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Situational strength is considered one of the most important situational forces at

work because it can attenuate the personality–performance relationship. Although

organizational scholars have studied the consequences of situational strength, they have

paid little attention to its antecedents. To address this gap, the current study focused on

situational strength cues from different social sources as antecedents of overall situational

strength at work. Specifically, we examined how employees combine situational strength

cues emanating from three social sources (i.e., coworkers, the immediate supervisor, and

top management). Based on field theory, we hypothesized that the effect of situational

strength from coworkers and immediate supervisors (i.e., proximal sources of situational

strength) on employees’ perceptions of overall situational strength on the job would be

greater than the effect of situational strength from the top management (i.e., the distal

source of situational strength). We also hypothesized that the effect of situational strength

from the distal source would be mediated by the effects of situational strength from the

proximal sources. Data from 363 full-time employees were collected at two time points

with a cross-lagged panel design. The former hypothesis was supported for one of the

two situational strength facets studied. The latter hypothesis was fully supported.

Keywords: situational strength, clarity, constraints, coworkers, the immediate supervisor, top management,

psychological distance, field theory

INTRODUCTION

“To explain social behavior it is necessary to represent the structure of the total situation and the

distribution of the forces in it.”

—Kurt Lewin (1939; p. 868).

As Lewin (1939) stated, a central predictor of human behavior is the situation within which
the behavior is enacted. An important characteristic of the situation is its “strength.” Situational
strength is defined as “implicit or explicit cues provided by external entities regarding the
desirability of potential behaviors” (Meyer et al., 2010). Strong situations can pressure individuals
to act in similar ways by providing very clear indicators as to what behavior is most appropriate
(Mischel, 1968; Meyer et al., 2010). For example, a red traffic light represents a strong situation
in which the appropriate behavior is to stop one’s vehicle; in contrast, a yellow traffic light is a
weak situation in which some drivers may stop whereas others may attempt to speed through
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the intersection before the light turns red (Mischel, 1977;
Cooper and Withey, 2009). Examples of strong situations in
organizational settings might include a formal dress code, an
organizational motto such as “The Customer is King/Queen,”
and very specific instructions from a supervisor regarding how
to perform a task.

Because of its potential to influence (i.e., inhibit or produce)
behavioral variation, social scientists have referred to situational
strength as “the most important situational moderating variable”
(Snyder and Ickes, 1985; p. 904). Within the context of the
workplace, situational strength has been conceptualized as a
multifaceted construct that includes the clarity of the situational
cues from the environment, the consistency of the different
situational strength cues, the constraints on the employee’s
freedom of decision and action, and the consequences of
workplace decisions and actions (Meyer et al., 2010, 2014). Meyer
et al. (2014) found weak-to-moderate relationships (r =−0.22 to
0.49) between the facets and several job characteristics, including
feedback (i.e., information from external sources regarding one’s
performance; Kluger and DeNisi, 1996), role conflict (i.e., the
incompatibility or incongruence of different job requirements;
Rizzo et al., 1970), autonomy (i.e., “the degree to which the
job provides substantial freedom, independence, and discretion
to the individual in scheduling the work and determining the
procedures to carry it out”; Hackman and Oldham, 1974; p. 258),
and production responsibility (i.e., “the cost of errors in terms of
both lost output and damage to expensive equipment”; Jackson
et al., 1993; p. 754).

These at-best moderate empirical relationships can be
explained by the fact that situational strength differs from
the other situational constructs in terms of breadth. For
example, notwithstanding the similarity in nomenclature, the
situational strength facet of constraints is more general than
older conceptualizations of constraints (cf. Peters and O’Connor,
1980): although both conceptualizations pertain to a reduction
in the number of options available to the employee (due to
restrictions imposed by, for example, the supervisor), the older
conceptualization further assumes that only good options are
abridged whereas the situational strength conceptualization is
concerned with the extent to which options of all kinds are
abridged (Meyer et al., 2010). As another example, the situational
strength facet of clarity encompasses role clarity (i.e., information
that defines the boundaries of the employee’s work roles),
work behavior prescribed by organizational and societal culture
(Gelfand et al., 2006), instructions from the supervisor regarding
how to perform tasks properly, and coworker-generated norms
regarding backing-up behavior (Meyer et al., 2010, 2014).
As these examples suggest, situational strength represents a
broad, psychologically-based conceptualization of situational
forces applicable across a variety of situational units (e.g.,
jobs/occupations, roles, tasks, events; Dalal et al., 2014).

Many organizational scientists have highlighted situational
strength as an important psychological construct in the
workplace because of its outcomes (Johns, 2006; Meyer et al.,
2010): most notably, the fact that it weakens the extent
to which employee behavior can be predicted via employee
personality (Murphy, 2005; Meyer et al., 2014). In particular,

several studies have examined situational strength vis-à-vis the
validity of the Big Five personality traits (i.e., agreeableness,
conscientiousness, extraversion, neuroticism, and openness to
experience; McCrae and Costa, 1985; Costa and McCrae, 19921)
in the prediction of job performance. For example, a meta-
analysis found that the relationship between the personality
trait of conscientiousness and job performance was weaker in
occupations characterized by strong situations (e.g., “nuclear
equipment operation technicians”; Meyer et al., 2009; p. 1,088)
than in occupations characterized by weak situations (e.g.,
“poets, lyricists, and creative writers”; Meyer et al., 2009; p.
1,088). A more recent meta-analysis found that all the Big Five
personality traits were less predictive of job performance in
occupations where work processes involved strong situations
(e.g., structured work, decision-making constraints) than in
occupations where work processes involved weak situations
(e.g., unstructured work, decision-making autonomy; Judge
and Zapata, 2015). As another example, a recent large-
sample study of 17 manufacturing organizations found that the
relationship between conscientiousness and employee safety-
related behavior was weaker in organizations characterized by
strong safety climates (i.e., strong safety-related situations) than
in occupations characterized by weak safety climates (i.e., weak
safety-related situations; Lee and Dalal, 2016). As for employees’
perceptions of overall situational strength on their jobs, a
recent field study found that the effects of two personality
traits (conscientiousness and agreeableness) on organizational
citizenship behavior (i.e., a dimension of job performance defined
as voluntary behavior that improves the functioning of the
organization and benefits its members; Dalal, 2005) were weaker
for employees who perceived the situational strength associated
with their job to be high than for those who perceived it to be
low (Meyer et al., 2014). Several additional examples exist in the
organizational literature (e.g., Barrick and Mount, 1993; Bowling
et al., 2015).

