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networks may be based on ascribed characteristics, 
such as age and sex, or on achieved status, such as 
education, occupation, or common interests. These 
links, in turn, form the basis for social interactions and 
group structures (Hall 2002). However, at times, individ-
uals cannot carry out their roles as others expect them 
to, creating role strain or conflict.

Role Strain and Role Conflict. Most people have 
faced times in their lives when they simply could 
not carry out all the obligations of a status, such as  
student—write two papers, study adequately for two 
exams, complete the portfolio for the studio art class, 
finish the reading assignments for five classes, and 
memorize lines for the oral interpretation class, all 
in the same week. Every status carries role expecta-
tions, the way the status is supposed to be carried out 
according to generally accepted societal or group 
norms. Yet in these cases, individuals face role strain, 
the tension among roles within a status. Role strain 
causes the individual to be pulled in many directions 
by various obligations of the single status, as in the 
example regarding the status of “student.” To resolve 
role strain, individuals can cope in several possible 
ways, such as passing the problem off lightly (and thus 
not doing well in classes); considering the dilemma 
humorous; becoming highly focused and pulling 
a couple of all-nighters to get everything done; or 
becoming stressed, tense, fretful, and immobilized 
because of the strain. Most often, individuals set priori-
ties based on their values and make decisions accord-
ingly: “I’ll work hard in the class for my major and let 
another one slide.”

Role conflict refers to conflict between the roles of 
two or more social statuses. It differs from role strain 
in that it is conflict between the roles of two or more 
statuses, rather than tension among roles within one 
of the statuses. For example, college athletes face 
role conflicts from competing demands on their time 
(Adler and Adler 1991, 2004). They must complete their 
studies on time, attend practices and be prepared for 
games, perhaps attend meetings of a Greek house to 
which they belong, and get home for a little brother’s 
birthday. Similarly, a student may be going to school, 
holding down a part-time job to help make ends meet, 
and raising a family. If the student’s child gets sick, the 
status of parent comes into conflict with that of stu-
dent and worker. In the case of role conflict, the person 
may choose—or be informed by others—which status 

is the master status. Figure 5.4 illustrates the differ-
ence between role strain and role conflict.

Thinking Sociologically
Using Figure 5.4 as a model, write down the statuses 
you hold in your social world and the roles you per-
form in these statuses. Then, list three examples of 
role conflicts and three examples of role strains that 
you experience. 

Most statuses and accompanying roles come and 
go. For example, you will not always be a student. You 
may or may not be married at different points in your 
life. You will retire from your job. As people grow older, 
they disengage from some statuses and engage in 
new and different statuses and roles.

Our statuses connect us to and make us integral 
parts of meso- and macro-level organizations. Our 
place within the social world, then, is guaranteed, 
even obligatory, because of statuses we hold—within 
small groups (family and peers), in larger groups and 
organizations (school and work organizations), in insti-
tutions (political parties or religious denominations), 
and ultimately as citizens of the society and the world 
(citizens, and workers in global corporations). Each of 
these statuses connects us to a group setting.
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FIGURE 5.4  Role Strain and Role Conflict 

Each individual has many statuses: a status set. Each status has many 
roles: a role set. A conflict between two roles of the same status is a 
role strain. A conflict between the roles of two different statuses is  
a role conflict.




