Laura Morgan Roberts


STATEMENT OF RESEARCH INTERESTS

Laura Morgan Roberts

The goal of my research is to discover how to generate extraordinary performance and well-being outcomes in organizations that contain a culturally diverse employee and/or client base. I posit that the key to generating extraordinary outcomes in diverse organizations lies in viewing diverse identity groups, and the individuals who belong to them, as capable and essential resources to organizations. As such, I devote the majority of my research to documenting the processes by which identities are socially-constructed and differences are magnified, discounted, transcended or affirmed in the micro-context of social interaction in work organizations.

Four themes underlie my conceptual and empirical work on the social construction of identity in organizational contexts: variation, simultaneity, reflected appraisals, and personal agency. I take the perspective that identities are dynamic, rather than static, and that the meaning, significance and regard of identities varies across individuals and social contexts. I do not assume that social categories are similarly defined, equally relevant, or equally regarded by all members of a given group. Rather, I seek to document both between-group and within-group differences in identification. Further, I explore how the meaning, significance and regard of identities change as one enters different social contexts.  In particular, my research asks why and how identities are threatened and enhanced in work organizations.  I investigate how identity enhancement facilitates positive psychological and performance outcomes and enables organizations to capitalize on the talents, skills and unique experiences of their diverse work force.  

I also acknowledge that individuals simultaneously belong to multiple identity groups. In my research, I seek to understand how work-related identities (i.e., identities related to one’s occupation, organization, and profession) and cultural identities intersect, enhance, and/or interfere with one another. I draw upon literature that documents how stereotypes about one’s cultural identities shape perceptions of professional competence and fit, based on whether the stereotypes are consistent or inconsistent with work role and status expectations. Specifically, I focus on the tension individuals may experience in their efforts to establish the credibility of their professional identity while simultaneously maintaining the authentic expression of other important aspects of their self concept. In this way, I investigate the processes by which people seek to be understood in light of their complex, multidimensional identities. 

I emphasize the “social” aspects of the identity construction process. In this vein, my work is grounded in research on reflected appraisals, which suggests that individuals learn about themselves through the messages that others communicate to them about the meaning, significance and regard of their identity groups. I apply this to the organizational context by describing the mechanisms through which perceptions of competence, character and fit shape how one experiences him or herself in the context of a work role. I document how positive reflected appraisals help individuals to discover their strengths, capacity and ability to make a unique contribution to their organizations. I also identify how negative appraisals of an individual and/or the individual’s social identity group(s) can interfere with that individual’s desire to be viewed as technically and socially competent.  In this research, I do not take the perspective that individuals are passive consumers or victims of negative messages about their identity and abilities. Rather, I consider individuals to be proactive agents in the co-creation of their identity. I seek to capture the process by which individuals proactively negotiate the meaning, significance and regard of their identities so that others will perceive them as being technically and socially competent.

I build upon these core assumptions about the social construction of identity in two lines of related research on identity enhancement and identity performance. In one line of research, I theoretically and empirically explore identity enhancement processes. I review literature on identity, image and appraisals to propose that positive relationships serve as a mechanism for personal identity enhancement (Roberts, 2006a). In another conceptual paper, my colleagues and I proposed that people discover strengths and added value through social exchanges and feedback processes (Roberts et al., 2005a). In this paper, we introduced the concept of the “Reflected Best-Self”, which we define as a person’s self-construal of how s/he employs strengths and capabilities in order to create a positive experience for him/herself and a constructive experience for others.  This strength-based conception of the self is part of our contribution to the body of work on Positive Organizational Scholarship (Roberts, 2006b).  My colleagues and I have also designed pedagogical tools to incorporate the “Reflected Best-Self Feedback assessment” (a 360-degree feedback exercise that generates information about one’s best-self) in MBA and Executive Education courses (Roberts et al., 2005b). 
We are empirically testing our propositions about the Reflected Best-
Self by analyzing the best-self portraits (i.e., narrative essays about the best-self) of 200 MBA students who completed the Reflected Best-Self Feedback assessment (Roberts et al., in preparation).  We have coded the portraits to identify patterns in the characteristics people display when at their best and the situations in which they are at their best. We are able to assess the impact of the Reflected Best-Self exercise on identity by comparing two versions of the students’ best-self portraits: the initial portraits they submitted before gathering external feedback about their best-self, and the revised portraits they submitted after receiving best-self feedback.  We are also able to identify differences in best-self portraits according to students’ gender, race, nationality, and career history.  We find that reflected best-self feedback enriches and broadens positive self-schemas in ways that enable constructive deviance from certain cultural, gendered and professional norms.  