Although organizational scientists have acknowledged the
importance of the outcomes of situational strength on the job
(as indicated by the examples in the previous paragraph), little
attention has thus far been paid to the antecedents of situational
strength. To date, three conceptual papers have discussed the
potential antecedents of situational strength at work. The first
conceptual paper proposed that the strength of societal culture
(i.e., the degree to which deviance from norms is tolerated
in societies characterized by different cultures) would exert
cross-level effects on the strength of organizational cultures
(Gelfand et al., 2006). The second conceptual paper proposed
that situational strength on the job would be created by (among

1Agreeableness is characterized by trust, straightforwardness, altruism,

compliance, modesty, and tender-mindedness; conscientiousness is characterized

by competence, order, dutifulness, achievement striving, self-discipline,

and deliberation; extraversion is characterized by warmth, gregariousness,

assertiveness, activity, excitement-seeking, and positive emotions; neuroticism

is characterized by anxiety, angry hostility, depression, self-consciousness,

impulsiveness, and vulnerability; and openness to experience is characterized by

fantasy, appreciation of aesthetics, receptiveness to inner feelings, willingness to

try different activities and consider new ideas, and readiness to reflect on values

(Costa and McCrae, 1992; see also Judge et al., 2013).
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others) various interpersonal sources in the organization, and
would be communicated through channels such as formal
policies and procedures and informal norms (Meyer et al.,
2010). The third conceptual paper proposed that an individual’s
perceptions of situational strength cues would be influenced by
the strength of the individual’s personality (indicated by the
consistency of personality-relevant behavior across situations;
Dalal et al., 2015). The mechanisms proposed in these conceptual
papers have not yet been empirically studied in relation to
employees’ perceptions of situational strength at work. This
is unfortunate because prediction, explanation, and control—
the goals of science—require research on antecedents of the
construct. Thus, the current study focuses on where (within
an organization) the situational strength cues emanate (i.e.,
sources of situational strength) and how employees combine the
situational strength cues emanating from different sources.

Knowledge of the sources of situational strength would
provide us with a better psychological understanding of how
people experience the situational forces acting on them. This
understanding, in turn, would advance situational strength
theory. It would also facilitate the more applied goal of shaping
situational strength to achieve desired effects. Consider an
organization that wishes to create strong situations encouraging
the enactment of conscientious behavior even by employees
who score low on dispositional (i.e., trait) conscientiousness
(Meyer et al., 2009). For instance, to increase situational strength
in terms of social inclusion of individuals with disabilities, it
would be beneficial for top management to identify and train
allies who can demonstrate inclusive behavior, reemphasize
organizational policies, and confront social exclusion at different
units in the organization (Sabat et al., 2014). To accomplish
this objective successfully, top management would need to
understand the situational strength implications of the various
human resources practices at different organizational units (Dalal
and Meyer, 2012), which is possible by understanding how
employees combine the situational strength emanating from
different sources.

Sources of Situational Strength at Work
A number of important sources can influence an employee’s
perceptions of overall situational strength on the job. Drawing
from the literature on reference group and role theories
(Gouldner, 1957, 1958; Blau and Scott, 1962; Adams, 1976;
Aldrich and Herker, 1977; Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978; Reichers,
1985; Becker, 1992, 2009; Becker and Billings, 1993; Judge
and Locke, 1993; Becker et al., 1996), sources of situational
strength could be categorized into two broad categories: Internal
sources (i.e., sources that are inside the organization, such as
coworkers) and external sources (i.e., sources that are outside the
organization, such as customers).

The current paper examines the situational strength
emanating from three internal sources—namely, coworkers,
the immediate supervisor, and top management. These are the
three social situational sources that have been most studied by
organizational researchers interested in examining employee
reactions (e.g., job satisfaction) to various aspects of the work
situation (Dalal et al., 2011). The reason extant research on

job satisfaction considers these three sources to be particularly
worthy of research focus—and the reason we do as well—is that
only certain types of employees deal with customers, vendors, or
other external social sources, whereas virtually all employees deal
with top management, the immediate supervisor, and coworkers
(Smith et al., 1969; Dalal et al., 2011). Therefore, research on the
three social sources of situational strength should be applicable
to virtually all employees in virtually all organizations.

We use field theory (Lewin, 1939, 1943, 1951) to examine
how employees make sense of the behavioral cues emanating
concurrently from these three social sources to form a unified
perception of situational strength on the job. Field theory
posits that the environment surrounding an individual can be
conceived of as a field or system of forces, and that the behavior
of an individual in a specific situation is a function of the
individual’s personality and various situational forces (Lewin,
1939, 1943). Situations may emerge as barriers and opportunities
to express behavior (Lewin, 1951); these represent strong and
weak situations, respectively (Mischel, 1968). Here, we elaborate
on how situational strength from different sources might emerge
in an organizational setting.

Organizational research has long established that
organizations are social systems (Katz and Kahn, 1978)
consisting of interrelated entities such as employees, clients,
and managers (Blau and Scott, 1962; Salancik and Pfeffer,
1978). Organizational entities (also called “role senders”) seek
to motivate employees to behave in certain ways to achieve
work-related goals (Reichers, 1985). As such, organizational
entities compose various sources of situational strength, varying
in their nature and in the level of abstraction of informational
cues guiding employee behavior.

The three social sources, which are the focus of the
current study, can be distinguished on the basis of theories of
organizational structure (e.g., Stratified Systems Theory; Jaques,
1976). These theories posit that organizations can be viewed as
having five hierarchical levels: Front-line employees, first-line
supervisors, middle managers, directors, and top management
(or “C-suite” executives such as the Chief Executive Officer
and the Chief Financial Officer). The focal employees in the
current paper are employees who fall within any of the first
three hierarchical levels. Moreover, based on previous research
showing that employees do not make fine-grained distinctions
between specific levels of management higher than their
immediate supervisor (Herzberg et al., 1957; Dalal et al., 2011),
the current paper distinguishes only between the immediate
supervisor and top management.

Coworkers act as the employee’s social and task partners
(Chiaburu and Harrison, 2008). Immediate supervisors allocate
tasks, provide performance feedback, and communicate the
organizational goals set by top management (Jacobs and McGee,
2001; Zaccaro and Klimoski, 2001). Top management creates
and communicates strategic vision throughout the organization
(Jacobs and McGee, 2001; Zaccaro and Klimoski, 2001) and
influences the behavior of employees through interventions
geared toward formal reward systems, technological factors (e.g.,
work flow process), physical settings (e.g., architectural design),
and social factors (e.g., interactive processes at the individual,
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group, and intergroup levels; Cardy and Selvarajan, 2001). As a
result of these differences in the functions and communications
of the sources of situational strength, each source should provide
a part of the whole amount of situational strength exerted on an
employee (Locke, 1976; Judge and Locke, 1993).

