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Developing the Professional Selt-Concept: Role
Model Construals in Early, Middle, and Late
Career Stages

Donald E. Gibson
Fairfield University, Charles F. Dolan School of Business, North Benson Road,
Fairfield, Connecticut 06430-5195
dgibson@mail.fairfield.edu

Abstract

While previous literature tends to focus on role models
as significant other people, particularly in one’s early life,
this study finds that individuals tend to construe their role
models as a selection process of attributes from others
throughout their career. 1 discovered that individuals pri-
marily construe their role models along positive/negative,
global/specific, close/distant, and hierarchically superior/peer-
subordinate dimensions, and that across the career span, the
tendency to observe role models did not change. Rather,
the emphasis placed on different dimensions of role models
changes. Early-stage respondents who are working on creating
a viable self-concept were more likely to construe their role
models as positive, close, and sources of a range of attributes.
Middle- and late-stage respondents were more likely to see
their role models as sources of specific, and often negative,
attributes. The study suggests that these observed patterns are
related to individuals’ increasing confidence in their profes-
sional self-concept. In early stages, individuals pay attention to
role models to create a viable self-concept; in middle stages,
they seek to refine their self-concept, and in late stages, they
seek to enhance and affirm their self-concept.

(Role Models, Careers;, Construal; Self-Concept)

Research has long emphasized the importance of role
models in socializing individuals to new careers, orga-
nizations, and tasks (Bell 1970, Caldwell et al. 1990,
Kemper 1968, Krumboltz 1996, Wood and Bandura
1989). As depicted in this research, role models serve
a vital function in early career socialization by helping
individuals create, experiment with, and define their self-
concept (Bucher and Stelling 1977, Ibarra 1999, Super
1963). By paying attention to a role model’s style, traits,
and skills, individuals can develop their own (Manz and
Sims 1981). Individuals are thought to select significant

1047-7039/03/1405/0591
1526-5455 electronic ISSN

people—such as supervisors, teachers, and mentors—
as role models (Kram 1985, Weiss 1977). The assump-
tion is that these salient others exemplify possible goals
which individuals are thought to attend to early in life
and career. After such periods, when the self-concept
becomes more established, individuals are thought to be
less in need of, and thus less attentive to, role models.

In this article, I question two implicit assumptions 1n
the extant literature on role models, thus extending the
literature and drawing fresh attention to it. First, few
studies have examined how individuals actually select
and interpret the attributes of their role models—what a
role model is to the individual. Most have focused on
what a role model does for the individual, examining the
process and strategies of behavioral modeling (Bandura
1986, Ibarra 1999) or the functions a role model can
provide (Shapiro et al. 1978, Speizer 1981). By taking
this approach, researchers have assumed that role models
occupy the prominent positions of teacher, mentor, and
supervisor when in fact, individuals may have a range of
role models outside these categories (Higgins and Kram
2001, Higgins and Thomas 2001).

Second, it has been assumed that role models are
important to individuals solely in their early life and
career. The majority of research on role models concerns
children and adolescents (see summaries in Bandura
1986, Maccoby and Jacklin 1974, Speizer 1981). Organ-
izational research has focused on people before they
enter careers (see the review in Gibson and Cordova
1999) or in early stages of socialization (Bucher and
Stelling 1977, Ibarra 1999, Kram 1985, Ostroff and
Kozlowski 1992). The age range of sampled participants
typically peaks at age 30, and studies examining indi-
viduals after age 40 are nonexistent.

However, there is good reason to think that the impor-
tance of role models in individuals’ careers does not end
at these early ages. Research shows that the self-concept
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may be quite malleable as adults develop beyond
their 30s, with such development represented more by
ongoing creation, construction, and negotiation after
the adolescent years, rather than stasis and coherence
(Gergen 1977, Kegan 1982, Markus and Wurf 1987).
The developing self-concept has been linked to attending
to role models (Kohlberg 1963, Super 1963). This think-
Ing 1s also consistent with career theory suggesting that
an entire organizational career can be ‘“‘characterized as
a socialization process” (Van Maanen and Schein 1979,
p. 211), as well as findings that individuals’ midcareer
stages are often periods of substantial ambiguity and
change (Levinson et al. 1978). Such qualities suggest an
ongoing developmental process rather than one attenu-
ated after the early years of socialization (Hall 1986).
This qualitative and inductive study examines these
assumptions and fosters new research by exploring how
individuals construe role models in organizations across
the career span. I define “role models™ here as person(s)
an individual perceives to be similar to some extent,
and because of that similarity, the individual desires
to emulate (or specifically avoid) aspects of that per-
son's attributes or behaviors. Individuals attend to role
models as possible exemplars of the professional skills
and personal attributes needed to achieve desired goals.
| propose that studying individuals’ role models over a
longer period provides important clues to understanding
how the self-concept develops and extends our knowl-
edge of how organizations shape and direct that devel-
opment. By “construal” I mean the process by which
individuals select role models from other people avail-
able 1n their social context and the meaning attached
to such role models and their attributes. I use the term
in the same sense that researchers have examined “self-
construals,” which represent how individuals define and
view themselves and others, including salient attributes,
traits, and skills (Cross et al. 2002). This study exam-
ines how individuals construe their role models within
a particular organizational context, and identifies the
underlying dimensions of those construals. I address two
research questions: How do individuals construe their
role models, and how do individuals’ role model con-
struals change at different points in their organizational

career’

Theoretical Background

How Do Individuals Construe Their Role Models?

The surface meaning of the role model construct is
straightforward. It combines the concept of ‘roles,”
which may be defined as forms of behavior and sets of
activities associated with or expected as part of status
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positions, such as manager, leader, or teacher (Katz and
Kahn 1978), with the concept of “modeling,” the psy-
chological matching of cognitive skills and patterns of
behavior between a target and an observing individual
(Bandura 1986). The study of role models draws on two
primary psychological theories. Social learning theory
suggests that individuals attend to models who are
thought to be helpful in learning new tasks, skills, atti-
tudes, and norms (Bandura 1977, 1986). Identification
theory adds the notion that individuals may feel an emo-
tional and cognitive connection (they may identify) with
role models they perceive to be similar (Erikson 1985,
Kohlberg 1963, Slater 1961). In depicting how individ-
uals construe such models, both theories concur with
an approach that includes selection of role models from
the individual’s social environment, and making sense
(meaning) of how a role model can help by observing
how the model thinks and acts.

Role model selection has recently been conceived as
a social comparison process. When individuals are moti-
vated to self-improve, learn a new role, acquire new
skills, or set goals, they may select social referents who
inhabit these desired roles or exhibit these desired qual-
ities (Collins 1996). The basis of this referent or role
model selection is whether the individual (1) finds a
role model relevant to his or her needs and goals, and
(2) views the role model’s position or expertise to be
potentially attainable. If an individual views role mod-
els as fulfilling these two qualities, they can provide
substantial motivation and inspiration (Lockwood and
Kunda 1997). Relevance may be guided by various fac-
tors, including similar demographic characteristics like
gender and age and social characteristics like experience
and background (Kulik and Ambrose 1992). The social
environment, however, restricts this search process by
making role models more or less available. Some role
models will be imposed by the environment (e.g., indi-
viduals typically have little choice over who their par-
ents, team members, or supervisors are), and some role
models will be self-selected by the individual (Wood
1996).

Whether imposed or self-selected, the individual must
then make cognitive “sense” or meaning of these role
models by attending to those of the model’s attributes
that are most relevant to their development (Kelman
1961). This process is akin to cognitive models of per-
son perception (Brewer 1988, Fiske and Taylor 1991).
Not all aspects of even an important model are adopted
by the individual; rather, the individual actively gleans
lessons from a model. I define an individual’s “‘role
model construal” as encompassing both the selection
and meaning aspects of role models, and define “role
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modeling” as a cognitive process in which individuals
actively observe, adapt, and reject attributes of multiple
role models.

Defining role models in this way helps to dis-
tinguish them from two other developmental agents:
behavioral models and traditional mentors (Gibson, in
press). Behavioral models are observed to learn spe-
cific actions and attitudes (Bandura 1986, Decker 1982).
Mentors are persons who provide advice and support
to a protégé through an interactive relationship (Hig-
gins and Kram 2001, Kram 1985, Levinson et al. 1978).
Unlike behavioral models, role models are observed for
broader aspects of a social role rather than more lim-
ited task skills, and typically involve greater emotional
involvement by the individual (Jung 1986). Unlike men-
tors, role models are based on the individual’s cognitive
acceptance of the model, not the role model’s actions
or a necessary interactive relationship (Bell 1970, Fisher

1988).

How Are Role Models Construed Across the
Career Span?

