le of the Subject-Matter Specialist

Conflicts may arise as specialists attempt to comply
with incompatible demands and expectations of
state and county personnel

T. C. BLALOCK

CENT YEARS the concept of role has assumed a key posi-
in the fields of sociology, social psychology, and cultural an-
logy. It is now frequently used as a central term in the study
structure and functioning of social systems, such as the Co-
ive Extension Service, as well as for the explanation of in-

behavior. The purpose of this paper is to analyze the role
subject-matter specialist with the Cooperative Extension Serv-
a specialist’s point of view. It should be recognized that our
research knowledge of the role of the specialist is inconclu-
d that such an analysis will of necessity be flavored with per-
experiences and observations. Particular attention is given to
t where role conflict is apparent. While most references are to
ral specialists, a study by Harvey indicates that the same
ns may apply to specialists in home economics.*

ion of Role

are many ways in which role can be defined and used in
y of organizations and the behavior of individuals within
tions. The definition by Sargent seems appropriate for this
He defines role as “a pattern or type of social behavior which
situationally appropriate to him in terms of the demands and
J. Harvey, “A Comparative Analysis of the Functions of Specialists in

rative Extension Service, by Broad Subject Areas” (unpublished Ph.D.
of Wisconsin, 1961).
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expectations of those in his group.” In this article, role refers to
the behavior which the specialist feels is appropriate in view of the
demands and expectations of Extension administrators and county
personnel. The terms administration and administrators will be used
to refer to state staff personnel whose responsibilities are primarily
administrative and supervisory—personnel of the Director’s office
as well as district supervisors are included.

While each person in an organization occupies a role that i
unique to that individual, roles usually can be grouped under a fe
broad categories. In Extension, for example, there are rather di
tinct roles for county and home agents, supervisors, and specialists
If an organization is to function effectively and efficiently, it is im
portant that there be agreement on what is expected of individuak
occupying different roles. For, as Bernard points out, a role cann@
be performed alone; it must always have a counterpart.® Thus, con
fusion on the part of one role performer spreads to those who
performing with him.

Lack of agreement on role expectation results in role conflick
In light of this, it has been pointed out that when an actor perceive
himself in a role conflict situation in which there are two incom
patible expectations (A and B), there are four alternative behavios
available by which he can resolve the conflict. He may (1) com
form to expectation A (of the county agent), (2) conform to expee
tation B (of administration), (3) perform some compromise behavia
which represents an attempt to conform in part to both expect:
tions, or (4) attempt to avoid conforming to either expectation.*

Some evidence indicates a lack of agreement between specialis
and related groups on role expectations. Wilkening found consens
among county agents he studied was lowest with respect to th
relationships with state leaders and specialists. Agents were lea
satisfied with their relationships with specialists.®

The role of the specialist, and possible areas of role conflict, ¢
be examined from the standpoint of (1) status, (2) norms, and
power and sanctions. Each of these elements will be analyzed,

2 Stansfeld Sargent, “Concepts of Role and Ego in Contemporary Psychologg
Social Psychology at the Crossroads, eds. John H. Rohrer and Musafer She
(New York: Harper and Brothers, 1951), p. 360.

3 Jessie Bernard, Social Problems at Midcentury (New York: The Dry$
Press, 1959), p. 43.

¢Neal Gross, Ward S. Mason, and A. W. McEachern, Explorations in B
Analysis (New York: John W. Wiley and Sons, Inc., 1958), p. 42.

*E. A. Wilkening, The County Extension Agent in Wisconsin—Perception
Role Definitions as Viewed by Agents, Wisconsin Agricultural Experiment Statl
Research Bulletin 203 (Madison: University of Wisconsin, September, 1957),
37-39.
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from the viewpoint of the specialist, but as he visualizes the
fations of administrators and county agents.

at are some of the functions and relationships that charac-
# the position of a subject-matter specialist? Brown and Deekens
£ out that the Cooperative Extension Service does not conform
pattern of a formal bureaucracy with a hierarchy of offices
ich channels of authority are clearly defined and offices have
dinate-superordinate relationships.® In general the specialist
the administration is his “boss,” but directions are also given
punty staffs. In fact, it would seem that the specialist occupies
nctional position, caught between the expectations of ad-
gration and county staffs, both of whom exercise authority over
pecialist, but each in a somewhat different manner.

¢ seems to be some agreement that the most important job
specialist should be that of training agents in a particular
area. Yet research does not substantiate that this is the way
specialists spend the majority of their time.” There are at
three possible explanations. First, it is much easier for the
salist to keep busy teaching farmers and homemakers than
ng agents to teach. (A couple of good talks can last all win-
Secondly, the specialist feels more secure if the agent is less
trained and therefore dependent upon him. The third reason is
many agents have viewed the specialist as a service agent—or
resource for literature and other material—and not as a trainer
pallS,

8 example of how agents’ perceptions of the specialist’s role
behavior can be found in the dairy Extension section of the
Carolina Extension Service. The dairy staff has accepted
training as their number one responsibility. Recently, how-
when the staff’s time-use was summarized for the year, it was
d that an average of only 12 per cent of their field time had
devoted strictly to agent training. By contrast, staff members
spent an average of 34 per cent of their field time assisting or
ly conducting farmer meetings. While some agent training
f have been done by the specialist when he was teaching farmers,
sory J. Brown and Albert Deckens, “Roles of the Extension Subject-Matter
ist,” Rural Sociology, XXIII (September, 1958), 275.