Indirect evidence for this notion comes from two meta-
analyses. The first meta-analysis demonstrated that contextual
variables from various sources (e.g., the leader, task properties)
typically exhibit incremental validity over each other vis-à-
vis criteria such as job attitudes and performance (Podsakoff
et al., 1996). The second meta-analysis demonstrated that
social influences from coworkers provide incremental validity
beyond social influences from leaders vis-à-vis criteria such
as job involvement and withdrawal (Chiaburu and Harrison,
2008). As such, we predict that all three sources of situational
strength contribute uniquely to employee perceptions of overall
situational strength:

Hypothesis 1: Perceptions of situational strength from coworkers,

the immediate supervisor, and top management explain unique

variance in perceptions of overall situational strength on the job.

Moreover, according to field theory, the psychological
distances of environmental factors from the employee predict
their level of impact on the employee’s behavior (Lewin,
1943). Specifically, psychologically proximal factors tend to
exert stronger effects than psychologically distal factors. In
organizations, psychological distance has been conceptualized
as the frequency of meaningful interaction: the greater the
frequency of meaningful interactions an employee has with
a source, the more proximal the source should become to
the employee (Becker, 2009). Employees likely work in closer
physical proximity to and have more frequent interactions
with coworkers and immediate supervisors than with top
management (Allen, 1977; Sias and Cahill, 1998). As a result
of close proximity and shared goals, employees develop close
friendships with their coworkers (Sias and Cahill, 1998), and
they report stronger feelings of attachment and identification
with both coworkers and immediate supervisors than with top
management (Becker, 1992). Moreover, top management can
be distanced from the employees in terms of hierarchical rank
or social status, suggesting that employees have a lower sense
of attachment and identification with top management (Bloom,
1999; Halevy et al., 2011, 2012).

These findings suggest that employees have more frequent
meaningful interactions with their coworkers and immediate
supervisors than with their top management. In sum, coworkers
and the immediate supervisor are considered to be more
proximal sources of situational strength and top management
is considered to be a more distal source of situational strength.
We therefore suggest that psychologically proximal sources of
situational strength have stronger effects than psychologically
distal sources on employees’ perceptions of overall situational
strength on the job:

Hypothesis 2: Psychological proximity positively predicts

perceptions of overall situational strength on the job, such that

the effect of more proximal sources (i.e., situational strength

attributable to coworkers and the immediate supervisor) on overall

situational strength is stronger than the effect of the more distal

source (i.e., situational strength attributable to top management).

Another characteristic of the work situation in general, and
therefore situational strength in particular, is that the situation at
one level of analysis can influence the situation at another level,
and that this multilevel influence can manifest in a top-down
manner (Johns, 2006). Along these lines, the distal-proximal
framework of motivational theories posits that the influence of
distal motivational predictors is transmitted through proximal
motivational predictors (Kanfer, 1991). Extant applications of
this approach relevant to the current study are found in
organizational leadership research. For example, Osborn et al.
(2002) postulated that the stronger a top leader’s connections
with his or her subordinate managers, the more likely he or
she would be to influence the work environment of those at the
bottom of the organizational hierarchy. Berson and Avolio (2004)
showed that information regarding strategic organizational goals
(which are set by CEOs) was disseminated to department
managers through vice presidents and division managers.
Similarly, Mayer et al. (2009) showed that the ethical leadership
behavior of supervisors mediates the relationships between the
ethical leadership behavior of top management and outcomes
(i.e., organizational citizenship behavior and counterproductive
work behavior) at lower levels of the organizational hierarchy. As
such, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 3: The relationship between perceptions of situational

strength (SS) from the distal source (i.e., top management)

and perceptions of overall situational strength is mediated by

perceptions of situational strength from proximal sources (i.e.,

coworkers and immediate supervisor).

The overall conceptual model is displayed in Figure 1.

METHODS

Participants and Procedure
We recruited respondents through Amazon.com’s Mechanical
Turk (MTurk), an online labor market where requesters
(e.g., researchers) recruit workers (e.g., respondents) for the
completion of human intelligence tasks (e.g., surveys) in
exchange for compensation. Research has shown that MTurk

FIGURE 1 | Conceptual model. CW, Coworkers; IS, The immediate

supervisor; TM, Top management.
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participants provide data at least as reliable as data obtained
through traditional research methods (Buhrmester et al., 2011;
Holden et al., 2013). In recent years, MTurk has become an
increasingly popular recruitment tool among social scientists
(Amir et al., 2012; Fast et al., 2012; Crump et al., 2013; Giacopelli
et al., 2013) because it provides instant access to a respondent
pool with wide demographic diversity (Ipeirotis, 2010; Casler
et al., 2013).

We used a cross-lagged panel design (Farrell, 1994; Kline,
2011) to collect survey data on the focal variables at two time
points, separated by 2 weeks2. In accordance with this design,
the focal variables (i.e., overall situational strength and situational
strength from the three sources) were measured at both time
points (see Table 1 for details), and all the other variables
(i.e., demographics, frequency of interaction with the sources,
and identification with the sources) were measured at Time 1
only. Sample sizes for Time 1 and Time 2 were 451 and 372,
respectively (82% retention rate across time points). Nine cases
were excluded because they showed one or more abnormal
response patterns (Johnson, 2005; Huang et al., 2012) associated
with insufficient effort responding: namely, had more than 50%
missing data, included the same response to all situational
strength items, and/or had survey completion times greater than
two standard deviations from the mean (McGrath et al., 2010).
Elimination of these 9 cases led to an effective sample size of
363, which included four cases with less than 50% missing data.
Individual analyses were conducted with complete cases (using
listwise deletion of missing data). The sample sizes for individual
analyses after listwise deletion varied between 359 and 3633.

The final sample consisted of 55% U.S. and 45% Indian
employees, was 29% female, and had a mean age of 33 years (SD
= 9.30 years). As per the requirements for participation in the
study, all respondents were fluent in English, worked at least 30 h
per week in an organization with at least 50 employees (i.e., had
a sufficient number of coworkers), and had at least two levels of
management above them (i.e., had separate immediate supervisor
and top management personnel).

