View metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk brought to you by X{'CORE

provided by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons

Naval War College Review

Volume 23

Number 4 April Article 8

1970

The Commander and Individual Behavior

Quentin S. Meeker
US. Navy

Follow this and additional works at: https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review

Recommended Citation

Meeker, Quentin S. (1970) "The Commander and Individual Behavior," Naval War College Review: Vol. 23 : No. 4, Article 8.
Available at: https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol23/iss4/8

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Naval War College Review by an authorized editor of U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons. For more information, please contact

repository.inquiries@usnwec.edu.


https://core.ac.uk/display/236333215?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol23%2Fiss4%2F8&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol23?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol23%2Fiss4%2F8&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol23/iss4?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol23%2Fiss4%2F8&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol23/iss4/8?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol23%2Fiss4%2F8&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol23%2Fiss4%2F8&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol23/iss4/8?utm_source=digital-commons.usnwc.edu%2Fnwc-review%2Fvol23%2Fiss4%2F8&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:repository.inquiries@usnwc.edu

Meeker: The Commander and Individual Behavior

39

One of the explanations that has been postulated to explain individual differences
in human behavior is the role theory. In this article the outhor examines this theory
and then, through several examples, illustrates how it applies to the decisions that
must be made by the commanding officer.

THE COMMANDER

AND
INDIVIDUAL BEHAVIOR

A lecture delivered at the Naval War College

by

Lieutenant Commander Quentin S. Meeker, U.S. Navy

It is a universally observed phenome-
non that one man assigned the exact
same job in the same organization will
perform differently than another. F'ur-
ther, thc same man may perform dif-
ferently today than he did yesterday
with no apparent change at all in his
assignments or the conditions under
which they are to be aecomplished. Few
will dispute that this phenomenon
occurs. It does, however, cause some
problems for any organization, in-
eluding a military one, whieh relica to
some degree for both its survival and
success on the conformity and predic-
tability of its members’ performance.
Unpredictable behavior occurs in the
actions of the eommander or skipper
himself as well as in that of the scniors,
juniors, and eontemporaries with whom
he deals.

It is important, first of all, to estab-
lish a theoretical explanation of why we
are exposed to eontinuing behavioral
differences in people. The specific

theory T want to adopt for the purpose
of this discussion is ealled the “role
theory” of individual performance in
organizations.* Using this theoretical
model [ will seek to cxamine two
hypothetical cascs of individual be-
havior differences in the military en-
vironment. Following this, I shall sug-
gest some available tools to cope with
the rolc conflicts which often oceur in
such situations.

In order that we may have a collec-
tive understanding of the language,
there are several terms that should be
defined. A “role” is an organizationally
defined position. We can think of com-
manding officer as a “role,” not any
particular commanding officer, but the

*For a detailed explanation of role theory
sec Daniel Katz and Robert .. Kahn, The
Social Psychology of Organizations (New
York: Wiley, 1966), ehap. 7; or Edgar H.
Schein, Organizational Psychology (Engle-
wood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1965), chap.
6.
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position itsell. The man who is in the
“role,” we shall call the “focal person.”™
Others within or ontside of the organi-
valion who interacl with the “local
Y- . . 13 L]

person” in this particular “role™ we
shall eall “role senders™ for reasons that
will become clear as we proceed.

With this haekground, let us examine
the role of the studenl at the Naval War
College, wilh one of the current stu-
denls being Lthe Tocal person. In this ease
1 have selecled the role sender as a
military faculty adviser. llopefully we
can now cxamine how Lhese people
inleract in lerms of role theory.

The role sender has eertain expecla-
tions. He expeets the sludent Lo be al
school; he expeets hiwm to allend classes;
he expeels him to work on aud com.
plete a rvescareh project. Tle “sends”
Lhese requirements in some manner lo
the studenl, our focal person. Vither he
slales them orally, sends noles, or he
relics upon organizalional vehicles such
as schedules and syllabi Lo transmit his
expeclations. The student, in turn, per-
ceives them. On the basis of what he
pereeives, he adapls hig behavior Lo the
faculty adviser’s expectations. This does
not necessarily mean the one does ex-
actly whatl the other expects; morcly
that he makes some adaptalion in his
behavior, The faculty adviser notes
these changes and makes a comparison
as Lo how the focal person hehaves Lo
whal he, the role sender, expects. This is
the hasic model.