Tvey, op. cit, pp. 46-76, and Carl N, Scheneman, “The Functions and

fures of Subject-Matter Specialists in the Missouri Cooperative Extension
=" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, University of Wisconsin, 1959), Pp. 48-
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it is generally accepted that this is not an efficient method
training.

A second important function of the specialist has to do with p
gram planning. Andrews found that both specialists and agen
expect a considerable amount of assistance to be given to coun
program planning.* The job description for specialists in No
Carolina states that a primary responsibility is to assist in progr
planning. The specialist is described as the leader in developi
and outlining a state-wide program for his respective subject
in determining emphasis and direction. Raudabaugh found i
Towa, however, that county programs were usually well plann
before the services of specialists were requested.” In Missouri,
per cent of the agents expressed a desire for more specialist h
before the plan of work was developed.* The same situation
exist in other states.

In North Carolina, specialists have generally been instructed
give priority to requests for assistance included in county plans &
work. In fact, filling these requests constitutes a major portion of
program for some departments. This seems inconsistent with i
structions to “develop a program within his subject-matter area
determine emphasis from year to year.” The fact that speci
positions in most states are staff rather than line makes the job
developing and directing a state-wide program even more diffic
For example, suppose an agent devotes little or no time to dairyi
in his county, even though it may represent a sizable portion of
county’s income. With no supervisory or administrative autho
over county personnel and without supervisory and administra
support, the specialists’ hands are almost completely tied.

NORMS FOR THE SPECIALIST'S ROLE

Specialists hold certain norms for the performance of their
agents and administrators also hold norms for this position W
are not always in agreement with those held by the speciali
These incompatible expectations result in role conflict. For ex
ple, one generally accepted norm is that all specialist work must

SW. G. Andrews, “The Role Expectation of the Extension Subject-M
Specialist in North Carolina as Seen by the Specialists and County Agricul
Agents” (unpublished Doctoral dissertation, Cornell University, Ithaca,
1963).

). Neil Raudabaugh, Functions of Extension Specialists, Agricultural
sion Service ST 383 (Ames: Iowa State College, 1952), p. 7.

* Scheneman, op. cit., p. 134.

2 Ibid., pp. 51-62.
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tled through the agent. However, this has been the cause of a
al of anxiety and frustration in some situations, particularly
other educational or commercial interests are involved. The
ituation can arise when a highly influential farmer, who does
along with the local agent, comes directly to a specialist for
ace. The specialist, recognizing that the administration does
h to see such an individual offended, is placed in a most diffi-
psition. Depending upon the particular circumstances, he will
se of the alternatives previously outlined for resolving such
ipatible expectations.
Specialization increases and agriculture becomes more highly
sal, there may be an increasing number of instances of farm-
passing the local agent. One who is forced by the nature of
ponsibilities to be a generalist cannot also act as a technical
b in several fields. As the “stakes get bigger” the farmer is
to be content only with the latest information. Unless the
ist keeps up to date, the farmer may even by-pass him and
ectly to the research worker, The practicality of the task of
g county workers in all phases of technology must be faced.
ample, we find few agents who, after one or two days of spe-
ining, feel competent to advise a dairyman contemplating a
ling and expansion program that may involve an outlay of
00 or more.
¢ are many other agencies and organizations in the field
going intensive educational work with farmers. Personnel of
of these agencies, because of their ability to specialize in a
field, can provide real leadership in a program. In attempting
evelop a statewide program in his subject-matter field” the
ist is inclined to want to enlist the services of such people.
me counties, however, agents jealousy guard their right to
lusive services of the specialist; they see other agency per-
as a threat to their position. Consequently, the specialist,
ing he must conform to the norm of working only through
gent, must pass up this opportunity for enlisting the help of
agency personnel in conducting his program.
the eyes of many, county experience should be a prerequisite
uming a position as specialist. For example, 78 per cent of
posin - Extension personnel felt county experience was of
#” or “very much” importance as a requisite for hiring spe-
s.** Boone found the extent of county experience among spe-

==

dgi H. Austman, “The Functions of Specialists in the Cooperative Exten-
ervice in Wisconsin” (unpublished M.S, thesis, University of Wisconsin,
p- 21.
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cialists to be related to the type of administrative organization
the state level.™® In a survey of all state Extension directors, Wat I
found that only 12 per cent of the states listed county experie
as a requirement for specialists.** Since the work of the specialist
outlined in most job descriptions is quite different from that of
county worker, the important factor may be certain competench
that are sometimes developed through county experience. S
competencies may be developed more efficiently through additio
training in the physical, biological, and social sciences.