Views of the Stable Self in Adulthood. Traditional
views of individuals’ career development are charac-
terized by age-related stages in which the individual
explores and then establishes a relatively stable view of
self, also called “the self-concept” (Gould 1978, Vaillant
1977). A person’s self-concept is a person’s image of
himself or herself, his or her abilities, interests, needs,
values, past history, and aspirations (see Hall 1976,
Super 1980). For example, Super’s (1963, p. 12) influ-
ential model of career development describes life stages
from “growth” to “establishment” to “maintenance” to
“decline,” depicting an emerging self-concept through
an individual’s identifying with key figures and “real-
ity testing” different roles. In this theory, role models
are critical to the growth and exploratory stages when
individuals role-play aspects of their self-concept.

An assumption of Super’s (1963) model is that the
process of self-concept development moves toward sta-
bility, and that this ought to occur by the establishment
stage, or by age 40. This model reflects the traditional
view in psychology that as a result of intrapsychic and
social processes, individuals are endowed by adulthood
with “a reasonably stable and enduring conception” of
who they are, a stable self-concept (see the summary in
Gergen and Gergen 1983, p. 131). As Dalton (1989, p.
100) states, “Most students of individual development
include the establishment and stabilization of a sense
of self or identity as a crucial dimension of personal
development.” Since “‘significant others” or role models
are critical contributors to an individual’s self-concept
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(Erikson 1985), an assumption of a stable self-concept in
adulthood suggests a pattern in which individuals attend
to role models in early career stages, but that role models
would later cease to be important to their development.
In fact, the older individual may be expected to be a role
model for others. An implication of this traditional view
is that one cannot simultaneously be a role model for
others and continue to seek role models for oneself.

Challenges to the Stable Self-Concept. Recent the-
ory and research offer three challenges to the notion
of the stable self-concept in adulthood. First, investiga-
tions of how individuals actually conceive of their self-
concept reveal little stability. Based on their empirical
studies of aging adults, Baltes and Carstensen (1991,
p. 256) argue that the “traditional idea of self as a largely
static, unitary, and monolithic entity” is rapidly chang-
ing to a view of self “as a dynamic, multifaceted, and
active structure.” Theorists such as Kegan (1982, p. 107)
argue that adult development is less a monotonic trend
toward an independent self than a vacillation between
a person yearning for greater independence from oth-
ers to wanting to be “included, to be a part of, close
to, joined with”—that is, more fully integrating one’s
self with others. Gergen (1977) and Gergen and Gergen
(1983) have demonstrated that throughout life individu-
als exhibit substantial changes in selt-conceptions, even
in relatively short periods.

A second challenge to the notion of the stable self and
its link to role models is the concept of possible selves.
“Possible selves” are elements of the self-concept that
represent “what we could become, what we would like to
become, and...what we are afraid of becoming” (Cross
and Markus 1991, p. 231). Possible selves are vivid cog-
nitive images of what individuals hope or fear for their
future. They may hope for the rich self, the thin self, or
the loved self, and dread the alone and depressed self
(Markus and Nurius 1986). Role models are important
to creating possible selves, because these selves are con-
structed by individuals through observing salient others
in their social environment. Self-concept development,
according to Markus and Nurius (1986, p. 955), 1s “a
process of acquiring and then achieving or resisting cer-
tain possible selves,” and we would expect, then, that the
nature of individuals’ possible selves will differ depend-
ing on age. In fact, Cross and Markus (1991) found
that older and younger individuals differ in their possi-
ble selves. Older respondents to their study focused on
fewer, but more concrete and attainable, possible selves
(both hoped-for and feared) than younger respondents.
Younger respondents tended to identify a greater num-
ber and diversity of possible selves—with some con-
tradicting each other—suggesting a tendency to try out
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one’s potential in many domains. The existence of pos-
sible selves throughout life—and the importance of role
models in their construction (see Ibarra 1999)—supports
the idea of self-concept malleability. The relationship
between aging and role models, however, remains to be
examined.

A third challenge to the notion of the stable self is
that the social roles individuals assume affect their self-
concept (Gecas and Mortimer 1988). By enacting role
requirements and role-set relationships in organizations,
individuals find themselves partially adapting their self-
concept to the needs of that role (Katz and Kahn 1978,
Schein 1978). This suggests that as roles change so do
elements of the self-concept (Ashforth 2001). During
transitions to new roles, individuals are motivated to
seek out role models who can illustrate desired behavior
in them (Kemper 1968, Merton 1968, Nicholson 1984).
Though research has focused on early career transitions
In 1nvestigating how role models affect this role-making
process (e.g., Hill 1992), there is reason to think that
transitions 1n roles may occur throughout careers, par-
ticularly as organizations increase their pace of change
in strategy and structure (Huber and Glick 1995). We
would expect, then, that altering roles over time will also
generate a continuing search for role models.

Role Models as Essential to Constructing the Self-
Concept. Ibarra (1999) integrated the possible selves
and role transition approaches by emphasizing role mod-
els as 1mportant in socializing professionals in early
career transitions. She argued that individuals observe
role models to construct their possible selves; through
different modeling strategies, individuals “try out” pro-
visional aspects of their self-concept by imitating the
actions of others. This approach echoes that of Bucher
and Stelling (1977) in their study of medical stu-
dents who are “becoming professional,” and who, they
argue, use selected aspects of role models (“partial” role
models) to create and construct their “ideal self.” By
emphasizing role-modeling strategies in socialization,
this research accentuates the link between role mod-
els and individuals’ self-concept development. The cur-
rent study adds to this work by exploring whether and
how these construals may change in career stages after
early transitions, as suggested by those challenging the
view of the stable self-concept. While both Ibarra (1999)
and Bucher and Stelling (1977) focused on individuals’
direct interactions with and imitation of their role mod-
els, I look at what attributes of a role model individuals
attend to, whether or not they directly interact with a per-
son. This approach fits the social learning view of role
models as involving vicarious learning (Bandura 1986),
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and 1s intended to capture a wider range of attributes
sought from role models. It also may help discover how
role models are attended to in later life, when direct imi-
tation may be less likely.

The views of the stable self and the constantly devel-
oping self in adulthood suggest two takes on the use-
fulness and prevalence of role models. The first view
suggests that as the self-concept becomes more stable,
individuals will pay less attention to role models. This
position 1s well represented in the self-concept literature
and validates studies that have predominantly investi-
gated role models early in life and careers. The second
view suggests that individuals continuously refine their
self-concept, and in this process may seek role models
for guidance throughout their careers. However, this sec-
ond view provides little guidance as to how these role
models are construed. We can speculate that individuals
will attend to role models in some manner throughout
their career. Drawing on the possible selves literature, we
would also expect that since people gain a more refined
view of their possible selves, the role model attributes
they attend to may also become increasingly specific.

In sum, this study considers role models as potentially
separable from the behavioral aspects of modeling and
the interactive mentor relationships that have dominated
previous literature. Based on recent theorizing, I define
role modeling as a cognitive process in which individ-
uals adapt and reject attributes of multiple role models.
I hope to discover the degree to which this definition
coincides with individuals’ role model construals, and
explore how these potentially change in the course of an
organizational career, an idea supported by theory but
missing 1n current empirical research.

Method

This study assesses qualitative data based on interviews
conducted in two professional service organizations: an
investment bank (“Investment,” n = 22 respondents) and
a management consulting firm (“Consulting,” n = 21),
with respondents ranging in tenure from six months to
32 years, and 1n age from 26 to 61. I began by ask-
ing respondents what a role model is for them, and who
they would describe as role models. From those descrip-
tions, I generated an aggregate pattern of role models
in careers. Both my data gathering and analysis follow
an inductive or theory-generating strategy (Glaser and
Strauss 1967).

Criteria for Sites
Professional service firms were selected because previ-
ous research suggests that attention i1s given in these
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settings to socializing participants with a codified set
of cultural, behavioral, and attitudinal norms. Thus,
observing role models is likely to be a salient activity
(Bucher and Stelling 1977, Hill 1992). The two firms
were selected for both their similarities and ditferences.
They were similar in that both emphasize the specific
cultural values characteristic of “strong culture” firms
(Deal and Kennedy 1982). They also carefully selected
and retained employees who were highly productive
rather than explicitly emphasizing an “up or out” sys-
tem (turnover averaged 7% annually in both settings).
Both firms had reputations of high desirability in their
respective markets and had appeared on “top 100" lists
of superior places to work. I point out these cultural
and reputation factors because they suggest that most
employees were focused on succeeding within these
firms, providing a setting in which respondents were at
least partially motivated to heed local, as opposed to
cosmopolitan, role models.

The two firms are structurally similar in that they
share comparable hierarchies, similar size (both greater
than 1,000), and similar age (greater than 20 years).
The firms differ in terms of their client base and nature
of task. While Investment professionals primarily work
with clients to manage equity portfolios, Consulting pro-
fessionals work as advisors to clients on human resource
issues in large corporations. These task differences also
mean that the content of their cultural values differ.
Investment is self-described as an “intense,” hard-driving
culture, reflecting the values of a bottom-line-oriented
Wall Street firm. Consulting places relatively more
emphasis on interpersonal respect and fair treatment;
here, generating a reputation as a valued advisor 1is
paramount.

