Individual Behaviour At Work - Personality

In order to manage people, you need to understand people. If you understand why people behave as they do, you may be able to encourage - or change - their behaviour. If you know what types of behaviour make people effective as workers, you may be able to encourage or change their behaviour in such a way as to increase their contribution to organisational goals.

Obviously, individuals differ in their work performance, how they mix with others, their willingness to take risks, and so on. Many of these differences are observable and measurable, although the validity and accuracy of these observations and measurements is open to question.

Physical differences

Individuals are tall or short, fat or thin, or just average! Sensory capacities (sight, hearing, touch and smell) may be important in the work situation. Motor or mechanical skills may also be needed, such as hand/eye co-ordination on a moving production line and in many other lines of work. Physical aptitudes may be closely tied in with other abilities such as cognitive ones (related to thinking) and affective ones (related to the ability to form social relationships).

Differences in intelligence and aptitude

There is an on-going debate about the relative importance of ‘nature’ and ‘nurture’ in determining intelligence. That is, to what extent is intelligence determined genetically and to what extent is it nurtured by environmental factors such as parental support, access to educational play facilities, travel, and quality of schooling? There seems to be evidence that supports both views.

Personality

Personality is widely regarded as a (possibly the) key factor in determining how successful an individual will be in working with others in an organisation.

Personality can be defined as the sum total of all the behavioural and mental characteristics by means of which an individual is recognised as being unique.

Personality gives individuals a distinctive social character.

As with intelligence, there is considerable debate as to whether your personality is inherited (nature) or determined by your environment (nurture).

There are two main approaches to the study of personality:

· The nomothetic approach suggests that:


*
personality is more or less fixed;


*
various elements of personality (traits) are the same from individual to 

individual;


*
individuals possess a selection of traits in compatible clusters, 


effectively dictating personality type

· The idiographic approach suggests that:


*
personality develops through experience;


*
depends on how the individual sees himself/herself;


*
changes in various situations and over time.

The nomothetic approach - traits and types

In their book Organisational Behaviour, Huczynski and Buchanan (1998) argue that if the concept of personality is to be helpful in understanding human behaviour then it is necessary to accept two propositions:

· Human behaviour has stable and enduring characteristics. When we examine the way individuals behave over a period of time we are able to identify regularities in the ‘ways we think and in what we do that can be identified and studied’. In other words, there are consistently observable properties - traits - or the tendency for a person to behave in a particular way.

For example, we may identify someone as being sweet-tempered/bad-tempered, passive/belligerent, etc. Under this approach, individual personality is simply a ‘pick and mix’ from a range of possible traits, each being possessed to a greater or lesser extent.

The term ‘trait cluster’ describes the possession of compatible or related traits. For example, according to H J Eysenck, a leading exponent of this approach, a person who is sociable and expressive is also likely to be impulsive, risk-taking, active, irresponsible and practical. The trait cluster therefore forms an identifiable personality type, e.g. an ‘extrovert’ or ‘introvert’.

· The distinctive properties of an individual’s personality can be measured and compared with others.

Personality tests may measure a variety of characteristics, such as applicants’ skill in dealing with other people, ambition, motivation or emotional stability. Probably the best known example is the 16PF, originally developed by Cattell in 1950.

Other examples include the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator and the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI).

The validity of such tests has been much debated, but it seems that some have been shown by research to be valid predictors of job performance, so long as they are used and interpreted properly. A test may indicate that a candidate is introverted, has creative ability and is pragmatic, but this is only of use if this combination of characteristics can be linked to success or failure in the type of work for which the candidate is being considered.

Huczynski and Buchanan also remind us of the danger of stereotyping in assessing personality. 

We are all informal personality theorists. However, research indicates that many are poor judges of other people’s personalities. 

In social interactions we tend not to draw an all aspects of personality. We usually meet someone in a specific role relationship (e.g. student/lecturer, seller/buyer, doctor/patient). We tend to assess personality in terms of this role relationship. The doctor may appear to be confident and informed when dealing with a patient’s ailments, and the patient may generalise that the doctor is ‘always like that’. However, the patient’s initial view might be challenged if they were to encounter the doctor in other life-roles - wandering around lost in an airport terminal, or standing helplessly by the side of a motor vehicle after engine failure.

Generally speaking, however, we tend to meet people in organisations when they are performing specific roles. As a result we have only a limited insight into their personality.

Management too will inevitably make certain generalised assumptions about the personalities of the individuals they employ, about the type of individuals they would like to employ and to whom they would wish to allocate various tasks and responsibilities.

In summary, the nomothetic approach is built on the assumption that personality is primarily inherited and that environmental factors and experience have a smaller impact.

_____________________________________________________________________
Activity:  Discussion

Do you think an assessment of personality should form part of an organisation’s recruitment process?

What traits might it think desirable?

_____________________________________________________________________
The idiographic approach - the whole person

According to the idiographic approach, personality is the complex product of a dynamic process whereby the individual interacts with his or her environment and other people, through experience. It is concerned with understanding the uniqueness of individuals and the development of the self concept. This approach considers personality development to be a process which is open to change and is not static. It regards individuals as responding to the environment and people around them, and views the dynamics of these interactions as playing a key role in shaping personality.