Thig system is nncomplicated; there
ave no confliets; the focal person per-
forms exaclly the desired behavior ex-
peeted by the role sender who noles i,
finds it salisfactory, and approves of the
resull,

Of course, we seldom have such a
stable system. There are always comn-
plicating factors which are basically of
four kiuds. Organizational influence of
some kind affeets hoth people; one or
hoth may he affected by personal fae-
tors or interpersonal factors; and finally

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol23/iss4/8

there may be a communication preb-
lem,

Taking them in order, what organiza-
tional influenecs might be relevant? We
might have a serics of sehednle ehanges
which bave cansed our foecal person Lo
miss a eouple of leclures through sheer
confusion. Now Lhe schedule changes
have not partienlarly bothered the role
sender since he never intended o altend
the lectures anyway. [le may not cven
be aware of the schedule ehanges at all.
Bnt when he learns thal the student
missed lectures “A7" and “Q17,” he
caneludes that the local person has not
hehaved in conformance with his expec-
tations, The role sender may react iu a
numher of ways. He may change his
expectalions; he may send lhem again
more strongly; or be may inleract di-
reclly with the Tocal person lo find oul
wlat happened. In any ease, our system
is no longer slable. The role sender’s
expeetations do not coineide with the
focal person’s behavior. To pul it an-
olher way, the role sender was not able
o predict lhe [oeal person’s per-
[ormance.

[Tow aboul personal faclors? How
may they affect this system? II, for
instance, Lhe studenl was never particu-
larly cnamoredwith the idea of coming
here, but by the infiuite wisdom of a
BuPers detailer was ordered in anyway,
his behayior in the student role may be
radically different than the role sender
expects, The foeal person, in this ease,
might be interested in nothing more
than putting in his 10 months’ lime as
painlessly as possible, which may mean
missing a class or Lwo on a good golling
day. Again, a mismaleh between what
the rele sender expeels and what the
focal person does may oceur; the stable
system is again upsel.

In the arca of interpersonal factlors,
we mighl hypothesize the following
situation. Upon firsl mecling, our role
sender adviser and our focal person
sludenl have a personal clash of sowe

sort. Perhaps it has nothing Lo do with
2
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the particular relationship we are ex-
amining, hut neverthcless the student is
alienated and harhors resentment. He
then determines to avoid doing anything
he perceives the faculty adviser wants,
Thus, the stronger and elearer the
sender’s expectations are sent, the more
nonconforming the behavior of the
focal person beeomes,

[astly, even with no problems re-
enlting from personal, interpersonal, or
organizational conflicts, we can witness
loss of stability in this system cansed by
communication problems between the
sender and the focal person. In this
regard there are three possible points of
distortion in our model, First, the role
sender may imperfeetly translate his
expeetations into messages, 1t he really
expeets the student to attend each and
every eluss faithfully, does a mere class
schiedule convey this idea? Perhaps not.

Seeondly, what is sent by the role
sender may be distorted by the focal
person during receplion. This is particu-
lorly common when the sender is trying
to pass on expectalions of improved
behavior over what has been observed
thus far. Il the sender says, with a little
wry smile, *I noticed you were missing
from yesterday’s sceminar,” he may
mean, “Don’t do it again!™ Bnt the
foeal person may receive it as, “[ think
you were smurt, il wasn’l any good
anyway.” This kind of communication
problemn can raise more havoe with the
stability ol the system than anything
else, especially when, as is often the
ease, neither the sender nor the foeal
person are aware that this en route
digtortion has luken place,

The third point of communication
distortion will occur within the foeal
person himselt in choosing a behavior
appropriate to whal he has received,
perhaps quite accurately, as an expeela-
tion. Suppose, for inslance, the adviser
indieates quile clearly to the student
that his written reports for a given
scininar need  improvement.  Suppose
also that the studenl understands this

and accepis it. Now he decides that
appropriate behavior is longer reports—
more pages. The sender, on the other
hand, expeels betler quality and, if
anylhing, lewer pages. Stability is lost
again.

Up to this poinl we have restricted
our model, quile unrealistically, Lo one
role sender. We still get a number of
possible vartations in the achievement of
the nltimate goal of this whole system -
acceplable behavior of the foeal person
in the role of student. Now we compli-
cate it by adding more role senders,
There are ohviously more in the real
world, Our loeal person’s fellow stu-
dents, for instance, are certainly role
senders in this scheme. They expeet him
Lo act more or less like Lthey do, agreeing
with their gripes, passing on to them
information that he may have and they
may need, and doing or not doing a
variety of other lasks. The security
officer is a role sender he expeels our
local person to keep elassified material
safeguarded. The duty olfieer is a role
sender—he expects the student to sign
that checkout sheet on his door when
he leaves. There are a very large number
of role senders Lo the student in this one
single role.