In another stream of research, I theoretically and empirically explore identity performance.  I integrate social identity and impression management theories to describe how people strategically enact aspects of their identities in ways that establish their credibility as legitimate, capable professionals and increase others’ level of comfort with the dimensions of difference that exist between them (Roberts, 2005).  In so doing, I propose that individuals are able to form high quality connections and provide high quality service to diverse clients and colleagues. In a forthcoming chapter, Robin Ely and I also explore the negative consequences of being driven by a desire to manage one’s image and protect one’s ego (Ely & Roberts, forthcoming).  
My empirical research also examines the antecedents and consequences of identity performance and image management. I focus this body of research on people who experience identity threats in the form of status inconsistencies, whereby the devaluation of one identity (e.g., cultural identity) leads to questions about the legitimacy of another (e.g., professional). I have surveyed four groups regarding the extent to which they claim or suppress aspects of their socially-devalued identities during inter-group interactions: women in science, whose identity as scientists is inconsistent with gender stereotypes; Black college students, who experience an inconsistency between their identity as “scholars” and racial stereotypes; Black medical students, whose identity as physicians is inconsistent with racial stereotypes; and Asian American journalists, whose identity as journalists is inconsistent with racial/ethnic stereotypes.  My colleagues and I have found in survey and interview studies that identity centrality, inter-group experiences, and impression management concerns are consistently related to identity performance tactics (Roberts, Settles, & Jellison, under review; Cha & Roberts, in preparation).  These data support the contention that individuals engage in identity performance with the expectation that such strategies will enable them to leverage the diversity they bring and to counteract the conflicts that differences may generate in work organizations.  

I plan to continue my research on the social construction of identity with several related projects. I will conduct additional fieldwork on identity performance and image management in several industries, including: health care, consulting, law, higher education, and media and entertainment. I will build upon my current studies by capturing the strategies that individuals use to simultaneously perform multiple aspects of their identities. To date, much of this work focuses on the performance of a singular, marginalized identity (e.g., race for African and Asian Americans, gender for women, sexual orientation for gays and lesbians). I will also assess the positive and negative consequences of identity performance strategies for individuals who hold certain identities in various contexts. Moreover, I plan to situate my accounts of identity performance in the historical context of intergroup relations, so that I can address which ways of performing different identities have become more or less “legitimate” for members of different generations. 
I am also undertaking a longitudinal study of the social construction of professional identity to identify the individual and organizational actions that enhance or threaten newcomers’ sense of competence, credibility, inclusion and authenticity. I plan to document the feedback that newcomers receive regarding their competence and image in the course of their daily work encounters, as well as assess the impact of such feedback on performance, well-being, work relationships, career advancement, and commitment.  I will include a diverse sample of participants from various industries (health care, consulting, law, higher education and media and entertainment), so that my data will represent a broad range of professional orientations. 

Finally, I am bringing together work on identity performance, identity enhancement and diversity management by examining how individuals leverage, or draw upon aspects of their non-work identities to serve as a source of strength at work. I am particularly interested in identifying strategies for constructively engaging one’s talents, principles and cultural background to enhance the quality of one’s work and one’s work experience (Roberts, forthcoming). In pursuing this work, I continue to examine the industry and organizational practices that optimize organizational culture and client service by effectively leveraging diversity. I am focusing on the health care industry to determine how health care providers and distributors can leverage the unique perspectives of a culturally diverse workforce and leadership team to strengthen commitment and deliver more efficient and higher quality patient care. Taken together, this body of work on the social construction of identity extends beyond individual and dyadic processes to address how leaders, organizational members, and clients can collectively foster extraordinary well-being and performance in multicultural organizational settings. 
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