Criteria for Respondents
To assure that respondents represented a breadth of orga-
nizational experience, firm tenure i1s used to indicate
career stage. The early, middle, and late career designa-
tions I use emerged from respondents’ views of impor-
tant role transitions in these firms (see also Hill 1992,
Nicholson 1984). In both firms there were basically four
levels of hierarchy, with associate being the entry level
for professionals and partner (or principal, in the case of
Consulting) being the highest level. Neither firm tended
to hire people from the outside into levels higher than
associate, meaning that virtually all employees at higher
levels had progressed through at least two hierarchical
levels and had been with the firm five years or more.
Based on experience in the firm as determining career
stage, the final sample consisted of 15 respondents in
early career (age, M = 30.6; tenure, M = 2.7 years);
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15 in middle career (age, M = 38.7; tenure, M =
10.3 years), and 13 in late career (age, M = 47, tenure,
M = 18.3 years).! Early- and middle-career respondents
were randomly selected from a pool of appropriately
tenured people provided by the firm. Late-career respon-
dents were the team leaders at the two sites supple-
mented with respondents from other offices to increase
the number interviewed (partner-level respondents were
geographically dispersed and difficult to schedule time
with). Research suggesting that gender is relevant 1n
considering how individuals identify with role mod-
els prompted me to balance the number of men and
women respondents (Ely 1994, Javidan et al. 1995,
Kanter 1977). There were 21 men and 22 women 1n the
overall sample; 8 of 15 respondents in the early stage
were women, 7 of 15 in the middle stage, and 7 of 13 1n
the late stage. The gender differences in these data are
discussed elsewhere (Gibson and Cordova 1999).

Interview Structure

This study’s data were gathered through 43 in-depth
interviews. Prior to the interviews, I tried gaining a
“native’s view”’ as much as possible so that the questions
would make sense to the organizational insider (Spradley
1979). I interviewed two key informants in each orga-
nization first (partners with managerial responsibility
and executives responsible for training), discussing the
nature of work and career path expectations. Findings
from these interviews, published and internal secondary
data, and two days of site observation led to a semistruc-
tured interview protocol.” The questions focused on peo-
ple who respondents said they looked to as being helpful
in advancing in their current career stage. After respon-
dents talked about these people, I asked interviewees the
degree to which they regarded the others as role mod-
els. From this line of questioning, I intentionally sought
a sense of how respondents perceived people who had
been helpful before I introduced the term “role model.”
Interviews lasted from 40 minutes to two and a half
hours, with an average of 55 minutes. All interviews
were tape recorded and transcribed.

Data Analysis

The data analysis 1s organized around my two pri-
mary research questions: How do individuals construe
their role models, and how do individuals’ role-model
construals change at different points in their career?
I addressed the first question by assembling the per-
ceptions respondents had of their current role models
and investigating the attributes they attended to in those
models. 1 answered the second question by compar-
ing role model attributes cited by respondents in early,
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middle, and late career stages. Transcribed interviews
were reduced using a computer program for analyz-
ing qualitative data in three steps. My first step was
to 1solate role model descriptions 1n the data. Though
respondents sometimes spoke in terms of “learning from
many people,” and models that were composites of sev-
eral people (see below), the focus of analysis was 115
stories of actual people identified as role models. My
second step was to categorize attributes of the role
model(s) described in these stories. At the outset I coded
for a variety of aspects, including what respondents
sought from their role model in terms of skills or per-
sonality, interaction frequency, the role model’s organi-
zational location vis a vis the respondent, and whether
respondents were satisfied with role model availability.
Steps one and two revealed the basic dimensions of
respondents’ role model construals to answer my first
research question. Dimensions were derived by group-
ing together coded text sections of role model attributes
and attempting to generate larger categories capturing
their essential elements. I iteratively drew on these data
and the research literature to corroborate the emerging
dimensions. New dimensions were added if attributes
from every respondent’s role model could be categorized
using that dimension. The third step in my analysis was
to compare the attributes cited by respondents at each of
the three career stages to address my second question.
Examining respondents’ role model attributes revealed
four underlying aspects of how they construed their
role models. I explore these four below as role model
“dimensions.” Two can be considered cognitive in the
sense of showing how individuals perceive and make
meaning of their role models: (1) Respondents construed
their role models as having attributes they wanted to
pay attention to and possibly emulate; they also con-
strued their role models as having attributes representing
behaviors or traits that would hinder development and
thus should be avoided. (2) Respondents saw their role
models as possessing a variety of attributes (a “pack-
age” or global set) to be assimilated; they also construed
their role models as possessing very specific attributes.
The second two dimensions can be considered structural
in that they relate to the role model’s location 1n rela-
tion to the respondent: (3) Respondents construed their

role models as proximal team members and managers;
they also saw their role models as existing outside their
immediate group, department, or organization. Finally
(4), respondents construed their role models as superior
people in the hierarchy; they also saw them as peers and
subordinates.

[ define and elaborate each of these dimensions below.
The dimensions can be considered bipolar continua
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representing the different ways that respondents con-
strued their role models: with positive and/or negative
attributes, sought for global and/or specific attributes,
and located close and/or distant, higher in the hierarchy
or at equal or lower levels. Following my development
of these dimensions, I trained two coders blind to the
study’s intent to assign codes based on the full sample
of role model stories (n = 115). Interrater reliability
across categories was calculated using Cohen’s kappa,
a statistic that adjusts percentage of agreement rates to
correct for chance agreements (Howell 1992). Overall,
reliabilities were acceptable (positive/negative = (.88;
close/distant = 0.86; up/across-down = 0.91), with the
lowest Cohen’s kappa being 0.84 for the global versus
specific dimension.

Findings: Role Model Dimensions

Cognitive Dimensions: Positive Versus Negative

The majority of respondents, particularly 1n early stages,
readily identified role models who they observed for
clues on a variety of issues, including skills they wanted
to learn, the professional image they were expected to
portray, and aspects of the person they would like to
“be” as they gained experience in the organization. A
salient distinction respondents drew was between role
models who possessed styles, attitudes, or behaviors to
which they were attracted and wished to emulate, and
role models whose attributes they wished to avoid (see
Table 1 for criteria and exemplar quotes).’

What Is the Basis of Positive Role Model Attributes?
The basis of construing positive role model attributes for
respondents was a sense of perceived or desired similar-
ity, a sense that the role model offered relevant task or
skill expertise, and a sense that the role model could help
the respondent develop as a person. In terms of similar-
ity, respondents spoke positively about role models who
exhibited a similar background and style, or who repre-
sented similar concerns. “A role model i1s someone that
you look at and see that that’s someone that you would
like to be like,” stated one respondent. “You see them as
an example of how you’d like to be able to, either with
the firm or with clients, present yourself or be doing
exactly the same things that they’re doing” (InEaF35, ;).
Others noted the importance of attitude or outlook (e.g.,
“Everything he said was kind of the philosophy that I
believed in” [InEaM6,,4.|.) and similarity in goals: “You
need to see what someone else is doing and how they’re
doing it as a goal or as an aspiration” (InEaF2,.g).
This orientation to positive attributes is consistent with
theories linking positive affect to similarity. Similar-
ity in attitudinal, appearance, and skill dimensions 1S
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Table 1

Dimensions of Role Models, with Criteria and Example Excerpts

Positive
The respondent refers to attributes of a role model that are

attended to and/or sought out for emulation.

"He has just the strongest sense of business, and common
sense and people skills, it's just amazing...| don't have to sell
him on anything. If there's something we need to do, it's, ‘Okay.
Go do it. Just let me know how | can help.'...| certainly think
that he's a role model for me...he just has a very strong sense
of people and the business” (CoEaF3,,;5).

Global

The respondent refers to a variety of attributes in a model
which are attended to and/or emulated, including skills, traits,
attitudes, and behaviors.

“Those are the types of people that | personally think are the
role models. They care about other people, they're terrific with
clients, they are able to encompass the whole spirit of
Investment, in the way they deal with others within the firm as
well as with clients. Having the integrity and the interpersonal
skills as well as the advice and experience that you need.
Being able to provide all of that in one package” (InEaM1,,.:).

Close

The respondent refers to a model who is in the same
workgroup or department, and/or with whom the respondent
interacts with frequently.

‘Derek is somewhat senior to me, but we act much more like
peers. | look to Derek in many ways as a teacher. He's terrific
at generating positive relationships with clients. Derek is
wonderful on—people just trust him implicitly. So | learn a lot
from Derek in terms of his style and approach to the business”
(InEaM®é,,,).

Up
The respondent refers to a model who is higher in status than
the respondent.

