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INSTRUMENTALITY THEORY PREDICTIONS OF STUDENTS' ATTITUDES TOWARDS
BUSINESS AND THEIR CHOICE OF BUSINESS AS AN OCCUPATION
Terence R. Mitchell and Barrett W. Knudsen

University of Washington

Abstract

Both choice of and attitude towerds business es en occupation were
predicted from the components of instrumentality theory. This theory
suggests that evaluations and choices ere determined by the instrumentelity
of the object or choice leading to certain outcomes weighted by the
evaluations of the outcomes. The results supported this hypothesis. There
was also a strong indication thet the reasons for not choosing businecs
were more related to the instrumentality component of the theory than to
the evaluation component. Students chcosing other occupations do so
because they believe that business will not be instrumental for attaining
valued goals rather than because of differences in the evaluation of these

goals.
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INSTRUMENTALITY THEORY PREDICTIONS OF STUDENTS' ATTITUDES TOWARDS
BUSINESS AND THEIR CHOICE OF BUSINESS AS AN OCCUPATION1
Terence R. Mitchell and Barrett W. Knudsen

University of Washington

A Lou Harris poll published a few years ago (Newsweek, 1966) reported
that only 127 of the college students surveyed selected business as their
first occupational choice. More recent investigations by Campbell (1969)
and Lee (1970) have shown a decreasing interest in business by college
students. The following research attempted to use an instrumentality
theory approach (Vroom, 1964) to predict occupational choice and to dis-
cover why certain students select business as an occupation.

Instrumentality Theory

The basic concept of instrumentality theory is hedonistic; man attempts
to maximize his pleasure. His behavior is seen as predictable from two
variables: the depree to which the behavior is instrumental for the
attainment of some outcome weighted by the evaluation of that outcome,
summed over all outcomes. Symbolically,

n

B = 1Elliv1

where,

B = behavior

I1 = the probability of the act leading to the outcome (instrumentality)

1Research for this paper was supported under ARPA Order 454, contract
NOON14-67-A-0103-0013 with the Advanced Research Projects Agency,

U.S. Navy (Fred L. Fledler, Principal Investipator). We would like to
thank Virgil Harder and Arthur Lumsdaine for their help in obtaining
subjects and their thoughtful comments on the substantive issues
involved in the study.



Vi = the evaluation of each outcome (valence)

n = the number of outcomes
The idea can be traced back to early Greek philosophers and is certainly
not new in psychology (3ee Mitchell & Biglan, 1971 for a review).
However, its use in the area of vocational psychology is relatively
recent.

Vroom (1964) was the first to suggest that the theory could be used
to nredict occupational choice. 1In his review of the literature on
choice,he distinguishes between one's evaluation of an occupation (an
attitude), his choice of an occupation (a behavioral decision),and his
actual attainment of the occupation. He further arcues that both one's
evaluation and choice of an occupation could be predicted from whether
the individual thought that the occupation would assist in the attainment
of a set of outcomes weighted by the evaluation of the outcomes, Some
evidence has becn presented supporting these ideas (Vroom, 1966: Vroom
& Deci, 1971: Sheard, 1970; Huber, Daneshgar & Tord, 1971; Pieters,
Hundert, & Beer, 1968). We will attenpt to predict both the student's
evaluation and choice of business as an occupation.

1t should be mentioned that vocational research is not the only
area in which support has been found for predicting both attitudes and
choices from instrumentality/valence variables. Plosenberg (1965) and
Fishbein (1965) have both nresented data strongly supportine the idea
that one's attitude is determined by the deprece of linkage betwecen the
attitude object and related objects multiplied by the evaluation of
these related objects. Also, the decision maliine theorists (e.g., Edwards,

1961: Becker & McClintock. 1967) have cited numerous studies where an



individual's choice could be predicted from instrumentality/valance
constructs.

Modifications of the theory. Two minor modifications and extensions

of the theory will be incorporated into the following investigation.
First, there has recently been some evidence presented that suggests that
certain classes of outcomes may be more related to behavior than others
(Graen, 1969; Mitchell & Albright, 1971)., These studies have pointed up
the importance of intrinsic as opposed to extrinsic motivators. Intrinsic
motivators are rewards that nne obtains just by doing a job (e.g., self-
expression), while extrinsic motivators are obtained from the organi:ation
(e.g., wages, status). Since numerous studies have indicated that
business leads tu extrinsic rewards, it is these outcomes which should
contribute most to the total IIV score (Davis, 1964).