The survey was administered using Qualtrics (http://www.
qualtrics.com), an online platform for researchers to develop
and administer survey questionnaires through the Internet. For
reasons discussed subsequently, two facets of situational strength
were assessed: clarity and constraints (Meyer et al., 2010).
For each facet of situational strength, we measured perceived
situational strength emanating from three sources (coworkers,
the immediate supervisor, and topmanagement) as well as overall
situational strength. Situational strength items for each facet-
source combination were presented on a separate page of the

2A very short time interval is more likely to suffer from carryover effects, whereas a

very long interval increases the chance that a change in status could occur; a 2-week

interval is believed to be a good balance between the two (Marx et al., 2003). A 2-

week interval is also commonly chosen in psychological survey designs involving

two waves of data (e.g., Hideg and Ferris, 2017).
3Main analyses were also conducted on a data set that excluded the four cases

with less than 50% missing data (N = 359). The substantive conclusions did not

change when we restricted the analyses to only the subset of respondents with

complete data. Accordingly, we report the results obtained from analyses with

listwise deletion of missing data.

survey. The order of the pages, and of the items within a page,
was randomized so as to prevent order effects.

Measures
We measured perceived situational strength using an adapted
version of Meyer et al.’s Situational Strength at Work (SSW)
scale (Meyer et al., 2014). The original scale included four facets
of situational strength (i.e., clarity, constraints, consistency, and
consequences). However, in the current study, due to the need
to measure multiple sources of situational strength associated
with each facet of situational strength, survey length constraints
precluded the possibility of assessing all four facets of situational
strength.

We therefore included measures of one “positive” and one
“negative” facet of situational strength (see José et al., 2011).
A positive facet of situational strength is one that is related
positively to job attitudes (e.g., job satisfaction and organizational
commitment) and one for which an inadequate supply of
situational strength (i.e., preferred levels < actual levels) leads
to worse job attitudes than an excess supply (i.e., actual levels
> preferred levels). A negative facet, in contrast, is one that is
related negatively to job attitudes and one for which an excess
supply of situational strength leads to worse job attitudes than an
inadequate supply. The situational strength facet of consequences
(i.e., the extent to which workplace decisions and/or actions have
important implications; Meyer et al., 2010) can involve both
positive and negative consequences to the employee; hence, we
did not include it.

We also did not include the facet of consistency. This facet
(a positive situational strength facet) is typically defined as the
congruency across various sources of situational strength (Meyer
et al., 2010). As a result, this facet is incompatible with the current
paper’s purpose of “unpacking” the various sources of situational
strength.

We therefore focused on the remaining two facets of
situational strength: clarity (i.e., “the extent to which cues
regarding work-related responsibilities or requirements are
available and easy to understand”, Meyer et al., 2010; p. 125)
and constraints (i.e., “the extent to which an individual’s freedom
of decision and action is limited by forces outside his or her
control”, Meyer et al., 2010; p. 126). See Table 1 for items,
instructions, and response options.

Psychological distance from the sources of situational strength
was assessed via frequency of interaction and identification with
sources of situational strength. SeeTable 2 for items and response
options. See Table 3 for descriptive statistics, scale reliabilities,
and inter-correlations for all measures.

We additionally assessed longitudinal measurement
invariance (in Mplus 7) for the situational strength measures
so as to ensure that respondents interpreted these measures in
a conceptually similar manner at both time points. According
to the approach recommended by Vandenberg and Lance
(2000), we tested for longitudinal measurement invariance
with a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) approach. First, to
establish a baseline fit (also referred to as configural invariance),
we conducted a multi-sample analysis with the same factor
structure within each group but no invariance restriction on
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TABLE 1 | Situational strength measure modified from Meyer et al. (2014).

Situational strength from sources* Overall situational strength**

Clarity items*** 1 ...provided you with specific information about your

work-related responsibilities?

2 ...provided you with straightforward information about what you

need to do to succeed?

3 ...provided you with easy-to-understand information about work

requirements?

4 ...told you exactly what to expect at work (on your job)?

5 ...provided you with information about how to properly do your

job?

6 ...told you exactly what is expected from you at work (on your

job)?

7 ...provided you specific information about which tasks to

complete?

1 ...have you been provided with specific information about your work-

related responsibilities?

2 ...have you been provided with straightforward information about what

you need to do to succeed?

3 ...have you been provided with easy-to-understand information about

work requirements?

4 ...have you been told exactly what to expect on your job?

5 ...have you been provided with information about how to properly do

your job?

6 ...have you been told exactly what is expected from you on your job?

7 ...have you been provided with specific information about which

tasks to complete?

Constraints items*** 1 ...prevented you from making your own decisions?

2 ...applied constraints that prevented you from doing things in

your own way?

3 ...prevented you from choosing how to do things?

4 ...limited your freedom to make decisions?

5 ...applied procedures that prevented you from working your

own way?

6 ...limited what you could do?

7 ...restricted when or how you could do things?

1 ...have you been prevented from making your own decisions?

2 ...have constraints been applied that prevented you from doing things

in your own way?

3 ...have you been prevented from choosing how to do things?

4 ...your freedom to make decisions has been limited?

5 ...have procedures been applied that prevented you fromworking your

own way?

6 ...has what you could do been limited?

7 ...has when or how you could do things been restricted?

*Time 1 prompt, To what extent have (has) coworkers with whom you interact most frequently/your immediate supervisor/top management in your organization.... Time 2 prompt, During

the past week, to what extent have (has) coworkers with whom you interact most frequently/your immediate supervisor/top management in your organization...

**Time 1 prompt, Think about your job as a whole. Overall (all things considered), to what extent... Time 2 prompt, Think about your job as a whole during the past week. Overall (all things

considered), to what extent...

***Response Scale. 1, Not at all; 2, To a slight extent; 3, To a moderate extent; 4, To a large extent; 5, To a very large extent.

TABLE 2 | Measures of frequency of interaction and identification with sources of situational strength.

Item(s)

Frequency of interaction with the sources* How frequently do you interact with your coworkers/your immediate supervisor/top management in your organization?

Identification with the sources** 1 When someone criticizes [the source of situational strength]***, it feels like a personal insult.

2 When I talk about [the source of situational strength], I usually say “we” rather than “they.”

3 The successes of [the source of situational strength] are my successes.

4 When someone praises [the source of situational strength], it feels like a personal compliment.

5 I feel a sense of “ownership” for [the source of situational strength].

Frequency of interaction and identification with the sources were measured at Time 1 only.