"He's responsible for all of human resources in the firm. And |
guess since he's a generalist, | feel like he's really a role model
for me, because he does the same type of job | do, only at a
higher level” (CoEaF4,54).

Negative

The respondent refers to attributes of a role model that are
attended to and/or sought out as examples of how not to
behave in a particular context.

“She’s very well respected in terms of work skills and the
results that she can get—I| greatly respect the results she
achieves. | do not like the way she achieves them. She gives a
lot of feedback, and it's always negative, I've never heard her
utter a word of positive feedback to anyone. It creates a very
unpleasant, very tense work experience for those who work
with her. And | see little to no balance of life in her life
structure. So it’s like I'd like to achieve the results she achieves
In the exact opposite way she does it" (CoMiF11,,,3).

Specific
The respondent refers to a single or small set of attributes in a
model which are attended to and/or emulated.

“I mean, | do look at people that | admire, another role model
of mine is—another person who's been one of my bosses,
David Ford, | admire David's ability to—he’s very objective,
and he's very—he has a very well-developed sense or ability
to not show his hand, you know, to be very—not unemotional,
but to be very relaxed in tense interchanges. That’s something
| aspire to. | still get too, | get too heated up, | get too, | show
my hand too much, so | mean | would look at somebody like
that, and say, and Mark Winkelman does the same thing. |
think there are still definitely things | need to develop further”
(INMIF20,,4,).

Distant

The respondent refers to a model who is outside his/her
workgroup or department, and with whom the respondent
interacts infrequently or not at all.

"He was a very colorful personality; | never worked for him
directly, as some people have. And they can tell you more
stories about Cal, but you knew when you're in the room with
Cal Black, you know he's there. He's one of those kind of guys”
(CoLaM9, 563).

Across/Down
The respondent refers to a model who is a peer, a subordinate,
or who is ambiguous in status (e.g., a client).

‘I have a couple people that | report to, but they're doing very
different jobs than | am, so | have a couple of the other people
that are managing regional offices and | are mutual role
models—I learn from them, they learn from me" (InLaM18,4¢).

attractive (Byrne 1971). Social comparison theory also
suggests that individuals seek similar others as refer-
ents because they are informative for making accurate
self-assessments and inspirational for achieving self-
improvement (Festinger 1954, Lockwood and Kunda
1997). Perceived similarity between an individual and a
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role model—and a desire to increase that similarity—
1s also the essential quality of the identification process
between individuals (e.g., Kelman 1961, Kohlberg 1963,
Slater 1961). In terms of tasks and skills, respondents
noted a range of attributes that provided clues to learn-
ing (e.g., “He has just the strongest sense of the busi-
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ness and common sense and people skills™; “I watched
him because he was a very skillful negotiator’”; “They
have time management skills”; see Table 3). Observing
others who share desired skills has been linked to
enhanced performance (Earley and Kanfer 1985) and
self-efficacy (Bandura 1977). Finally, respondents noted
the self-development benefits of positive role models
(e.g., “Those two individuals kind of define my role”; “I
could see all the things that I was looking for [in him]”).
One respondent succinctly noted, “To me a role model
1s someone I look at and say, that’s what I want to do
or that’s what I want to be” (CoEaF3,,,,). Individuals
seek to become “like” their positive role models because
these exemplars can help individuals define who they

are as professionals and as people (Bucher and Stelling
1977, Kelman 1961).

What Is the Basis of Negative Role Model Attributes?
Respondents also identified role model attributes that
were negative: behaviors or attitudes they attended to 1n
others that they sought to avoid in themselves. When
initially asked whether they had a role model, most
respondents referred to positive role models, but consis-
tent with theory and existing research (e.g., Bucher and
Stelling 1977, Merton 1968), a substantial proportion
of respondents spontaneously initiated comments about
negative ones as well (15 of 43, or 35% did so; after
early interviews suggested that this was an important
set of attributes, in later interviews I specifically asked
about respondents’ perceptions of negative attributes if
they did not spontaneously mention them). Negative role
model attributes were salient to respondents in two dif-
ferent ways. One was that respondents spoke of pri-
marily positive role models who also exhibited negative
traits. As one respondent noted, “I learned an awful lot
of the business from John, and I think he would be a role
model, even if in some respects (he also exhibited) roles
or behaviors that you definitely did not want to acquire”
(CoMiM9,s4¢). The second way respondents talked about
negative role model attributes was in the form of par-
ticular people who represented a “negative role model”
or more extremely, an “antimodel” who exhibited a pre-
dominance of negative traits (see Table 1).

The basis of perceived negative traits appeared to be
related to three aspects: perceived dissimilarity, actions
by a role model perceived to have negative results for the
team or the firm, and a desire by respondents to “disiden-
tify”’ or clearly differentiate the negative role model as
belonging to a social out-group. Regarding dissimilarity,
respondents identified role model attributes as negative

if they did not fit their own style, demeanor, or atti-
tude. “I'd like to achieve the results she achieves in the
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exact opposite way she does it,” noted one (see Table 1).
Another noted, “I think one of the reasons I left that
group 1s that there were a lot of people I just didn’t feel
that that’s the kind of characteristics that I personally
wanted to possess” (InMiF12,,,,). This aspect reflects
the mirror opposite of attractive similarity—perceived
dissimilarity produced a feeling of negative affect.

Regarding actions by a role model, particularly salient
in the firms I examined were individuals highly suc-
cessful by the firm’s standards of productivity, but who
treated other people in the firm with disrespect. These
antimodels reflected negative interpersonal skills. One
respondent referred to a “tyrannical type of leader,”
a person who had “burned through a great number
of people,” yet “people have to put up with him
because he’s so talented” (InLaM18,,,,,)- Regarding
disidentification, respondents also suggested that view-
ing negative role models helped them define their own
self-concept by illustrating what they were not (Elsbach
and Bhattacharya 2001). This suggests that negative role
models represented a negative social out-group (Merton
1968). One respondent said, “I can learn things from
people that I don’t like. Even if it’s just that I don’t
want to be like them” (CoLaM9,,,,). Part of disidentifi-
cation was an implicit fear that they might become like
the negative role model: “When they act in particular
ways,” one respondent noted, “I think I've got to make
sure that I’'m not doing that” (see Table 5). This ten-
dency reflects the notion of possible selves feared by an
individual (Cross and Markus 1991), and suggests that
negative role models, though frequently disliked, were
nonetheless considered useful for learning.

Cognitive Dimensions: Global Versus Specific

The global versus specific dimension represents the
degree to which respondents construed role models as
containing a relatively large set of traits or attended to
them selectively for particular traits.* On the global side
of this continuum (see Table 1), respondents spoke of
role models providing a range of attributes 1n “one pack-
age,” including personal traits (“integrity,” “care about
people’’), and organizationally relevant skills (“terrific
with clients,” “interpersonal skills,” “process skills”).
The global dimension indicated that the respondent was
open to several possible inputs from a role model, from
the professional to the personal. On the other end of
this continuum, respondents also spoke of role models
to whom they attended for very specific traits and skills.
For example, the quote in Table 1 indicates that the
respondent heeded a particular skill in her role model,
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the ““ability to not show his hand,” in tense interchanges.
This distinction between attending to a wide versus nar-
row set of traits in a role model has roots in refer-
ence group theory. Merton (1968, p. 357) distinguishes
between referent individuals who are emulated for a
“wider array of behaviors and values,” and those who
are emulated for “limited segments’ of behavior and val-
ues. This dimension also reflects more general, social
cognitive tendencies in individuals who have been found
to perceive others through both a categorical, top-down
approach (relying on global schema) and a data-driven,
bottom-up approach (relying on specific examples—see
Brewer 1988).

A tendency among some respondents (mentioned by
14 of 43 respondents, especially in the middle and late
career stages; see below) was to integrate the specific
attributes of their role models into a composite that
approximated a global role model, albeit a cognitively
created one. “There are certain characteristics that I like
about a variety of people that I kind of pull in and make
my own role model” (CoMiF13,,,,), noted one respon-
dent. Another stated that she sought to “create a model
for myself of what I'd like to be” from multiple role
models (InMiF14,,-,), while another spoke of creating
an ‘“‘aggregate” of his role models’ styles (see Table 3,
Quote 10). The notion of forming composite role mod-
els 1s consistent with social learning theory, depicting
modeling as a cognitive process in which the individual
creates a visual image of how a behavioral model car-
ries out a particular task, and then generalizes from that
image to different situations (Bandura 1977, 1986).