Also, in the larris poll mentioned earlier (Newsweek, 1966) data
were presented indicating that people felt American business should be
concerned with the following social issues:

Per ~ent Agree

Eliminating depression 9:
Rebuilding cities 87
Alding collere education 83
Wiping out poverty 8n
Eliminating race prejudice 83
Controlling pollution 90

believed that students are highly concerned about these issues and,
arefore, included a sct of four ''social issue' outcomes along with
ur extrinsic and intrinsic ones. DBy breaking down the outcomes into

ree subgroups (i.e., extrinsic, intrinsic, and social) we could test
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the depree to which the total score (I1V acrcss all 12 outcomes) predicted
attitudes and occupational choice as well as the contribution made by each
subgroup. This distinction should help clarify why students choose or
fail to choose business as an occupation.

A second nodification of the theory has been supgested by Dulany
(1967), Fishbein (1967), and Graen (1969). These authors argue that when
the theory is used to predict behavior (as distinct from an attitude), it
should incorporate information about the expectations of others. An
individual benaves in a certain way not only because he believes that it
will facilitate in the attainment of rewards, but also because it {is
expected by others. The reviews of the occupational choice literature
also suggest that peer and parental expectations are important (Vroom,
1964; Crities, 1969; lloppock, 1967). These variables were included in

the thecory in the following manner:

n
B= LIV, +EU!NMC + EXMC
{=1 11 PP ff
where ,
B = behavior (e.p., occupational choice)

LIV = the instrumentality/valence construct described earlier

EX_ = the perceived expectations of peers

P
Hcp = the motivation to comply with one's peers
EX; = the perceived expectations of one's family

MCe = the motivation to comply with one's family.
Both Dulany (1967) and Ajzen and Fishbein (1969) have presented data
indicating that perceived expectations weighted by one's motivation to

comply are sipgnificantly related to behavior.



A further consideration is that Vroom (1964) end others have cited
information indicating that one's evaluation of en occupation {s only
moderaterly related to one's cholce of an occupation. These theoretical
and empicical distinctions betwveen cholce and evaluation would supgest
that expectations vould be more highly related to one's choice than to
his evaluation of an occupation. Based upon these considerations it
vas hypothesized that:

1. Students’ attitudes Lovards and choice of business as an
occupation can be predicted (ron the follovinge equat: <:
Attmlﬂcc Ch e ‘Elt"." . u’-«:’ s B,

la. Students’ total 1V score will be deterained more by the ratings
of extrinsic outcones than by social or intrinsic omes.

1b. The exnectations of others (peera and fenily) will be more
positively related to the choice of business as an occupation
than to students’ attitudes about business.

Besides the general ability of the theory to predict attitudes and
occupational choice,ve vere also interested in the specific reasons that
students choose husiness as an occupation. 7ivo saples of students were
chosen for the followinp investigation: business students and psycholoey
students. The pavcholopy sroup wvas selected because of previous research
that indicated that very few studenta aspiring to social science occupa-
tions end up in buainess (havis, 1964, 1963). Thus, our total sample
should include some students that accent and some that reject buainess aa
an occupation.

These groups should also d!ffer in the way they respond to the

components of the theory. Investigatinns have shown that business students,
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for example, are more interested in extrinsic revards then socisl sciencs
students wvhile the latter are more concerned vith intrinsic revards (Davis,
1965). These considerations led ue to the followving hypotheses:

2. Business students vill have more positive attitudes tovards
business and choose it more frequently as an occupation then
psychology students.

2a. Business students vill have significantly higher evaluations
of extrinsic outcomes and lower evaluations of intrimsic
outcones than psychoiopv students.

2b. Businens students vill perceive business aa more instrumental
for the attainment of all outcomes thar will peychology studenta.

Method

Subjects. Nuestionnaires were aent by mail to 141 randomly selected
male psycholory majors and 141 rendomly selected rale busineas majors at
the University of Washinpton. All s'udents were in their junior year.
0f the 129 responses, on'y 106 wvere fully answvered. Pifty-three were
from psycholopy and $) from business. Althougk the resronsc rate vas
rather low, it should be pointed out that the theory being tested is
an individual one. Ve could think of no reason vhy those vho resnonded
would be more or less likely to support the theorv than those vho did
not respond. llowever, the degree to vhich wve can generalize the findings
about the differences between psycholory and business students is
debatable.
leasures

A four-page questionnaire was constructed to measurc the variables

cf interest. A cover sheet explainine our interest in the students'
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"Attitudes toward American Business'' and assuring the confidentiality of
their response was attached. The questionnaire, the cover sheet, and

a self-addressed return envelope were included in the information mailed
to the student. The specific measurement scales for each variable are

presented below.

