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Suggesting that as an explanatory concept, leadership has assumed a
heroic, larger-than-life quality, this research investigated the effects of
leadership attributions on evaluations of organizational performance.
In study 1, we found that suhjects gave better evaluations to perfor-
mance outcomes attributed to leadership factors than tbey gave to Ihe
same outcomes when these were attributed to nonleadersbip factors.
Study 2 sought specific information on (he nature and quality of
leadership's value as an explanatory concept for performance outcomes
through analyzing tbe attributions tbemselves. The discussion focuses
on the phenomenologlcal value and significance of leadership for the
analysis of organizations.

An interesting paradox surfaces when researchers attempt to under-
stand the role of leadership within the broad context of organizational
analysis. The paradox arises out of two somewhat opponent conceptions.
There has been in recent years an increasing appreciation of the powerful
influence of external forces in shaping organizational forms and processes
(Aldrich, 1979; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). The basic notion is that organiza-
tions and their managements are inherently dependent on the environ-
ments in which they operate. In this vein, researchers have treated variations
in organizational performance as being largely functions of environmental
forces, which are viewed as unrelenting and often intractahle external pres-
sures and constraints. These external control models of organizations quite
naturally raise questions about the relative importance of leaders and leader-
ship factors to the functioning of firms; more or less implicitly, these views
diminish the traditional significance that has been accorded to leadership as
a direct, instrumental force shaping organizational outcomes. It is interesting
to note that external control models first appeared at the same time that
other organizational researchers, operating within a narrower frame of
reference, began expressing serious doubts about the concept of leadership
itself and its significance as a relevant, informative topic of research (Calder,
1977; McCall & Lombardo, 1978). In fact, some went so far as to suggest a
virtual moratorium on traditional research on leadership (Miner, 1975).

On the other hand, there is simply no escaping the fact that over the years
the concept of leadership has become firmly entrenched in our collective
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efforts to understand and improve organizations. Survey results indicate that
academicians and practitioners alike agree that leadership is the most impor-
tant topic of all within the realm of organizational behavior (Rahim. 1981).
Stogdill's (1974) well-known Handbook of Leadership contains over 3,000
references on the topic, and Bass's (1981) revision of that volume contains
well over 5.000 references. A search of the widely used Sociol Science Cita-
tion Index reveals over 3,000 entries under the single descriptor "leadership"
in the period 1972 through 1983. for an average annual rate of about 250
scholarly studies and articles per year. The practitioner-oriented domain of
business journals and magazines is replete with examples of the celebration
and glorification of leaders and leadership. Each year, Fortune highlights its
"U.S. Business Hall of Fame"; Forbes and a host of other publications have
similar traditions. All of these indicators, as well as the enormous success of
popular books like Peters and Austin's A Passion for Excellence, generally
point to the importance this topic has achieved in our collective conscious-
ness. Despite the misgivings, dissenting opinions, and questions about lead-
ership and its traditional significance, it is easy to conclude that a rather
intense commitment to and investment in the concept has developed over
the years. Leadership appears to have been sanctified and to play a key role
in our phenomonological construals of organized activities and their
outcomes. This observation underlies what we refer to as the romanticized
conception of leadership.

THE ROMANCE OF LEADERSfflP

Previous work has offered a general description of this view of leader-
ship and its implications for organizational analysis (Meindl. Ehrlich, &
Dukerich. 1985). To summarize, the romanticized conception of leadership
denotes a strong belief—a faith—in the importance of leadership factors to the
functioning and dysfunctioning of organized systems. It implies that leader-
ship is the premier force in the scheme of organizational events and
occurrences. It can be construed as an assumption, preconception, or bias
that interested observers and participants bring to bear when they must find
an intellectually compelling and emotionally satisfying comprehension of
the causes, nature, and consequences of organizational activities. It is the
way many prefer to cope and come to grips with the cognitive and moral
complexities of understanding the myriad interactions among the causal
forces that create and maintain organized activity—forces that are often un-
knowable and indeterminant. perhaps even objectionable. It reduces and
translates these complexities into simple human terms that they can
understand, live with, and communicate easily to others.