*Response Scale. 1, Never; 2, Less than once a month; 3, Once a Month; 4, 2–3 Times a Month; 5, Once a Week; 6, 2–3 Times a Week; 7, Daily.

**Items were adapted from Becker’s (1992) organizational identification measure. Response Scale: 0, Not Applicable; 1, Strongly Disagree; 2, Somewhat Disagree; 3, Slightly Disagree;

4, Neither Agree nor Disagree; 5, Slightly Agree; 6, Somewhat Agree; 7, Strongly Agree.

***The source of situational strength=The coworkers with whom I interact most frequently/my immediate supervisor/the top managers in my organization.

loadings. Next, to evaluate whether the participants attributed
the same meanings to the latent constructs across time points
(also referred to as metric invariance), we re-estimated the
measurement model with an equality constraint placed upon
factor loadings across two time points. To evaluate whether
the meanings and the mean levels of the latent constructs
remained the same across time points, we tested the scalar
invariance by setting factor loadings as well as intercepts to be
equal across time points4. As can be seen in Table 4, metric

4Vandenberg and Lance (2000) note that a factor variance/covariance invariance

test could be used to accompany the test of configural variance or metric

invariance. Vandenberg and Lance (2000) also note, however, that support for an

invariance was demonstrated for both clarity and constraints
(with scalar invariance furthermore being demonstrated for
constraints), indicating that the latent constructs of situational
strength (i.e., clarity and constraints) were equally well
represented across both time points by the measure used in
the study.

overall variance/covariance invariance test indicates that tests for specific aspects

of measurement equivalence are neither needed nor warranted; moreover, the

rejection of the variance/covariance invariance hypothesis is uninformative of

the particular source of measurement inequivalence. Accordingly, to evaluate

measurement equivalence of the focal variables we tested a series of increasingly

restrictive hypotheses.
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TABLE 4 | Longitudinal measurement invariance results.

Test χ2 df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR 1χ2

Clarity Baselinea 2983.875 1,456 0.924 0.920 0.054 0.038

Metric Invarianceb 3002.157 1,480 0.924 0.921 0.054 0.039 18.282 (p > 0.05)

Scalar Invariancec 3045.119 1,504 0.923 0.922 0.053 0.040 42.962 (p < 0.05)

Constraints Baselinea 3178.261 1,456 0.927 0.923 0.057 0.029

Metric Invarianceb 3201.797 1,480 0.927 0.924 0.057 0.031 23.536 (p > 0.05)

Scalar Invariancec 3235.698 1,504 0.927 0.925 0.057 0.031 33.901 (p > 0.05)

Strict Invarianced 3313.727 1,532 0.924 0.924 0.057 0.032 78.029 (p < 0.05)

N = 359. Red colored font indicates the highest level of invariance achieved.

χ2, Chi square statistic; df, Degrees of freedom; CFI, Comparative Fit Index; TLI, Tucker-Lewis Index; RMSEA, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation; SRMR, Root Mean Square

Residual.
aBaseline fit was established via a multi–sample analysis with no longitudinal invariance restriction.
bMetric invariance was tested by placing equality constraints upon factor loadings across the two time points. Support for metric invariance indicated that participants attributed the

same meanings to the latent constructs across time points.
cScalar invariance was tested by setting factor loadings and intercepts to be equal across the two time points. Support for scalar invariance indicated that the meanings and the mean

levels of the latent constructs remained the same across time points.
dStrict invariance was tested by adding an additional constraint of equal errors across the two time points.

RESULTS

Hypothesis 1 stated that perceptions of situational strength from
each source would explain unique variance in perceptions of
overall situational strength on the job. Hypothesis 2 built on
this by stating that the effects of proximal sources of overall
situational strength on the job would be stronger than those
of the distal source. The assumption underlying Hypothesis 1
was that employees would distinguish among situational strength
cues emanating from different sources. We began by testing this
assumption with CFA. The results (see Table 5) showed that, for
both clarity and constraints at both time points, a 4-factor model
with situational strength from coworkers, situational strength
from the immediate supervisor, situational strength from top
management, and overall situational strength as distinct factors
fit the data well and significantly better than not only a 1-factor
model (whereby all situational strength items of a facet at a given
time load on a single construct) but also all possible 3-factor
models (all chi-squared difference tests yielded p < 0.01). The
assumption that employees would distinguish among situational
strength from different sources was therefore supported.

The assumption underlying Hypothesis 2 was that coworkers
and the immediate supervisor were more proximal sources
of situational strength and that top management was a
more distal source of situational strength. Mean levels of
frequency of interaction and identification with the sources of
situational strength (see Table 3) and comparisons of the means
for proximal vs. distal sources (see Table 6), which showed
significant differences (p < 0.01), revealed support for this
assumption.

Moreover, as can be seen inTable 3, situational strength scores

from the three sources (i.e., the predictors in this study) were
significantly (p < 0.05) and positively inter-correlated. When
usingmultiple, meaningfully correlated predictors, both bivariate
correlations and regression coefficients from the full model
(containing all predictors) can provide misleading conclusions

regarding the relative importance of predictors—and therefore a
technique such as relative weight analysis is preferred (LeBreton
et al., 2007). Relative weight analysis reveals the unique
contribution of each predictor variable to the overall model R2

considering the existence of other predictors (LeBreton et al.,
2007). We used Tonidandel and LeBreton (2015) RWA-WEB
tool to obtain the relative weight of proximal vs. distal sources
of situational strength—and thereby to test Hypotheses 1 and 2.

Analyses were performed separately for the clarity and the
constraints facets of situational strength. In all analyses, the
criterion (i.e., overall clarity or overall constraints) measured at
Time 2 was regressed on the predictors (i.e., clarity or constraints
from the sources) measured at Time 1, with overall situational
strength measured at Time 1 used as a statistical control, as
recommended for evaluating causal relationships in two-wave
longitudinal studies (Cole and Maxwell, 2003).

Table 7 summarizes the relative weight analysis results.
For comparison purposes, standardized regression weights (β)
are also reported. The lower bound of the 95% confidence
interval for the relative weights excluded zero for every source
of the clarity and constraints facets of situational strength—
thereby supporting Hypothesis 1. In contrast, support for
Hypothesis 2 depended on the facet of situational strength
under consideration. For clarity, the rescaled relative weights
for coworkers and the immediate supervisor were actually
lower than the rescaled relative weight for top management—
thereby falsifying Hypothesis 2. For constraints, however, the
rescaled relative weights for coworkers and the immediate
supervisor were higher than the rescaled relative weight for top
management—thereby supporting Hypothesis 2.