Attitude toward business (Attlus)’ Lach subject rated American

business on three 7-point bipolar adjective scales (0Osgood, Suci, &
Tsnnenbaum, 1957, present good cvidence for the reliability and validity
of these scales). The scales used ware: pood-bad: pleasant~unpleasant:
harmful-beneficial. The sum of the tliree scores was treated as the
subject's attitude score.

Occupations]l choice (Ncc Ch). A subject indicated whether he

planned to go into business, some other occupation, or was undecided.
The authors felt relatively coafident about this measure due to recent
investigations showing tl'at this type of question has as pood a predic-
tive validity as most inventory measures (Whitnev, 1969) and, in some
cases, does twice as well (llolland & lutz, 1968) as other techniques.
The subject received a three for choosine business, a two for undecided,
and a one for choosing another occupation.

Evaluation of outcomes (Vi). Each of the 12 outcomes was rated on

the seme three bivolar scales mentioned above. The social outcomes were
"improving the environment, furtherinp peace, providing equal opportunitv,

and eliminating poverty."” The extrinsic outcomes were 'adequate salary,
opportunity for nromotion, job security and social status.” The intrinsic
outcomas vere 'autonomy, creativity, social iateraction, and intellectual
growth.,” The outcomes were listed in a random order and the average of

the three scales was used a2s the evaluation measure.



Instrumentalities (Ii)' The subject rated the degree to which he

felt American business was instrumental for the attainment of each of the
12 outcomes on one 7-point bipolar scale (probable-improbable).

Expectations of others (EXp and Exf). The subject responded to ''to

what extent do your friends(or family) expect you to go iato business?"

on one 7-point bipolar scale (i.e., very much-very little).

Motivation to comply (MCp and MCf). Fach subject indicated the
importance of his friends' (or family's) expectations in determining
his occupational choice. This rating was made on one 7-point bipolar
scale (i.e., very important-very unimportant).

Results

Our first set of hypotheses concerned the support of the theory in
geaeral. A total IIV score was combined with the two expectation questions
(F.XPMCp + EXfHCc) and used to predict both occupational choice and
attitude toward business. The multiple and the zero order correlation

coefficients between the various components are presented in Table 1.

An examination of this table shows that hypotheses 1 and 1b were
clearly supported. ‘lore specifically, it appears that the theory does
an extremely pood job of predictine one's attitude toward business and
a relatively rood job of predicting his occupational choice. It is also
clear that the LTV total accounts for almost all of the variance in the
attitude score with expectations showinp relationships of small magnitude.
For the prediction of occupational choice, however, both the LIV total

and the expectation components contribute about the same amount. There



Multiple and Zero Order Correlations between the Components of the

Theory and Occupational Choice and Attitude toward Business

Predictor

IIVtotal + EXPMCP + EXfMCf

zIvtotal

EX MC
PP

EfoCf

*p < .01

n = 106

Ate, Oce Ch
70% 54%
69% 38*
16 4L 5%
26* 43



9

were no significant differences between these coefficients. However, the
expectation compuinents do appear to be more positively related to
occupational choice than to one's attitude about business.

To test hypothesis la, the total LIV was broken into three scores
reflecting the IV for the four social, extrinsic and intrinsic outcomes
for each subject. An analysis of variance indicated that these components
contributed significantly different amounts to the total IIV score.
Therefore, separate analyses of variance were conducted on the two
components contributing to these scores: the instrumentality component

and the valence component. These results are presented in Table 2.

Insert Table 2 about here

Two implications are clear. TFirst, the LIV extrinsic component
contributes most to the total LIV score. Second, the instrumentality
variable seems to be the major contributor to this difference. The
implications are that students perceive business as more instrumental
for the attainment of extrinsic outcomes than for social or intrinsic
ones. These results are consisten. with the earlier findings of Davis
(1965) and LIAMA (1967) and su,vort hypothesis la.

