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ROLE STRAIN

Role strain refers to a condition whereby an individ-
ual experiences unease in fulfilling role expectations.
For various reasons, the expectations associated with
a role may be mutually incompatible or undesirable,
leaving a person with feelings of discomfort as she or
he is called upon to fulfill role obligations. There are
numerous causes of role strain, some avoidable and
others inevitable. Feelings of stress and the sense that
one is unable to fulfill role expectations are problem-
atic for the individual and for society.

Sources of role strain may originate with the indi-
vidual or with the expectations of a role. In some
cases, an individual may feel unable to successfully
meet role expectations because he or she does not
accept or is not committed to the underlying values
that justify the expectations. The role expectations
may contradict an individual’s values or call upon one
to behave in an undesirable manner or at an unavail-
able time. For example, lawyers operating under the
rules of confidentiality may be privy to information
they are professionally required to keep confidential
but personally feel compelled to reveal.

Role strain can be a consequence of social
arrangements that create a situation in which an indi-
vidual experiences strain. In this case, the source of
the strain resides with the role expectations. An indi-
vidual may experience role strain when expectations
associated with a role are incompatible, competing,
or ambiguous. In this case, an individual may want
to fulfill expectations but is unable to do so due to a
lack of clarity of expectation. For example, expecta-
tions associated with the role of parent are often
ambiguous. In trying to be a good father, a man may
be torn between earning a living to support his
family and spending time with his children. Both are
expectations of a good father, and both may be
impossible to uphold. The ambiguity surrounding
expectations of roles such as father creates the stress
of role strain but also allows for individual expres-
sion of a role.

In some cases, individuals can resolve role strain
by seeking clarification of role expectations, ordering
expectations in a hierarchy, or adjusting one’s own
expectations of the fulfillment of a role. However,
there is a certain amount of role strain that character-
izes a society and its roles and is beyond the ability of
an individual to eliminate. Role strain and attempts to
reduce it may be the cause of certain problems expe-
rienced by individuals, but it may also be the source
of change leading to solutions to problems. The
processes of role strain resolution may result in inno-
vative or alternative role expectations. A working
father, for example, may negotiate an arrangement
with an employer allowing for a work schedule that
allows him to spend time with his children and still
meet the work expectations of the employer.
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RUNAWAYS

Runaways are children under the age of majority who
leave home without the permission of their caretakers.
The simplicity of this definition belies the complexity
and diversity of the situations that are sometimes cov-
ered by this term. Disputes arise over such dimensions
of runaway behavior as duration, distance, and root
causes. For example, the concept of homeless youth
has been introduced to distinguish children, usually
older teenagers, who leave home for extended periods
of time, sometimes permanently, from short-term run-
aways (who are usually gone a few days). Chronic
runaways or recidivists describe youth who run away
from home many times. Shoveouts, pushouts, cast-
aways, and throwaways have been used to distinguish
runaways who have been excluded from, locked 
out, or otherwise forced from their homes by their
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