Hypothesis 3, which stated that the relationship between
perceptions of situational strength from the distal source and
perceptions of overall situational strength would be mediated by
the perceptions of situational strength from proximal sources,
was tested separately for clarity and constraints via mediation
analyses in SPSS using Hayes’s PROCESS macro with 1,000
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TABLE 5 | Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) results for Hypothesis 1.

Model χ2 df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR 1χ2

Clarity time 1 4-factor 822.665 344 0.935 0.928 0.067 0.038

3-factor Alt1 2203.662 347 0.747 0.724 0.131 0.165 1380.997**

3-factor Alt2 2072.809 347 0.764 0.743 0.126 0.139 1250.144**

3-factor Alt3 1351.327 347 0.863 0.851 0.096 0.058 528.662**

3-factor Alt4 2276.679 347 0.737 0.713 0.133 0.137 1454.014**

3-factor Alt5 2114.751 347 0.759 0.737 0.120 0.109 1292.086**

3-factor Alt6 1997.366 347 0.775 0.755 0.123 0.131 1174.701**

1-factor 4904.150 350 0.488 0.447 0.190 0.156 4081.485**

Constraints time 1 4-factor 798.366 344 0.946 0.941 0.065 0.031

3-factor Alt1 2015.223 347 0.801 0.783 0.124 0.112 1216.857**

3-factor Alt2 1730.519 347 0.835 0.820 0.113 0.068 932.153**

3-factor Alt3 1364.388 347 0.879 0.868 0.097 0.054 566.022**

3-factor Alt4 2437.331 347 0.751 0.729 0.139 0.151 1638.965**

3-factor Alt5 2110.446 347 0.791 0.771 0.127 0.142 1312.08**

3-factor Alt6 1347.877 347 0.881 0.870 0.096 0.053 549.511**

1-factor 4045.265 350 0.646 0.617 0.171 0.115 3246.899**

Clarity time 2 4-factor 776.715 344 0.948 0.943 0.063 0.035

3-factor Alt1 1920.393 347 0.812 0.795 0.120 0.095 1143.678**

3-factor Alt2 1821.326 347 0.824 0.808 0.116 0.098 1044.611**

3-factor Alt3 1033.127 347 0.918 0.911 0.079 0.045 256.412**

3-factor Alt4 1808.275 347 0.825 0.809 0.116 0.071 1031.56**

3-factor Alt5 1718.364 347 0.836 0.821 0.112 0.082 941.649**

3-factor Alt6 1723.755 347 0.835 0.820 0.112 0.089 947.04**

1-factor 3991.200 350 0.652 0.624 0.170 0.105 3214.485**

Constraints time 2 4-factor 882.375 344 0.944 0.939 0.071 0.030

3-factor Alt1 2027.331 347 0.826 0.811 0.124 0.086 1144.956**

3-factor Alt2 1691.157 347 0.861 0.848 0.111 0.054 808.782**

3-factor Alt3 1332.598 347 0.898 0.889 0.095 0.041 450.223**

3-factor Alt4 2272.478 347 0.801 0.783 0.133 0.090 1390.103**

3-factor Alt5 1941.864 347 0.835 0.820 0.121 0.091 1059.489**

3-factor Alt6 1564.777 347 0.874 0.863 0.106 0.053 682.402**

1-factor 3934.146 350 0.707 0.684 0.169 0.084 3051.771**

N = 359–363. **p < 0.01.

χ2, Chi square statistic; df, Degrees of freedom; CFI, Comparative Fit Index; TLI, Tucker-Lewis Index; RMSEA, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation; SRMR, Root Mean Square

Residual.

3-factor Alt1=IS (the immediate supervisor) and CW (coworkers) combined as one factor; 3-factor Alt2, IS and TM (top management) combined as one factor; 3-factor Alt3, IS and OA

(overall) combined as one factor; 3-factor Alt4, CW and TM combined as one factor; 3-factor Alt5, CW and OA combined as one factor; 3-factor Alt6, TM and OA combined as one

factor.

TABLE 6 | Frequency of interaction and identification: comparison of proximal vs. distal sources.

Comparison Mean difference Standard deviation Standard error mean Confidence interval

of difference

t (df)

Frequency of interaction with CW vs. TM 2.44 1.77 0.09 [2.25, 2.62] 26.27** (362)

Frequency of interaction with IS vs. TM 2.12 1.76 0.09 [1.94, 2.30] 22.95** (362)

Identification with CW vs. TM 1.28 1.67 0.09 [1.11, 1.45] 14.61** (362)

Identification with IS vs. TM 0.55 1.20 0.06 [0.42, 0.67] 8.65** (362)

N = 363. df, Degrees of freedom. **p < 0.01. CW, Coworkers; IS, The immediate supervisor; TM, Top management. Mean Difference > 0 (which was always the case here) means

that frequency of interaction and identification are higher for CW or IS than for TM.
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bootstrap samples (Hayes, 2013). Following recommendations
for longitudinal mediation (Cole andMaxwell, 2003; MacKinnon
et al., 2007), we tested two mediation models (summarized in
Figures 2, 3 and Tables 8, 9). Figure 2 and Table 8 show that
the effect of perceptions of clarity from top management on

TABLE 7 | Summary of relative weight analyses for the effect of situational

strength from sources on overall situational strength.

Predictor β RW CI-L CI-U RS-RW (%)

CRITERION = OVERALL CLARITY T2 [R2
= 0.33; F(4, 358) = 43.45;

p < 0.001]

Clarity from CW T1 0.20 0.08 0.0353 0.1288 23.59

Clarity from IS T1a 0.05 0.04 0.0164 0.0744 11.94

Clarity from TM T1 0.34 0.14 0.0854 0.2141 44.47

Overall clarity T1 0.14 0.06 0.0301 0.1118 20.00

CRITERION = OVERALL CONSTRAINTS T2 [R2
= 0.43; F(4, 358) = 68.51;

p < 0.001]

Constraints from CW T1b 0.29 0.13 0.0855 0.1913 30.78

Constraints from IS T1 0.14 0.10 0.0661 0.1430 23.73

Constraints from TM T1 0.03 0.07 0.0407 0.1065 16.52

Overall constraints T1 0.31 0.13 0.0798 0.1738 28.97

Overall Clarity/Constraints, Perceptions of overall clarity/constraints on the job; T1, Time

1; T2, Time 2; CW, Coworkers; IS, The immediate supervisor; TM, Top management; β,

standardized regression weight; RW, raw relative weights that sum to the R2 of the model;

CI-L, lower bound of confidence interval for the raw relative weights; CI-U, upper bound

of confidence interval for the raw relative weights; RS-RW (%), relative weights rescaled

as percentages of the R2 of the model, which sum to 100%.
aThe relative weight for this variable significantly differs (CI = −0.1804 to −0.0392) from

the relative weight of Clarity-TM (T1).
bThe relative weight for this variable significantly differs (CI = 0.0006 to 0.1314) from the

relative weight of Constraints-TM (T1).

