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ABSTRACT 

This article explores the intricate, bi-directional relationship between role conflict and stress 

management through a combined socio-psychological lens. Role conflict, stemming from 

incompatible expectations across or within social and professional roles, is a potent antecedent to 

occupational and psychological strain. By synthesizing foundational theories from sociology (e.g., 

Role Theory, Symbolic Interactionism) and psychology (e.g., Transactional Model of Stress and 

Coping, Person-Environment Fit), the paper elucidates how macro-social structures and micro-

individual interpretations contribute to employee distress. It aims to review the literature, detail the 

theoretical underpinnings of both disciplines, and assess the practical applicability of these concepts in 

the working environment. The discussion highlights the importance of proactive coping strategies 

and organizational interventions to mitigate the detrimental effects of role stress on individual well-

being and organizational productivity. Ultimately, a holistic socio-psychological perspective offers a 

more robust framework for understanding and effectively managing the pervasive challenges of 

modern work life. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The modern working environment, characterized by rapid technological change, globalization, and the 

blurring of boundaries between professional and personal life, has amplified the prevalence of 

occupational stress. Central to this stress is the phenomenon of role conflict, a critical socio-

psychological construct. Role conflict arises when an individual is confronted with incompatible 

expectations from two or more social roles they occupy (e.g., employee and parent, or manager and 

friend), or from conflicting demands within a single role (Inter-role vs. Intra-role conflict, 

respectively) (Kahn et al., 1964; Rizzo et al., 1970). The resultant tension is a significant contributor to 

psychological strain, physical health issues, reduced job satisfaction, and high turnover intention (Van 

Sell et al., 1981). 

This article aims to provide a comprehensive socio-psychological fathom of role conflict and stress 

management. By drawing from both sociological theories, which focus on structural demands and 

societal expectations, and psychological models, which emphasize individual perception and 

coping mechanisms, we can develop a richer, more nuanced understanding of these ubiquitous 

workplace challenges. Effective stress management is not merely an individual responsibility but a 

dynamic process involving interaction between the person and their environment, requiring strategic 

organizational and personal interventions. The following sections will detail the conceptual landscape, 

review the relevant literature, explore core theories, and examine the applicability of these concepts 

within organizational settings. 
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REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Role conflict and stress have been topics of intense scholarly interest since the seminal work on 

organizational stress by Kahn and colleagues in the 1960s. The literature, however, reveals two 

distinct but convergent streams of research, one rooted in sociology and the other in psychology, 

which must be synthesized for a complete understanding. 

The Sociological Perspective: Role and Structure 

The sociological perspective fundamentally views role conflict as a systemic issue, a byproduct of the 

social structure and the institutionalized expectations placed upon individuals. 

● Role Theory and Structural Functionalism: Drawing initially from Talcott Parsons' work on 

social systems, the traditional view holds that roles are the building blocks of social order 

(Parsons, 1951). Role conflict, from a Functionalist standpoint, is a temporary dysfunction that 

disrupts social equilibrium (Doc McKee, n.d.). For example, the conflict faced by a working 

mother is seen as a clash between the institutionalized role expectations of a dedicated employee 

and a nurturing parent—expectations often rooted in historical gendered divisions of labour. 

● Symbolic Interactionism: In contrast, the Symbolic Interactionist perspective, influenced by 

Erving Goffman (1959), focuses on the micro-social level. This view posits that role conflict is 

less about rigid social structure and more about how individuals perceive, interpret, and 

negotiate the expectations of their role-set in real-time. Stress arises from the individual's effort 

to reconcile these subjective, often contradictory, symbolic meanings (Straus, 2002, as cited in 

EBSCO, n.d.). The conflict is managed through a process of role-taking and role-making, where 

the person actively shapes their performance based on perceived audience and interaction. 

The Psychological Perspective: Perception and Coping 

The psychological literature centres on the individual's appraisal of the situation and their coping 

response to the resultant strain. The focus shifts from the source of the demands (social structure) to 

the experience of the demands (stress). 

 

Google Image 

● The Stress-Strain Process: Psychological research has consistently demonstrated that role 

conflict is a strong antecedent to psychological and physiological strain symptoms (Jackson & 

Schuler, 1985). This is often conceptualized as the Role Stress Process, where role conflict 

creates uncertainty, which in turn leads to felt stress (Kahn et al., 1964; Research Gate, n.d.). 

● Coping Mechanisms: Stress management, from a psychological standpoint, is primarily 
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addressed through coping strategies. Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) Transactional Model of 

Stress and Coping is foundational, defining stress as a mismatch between perceived demands 

and perceived resources. Coping is categorized into: 

○ Problem-focused coping: Strategies aimed at managing or altering the source of the stress 

(e.g., clarifying role expectations with a supervisor). 

○ Emotion-focused coping: Strategies aimed at reducing the emotional distress associated 

with the stress (e.g., emotional venting, exercise, cognitive reappraisal) (Latack, 1986). 

Research on conflict styles and coping further suggests that proactive strategies (e.g., 

integrating or dominating a conflict) are more effective at reducing the negative impact of 

role conflict than reactive/passive styles (Research Gate, n.d.). 