Structural Dimensions: Close Versus Distant, Up
Versus Across/Down

The close/distant and up/across-down dimensions repre-
sent structural aspects of construing a role model influ-
enced by the particular organizational context facing the
individual (Kanter 1977). There are two aspects of struc-
ture important here: (1) Whether respondents perceived
positive role models to be available in their relevant
context, and (2) where they found role models. Though
previous studies have noted that role model availabil-
ity contributes to individual learning and effectiveness
(e.g., Bandura 1986, Ely 1994, Thomas 1990), little
research has examined what availability means to indi-
viduals observing role models, beyond a purported gen-
eral “need” for them (Speizer 1981). Perceived availabil-
ity of role models is defined here as the degree to which
respondents think there are sufficiently similar others in

their environment who they can observe and possibly
emulate.
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In terms of the structural dimensions, role models
could be construed from those who directly interacted
with the respondent (including by electronic means,
such as e-mail or telephone). I designated these role
models as “close.” Close role models were cited by
respondents as providing vivid examples of task skills,
performance standards, and professional styles. Their
availability meant that respondents could observe how a
role model responded to situations and note performance
feedback (Ashford and Cummings 1983). Respondents
also had role models who were less available, but were
nonetheless salient and visible because they contained
attributes specifically sought by the respondent or were
considered particularly important by the firm. I desig-
nated these role models “distant.” In both firms, respon-
dents spoke of organizational heroes (Deal and Kennedy
1982) to whom they paid attention as representing
important firm values or who were featured in stories
meant to signal approved actions. Leaders of the firms,
clients who exhibited unique or exemplary qualities, and
members of external organizations were considered by
respondents to be distant role models.

Similarly, respondents varied to the degree that they
observed role models who were more advanced than
they 1n the organization’s hierarchy or who had greater
experience, and those who were at peer or lower lev-
els in terms of hierarchy. Variation on this dimension
tended to relate to whether respondents were seeking to
advance in the organization (in which case they focused
on upward role models) or whether they had reached a
level where upward advancement was unlikely (in which
case they looked to peers or downward for new ways to
excel in their current position).

Findings: Dimensions of Role Models
by Career Stage

Table 2 presents data on the percentage of respon-
dents emphasizing different role model dimensions in
early, middle, and late career stages. The table shows
that respondents construe role models throughout their
career, but the relative importance placed on differ-
ent dimensions changes. The table reveals two over-
all findings: (1) Early-stage respondents were more
likely to construe their role models as possessing global
attributes, while middle- and late-stage respondents were

more likely to construe specific attributes and skills, and
(2) early-stage respondents were more likely to con-
strue their role models as positive, while middle- and

late-stage respondents more often construed them as
negative.
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Table 2 Coding Results by Career Stage and Role Model Dimensions

Early Stage Middle Stage Late Stage
Investment Consulting Investment Consulting Investment Consulting
n=28a =T =9 g = n=58 N=17
Average number of positive 2.13 2.29 1.14 1.67 0.29 1.13
role models per respondent
|dentify positive role models 75% 100% 63% 86% 50% 57%
(percentage of respondents, (6/8) (7/7) (5/8) (6/7) (3/6) (4/7)
number of respondents)
Cite positive/global attributes 83% 86% 40% 33% 0 25%
(6/6) (6/7) (2/5) (2/6) (0/3) (1/4)
Cite positive/specific attributes 33% 43% 80% 67% 100% 100%
(2/6) (3/7) (4/5) (4/6) (3/3) (4/4)
Cite negative attributes 38% 29% 50% 47% 83% 71%
(3/8) (2/7) (4/8) (4/7) (5/6) (5/7)
Cite close role models 75% 71% 50% 43% 17% 14%
(6/8) (5/7) (4/8) (3/7) (1/6) (1/7)
Cite distant role models 63% 57% 38% 86% 83% 86%
(5/8) (4/7) (3/8) (6/7) (5/6) (6/7)
Cite superior role models 100% 100% 63% 57% 33% 14%
(8/8) (7/7) (5/8) (4/7) (2/6) (1/7)

Figure 1 Idealized Model of the Pattern of Attention to Role Models Across the Career Span

Prevalence
Positive, Negative and
Global Role{Models Positive/Specific
Role Models
Scarcity
Early Late
Early Stage— Acquiring Middle Stage—Refining Late Stage —Affirming
Dimensions Positive Positive/Negative I;Jegat fiﬁva
- Global ' Specific pecific
Emphasized
PR Close | Close/Distant Distant
Superiors Superiors/Peers Peers/subordinates
_ Perceived high availability | Perceived low avail- Perceived high availability
Perceived of role models I ability of role models; of specific and negative
Availability Observe others for selection of helpful role models
range of traits; I attributes

adopt qualities

Attending to role models
to enhance and affirm the
self-concept

Attending to role
models to refine the
self-concept

Attending to role models
to create a viable
self-concept

Developmental
Themes
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Figure 1 shows an 1dealized model of the Table 2 data.
The model is idealized in that the curves represent the
predicted trajectories of individuals’ role model constru-
als rather than an exact quantitative representation (see a
similar approach in Carstensen et al. 1999). The X-axis
reflects time in an individual’s career; the Y-axis reflects
the prevalence of role model dimensions individuals tend
to construe. In the early stage, respondents’ construals
were aimed at acquiring as much information as possi-
ble on both personal and professional issues; they sought
a breadth of role model attributes to evaluate themselves
and create a viable self-concept and professional iden-
tity. In the middle stage, respondents’ emphasis was on
refining their self-concept by attending to specific role
model attributes. They eschewed the notion that there
was a “whole person” out there who could serve as a role
model. Rather, they interpreted specific lessons derived
from both positive and negative models. In the late
stage, respondents’ role model construals were aimed at
affirming their self-concept by attending to negative role
models who illustrated aspects they themselves desired
to avoid, thus emphasizing their uniqueness. They also
sought positive/specific role models from whom they
could learn particular skills. In the sections below, I
describe each stage with illustrative quotes. For each
stage, I organize the findings around (1) the current con-
cerns and goals of the respondent, (2) the role model
dimensions characterizing that stage, and (3) respondent
perceptions of role model availability.

Early-Stage Role Model Construals

Current Concerns and Goals. Respondents in the
early stage wanted to learn two primary things from
their role models: How to perform tasks competently
and professionally, and how to fit into their professional
role both by matching the characteristics of the orga-
nizational culture and by earning the respect of their
colleagues. These needs are consistent with the find-
ings of organizational socialization research, emphasiz-
ing that participants initially focus on task needs and

establishment of their role (Hall 1976, Van Maanen and
Schein 1979).

Positive/Global Role Models. Respondents reflected
these socialization concerns in their role model con-
struals. In this newcomer stage, respondents most fre-
quently 1dentified role models who fit the traditional
mold: They were generally positive models exhibiting
a relatively wide range of traits, relatively close to
the respondent in terms of proximity and frequency of
interaction, and hierarchically superior. As shown in
Table 3, respondents observed their role models for a
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range of skills (“people skills,” “process skills), per-
sonality traits (“energetic, hard working”), and orga-
nizational norms (“treating people with respect”). In
most cases, respondents in these firms identified two
to three people—typically supervisors or more experi-
enced members of their work teams—as positive, global
role models. Identifying these close role models with
global traits was efficient: From one or very few role
models, one could observe a variety of traits and adopt
those that worked well for the respondent’s develop-
ing sense of style. Notably, even at this stage, respon-
dents understood that it was important to have multiple
role models to view different ways of operating (they
averaged 2.21 role models across the two organizations).
Multiple role models provided requisite variety: View-
ing different behavioral styles and attitudes made it more
likely that respondents could assimilate traits and skills
that worked for them. These findings map well onto pre-
vious research, suggesting that early-stage socialization
i1s aimed at creating a viable self-concept by observing
and possibly emulating significant others in the work
context (e.g., Schein 1978). The openness indicated by
construals of global role models suggests that individuals
are actively engaged in the “construction of professional

identity”’ (Shapiro et al. 1978, p. 52).

Middle-Stage Role Model Construals

Most research on socialization and role models has been
applied to the early stage, with the implicit assumption
that role models would recede in value as an individual
advances 1n his or her career. This assumption was not
borne out 1n this study. Rather, respondents in the mid-
dle career stage tended to: (1) emphasize positive and
specific attributes of their role models, (2) emphasize the
importance of having role models for task transitions but
perceive a paucity of available models, and (3) recognize
the development of their own style as fostering selection
rather than adoption of role model attributes.

Current Concerns and Goals. Midcareer, for these
respondents, was a paradoxical time in which they
simultaneously felt established as competent players in
their firm, but also faced ambiguity and uncertainty
about their future role (see Hall 1986, Levinson et al.
1978, Schein 1978). They were expected at this point to
make a transition from team player to business generator,
from implementing client relationships begun by others
to generating their own, and from being subordinate to
others to managing others (see Hill 1992 for a discussion
of transitions in professional firms). If they had not made
partner (10 of 15 in this sample had not), they had to
contend with alternative positions of leadership that were
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Table 3 Example Quotes Characterizing Early-Stage Respondents’ Role Models

Dimensions

(1) “I could see all the things that | was looking for, one, it's a dynamic, driven business, and he’s

energetic, hard working. Highly moral and ethical in everything he does, in his whole life, so that
would roll over to his business” (InEaM4,,,;).