One way to begin to explore the validity and implications of these ideas
is to focus on the causes and effects of attributions made by people explain-
ing some organizationally relevant phenomenon. An important aspect of the
process through which people extract the meaning of events is how they
understand the underlying forces that cause events to occur (Cantor & Brown,
1981; Harre, 1981). This idea has in fact animated theorizing consistent with
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the current analysis. Both Calder (1977) and Pfeffer (1977), in radical depar-
tures from traditional views, argued that leadership is best understood as a
social inference. Construing leadership as an explanatory category and as
the outcome of attributional and similar sense-making processes, they treated
it as one of the ways in which people understand the causes of important
organizational events and outcomes. In this perspective, leadership events
like successions appear to be largely symbolic, conveying a sense of under-
standing and control over difficult problems that require explanation and
responsive action (Gamson & Scotch, 1964; Pfeffer 1977; Pfeffer & Salancik,
1978; Salancik & Meindi, 1984). Our notions concerning the romanticiza-
tion of leadership extend this attributional analysis by suggesting that as an
explanatory concept leadership has assumed a special status—not merely a
prosaic alternative that people dispassionately consider on an equal footing
with other explanations, it has achieved a heroic, larger-than-life value.

THE PRESENT RESEARCH

The initial studies on the romanticized conception of leadership exam-
ined the pattern of causal attributions that resulted when observers faced the
task of explaining various levels of a system's performance under conditions
in which the true underlying causal structure was logically indeterminant
(Meindi, Ehrlich. & Dukerich, 1985). The results revealed (1) a bias toward
viewing leadership as causally dominant and (2) covariance between perfor-
mance levels and both the significance observers attached to leadership and
their interest in it. The present research attempted to explore further, within
the domain of causal attribution, the nature and impiications of this bias
toward leadership.

Presumably, one of the key rationales behind the recent great interest in
the attributional processes associated with organizational behavior in gen-
eral (Lord & Smith, 1983) and leadership in particular (McEIroy, 1982) is that
people may react to similar outcomes very differently depending on the
particular causal inferences they made regarding these outcomes (Daft &
Weick, 1984; Mitchell, 1982). Ford (1965), for example, argued that decision
makers' attributions of causality largely determine organizations' responses
to downturns. The general argument is that the way in which something is
explained in part determines reactions to it.^ The means of production
inform subsequent reactions to the end product—"why" and "how" affect
"what." When organizational leaders try to manage the interpretations of
important constituencies and stakeholders through the manipulation of
retrospective, causal accounts,^ the rationale that attributions affect subse-
quent evaluations of outcomes and reactions to them is certainly implicit. In

^ For a review of attribution theory and research on this general point, see Kelley and Michela
(1980].

^ "Causal accounting" does not here refer to financial accounting but rather to processes
that occur within the general realm of social discourse in which the exchange of explanations
and reasons for events and activities is important for behavior and maintenance of social order
(Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Scott & Lyman, 1968; Semin & Manstead, 1983J.



94 Academy of Management Journal March

this vein, several recent studies have exanriined the attributions embedded
within the causal accounts that occur in organizations' annual reports
(Bettman & Weitz. 1983; Salancik & Meindl. 1984; Staw, McKechnie. & Puffer,
1983). These studies have all documented reasonahiy coherent attempts to
portray an organization's fortunes and its management in self-serving ways.
Bettman and Weitz and Staw and his colleagues found evidence of attrihu-
tional patterns of self-enhancing and ego-defensive statements in which
managers internalized and took credit for successes and externalized failures,
disassociating them from managerial activities. Salancik and Meindl uncov-
ered a pattern in which intemalization of failure was under some circum-
stances as likely as intemalization of success, reflecting attempts to suggest
that outcomes were within—or at least potentially within—the control of man-
agement and not inevitably determined by uncontrollable external forces.
Whatever the particular patterns, the fact that managements bother to engage
in such activities suggests that causal inferences regarding performance are,
for a variety of reasons, important to the actions of their constituencies.

For our purposes, the possihility that differences in causal interpreta-
tions can alter broad, subjective evaluations of events or outcomes provided
some leverage for demonstrating the phenomonological value and signifi-
cance invested in the concept of leadership. We reasoned that the degree to
which a particular causal factor affected subsequent reactions to organiza-
tional events would to some extent reflect the intrinsic significance and
value of that factor (Eagly, Wood, & Chaiken, 1981). If leadership is so criti-
cal to organizational success and failure, it is little wonder that it has achieved
a high value. We explored the possibility that this value is powerful enough
to influence the evaluations of outcomes to which it is attached and were
particularly interested in demonstrating that varying the degrees to which
performance outcomes can be credibly attributed to leadership would result
in measurable differences in how judges evaluated those outcomes. Such an
effect would provide rather strong evidence of the value that has been in-
vested in the concept of leadership. It is well known that people tend to
positively value causal factors associated with desirable effects—if for no
other reason than their instrumentality as a means to an end. However, the
transmission of value across a cause-effect linkage can also operate in reverse,
so that in some special cases the desirability or value of a cause (or means)
which is thought to produce an effect determines the value of that effect (or
outcome). We are suggesting an instance of that special case: the value and
significance ascribed to leadership as a causal force tends to enhance the
subjective value of its presumed effects. The effect we were interested in was
the performance of a firm. Given our premise regarding the romanticization
of leadership, we expected judges faced with causal accounts attributing
outcomes to leadership to evaluate those outcomes more favorably than
when the same performance outcomes were attributed to factors not di-
rectly associated with leadership.