Objectives 

This socio-psychological fathom has three primary objectives: 

1. To synthesize the sociological and psychological theoretical frameworks of role conflict to offer 

a holistic understanding that moves beyond siloed disciplinary analyses. 

2. To identify and detail the core psychological and sociological theories that explain the 

emergence of role conflict and the mechanisms of stress management. 

3. To explore and evaluate the practical applicability of these theoretical concepts for diagnostic 

and intervention strategies in modern working environments. 

THEORIES OF ROLE CONFLICT AND STRESS MANAGEMENT 

Sociological Theories 

● Role Theory (Structural Focus): As discussed, this macro-theory posits that role-sets (all roles 

occupied by a person) are susceptible to Inter-role Conflict (e.g., work/family) and Intra-role 

Conflict (e.g., conflicting demands from multiple supervisors in the same job). Sociological 

analysis here often investigates how institutionalized expectations, like gender roles, 

systematically create more conflict for certain groups (e.g., women in high-status professions) 

(Thought Co, n.d.). 

● Social Network Theory: This theory expands the concept of the role-set to the role network, 

arguing that the relationship between the focal person and the role senders (supervisors, 

colleagues, family) significantly moderates the effect of role conflict on stress. Strain in the social 

network (e.g., perceived power of the sender) directly influences the severity of the stress 

experienced (Research Gate, n.d.). 

Psychological Theories 

● The Person-Environment (P-E) Fit Theory: This is a crucial psychological framework. It 

suggests that stress arises when there is a lack of fit between the characteristics of the person and 

the characteristics of their environment. In the context of role conflict, a poor P-E fit occurs when 

the job demands exceed the individual's abilities (supply-demand misfit) or when the job 

environment fails to meet the individual's needs (needs-supplies misfit) (McGrath, 1976). 

● Transactional Model of Stress and Coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984): This theory is 

indispensable for understanding stress management. It emphasizes that a stressful event (e.g., role 

conflict) requires a two-stage cognitive appraisal: Primary Appraisal (Is this a threat?) and 

Secondary Appraisal (Can I cope with this?). The coping response that follows is what 
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determines the ultimate stress outcome (or strain). Successful stress management, therefore, is 

rooted in the individual's perceived self-efficacy to manage the role demands. 

APPLICABILITY IN THE WORKING ENVIRONMENT 

The theoretical understanding of role conflict and stress is highly relevant to organizational health and 

performance. The costs of unmanaged role conflict include decreased productivity, high absenteeism, 

emotional exhaustion/burnout, and low job satisfaction (Safe Work NSW, 2016). 

ORGANIZATIONAL-LEVEL INTERVENTIONS (SOCIOLOGICAL APPLICATION) 

Addressing role conflict at the organizational level involves structural and systemic changes, 

primarily informed by Role Theory: 

● Role Clarity and Differentiation: The most direct intervention is ensuring that job 

descriptions, reporting lines, and task objectives are clearly defined to prevent Intra-role 

conflict (conflict within a role) and minimize overlap (Safe Work NSW, 2016). 

● Flexible Work Arrangements: Promoting Work-Life Balance (WLB) through flexible 

scheduling or remote work directly mitigates Inter-role conflict between professional and 

personal life (e.g., Work-Family Conflict or WFC). 

● Conflict Management Systems: Implementing formal and informal processes for dispute 

resolution and mediation helps to constructively manage the conflicts that arise from 

incompatible expectations among team members or supervisors. 

INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL INTERVENTIONS (PSYCHOLOGICAL APPLICATION) 

Stress management is often targeted at the individual's capacity to cope, informed by the 

Transactional Model: 

● Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs): Providing counselling and resources to help 

individuals develop emotion-focused coping strategies (e.g., cognitive restructuring, 

mindfulness) to manage the psychological strain. 

● Resilience and Coping Training: Teaching problem-focused coping skills, such as time 

management, prioritization, and assertive communication, empowers employees to proactively 

address and manage role demands (Safe Work NSW, 2016). 

● Promoting Psychological Detachment: Research indicates that the ability to psychologically 

detach from work during non-work hours is crucial for recovery and reducing the spill-over of 

stress into family roles (Bakker & Demerouti, 2013). 

CONCLUSION 

Role conflict and stress management are inextricably linked phenomena that shape the modern 

experience of work. A comprehensive socio-psychological approach reveals that role conflict is not 

solely an individual failing but a pervasive tension generated by the interaction between societal 

structures (conflicting role expectations) and individual appraisal (coping resources and 

perception). The organizational environment must move beyond simply providing stress relief to 

actively designing a work system that minimizes structural role ambiguity and conflict. By applying 

integrated sociological and psychological theories, organizations can implement both structural 

clarity and coping skill development, thereby fostering a more supportive and sustainable 

environment that promotes employee well-being and enhances long-term productivity. Future research 

should focus on the efficacy of integrated, multi-level interventions that address both the root 
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structural causes of conflict and the individual's capacity for resilient coping. 
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