region; area. and single counties. 

The evidence herein indicates a clear understanding of this structure and 

an approval of it as appropriate. 

Issued in furtherance of cooperative extension work in agriculture and 
home economics, acts of Uay 8 and June 30. 1914, in cooperation with the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture. Roland H. Abraham. Director of Agricul­
tural Extension Service. University of Minnesota. St. Paul~ Minnesota. 
55108. He offer our programs and facilities to all persons without regard 
to race. creed, color, sex, age, or national origin. 
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