Now let us go back to the point
where none of the complicating organi-
vattonul or other factors have had an
effect; let us consider a sitnalion with
one role sender in addition to the
faculty adviser. In our single role sender
environment, the one we established
with the adviser, let us assume a stable
system: Lhe behavior of the student
exactly matcheg the expectations of the
adviser. Enter into the maodel a seeond
role sender, a civilian, graduate program
professor, This new sender makes it
clear that by the end of next week he
expects a 10-page paper on the Spiro
Agnew-Chet Huntley debates. Our tocal
person receives this clearly, and has all
intentions of hehaving aceordingly, that
is, doing the necessary reading and
writing Lhe paper. Bul he has also

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1970
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received from the faeulty adviser a
seminar requirement for the develop-
ment of a staff study, also duc next
week. This expectation he has also
received very elearly, and he expects to
eomply with it—until he figures out he
does not have time to do both as well as
cxpected. Here we have what is called
“role eonflict.” There are a number of
factors that will influcnce what the
student will do, but the point is we have
two role sender-focal person relation-
ships which by themselves are perfectly
stable. Together, though, they bring
ahoul a variation in the behavior of the
focal person. If we inelude all the role
senders that have expectations of our
foeal person in his role as student, even
maintaining potentially stable one-to-
one relationships, we can verify that the
presence of conflict bhetween two or
more senders’ expectations is pgoing to
he the only predictable elcment in the
system.

The problem does not end there, of
course. Our focal person is not just a
student; he has other roles. e is a
husband, a father, naval aviator, mayhe
a community leader, and a dozen other
things. They are all roles that he is
filling simultaneously. Our foeal person,
in other words, at auy given point in
time is not only filling one role, but
many, cach with its own separate set of
role senders. The numher and combina-
tions of possible interrole conflicts in
such an environment are probably infi-
nite, even if we postulate no confliets
within a given role. Further, it is un-
realistie to assume, as many do, that we
can somehow turn roles on and off at
our eonvenience. We eannot say, “Okay,
these 8 hours you are in a student role
and no longer in the hushand role.” If
the husband rolc caused the student
some problems recently, it will in-
evitably have an effect on his per-
formance in the student role, regardless
of any altempt to ignore it.

Well, the end result of this great,
intricate, dynamic system with auy one

person filling several roles simul-
taneously, each of which has the capa-
bility and high probability of generating
conflict, is great variation in a person’s
response and a certain unpredictahility
of performanee any time we have a
human being involved. It is, in fact,
amazing Lhat we get any predietability
at all, We will not furthcr complieate
this model. The key conclusion of the
theory for our purposes is that much of
what we classily as individual differ-
ences in hehavior stems not from hasic
personality characteristics but  from
ever-echanging conflict situations gen-
erated largely from outside the man
himsell.

Now let us examine the joh of
military commander, the role of the
commanding officer, and see if we ean’l
find some eommon, everyday occur-
rences of role conflict. Article 0701,
Navy Regulations, says, in part, Lhe
following ahout the commanding of-
ficer: “T'he responsibility of the eom-
manding officer for his command is
absolutc. . . . The authority of the com-
manding officer i8 commensurate with
his responsibility.” Apparently, then,
his authority is also ahsolute, But, in
artiele 0202A of the same regulations it
goes on io say this: “All eommanding
officers and others in authority in the
naval serviee are required to show in
themselves a good example of virtue,
honor, patriotiem, and subordination.”™
We have here the seeds of conflicting
expeetations from the same role sender,
the Navy Department, on the focal
person, lhe commanding officer. Article
0701 says, “You've got it Charley. You
do everything you have to do.” But
0702A adds parenthetically, “Be sure
you do what you're told.” Of conrse, as
long as what he is told to do does not
eonflict with what he would do anyway,
there is no problem. Unfortunately, this
is not always the ease.

*Emphasis supplied.
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Imagine, as a hypothetical cxample, a
carrier task group at sea with a CVA and
several destroyers. These ships are tran-
giting from the East Coast to the Med at
a speed of 15 knots on a dark and foggy
night. Visthility is only a few hundred
yards. One of the destroyer captains in
the van of the screen begins Lo get
seriously coneerned about his speed.
There just might be a small vessel out
there that will not be seen until too late.
At about this point, while he is con-
sidering the safety prohlem, the OTC
signals a speed change to 25 knols. His
heat judgment tells him to slow down in
the interests of prudence, nol speed up.
In fact, article 0701 gives him both the
responsibility and the authority to do
just that. On the other hand, U702A
says he i to earry out orders, and,
further, he happens to know that the
Admiral over on the carrier takes a dim
view of cxcessive eaution. The potential,
unfavorahle effect on his fitness report
is all too clear in his mind. Still, if he
executes the speed signal without ob-
jecting and docs happen to eollide with
another vesscl, il is article 0701 that the
Navy will remember, and he will be the
onc who gets the ax.