Positive/global attributes of role
models

(2) “I met this guy, Rich Ackley, and (he) blew my socks off because everything he said was kind
of the philosophy that | believed in, you know, treating people with respect, working in teams,

making a lot of money, having fun. It felt like sports to me, which is what | love...| mean, at first
Rich was an image, then you make an effort to get to know this person, then you're lucky enough
to go to work for him—he’s clearly a guy that becomes an important role model” (INEaMB6, 4g5).

(3) “Those would be the two that come to mind in terms of the impact they have with their clients,
they work with very large organizations, they have time-management skills, very good people
skills, process skills. Good business judgment—they’ve just got it under control” (CoEaF3,4,).

Percelved availability—high

(4) "You work with a lot of people in a national center, you like most if not all of them, but there are

key role models. Kevin Cortez, my boss, here has been a role model for consulting style in
general, particularly consulting style with senior and older-type executives or directors. And he's
been a role model that you kind of build to and say, ‘Kevin does have a lot of

experience—25 years more than |—but here are things | can watch for and try and emulate.’ Lisa
Bolter is a couple of years older than | am, and also has a consulting style that works very, very
well with clients. Very straightforward, very friendly, very objective. What you see is what you get.
That's been something to emulate. Very, very good role model” (CoEaMG, ,4,).

(5) “I would say there are a few people that I've looked to as, | viewed (them as) fully competent
in their role. And as | look to them, that's what | kind of strive for, and benchmark, see where |
was relative to them. Dwayne is running our Los Angeles office and has really taken that office to
new heights with the organizations that we're working with. | felt very fortunate to have him as a
manager and wanted to emulate how he did his role in account management. He technically
knows his stuff. And yet as a manager to me for the last several years he's a very caring
individual, cares about people. And the same thing with Dorothy—those two individuals kind of

define my role” (CoEaF1,g.).

(6) “As an individual there are certain characteristics and traits that | really admire. So those
people who had sort of a preponderance of those traits, those are the people that | tend to
admire. There were a lot of people in New York (the location of orientation training) that | would
say were role models...| can probably name 15 people who | consider role models™ (InEaM1,,5).

less well defined. If they had made partner, they had to
continue to bring substantial new business to the firm.
These sources of ambiguity and continuing exploration
were expressed in the way middle-stage respondents
construed their role models. Respondents expressed a
sense that though they had successfully negotiated ear-
lier stages, they lacked guidance—particularly through
visible role models—of what the next career step ought
to look like. With increasing confidence in their sense
of self, they were better able to discern what specific
attributes of role models could help them. However, as
time passed, career choices simultaneously became more
constricted and potential role models were perceived as
less available (see Dannefer 1987). While in the early
stage the career trajectory was clear (try to move up), in
the middle stage it was less obvious how much future
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advancement was possible and even whether continued
membership in the firm was possible.

Positive/Specific Models Amidst Feelings of Limited
Availability. Reflecting these concerns, in this stage
respondents were less likely to talk about their role
models as an all-encompassing package of traits and
skills, and more likely to talk about them as poten-
tially contributing specific attributes. Table 2 indicates
that the number of respondents who cited positive and
specific attributes of their role models increased in this
stage, but the tendency to cite global attributes declined.
Role models now were construed as “different people
for different things” (Table 4, Quote 1) and emulated for
“different styles” (Quote 2). Further, respondents indi-
cated a strategy of creating composite role models, in
the sense that they could “get a whole role model out
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Table 4 Example Quotes Characterizing Middle-Stage Respondents’ Role Models

Dimensions:
Positive/specific attributes
of role models

Perceived availability—Ilow

Availability for selection,
not adoption

(1) "I look to different people for different things. And | think that shouldn't be ignored. Just because
there's not one person that one views as a role model, you can still get a whole role model out of four
different people. Maybe one person is the person you go to with all the things you're too scared to talk
to anybody else about. Maybe there's somebody else you look to for, how do | handle difficult political
situations, and somebody else you look to for, how do | handle this sexist stuff. Different people for
different things. And | think I've gotten much more astute about that” (INMiF12,,,5).

(2) “I'm always working projects with the same kinds of people, so John is one of the account
managers in Connecticut when I'm down there, but | will work projects with the other two as well. So |
see three or four different styles of, here's a way to manage a project, here’'s a way to address this
opportunity with a client, here's the kind of things they do from a client development standpoint, from a
new business development standpoint, and kind of mix and match and bring my own style to bear and
see where I'm comfortable” (CoMiM10,45,).

(3) “I think | was (satisfied with available role models) as a new person. At this stage, having gotten to
a certain level of success in drawing clients in and generating gross credits, right now there's not
really a lot, at this stage. You're kind of on your own—there's education, there's research reviews and
seminars, but that's just ideas and investment philosophy, not an example of how to run your business.
There's a lot in the beginning, but there's not a lot now” (INMIM9,,44s).

(4) “There are other people that you know, you certainly respect and certainly enjoy conversations with
and interactions with and | do ask for different opinions from different people. But there's not a real
clean cut, well, here's the ideal role model for a region manager... | mean, the net of people you can
go to for input has seemed to get smaller for me. Maybe that's natural, but it's also frustrating at times”
(COMIM12,436)-

(5) “On one level, it's more important (to have models), just because | have a much greater
understanding of what a role model can or cannot do. When you're starting out, you're kind of like a
puppy just following mom around; your screen, your filter really isn't very good. You can learn from the
receptionist, you can learn from the partner’s secretary, you can learn from anybody because they all
know so much more than you do about the company. But now | would say who | have as a role model
IS so much more important. Because we're talking about honing skills as opposed to developing them”
(INMIF12,4,,).

(6) “I'll look to other people who in my mind do that in a very professional manner, very successful,
and try to figure out, they do this, now how can | do that, given who | am and what | can do, and my
own strengths and weaknesses” (INMiM10,55,).

(7) "Now there’'s not the problem of either imprinting, on my part, or of adopting too much of that
personality, or too much of that style. | mean, | think that once you're further along you can assert
yourself and your own individuality a little bit more and still learn things from a role model. | think one of
the things you learn as you mature, and sometimes this happens to people earlier rather than later and
maybe some people never learn it—is that you can learn things from all kinds of people” (InMiF14,,,5).

of four different people” (Quote 1) and that they “mix
and match” (Quote 2) the styles of different models. At
this stage, respondents indicated that attending to role
models became more important, because their roles and
future career path were less certain and their ability to
select out useful attributes took on new meaning. As
one respondent put it, “I’'m more conscious of them, I'm
more careful on who I choose as my role models. It
becomes a more conscious effort as you become smarter,
and I would certainly say at eight years in the busi-
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ness at my experience level, they are at a critical stage”
(InMiM11,,,,).

The tendency to construe role models as increasingly
specific appears to be driven by two forces. First, role
models offering global traits and skills were perceived
to be less available. As one respondent noted (Table 4,
Quote 3), having risen to a new managerial role, there
were few role models he could look to; there was a sense
that there had been abundant role models to illustrate
how to advance to his current level, but at this point,
little guidance as to how to progress further. The sec-
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ond force 1s that respondents indicated that they now
had a better sense of self and style, and they were thus
engaged in adding specific skills to that style, refin-
ing rather than creating it anew. One respondent spoke
about “honing skills” as opposed to “developing them”
(Quote 5); others spoke of figuring out which skills work
for them (Quote 6), and “modifying” what they learned
from role models.

Middle-stage respondents were more discerning in
their selection of role model attributes because they
had a better sense of who they were and were thus
able to “assert” themselves and their own “individual-
ity” (Quote 7). Respondents emphasized that the pro-
cess was now less one of adopting, or directly imitating
skills and styles in a global way from role models, and
more one of selecting specific attributes. At the same
time, complicating this increasing need for models was
the respondents’ sense that they shouldn’t be looking
for them. They felt that the firms expected them to be
able to rely on themselves for ideas on how to make
key task transitions. As one respondent stated, “I mean,
unfortunately because of my level in the firm, I'm a
role model, not somebody who’s supposed to be looking
for a role model” (InMiF12,,,,,). This awareness brings
an increasing sense of responsibility and a simultaneous
suspicion that “I am not qualified to be a role model.
[ need to find one for myself first.”

Late-Stage Role Model Construals

Current Concerns and Goals. As in the middle stage,
late-stage respondents also primarily construed spe-
cific attributes in their role models, but their motiva-
tion for attending to them was different. First, having
advanced to the highest levels of the organization that
they were likely to achieve, they had less career uncer-
tainty. Indeed, most expressed substantial satisfaction
with their accomplishments, a finding consistent with
research showing that job and career satisfaction tends
to increase with age (Kacmar and Ferris 1989). Sec-
ond, since their goals were much more proximal (that is,
maintaining their current position, increasing their repu-
tation, preparing for retirement), they were more certain
about how specific role models could help achieve such
goals.