A theoretical point seems worthy of discussion here. Sheard (1970),
i'ikes and Hulin (1968), and Ewen (1967) have suggested that the
instrumentality component alone is as good a predictor of attitudes as is
the use of this component weighted by the evaluation of the outcomes.

The correlation between the LI and AttBus was .70 for the current

investigation, which provides some support for their argument (the_s for LIV

and AttBus was .69). However, as we shall see in our comparison of



TABLE 2
Contribution to the Total LIV Made by the Social,

Extrinsic, and Intrinsic Components

Soc. (X) Ext. (X) Int. (X) F Sign

L1V 81.86 105.55 82.18 21.63 .001
I 14.43 19.65 14.70 51,46 .001
v 67.18 63.88 65.98 1.46 ns

Note: The valence score is a sum of three scales over four outcomes
with a possible range of 12 to 8. To generate a IIV, the
valence was divided by three before it was multiplied by the
instrumentality scores in order to avoid an unequal weighting
of the valence component. Each cell contains 106 observations.
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business and psychology students, the valence information may be useful in
a variety of ways.

Our second set of hypotheses had to do with the differences between
students in psychology and business. On the criterion variables t tests
showved that business students had significantly more favorable attitudes
towards business (p < .0l) and a greater propensity to choose business
as an occupation (p < .01). This result is hardly surprising. Only 7
of the 53 psychology students said they would go into business while only
5 of the 53 business students chose some other occupation. These results
supported hypothesis 2.

Our further analysis of these data provided only partial support
for hypothesis 2a, and strong support for hypothesis 2b. To test the
differences in the evaluation of outcomes, t tests were computed for
the differences in these scores for rsycholopgy and business students. The

neans and the t values are presented in Table 3.

There is some support for the hypothesis that business students
more positively evaluate extrinsic outcomes. Both promotion and status
arc extrinsic, statistically significant, and in the exnected direction.
Security, also extrinsic, was strongly in the exnected direction though
not statistically significant. Ye were, however, more struck by the
similarity of evaluations across the other outcomes. The differences in
attitude and choice could hardly be explained by the differences in the

evaluations of any large class of outcomes.



TABLE 3
t Tasts between Psychology and Business Students

for the Evaluation of Outcomes

Outcome Psxch.giz Bus. (X t Sign
SOCIAL
Environment 17.01 17.38 -.39 ns
Peace 16.87 17.62 -.75 ns
Equal Opportunity 16.49 16.94 -.48 ns
Eliminate Poverty 16.51 15.53 .99 ns
EXTRINSIC
Salary 17.47 17.59 -.20 ns
Promotion 16.02 18.06 -3.16 01
Security 16.43 17.26 -1,02 ns
Status 11,43 13.49 -2.77 L01%
INTRINSIC
Autonomy 15.53 13.92 1.78 ns
Creativity 17.53 17.36 .21 ns
Interaction 16.40 17.08 -.84 ns
Intel.ectual Growth 16.89 17.26 -.45 ns

*two-tailed test

. = 53 for each group
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A more plausible explanation can be inferred from an observation of
Table 4. Here we see that in 10 out of the 12 comparisons, business
students saw business as more instrumental for the attainment of outcomes.
The picture is rather clear. Business and psychology students differ in
their attitudes and occupational choice not so much because of differences in

values or goals but in the way they perceive they can attain those goeals.

Insert Table 4 about here

Discussion

In general, the support was good for an instrumentality approach to
the evaluation and choice of an occupation. However, it was clear that
the prediction of choice was lower in magnitude than the evaluation
predictions. One possible reason for these less impressive findings
deals with the scoring of the occupational choice question. You will
recall that the scores on this variable were from one to three. The
restriction in range of scores may have attenuated the correlations
presented.

A second possible reason 1is that certain critical outcomes were not
included. In the current study we generated the list of outcomes rather
than gathering them from the subjects themselves. There is some prece-
dence for this stratepy (Porter & Lawler, 1968: Lawler & Porter, 1967:
Graen, 1969). The alternative presents certain practical problems
involving the acquisition of each subject's perceived outcomes and the
construrtion of an individual questionnaire for each subject. (For a
further discussion of these problems, see Mitchell, 1971). The theory does

argue that an individual's own outcomes be used. Since there appear to



TABLE &
t Tests between Psychology and Business Students

for the Instrumentality of Outcomes

Outcome Pszch.g-fz Bus. (X t Sign
SOCIAL
Environment 2.9 3.9 -3.27 L01%
Peace 3.0 4,9 -5.70 .01
Equal Opportunity 3.1 4,0 -2.89 .01
Eliminate Poverty 3.0 3.9 =2.77 .01
EXTRINSIC
Salary 4.8 5.6 -3.17 .01
Promotion 4,8 5.5 -2.38 .05
Security 4.0 4.5 -1.57 ns
Status 4.6 5.6 -4.,15 N1
INTRINSIC
Autonomy 3.1 3.8 -2.62 .05
Intellectal Growth 3.4 4.7 -3.67 01