POWER AND SANCTIONS

As defined by Loomis and Beegle, power is control over othe
It may result from authority or influence. Authority is viewed
the right to control the action of others, while influence is rega
as control over others in a non-authoritative way. Influence is b
upon such things as skill in human relations, past favors, supe
knowledge of inter-relations, and role performance. Any power
specialist might have over county personnel would fall under
heading of influence. In addition to his technical knowledge,
haps his greatest asset in influencing action of agents and Ex
sion administrators lies in powerful commodity and other orga I
groups with which he may work. Because of close working
tionship (the specialist may have had a major hand in the fo
tion of such organizations) his influence with them is likely to
greater than that of other Extension personnel.

Willingness to conform to the agents’ norms for the posi
affects the specialist’s influence. Perhaps most important of
though, is how well he is liked by those occupying counter positi
Unfortunately, this is often more important than his technical
ity. Many individual cases could be cited where a specialist, po
ing great technical knowledge, was relatively ineffective beca
was not accepted by agents.

There are many sanctions (rewards and penalties) that ma
applied to induce compliance with the norms and objectives f

# Bdgar J. Boone, “The Professional Status of Extension Specialists as
ared with Research-Resident Teaching Staffs of Selected Departments in
Land-Grant Institutions” (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, University of Wisc
1959), pp. 85-86.

u M. O. Watkins, “The Role of the Extension Specialist in the Land
College” (unpublished Doctoral dissertation, School of Public Adminis
Harvard University, 1955), pp. 229-32.

% Charles P. Loomis and Allan J. Beegle, Rural Sociology: The Strat
Change (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc,, 1957), p. 4.
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fon. Administration has the effective reward of promotion and
¥. Administrators often have opportunity for making new or
assignments which may carry considerable prestige. The
e, of course, could be used as a penalty for failure to conform
orms. From time to time financial support beyond that con-
d in the regular budget is needed; the right to give or deny
support is a powerful sanction. Inasmuch as the specialist has
Bdministrative or supervisory authority over agents, he is de-
fent upon the agent’s invitation to his county. This is a most
ive sanction. Furthermore, the specialist has no control over
percentage of county staff resources that will be allotted to his
am; the agent can adjust, in one direction or another, this
nt as a means of obtaining conformity.
re are also sanctions that the specialist can apply, but they
ot as numerous or as effective. By the nature of his position,
gent can get caught in a situation where he urgently needs
the specialist can be readily available or he can be slow in
onding. New programs are usually launched on a state-wide
after a trial period in selected counties. Being selected to par-
te in a pilot study is considered an honor to the county—the
tion of these counties is usually in the hands of the specialist.
being a member of the state staff, the specialist may have op-
unity to help evaluate the effectiveness of an agent. There are
s when, because of his greater technical knowledge, the spe-
st actually has more influence with a particular farmer or group
the agent himself (these may be people who could be a valuable
or a powerful foe for the agent).

[IMARY

By use of the role concept, an effort has been made to examine
role of the subject-matter specialist, particularly in areas where
dict may exist. Such conflict is likely to occur as the specialist
smpts to comply to what are often incompatible demands and
ectations of state and county personnel. Even though research
ings to date can not be considered conclusive, evidence indi-
s that the role of the specialist should be more specifically iden-
od and clarified.

ven though the specialist is responsible to the state administra-
|, the success of his efforts depends in great measure on how well
is received, and his services utilized, by county staffs. To be in
good graces of county personnel he may find his energies being
pended in a direction not altogether in keeping with how he
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thinks his competence can be most effectively utilized. Rese
findings reveal that county staff requests for specialist assistance
not always conform to what they say the specialist role should

At the same time, the specialist may find himself hard pre
to reconcile the actual use of his time with what is set forth in
job description. Part of the discrepancy may be related to tr.
tional norms held for the specialist role (e.g., that he functions o
at request of county personnel). Administrators and county
sonnel have at their disposal certain sanctions (rewards and pe
ties) that can be used effectively in keeping the specialist “in li
less potent sanctions may also be available to the specialist.

This examination of the role of the specialist from the stand
of status, norms, and power and sanctions has approached the s
ject on the assumption that all specialist positions can be exami
from the same point of view, as has been the case for most of
research conducted to date. However, some research evidence
gests that differences exist in expectations held by and for speci
ists, depending on the administrative organization at the state 1
and on the more specific nature of the specialists’ responsibiliti
Perhaps future studies should take such possibilities into accoun
perhaps it may be that all specialists under all circumstances sh
not be expected to function in the same manner and through
same channels. It should also be pointed out that studies condu
to date have been perception and opinion studies, examining
role of the specialist from the standpoint of how Extension pe
nel see it. No research reported here has attempted to measure
cialist effectiveness.