The Continuing Search for Specific Skills. For many
late-stage respondents, their role model construals were
positive and assertive—role model skills were ripe for
the picking. As one respondent noted (Table 5, Quote 2),
“in different pieces” she had role models, and could look
to one for group skills, another for handling process, and
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another for clues to client relationship building. Respon-
dents’ focus now tended to be on enhancing professional
skills rather than inculcating personal attributes, and they
were more likely than early- or middle-stage respon-
dents to widen their range of potential role models.
Rather than construe only hierarchically superior peo-
ple as exemplars, they identified peers or subordinates
and people outside the organization as role models. This
tendency was partially based on structural availability:
By reaching the higher levels of their organization there
were fewer potential models, since there was no obvi-
ous “next step.” Role models lower 1n the status hierar-
chy also provided attributes that might be unavailable in
people with more experience. As one respondent noted
(Quote 8), he saw ‘“role models everywhere,’” particu-
larly 1in new, technically proficient people entering the
organization.

Increasing Awareness of Negative Attributes. The sec-
ond pattern 1n late-stage construals was that respondents
spoke more frequently and vehemently about role mod-
els possessing negative attributes: 83% of respondents
at Investment and 71% of respondents at Consulting in
the late stage cited negative traits in role models as
aspects they attended to and potentially learned from
(versus 50% and 47%, respectively, in the middle stage).
Respondents listed a range of such negative attributes:
role models were “difficult,” had “huge egos” (Quote
4), and were “domineering, autocratic, loud” (Quote 7).
Respondents asserted that negative role models gave
them an example of how not to act (Quote 4) and guide-
lines for behavior they might find negative in themselves
(Quote 5).

Both of these tendencies—to 1dentify specific and
negative role model attributes—appear to be linked, in
respondents’ minds, to greater confidence in their own
operating style. Negative role models were partially
explained by a “go it alone” strategy; respondents were
confident in their own approach and unconvinced that
most others could provide a positive example for them.
One respondent proposed a “‘familiarity breeds con-
tempt” hypothesis: As an individual becomes more expe-
rienced and more familiar with the working styles and
personalities of those around him or her, positive traits
are acknowledged, but idols increasingly show feet of
clay. At this later stage, confident of their professional
identity, respondents either defined models as important
to enhancing that identity or as signals of behaviors to
avoid. The salience of negative role models suggested
that respondents wanted to distinguish themselves from
certain kinds of others, and by doing so affirm the
value and uniqueness of their self-concept (see Suls and

Mullen 1982).
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Table 5 Example Quotes Characterizing Late-Stage Respondents’ Role Models

Dimensions:
Positive/specific attributes
of role models

(1) “I'm always looking at others and so forth to see how they operate. There's certain things that
you're struggling with, and how to—who are the people you can look to or go to or observe that exhibit

that. Maybe it's more sort of pieces of things you're taking from people, rather than any one person”

(CoLaF15,545).

(2) “In different pieces | have role models. When | think about group skills, there's a consultant | work
with who just has an incredible ability to handle process. So he's a role model for me from a process
skills standpoint. There's another person...who really is a good role model in terms of relationship

building” (CoLaF21,4q,).

(3) "I look for—there may be individual qualities that | see in others that | admire, and try to wear more.
Whether that's among the other original managers or among any of the partners that run the
business—there’'s no single person that’s. ‘That's what | want to be'” (InLaM18,,,,4).

Increasingly negative

(4) "What | do look at, is that there are some very difficult people in the firm, there are people that have

huge egos, that have short tempers, you know, just all kinds of things, and what | do look at, is | look
at how certain people act in terms of ways | don't want to act. And so | do look at that. | look at that a

lot” (InLaF13,g6,).

(5) "Some of it is in the qualities of the people that | report to, that | can see how it creates problems
for me. When they act in particular ways. And so | think, well I've got to make sure that I'm not doing

that" (CoLaM16, ,,,,).

(6) “They're unethical, they're slimy, they're bad people, they're self promoting, they're whatever they
are. Absolutely. | probably have more anti-models (now) than | have models” (InLaF17,,4,,).

(7) "l would say most of the people that | learned from within the firm were people that | didn't want to
emulate—people who lack sensitivity and empathy for other people, people whose behavior was
abusive, people who were domineering, autocratic, loud” (InLaM15,,,).

Availability

(8) "I see role models everywhere. We have a lot of bright, young people who themselves, particularly

in the way they can get problems solved, in the way they deal with business issues, I'm learning from
them all the time. (For example), one of my associates is a Harvard MBA, and relative to financial
analysis he is incredible” (CoLaM17,,4,).

(9) "A couple of the other people that are managing regional office and | are sort of mutual role
models—I learn from them, they learn from me... And there are a few of the clients that | think do some
things particularly well, that | would try to model certain portions of what I'm doing after” (InLaM18,4,).

Perception of role models
changing over time

(10) "My role models were so, | think, heavily focused on one or two people, maybe the role model
now is an aggregate of many more personalities or styles” (CoLaM21,,,.,).

(11) “I've probably shaped at least 80% of my own style, based on prior role models, of course, but
I'm not particularly looking to others for role models. It's more individual ideas, or a particular process,
or something. So I'm still looking for better ideas, but it's not so much role models. | think I'm more in
the category of trying to be one for other people” (CoLaM17,,4,).

(12) "I think the circle does become a little bit smaller as you get more experienced and older. There
are fewer of those people that you do look to as role models, that you'd like to be like” (CoLaF18,,s).

Discussion

This article traces individuals’ construals of their role
models across the career span. It shows that individu-
als construe such models along dimensions of positive
and negative, global and specific, close and distant, up
and across/down, and that the relative importance of
dimensions attended to by respondents differs depending
on their career stage. Considering these dimensions is
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important, because role models have traditionally been
considered from the point of view of the role model’s
actions. It was assumed that individuals’ role models
were essentially indistinguishable from significant oth-
ers, such as parents, mentors, and leaders. However, this
study suggests that role models represent a selection
process among the people in organizational roles avail-
able to the individual, combined with an active cognitive
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interpretation of role model attributes (cf. Bandura 1977,
1986; Bucher and Stelling 1977; Ibarra 1999). It sug-
gests that our attention should be focused on how 1ndi-
viduals create role models trom the people they observe
rather than on the actions of the models themselves.

While previous studies have emphasized early task
transitions as a motivating factor in role model construc-
tion (Ibarra 1999, Nicholson 1984), the factors under-
lying the transition have not been emphasized: I find
that these role model constructions change depending
on both the individual’s perceived context—needs and
goals, task responsibilities, and available role models—
and the individual’s developing self-concept across the
whole career. In particular, respondents’ perceived avail-
ability of role models was found to be critical in
how they construed their models and the certainty they
felt about attaining future career goals. Though some
research has examined this variable as a component of
career choice (e.g., Krumboltz 1996), it deserves further
research as a variable in individuals’ entire career span.

This study contributes to career theory by showing
that the search for role models goes on throughout
individuals’ careers and forms an integral part of their
development. The growth depicted in traditional devel-
opmental models is toward greater coherence and sta-
bility in the self-concept (Super 1963, Kegan 1982).
However, the role model construals described here sup-
port research challenging this traditional view. The fact
that middle- and late-stage respondents continued to
heed role models suggests that respondents still wel-
comed self-concept refinements. And, even as later-stage
respondents exhibited increased confidence in their self-
concept, this confidence did not necessarily lead to an
absence of role models. Rather, it led to lesser reliance
on role models of a particular kind: positive models
possessing global attributes. Role model construals did
not disappear in later stages, but rather became more
complex and differentiated as individuals became more
selective in the attributes they observed.

Explaining the Observed Patterns

Why the Trend Towards More Specific Attributes? The
finding that role model construals trend toward more
specific attributes in later career (see Figure 1) is con-
sistent with recent research and theory. First, it follows
from individuals’ conceptions of their possible selves
across the lifespan. Studies show that the number of pos-
sible selves individuals perceive tends to decline with
age (Baltes and Carstensen 1991). As individuals reach
and pass the age of 40, the possible selves they dis-
cuss tend to be less numerous, more specific, and less
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discrepant with their current selt. They no longer pic-
ture themselves as one day being “rich and famous,” but
instead seek to be “comfortably retired” in a particular
place (Cross and Markus 1991, p. 250). If, as Markus
and Nurius (1986) suggest, role models provide exem-
plars of a person’s possible selves, and these possible
selves are becoming more specific, it follows that the
attributes attended to in role models would also be more
specific.