Figure 1 gives an overview of the working model we used to operation-
ally define this hypothesis. Our logic was that the connection between quan-
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titative performance information and subsequent subjective evaluations of
that information depend in part on judges' attributions concerning what pro-
duced the performance. Since causal attributions regarding performances are
partially based on the relative salience of plausible causes, we chose to
manipulate causal attributions by controlling the relative salience of factors
implicating leadership. An ecologically valid way to deliver this manipula-
tion was to embed relevant information regarding the production of out-
comes within the context of causal accounts that retrospectively explained
to judges how and why a pattern of performance was produced (Bettman &
Weitz. 1983; Salancik & Meindl, 1984; Staw et al , 1983). The two experi-
ments reported here both focused on different but closely related aspects of
the working model outlined in Figure 1. The first attempted a direct test of
our hypothesis, with the dependent variable of interest being judges' evalua-
tions of performance. The second, using the same paradigm, attempted to
find additional, albeit ancillary, less direct support for our hypothesis by
focusing on the attributional process itself; its dependent variables were the
nature and qualities of the attributions.

STUDY 1

Our research strategy was to confront graduate business students with
the task of making subjective evaluations of quantitative, "bottom-line,"
business indicators. These data were presented in a context that made sa-
lient certain information, implicating particular forces as causally dominant
in producing the performance outcomes. We manipulated the contextual
information to create distinct and coherent themes, holding constant the
generally positive performance data to which these themes were attached.
We hypothesized that causal accounting themes highlighting the role of a
firm's top management would result in better evaluations of performance
than themes not directly linked to the qualities and activities of top
management.

Methods

Subjects were 111 students enrolled in an evening M.B.A. program who
volunteered to participate in this research. Their mean age was nearly 26
(25.90) years, and over 80 percent were fully employed. Each was randomly
assigned to one of four experimental conditions.

Written instructions informed all subjects that the purpose of the ques-
tionnaire they were about to fill out was to examine the effectiveness of
certain business and financial information in allowing people to form gen-
eral impressions and evaluations of firms traded on the American Stock
Exchange. The instructions went on to say that they would be asked to
evaluate one firm on the basis of information that had been edited and
condensed from several reputable business and investment reference sources.
They then received an official-looking fact sheet that contained a general
description of the firm and its business, a paragraph summarizing key operat-
ing strengths, and finally, a five-year summary of selected performance
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indicators. These data included total sales, profit margins, net earnings,
earnings per share, and stock price information for each year from 1978 to
1982. The content of the paragraph describing key operating strengths was
manipulated to create four distinctly different causal accountings of the
firm's performance in recent years: (1) The leadership version attributed the
firm's performance to the top-level management team. (2) The employees
version made attributions to the quality of the firm's specialized, profes-
sional bench scientists. Both of these versions made internal attributions,
construing the firm's performance in terms of forces associated with charac-
teristics of the firm, but the remaining two versions construed performance
in terms of factors in the firm's external environment. (3) The market version
provided an account that emphasized changing patterns of consumer needs
and preferences. (4) The government version made attributions to changes in
federal regulatory policies. All four accounts emphasized the favorable im-
pact of the factors cited on the firm's competitive position and the unique-
ness of that impact relative to the industry in general. These descriptions
were not extensive; each was about 100 words long. The Appendix presents
the four descriptions. We carefully developed these stimuli, not only to
make them comprehensible and readable to participants, but also to insure
that they would perceive the thematic differences in a manner consistent
with our purposes. In a pretest, a small group of student judges (N = 11) were
successfully able to sort the four fact sheets into their proper conditions
without error or ambiguity.

After they had read the fact sheet, participants were asked to evaluate
the firm's performance on two overall dimensions typically important to
investors: profitability, with 0 = not at all profitable and 10 = very profitable,
and risk, with 0 - not at all risky and 10 = very risky. In addition, partici-
pants rated the firm's performance on a series of nine bipolar, 11-point,
semantic differential scales: good-bad, unstable-stable, successful-unsuc-
cessful, risky-safe, positive-negative, variable-constant, profitable-unprofit-
able, uncertain-certain, and attractive-unattractive.