The 95% confidence intervals (CIs)—corresponding to a significance test at alpha=0.05—

for the individual weights of situational strength from the sources and all corresponding

significance tests were based on bootstrapping with 10,000 iterations, as recommended

by Tonidandel et al. (2009).

perceptions of overall clarity is partially mediated by perceptions
of clarity from coworkers and the immediate supervisor. Figure 3
and Table 9 show that the effect of perceptions of constraints
from top management on perceptions of overall constraints is
fully mediated by perceptions of constraints from coworkers and
the immediate supervisor. In sum, Hypothesis 3 is supported5.

DISCUSSION

Given the importance of situational strength in predicting
employees’ behavior and the assumption that situational strength
can be exerted on employees by multiple sources simultaneously,

5As alluded to in the Participants and Procedure section, in the Time 1 survey,

we included questions assessing: (1) age, (2) number of years worked with the

current immediate supervisor, (3) number of years worked with the current

top management, (4) number of years completed in the current organization,

(5) number of years completed in the current job, (6) gender (male; female;

other), (7) whether the respondent considers himself or herself to be a part of

the organization’s top management (yes; no), and (8) whether the respondent

considers his or her immediate supervisor to be a part of the organization’s top

management (yes; no). After controlling for the continuous variables (i.e., variables

1–5), in addition to the original control variable of overall situational strength

at Time 1, substantive conclusions from the RWA and mediation analyses were

identical to those reported in the Results section. For the non-continuous variables

(i.e., variables 6-8), we conducted the RWA and the mediation analyses separately

for each group (using only male vs. female in the case of gender): If results did

not vary across groups, then we can conclude that the control variables had no

influence on the focal analyses. Results did not vary across the two groups of

variables 6–8 for all but one analysis. The one exception is that the mediating

effect of constraints from coworkers on the relationship between constraints from

top management and overall constraints was stronger for the respondents who

considered their immediate supervisors to be top management. This is in line with

our overall findings (and field theory; Lewin, 1939, 1943, 1951): The influence from

top management should be stronger if top management includes one’s immediate

supervisor. Besides, the mediating effect was established regardless of whether an

employee considered his or her immediate supervisor to be top management.

Readers who are interested in the version of the focal analyses that include the

control variables can contact the first author.

FIGURE 2 | PROCESS results for clarity facet of situational strength. N = 363; *p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01; CW, Coworkers; IS, The immediate supervisor; TM, Top

management; T1, Time 1; T2, Time 2; Overall Clarity, Perceptions of overall clarity on the job.
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FIGURE 3 | PROCESS results for constraints facet of situational strength. N = 362; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01; CW, Coworkers; IS, The immediate supervisor; TM, Top

management; T1, Time 1; T2, Time 2; Overall Constraints, Perceptions of overall constraints on the job.

TABLE 8 | Mediation of the effect of clarity from top management on overall clarity

through clarity from the immediate supervisor and from coworkers.

Point

estimate

Products of coefficient Percentile 95% CI

S.E. t Lower Upper

DIRECT EFFECT

0.08 0.03 2.36** 0.01 0.14

INDIRECT EFFECTS

Clarity from CW 0.11 0.02 5.71** 0.07 0.15

Clarity from IS 0.21 0.03 7.51** 0.16 0.27

TOTAL 0.31 0.03 9.36** 0.25 0.39

N = 363. **p < 0.01. CI, Confidence interval; S.E., Standard error; CW, Coworkers; IS,

The immediate supervisor. Control variable = Perceptions of overall clarity on the job at

Time 1.

it is important to assess how employees develop perceptions of
overall situational strength on the job. The current paper sought
to answer this question with a focus on situational strength from
both distal (i.e., top management) and proximal (i.e., coworkers
and the immediate supervisor) sources. We moreover examined
the impact of these three sources with regard to two facets
of situational strength: clarity and constraints. Confirmatory
factor analyses showed that employees distinguished between
the various sources of situational strength. Relative importance
analyses showed that, as hypothesized, perceptions of both clarity
and constraints from each of the three sources explained unique
variance in the perceptions of overall situational strength.

With regard to the relative importance of situational strength
from the sources, as hypothesized, employees attached more
importance to constraints from proximal sources compared to
constraints from the distal source. Contrary to expectations,
however, employees attached more importance to clarity from
the distal sources compared to clarity from proximal sources.

TABLE 9 | Mediation of the effect of constraints from top management on overall

constraints through constraints from the immediate supervisor and from

coworkers.

Point

estimate

Products of coefficient Percentile 95% CI

S.E. T Lower Upper

DIRECT EFFECT

−0.04 0.04 −0.84 −0.12 0.05

INDIRECT EFFECTS

Constraints

from CW

0.08 0.02 4.35** 0.05 0.12

Constraints

from IS

0.30 0.04 7.81** 0.23 0.38

TOTAL 0.38 0.04 8.52** 0.30 0.47

N = 362. **p < 0.01. CI, Confidence interval; S.E., Standard error; CW, Coworkers; IS,

The immediate supervisor. Control variable= Perceptions of overall constraints on the job

in Time 1.

Finally, as expected, proximal sources mediated the effect of the
distal source on overall situational strength for both clarity and
constraints.

How might the unsupportive relative importance results in
the case of clarity be explained? In other words, why does clarity
from the distal source have a greater impact than clarity from
the proximal sources on overall clarity? A way to approach this
question is to build on our previous discussions on the nature of
situational strength emanating from the sources.

The impact of top management on the employee may operate
throughmultiple channels. For example, as alluded to previously,
top management may shape organizational arrangements such
as formal reward systems, technological factors such as work
flow processes, and even physical settings such as architectural
design (Cardy and Selvarajan, 2001)—all of which influence
employee behavior. Moreover, top management, charged with
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the strategic planning for the entire organization, creates a
vision and establishes broad, long-term goals (Jacobs andMcGee,
2001; Zaccaro and Klimoski, 2001). Top management’s messages
reflecting the organization’s values and long-term objectives—
perhaps communicated to every employee through periodic
organization-wide emails—could help the employee see the “big
picture” and put the employee’s job tasks into context. In other
words, whereas communications from the immediate supervisor
may help the employee understand what to do, communications
from top management may help the employee understand the
overarching rationale for what he or she is doing. Consequently,
the perceived clarity of informational cues emanating from top
management may be more influential than the perceived clarity
of informational cues from proximal sources in forming the
employee’s perceptions of overall clarity on the job.

