Chris Holder “Bob Knowlton”
Description
Bob Knowlton is a project head at Simmons Laboratory, where research is performed under the supervision of Dr. Jerrold.  A new employee – Fester – joins Knowlton’s team with enthusiasm, insight and what appear to be the ability and the desire to take over Knowlton’s position.  Bob is apprehensive about his future because of this, but never shares his feelings with Dr. Jerrold.  After an unknown period of time, Bob suddenly resigns his position citing family issues, which stuns Dr. Jerrold. 
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Diagnosis
Bob Knowlton’s underlying problem is that he did not communicate openly and honestly with his subordinates or his supervisor about their roles and responsibilities.  

When the new employee – Fester – arrived with enthusiasm, new ideas, and a level of expertise that Knowlton was not accustomed to seeing in his subordinates, it made him feel uncomfortable as a supervisor.  Fester also established a rapport with Dr. Jerrold and the other employees beyond what Knowlton believed he had established.

Knowlton could have communicated with Dr. Jerrold about his perception of Fester overstepping his authority, or he could have embraced Fester as an informal leader, but instead he just allowed the behavior to continue without intervening.   

Theory
Two main theories of organizational behavior can be applied to this case:   Attribution Theory and Hierarchy of Needs Theory.
Attribution Theory
Attribution theory is concerned with how individuals interpret events and how this relates to their thinking and behavior.  The theory assumes that we attribute causes to behavior.  Causes may be dispositional or situational attribution (International Encyclopedia, 2010).
In this case, the attribution is situational.  Knowlton believes the behavior of Fester can be attributed to his desire to steal his job.  Dr. Jerrold and everyone else at the laboratory assume that Knowlton departed because of family problems, which he himself claimed.  They believed his departure was caused by something that happened outside of the work environment, which is a typical response according to Zuckerman & Feldman (1984).
Hierarchy of Needs Theory 
Hierarchy of needs theory claims that individual’s progress through stages of needs in life and that they will only reach higher stages once needs at the lower levels are satisfied (Luthans, 2011).

Knowlton has achieved physiological and safety needs.  He previously had fulfilled his social, esteem, and self-actualization needs.  But that changed with the arrival of Fester; Knowlton actually regressed back to the need for fulfillment of social or affiliation desires.  Knowlton regressed when he began to feel like his creativity was sub-par, a situation described in detail by Cohen-Meitar, Carmeli & Waldman (2009).
Prescriptions

Dr. Jerrold already implemented what may be the best short-term solution to this problem; temporarily promote a veteran staff member.  He could also ask Knowlton to come back, and just explain that Fester was not trying to steal his job.  Finally, he could ask Fester to take the position.
Dr. Jerrold must examine his relationships with his project heads.  They need to know that they can communicate openly about any situation, and know that their jobs are safe.  That might also need training to help them deal with employees who have aggressive personalities.

Fallout
Knowlton likely will not return because he feels like he has burned the bridge with Dr. Jerrold and his former employees.  Fester may also decline Knowlton’s former position because it would be an undesirable position for him, and he already accepted duties as project head for a new and exciting project.  Dr. Jerrold will likely have to promote from within, hire someone unfamiliar with the laboratory, or steal a project head from another department.  This project team will likely suffer some long-term effects because of Knowlton’s actions.  
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