Self and self-image

Knowing oneself is an important part of an individual’s psychological make-up. Individuals who know themselves and like what they see are far more likely to think kindly of others than individuals who have a poor self-image.

Self-image is something that builds up over many years through psychological and sociological influences. Individuals who receive good feedback about themselves and their performance develop the confidence and security to try out new things, and have a good sense of self-worth.

In the workplace it is important to give positive rewards and encouragement for good performance. Honest appraisal is the best way of helping individuals to know how they are doing. Of course, such appraisal needs to be carried out in an open and positive way rather than on the basis of apportioning ‘blame’. If people regularly praise your hard work, for example, you may have an image of yourself as a conscientious, successful worker. People tend to behave in accordance with their self-image, and how they expect to be treated.

In his book Mind, Self and Society (1934), G H Mead suggested two components to the self:

· The ‘I’ comprises the unique, conscious and impulsive aspects of the behaviour of the individual.

· The ‘Me’ encompasses the wider norms and values of society that each individual learns and internalises.

Mead used the term ‘generalised other’ to refer to the set of expectations that an individual believes wider society has of that person.

‘Me’ is the part of self where these generalised attitudes are organised. The ‘Me’ is simply a mental process that helps us to reflect objectively on our own behaviour.

In contrast, the ‘I’ is an impulsive component of the self. While we have external pressures on us to conform - it is also possible to be creative and to impose elements of the ‘I’ on the wider environment.

Carl Rogers (1947) later represented the two sides of the self as shown below:

	
Self concept




	   The way ‘I’

    see myself
	                                           The way 

                                    others see

                                        ‘Me’


                                                                                                                       

	  What I expect

     for myself
	                                 What others 

                                   expect of

                                      ‘Me’





	The personal self:

  my perceptions,

 motives, feelings


	                                The social self:

                                 how I appear 

                                    to others


Rogers’ two sides of the self
Personality is not stable because over the course of time we are exposed to new experiences and learning, which as a result of perceptions and motivations lead to behaviour changes. The concept of ‘self’ is therefore changed over time. We use the expression personality change to describe the process.

Personality and work behaviour

Personality has an important impact on work behaviour and performance. 

Managers will have to consider the following aspects:

· Individual personality characteristics determine what type of jobs and work situations individuals are most comfortable in. 

A sociable extrovert may be comfortable contributing to working in teams in an open-plan office. An introvert, on the other hand, may be a lot more comfortable working on their own in front of a computer screen. Individuals with neurotic tendencies may find it difficult to work in stressful situations where they are not given a lot of on-going positive feedback and encouragement. Individuals who are perfectionists with a strong achievement orientation may not like working with easy-going individuals who are happy in ‘messy’ work situations.

· The compatibility of an individual’s personality with the systems and management culture of the organisation.

Some people hate to be controlled while others want to be controlled and dependent in a work situation because they find responsibility threatening.

Some people have a strong desire for success and a strong fear of failure. Such people tend to want personal responsibility, moderately difficult tasks and goals and clear, frequent feedback.

· The compatibility of the individual’s personality with that of others in the team.

Personality clashes are a prime source of conflict at work. An achievement-oriented personality, for example, tends to be a perfectionist, is impatient and unable to relax, and will be unsociable if people seem to be getting in the way of performance: such a person will clearly be frustrated and annoyed by laid-back, sociable types working (or not working) around him/her. Even attractive traits, like a sunny disposition, can get on the nerves of people of a different type.

· Individuals can have different drives, depending on their personality and the social and cultural environment in which they were brought up.

D McClelland (The Achieving Society, 1960) carried out a number of studies of what drives people on and acts as a spur to motivation. He identified four main drives.

Achievement motivation

This is a drive that individuals may have to pursue and achieve specific goals that make it possible to climb the ladder of success. Accomplishments of these goals becomes important in its own right. Within an organisation, individuals with a strong achievement drive work hard and believe that they should and will receive personal credit for their efforts. As managers, people with this type of drive will expect employees to have the same achievement-oriented goals and values as themselves.

Affiliation motivation

This drive is to associate with other people on a social basis. Affiliation-driven individuals respond best when they are complimented on their favourable attitudes and co-operation. It is sometimes argued that girls have a stronger affiliation drive than boys. Affiliation-motivated employees and managers seek to surround themselves with friends. However, managers with a strong affiliation drive may find it more difficult to make hard decisions.

Competence motivation

 
This is a drive to be good or competent at something. Performing a job or task well is seen as being a reward in its own right. Competence-motivated employees will seek to master tasks and skills, and strive for solutions to problems. Employees and managers with a competence motivation will generally perform their work duties well.

Power motivation

People with this motivation want to influence others and to change situations. They want to be in control of people and events. This may involve taking risks in order to achieve a position of power. Power-motivated individuals often make effective managers but they may not always be popular. They are most likely to be successful if they seek power for the benefit of the organisation. When power is sought purely for personal reasons, they are unlikely to be successful because of the number of enemies they make.

When incompatibilities based on personality occur, the manager will have to:

· Restore compatibility by, for example, reassigning an individual to tasks more suited to his/her personality type.

· Achieve compromise by encouraging individuals to understand the nature of their differences and perhaps to modify their behaviour if necessary.

· Remove the incompatible personality.
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