The result of all this is that his
hehavior is not predictahle in this situa-
tion. Nor will his behavior necessarily
coineide with that of the other skippers.
Each captain has been presented with a
confliet which he will resolve somehow.
One man may tell the admiral he eon-
siders it unsafe and refuse to speed up.
Another may tell him he considers it
unsafe, but he will execute it if ordered
to do 8o, Still a third may just speed up
without comment. The important thing
to note here is not whether one course
of action is right or wrong but that the
DD skippers’ actions are not predie-
table. If some plan of the Admiral’s,
unknown to them, dependes upon the
signaled speed being executed by all
units, the Admiral now has problems
that he did not anticipate. Bul he eould
have anticipated them had he been

aware of the role conflict inherent in
this situation.

l.et us examine a seeond case. The
ghip is in port for a couple of weeks in
preparation for a major gunnery exer-
eise. The commanding officer makes it
rather clear to the weapons officer that
e expects a 4.0 performance of all his
systems during the coming exereise—fire
eontrol, computers, guns, the whole
works—and that he expeets the weapons
officer to take all neeessary preeautions
and steps Lo ensure this happens. T'hen,
as i8 his habit, the commanding officer
spends most of the next 2 weeks away
from the ship, leaving in-port care and
housekeeping matters to the XO. Un-
known to the commanding offieer, the
XO sends, also rather clearly, to the
weapons officer his expeetations that all
of his topside spaces will he taken down
and painted hefore the ship goes to sea
again. 'T'his, of course, is consistent with
the ecaptain’s standing expeclations as
role sender to the XO as foeal person.
The weapons officer, howeyer, faced
with limited manpower and hours, now
has a problem. Complicating it, he has
role cxpectations cmanating from his
enlisted people as senders that they will
gel some time off the ship during this
brief in-port period. lle can resolve this
conflict in several ways.

lle may let the deck work slip or
accept sloppy work in this area in order
to devote his primary effort to readying
the weapons systems. Or he may just do
enough on the weapons systems to
make them operahle and go to town on
the deek areas to keep the XO happy.
Or he may try and do both, working his
department almost around the clock,
figuring, probahly foolishly, that he ean
ignore his subordinates’ liberty expecta-
tions without sericus repercussions. No
matter what choice he makes, some
senders are going to observe behavior on
his part inconsistent with their expecta-
tions; and they will react somewhat
unpredictably to that, setting off a
whole ¢hain of unpredictable reactions

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1970
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throughout the organization, all stem-
ming trom this initial role conflict in
which the weapons officer found him-
self.

There are any number of other ex-
amples we could explore, but these two
serve to illustrate the point. Role con-
flict is a tact of life leading to a certain
amount of unpredictability in individual
behavior. Now how can a commanding
officer cope with these variations?

The first requirement is to be aware
of this all-pervasive characteristic of
conflict. If he predicates his planning on
exact conforming behavior of other
humans in his organization, of every-
body carrying out his orders to the
letter (and what he meant, not neces
sarily just what he said), he is in for
disappointment. His planning must e
flexible enough to allow for variability
in human bhcehavior, because it is going
to occur.

Secondly, he can take efforts to
resolve conflictss when he discovers
them, particularly when dealing with
subordinates. In our second case, he
might have relaxed his standing expecta-
tions of 4.0 smartness to his XO for this
particular in-port period. Or if he felt
that this was all important, he might
have told the weapons officer that
operability of his equipment above
some bare minimum was satistactory for
this operation. Or if he thought both
were necessary, he might have sent his
expeclations to the crew of the ship of
the necessily for long working hours
during this period. In any event, the
commanding officer, regarding his own
units, has a unique advanlage in such
conflict resolutions. Because of his
position, his expectations are liable to
receive more vmphasis than those of
anyone else. Morcover, if he fails to
resolve the conflict, someone below him
will. But if he takes steps to resolve it,
he can reduce somewhat the unpredic-
tability ot the human behavior in the
system.

How to deal with the problem when

he is the junior man such as in the first
example is obviously not so clear. The
burden there belong~ on the senior
generating the conflict to resolve it. But
there is no way for the commanding
officer to ensure that this is attempted.
He can, however, be sure that the
existence of conflict in a given instance
is known, for he can report it. [n some
cases that will perhaps be enough. The
senior generating conflict must realize
that he is contributing to the unpredic-
tability in behavior of the entire sytem
before any improvement can be ex-
pected.

[n summary, we have looked at one
view, the role theory view, of explaining
why human beings in organizations do
not hehave predictably. What | have
tried to show is that some of the
primary determinants are not inherent
in the man but evolve from what I have
described as role conflicts. The reason
Seaman Jones is a loasy worker may not
be that he is basically a bum, has always
been a bum, and always will be one. The
cause just might be found in role con-
flict, something that can be corrected
without sending Jones to the brig. 1f it
is, and we take pains to resolve or
reduce this conflict, it will be cheaper
and less painful for all parties involved.
It might even lead to improved per-
formance.
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