A second source of support for this pattern is a related
argument suggested by the theory of socioemotional
selectivity. In outlining this theory, Carstensen et al.
(1999) argue that as long as individuals regard their
available time as open-ended, as in the early and mid-
dle adult years, they will have a primary goal to acquire
information. They will be oriented toward meeting new
people and learning new skills. At middle age, as indi-
viduals begin to think of their lifespan as limited, how-
ever, they become oriented more to the present than
the future, and their goals are directed toward experi-
encing emotional satisfaction rather than acquiring new
information. This suggests that as people age, they use
their social interactions less to gather new information
and make new contacts and more to “defend, main-
tain, promote, and enhance” positive feelings and their
self-concept (Baltes and Carstensen 1991, p. 259). The
notion that in early stages individuals exhibit an expan-
sive goal of acquiring information, and that in later
stages they focus on preserving and enhancing what
they have, reinforces a pattern of role models sought
for global attributes in early stages, and more specific
attributes in later stages.

Why the Trend Towards More Negative Attributes?
The second prominent trend identified in Figure 1 1s
that individuals construe their role models as more neg-
ative in later career stages. This trend has not been
extensively explored in the literature on developmen-
tal agents. In mentoring literature, for example, research
has primarily emphasized the positive, yet recent stud-
ies indicate that these relationships also have poten-
tially negative aspects (see Eby et al. 2000). Why should
respondents observe more negative aspects of role mod-
els in their later career stages? One answer came directly
from respondents, in the perception that as they gained
confidence in their own style and had more experience,
their judgment of others became more critical, less
allowing of idiosyncrasies. For example, respondents 1in
later career judged abrasive and arrogant styles in role
models negatively, although they had accepted them 1n
early stages when they had less of a standard against
which to judge them. By having a better 1dea of what
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their self-concept was, they were better able to discern
what their self-concept was not.

However, having a better idea of what was nega-
tive does not necessarily explain why they would pay
attention to these negative role models; in fact, one
could argue that increasing confidence in themselves
might lead individuals to avoid them or regard them as
irrelevant. One possible answer to this puzzle lies in
the social comparison literature. Researchers have sug-
gested that individuals have a desire to evaluate them-
selves against others, and they typically seek to compare
themselves to similar others, so that performance can
be judged most accurately (Festinger 1954). However,
researchers who have examined individuals’ social com-
parisons throughout the lifespan have asserted that the
tendency to compare to similar others is attenuated after
the age of 40. At this point, Suls and Mullen (1982)
assert, individuals desire confirmation that they are mak-
ing a special contribution and are unique in some way,
and may actually prefer comparisons with dissimilar
others. This research suggests that one reason that indi-
viduals identified more negative attributes in middle and
late career stages is that in pointing out the negative,
they were affirming the value and uniqueness of their
own self-concept.

More research is needed to investigate the impact
of individuals construing negative role models in indi-
viduals’ work settings. Though the social comparison
research cited above suggests that perceiving increas-
ingly negative role models can be generalized, it 1s
possible that the tendency to heed negative role model
attributes was more pronounced in the highly com-
petitive, financially oriented settings I examined. It 1s
also worth examining how individuals are affected by
attending to negative role models. Though respondents
suggested that they could learn positive guidelines by
observing negative actions in others, it seems likely that
at some point a prevalence of negative models would
hinder an individual’s performance in and commitment
to an organization. Under what conditions can individ-
uals learn by observing negative role models? Are neg-
ative role models only “functional” in the middle and
later stages, when the individual’s self-concept is more
established? What 1s the effect of negative role models

at early stages? More research on this “dark side” of role
models 1s needed.

Limitations

This study’s findings are potentially limited by sev-
eral factors. First, the study relies on a small num-
ber of respondents in the professional service context.
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Identification patterns in differing organizational struc-
tures, exhibiting different organizational demographics,
or organizations with differing tasks or socialization pro-
cesses (Van Maanen and Schein 1979) might exhibit
different role model characteristics, particularly in the
timing of appropriate stages. Second, by emphasizing
patterns across respondents in different career stages,
homogeneity within stages may have been overem-
phasized (Dannefer 1987). The finding of differences
between early, middle, and late career stages 1S not
meant to suggest little or no intracohort variation, but
rather that the variation across stages may provide more
insight into career development. Further research should
compare the level of variation both within and across
stages. Third, this research may be subject to a social
desirability bias. Because the term “role model” 1s
widely known and having role models 1s generally con-
sidered positive, the notion may exist that individuals
should have role models. This could have prompted
respondents to apply this term to a greater number of
people than they might have without prompting. How-
ever, the fact that several respondents (26% of the whole
sample) indicated that they did not have positive role
models suggests that social desirability did not exert a
strong effect.

Implications

This study has several implications for careers and pro-
fessional development. First, by understanding how indi-
viduals construe their role models, managers who are
interested in developing professionals can attempt to
enhance opportunities throughout individuals’ careers. In
the early stages of the organizations I examined, there
was an appropriate match between what the organiza-
tion provided in opportunities to observe role models
and individuals’ developmental needs. Individuals were
able to observe a range of models, particularly as part
of their work teams, and most were able to identify with
two or three prominent exemplars. In the middle stage,
however, respondents felt they lacked role models. On
one hand, this may be appropriate. In the winnowing
process to determine those who would succeed as part-
ners, the firms needed to find those who could develop
“on their own” without the guidance of role models.
On the other hand, by fostering this developmental vac-
uum in the middle years, firms risk losing or misdirect-
ing experienced talent. This study suggests that firms
recognize the growth needs of middle-stage individuals
by emphasizing exposure to exemplary peers and supe-
riors. There 1s not a need for apprenticeship at this
stage—middle-stage professionals are looking to select
attributes, not to adopt another person’s style—but there
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1s need to expose them to others who can help them
refine style and goals.

Second, it 1s increasingly important for managers to
understand how older employees develop because the
proportion of older workers will be increasing in the
next 10-20 years, and the trend toward delayed retire-
ments (to age 70, rather than 65) will only exacerbate
this trend (Kacmar and Ferris 1989). While a stereotype
exists suggesting that older employees are less flexible
and desirous of change (Rosen and Jerdee 1985), this
study finds evidence of late-stage adaptation and change.
Older respondents observed role models with an inter-
est 1n learning new skills and affirming the effectiveness
of their already acquired skills and styles. This suggests
that organizations should offer opportunities for con-
tinued, specific development throughout careers. While
middle-stage individuals need exposure to role models
who can help refine their style, late-stage individuals
need exposure to models who can help them add specific
organizational skills tied to their goals.

Finally, turbulent work environments with more rapid
organization and career changes characteristic of bound-
aryless careers also suggests that practitioners need to
rethink traditional assumptions about developmental rela-
tionships (Weick 1996). The notion that individuals will
receive explicit career guidance and support from men-
tors 1s being replaced. Instead, individuals need to estab-
lish their own “network™ or portfolio of developmental
relationships, varying in tie strength and variety (Higgins
and Kram 2001). Role models are an important part of
this relationship portfolio. Because role models may be
observed from a distance, and because the individual can
select out attributes most useful to him or her, they may
help fill a gap in an environment where traditional men-
tors are more difficult to find (Gibson, in press).

This study takes the first steps toward developing a
career-stage framework of role models. Individuals who
are motivated to succeed In a particular organization
creatively and strategically select attributes from others
based on their perceived similarity to individuals™ most
important self-concept goals and needs. Understanding
how individuals’ construe their role models throughout
careers provides valuable insights into how individuals
perceive their organizational world and how the profes-
sional selt-concept develops.
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Endnotes

' Age-graded life span theories (e.g., Levinson et al. 1978) and some
previous mentoring studies (e.g., Kram and Isabella 1985) have used
participants’ age as a proxy to indicate the career stage of participants.
This approach is not appropriate in this setting, because respondent
perceptions of whether they were in early, middle, or late career were
highly aligned with how long they had been with the firm and what
their task responsibilities were, rather than age per se (though tenure
and age were also highly correlated, r = 0.92). Moreover, the empha-
sis on fairly rapid promotion (or exit) put a premium on youth so
that participant ages that some studies would regard as middle career,
such as 45 (e.g., Kram and Isabella 1985), are considered by these
respondents to be late stage.

“Interview questions are available from the author.

‘Respondent quotes are identified to indicate Investment (In) or Con-
sulting (Co), Early (Ea), Middle (Mi), or Late (La) career stage, Male
(M) or Female (F), a unique respondent number (1-21 or 22 at each
site), and the line of the quote from the interview transcripts.

*1 focus on the global versus specific dimension using positive
attributes to reflect respondents’ tendency to provide more detail about
their positive role models and to mention positive role models more
frequently. With negative role models, respondents were more likely
to speak generally rather than to identify specific attributes. As a
caveat, this tendency may have been due more to a reluctance to iden-
tify negative traits in others than indicating a general tendency about
negative role models, a factor that deserves further study.
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