*two-talled tests

n = 53 for each group
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be variables that are relatnd to choice without being related to evalua-
tions (i.e., expectations), it is certainly possible that critical out-
comes were omitted (e.g., use of valued skills) and future investigations
may examine this issue.

Two further criticisms of the study are worthy of discussion. First,
since the results are correlational the question of causality is impor-
tant. More specifically, it is likely that many students who choose
business come to sece it as instrumental for the attainment of outcomes
rather than the interpretation that the instrumentalities caused the
choice. Manipulating these instrumentalities in a real-life setting
would be difflcult., However, some sort of timec scries design (Campbell
& Stanley, 1963) might help provide support for one of these two
alternatives.

A sccond problem is that weighting the instrumentality component
of the equation by the valence of the outcomes doesn't increase our
correlations. The instrumentality component docs as well by itself.
There are three reasons, however, why we do not feel that these results
demand that the valence component be drnnped from the theory. First,
there may just have becn little variance for the valences of the out-
comes in this study. Differences in the IIV woul' have to be attributadble
to the instrumentality component. Second, the vilence of the outcomes
can provide useful information. And third, other studies have found this
welghting to be useful (e.g., Dulany, 1967; I'.ber, Daneshgar, & Ford,
1971). Future investigations should pursue this problem further.

One final theoreti:al implication of the overall results should be

mentioned. It was clear that peer and parental expectations contributed
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more to the prediction of occupational choice than to the evaluation of
the occupation. These results help to explain why choice and evaluation
have not been highly correlated in other investigations (Williamson, 1939;
Rosenberg, 1957). In the current investigation this correlation was .49
(p < .01) vhich, although significant, still leaves a lot of variance
unaccounted for. It appears as if one's choice of an occupation is more
influenced by others than his evaluation of {t.

The results that compared atudents from psvchologv and business also
raise some interesting points. The most striking of these findines was
that students in bhuciness and psychology had relatively similar evalua-
tions of various goals or outcomes. Thege results would sugpest that just
an investipation of values or interests would not differentiate the
business student from the psychology student. There have been other
studies vhich have also found values unrelated to choice (e.r., Tvey, 1963).

There are practical implications of these findines, an well as the
theoretical ones. Those students who have chosen business as a career
represent a valuable resource available to American business. One
would expect business to be quite concerned about the size and quality
of that resource.

This study suppests that students shun busineas not because of
chanping or diffarent values, but becausc they perceive business as a
poor instrument for achievine the valies thev do hold, for achievinp the
poals they aspire to. FLEven those who have chescen business as a carcer do
not percefve it as beine hiphly instrumental in achieving desired valucs.
("nlv 3 of the 12 averape {natrumentality scores for bunsiness students

in Table &4 exceed 5.0 on a 7-point scale, and all 3 were extrinsic).
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This implies that business either is out-of-step with the values
held by students or has done a very poor job of publicizing its attempts
to contribute to the social, intrinsic and extrinsic rewards of its
employees and society. Certain companies such as Shell 011 and the Ford
‘otor Company have recently introduced TV advertisements stressing their
concern for social issues, and we suspect that others will follow. Also,
the recent work in organizational development and organizational change
includes a heavy emphasis on intrinsic rewards.

We would also suggest that business attempt to influence the student's
instrumentalities earlier in his college life by working more closely
with the university. Scminars, debates, and work-study grants to
professors and students alike (the 1966 llewsweck atudy suggests that
students are primarily getting their information from professors and
peers) are possibilities. To the extent that this "imape building"
reflects actual progress--past, present, and planned--and is an honest,
candid attempt at informine the public of the social, intrinsic and
extrinsic rewards provided by business to its amployees and to aociety,
we believe that it will go a long wav toward decreasine the disparity
between the perceived and the actual instrumentality of husiness for
providing those rewards and should make business more attractive in the

future.
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