These arguments are consistent with findings from job
satisfaction research, which indicate that top management
sometimes exerts an effect on the employee that is stronger than
the effects of more proximal sources such as the immediate
supervisor and coworkers (Dalal et al., 2011). The arguments are
also consistent with findings from organizational communication
studies that have examined the relative importance of employees’
perceived communication relationships with and quality of
information from coworkers, supervisors, and top management
(Putti et al., 1990; Allen, 1992). These studies found that
communication and information from top management had
the greatest impact on employees’ levels of organizational
commitment (because of their impact on employees’ sense
of organizational membership and their perceptions of
organizational climate).

Future research could therefore use qualitative content
and discourse analysis techniques (e.g., Atay et al., 2015) to
examine the themes that emerge from situational strength-
related written and verbal messages received by employees from
various organizational sources. Future research could also assess
perceptions of situational strength from additional sources (e.g.,
non-social sources such as the nature of the work itself, Meyer
et al., 2009; external social sources such as clients/customers,
Oliver et al., 2016) as well as perceptions relevant to additional
facets of situational strength not included in the current study
(e.g., consistency and consequences, Meyer et al., 2014). Of
course survey length constraints preclude the simultaneous
examination of large numbers of sources of situational strength
crossed with large numbers of facets of situational strength
within any single study. Nonetheless, several avenues exist for
future research. For instance, for a given facet of situational
strength (e.g., clarity), future research could examine the
relative importance of the multiple channels through which top
management may attempt to influence employees’ behavior (e.g.,
immediate supervisors vs. organizational pay/benefits systems vs.
organizational promotion systems; Dalal et al., 2011).

Another avenue for future research is the role of individual
differences on employees’ perceptions of situational strength. In
this regard, it is important to note that a person’s perceptions
of the strength of a situation are not solely a reflection of
the objective characteristics of the situation associated with
situational strength. Instead, perceptions of situational strength

also reflect the characteristics of the perceiver. Specifically,
objective characteristics of the situation are “filtered through [a
person’s] expectations, experiences, motives, and dispositions”
(Meyer et al., 2014; p. 1,023). One aspect of employees’
dispositions that may be of particular relevance here is
personality strength, an individual difference construct to which
we alluded in the Introduction, and which previous researchers
have described as “the other side of the strong vs. weak
situation coin” (Locke and Latham, 2004; p. 395). Based on
this perspective, personality strength, indicated by an individual’s
tendency to behave in uniform ways across situations (no matter
what the situation requires), would reduce the level of perceived
situational strength in a given situation (Dalal et al., 2015). Other
individual differences could influence employees’ perceived
psychological distance between themselves and the various
sources of situational strength, and, in turn, could determine
how employees combine situational strength emanating from
these sources. For example, employees’ levels of social dominance
orientation (i.e., the tendency to endorse intergroup hierarchies;
Pratto et al., 1994) could impact their perceptions of social
distance between different hierarchical levels in the organization.
Future research could therefore draw from the personality
and social psychology literatures to examine the role of
individual differences as antecedents of perceptions of situational
strength.

LIMITATIONS AND CONCLUSION

A putative limitation of this study is that the data were
collected via self-report measures. However, same-source bias
was ameliorated by collecting data at two time points (Podsakoff
et al., 2003). Moreover, unlike some self-report data, situational
strength data are unlikely to be influenced appreciably by socially
desirable responding. Perhaps more importantly, the choice of
self-report data was driven by the study’s focus on nuanced
employee perceptions: specifically, perceptions of situational
strength emanating from multiple sources. For perceptual data
such as these, self-reports are “not only justifiable but probably
necessary” due to the limited insight that observers have into
people’s perceptions (Chan, 2009; p. 326). In particular, the
validity of other-reports of perceptions rests on three dubious
assumptions: (a) the focal person’s perceptions translate well
into observable behavior, (b) other people regularly have the
opportunity to observe this perception-relevant behavior, and
(c) observers are accurately able to back-translate a specific
behavior into a specific valence relevant to a specific perception
(Chan, 2009). Because none of these assumptions is likely to
hold true, other-reports of people’s perceptions cannot substitute
for self-reports. It would, however, be interesting to examine
the extent of (dis)agreement between self- and other-reports of
situational strength from a source (e.g., immediate supervisor)
as a variable of interest in and of itself. This, in turn, would
lead to an emphasis on the factors that influence (dis)agreement.
For instance, we suspect that the clarity of supervisor-to-
subordinate communication is adjudged to be higher by the
supervisor than by the subordinate. Moreover, we suspect that
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this disagreement is likely to be lower when both supervisor
and subordinate score high rather than low on interpersonal
skills such as perspective-taking, and when the supervisor
and subordinate have had considerable experience working
together. Future research should address questions such as
these.

From a practical standpoint, the current research provides
insight into the optimal location for situational-strength-related
interventions. For instance, Human Resource Management
interventions to decrease perceived constraints, and therefore
increase the extent of dispositional discretion, would be more
fruitfully targeted at proximal sources such as the immediate
supervisor than at distal sources such as top management.
In contrast, top management can have an outsized impact
on employees’ perceptions through the situational strength
facet of clarity because communication about the organization’s
strategic plan and resultant policies may spur greater perceived
clarity than the immediate supervisor’s attempts to turn top
management’s policies into quotidian procedures to be followed
by the employee. In a related vein, while organizations
communicate the strategic plan and resultant policies through
top management, they should also be mindful of the needs
of key frontline employees (e.g., allies that we alluded
to in the Introduction section) and immediate supervisors,
who will be transmitting the effect of situational strength
from top management. When necessary, these individuals
should be trained on communicating new procedures and
policies.

Finally, each social source of situational strength should
consider the situational strength implications of its actions. For
instance, several aspects of the organization’s human resources
management system (e.g., the electronic performancemonitoring
system, the telework policy) are likely to have large effects
in terms of situational strength (Dalal and Meyer, 2012).
Accordingly, top management should consider whether each

new policy is aligned with the level of situational strength top
management wishes organizational employees to experience.
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