Results

Profitability and risk. We expected that those individuals who read
the causal accounting theme emphasizing leadership would evaluate the
firm's performance as more profitable and less risky than those who read the
other three accounting themes. Table 1 summarizes data on evaluations of
profitability and risk in the four conditions. We conducted a multivariate
analysis of variance with profitability and risk as the dependent variables.
Results indicated a significant multivariate effect (Fg 210 = 2.38, p = .03]. The
univariate test for profitability was also significant, and the univariate test
for risk was only marginally significant. Using planned comparisons, we
tested our hypothesis more precisely; as predicted, the leadership theme
produced a significantly more positive evaluation of profitability than the
other three themes combined (1 ,̂7 = 3.17, p = .002.) The same was true for
the risk measure: the leadership theme produced lower evaluations of risk,
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on average, than the remaining three themes combined (tio7 = 2.08, p = .04).
We combined high profit and low risk, reverse-coded, into a single overall
measure of positive evaluation; as expected, the leadership theme produced
a significantly more positive overall performance evaluation than the combi-
nation of the other three conditions (tjo? = 2.14, p < .05), results that are very
clearly consistent with our hypothesis.

Semantic differential measures. The nine semantic items w êre chosen a
priori to reflect the two general dimensions of profitability and risk. However,
factor analysis with varimax rotation revealed that all of the items loaded on
a single overall dimension. Since factor loadings ranged from .51 to .84, we
combined the entire set of nine semantic differential items into a single
scale, positivity. A subsequent analysis of this scale revealed an acceptable
level of interitem reliability (a = .88). Corrected item-total correlations ranged
from .46 to .61, so we retained all nine items. A one-way analysis of variance
revealed that the various causal accounting themes significantly influenced
subjects' evaluations of performance as measured on the positivity scale
(̂ 3 104 ^ 2.76, p = ,046).Consistent with the hypothesis, a planned compari-
son revealed that subjects evaluated performance more favorably when it was
accounted for in terms of leadership than in terms of the other three themes
combined (tio4 = 2.52, p = .013). Figure 1 presents a profile of ratings by
condition.

In summary, the pattern of results obtained on both the main measures
and on the positivity scale provided rather consistent evidence that a limited
amount of qualitative information providing coherent themes accounting for
a firm's performance can successfully influence subjective evaluations of
that performance on a limited, quantitative subset of information. More
important, the theme that accounted for high performance in terms of the

TABLE 1
Mean Evaluations

for Each Accounting Theme: Study 1

Measures'*

Profitability
Risk
Overall

performance
Semantic

differential scale

Leadership

8.00
5.71

. 6.S6

7,69

Accounting Themes*

Employees

7.31
5.15

6.23

7.17

Univariate
Market Government J^

7.07
4.43

5.75

6.69

7.07
4.96

6.02

6.96

3.62
2.10

4.87

2.76

P

<.O1
<.1O

<.OO1

<.O5

Numbers of subjects in each condition were: leadership. N = 28; employees, N = 26;
market. N = 30; government, N = 27,

^ Response formats ranged from 0 lo 10. with high scores indicating high profitability,
highly favorable evaluation, and so forth. Risk was reverse-coded,

t̂  Degrees of freedom = 3,107 except for the semantic differential scale, where they = 3.104.
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qualities and activities of top-level management enhanced evaluations of
that performance relative to the alternative themes.

STUDY 2

This second experiment focused exclusively on the nature and causes of
the attributions presumed to be operating in study 1. We sought to address
three related issues. First, we wanted to shed more light on the processes
through which the manipulated themes, particularly the leadership account,
influenced evaluations of performance. One way to do this was to determine
the underlying dimensions along which the causes emphasized in our ac-
counts varied from one another. Weiner (1979) described three general di-
mensions along which people see many causal attributions as varying:
internality, controllability, and stability. In terms of this research, internality
refers to the extent to which the causal force implicated in an account ema-
nates from inside versus outside the firm. Controllability refers to the firm's
ability to exercise some degree of influence over the effects of a causal force
on its outcomes or functioning. Stability refers to the general amount of
change and variability that appears to be inherent in the causal forces being
implicated. Ford (1985) presented a similar discussion of Weiner's dimen-
sions within the context of organizational responses to downturns in
performance. At least two of these dimensions are directly relevant to our
analysis of leadership as a valued explanation for organizational events and
occurrences. As a part of their discussion of the external control model of
organizations, Pfeffer and Salancik (1978:16-19, 262-268) addressed the sig-
nificance of leadership variables for organizational functioning. They specu-
lated that people attribute high levels of influence to leaders because they
represent instantiations of personal causation that are clearly identified with
a firm and appear to be more tractable than the impersonal, uncontrollable,
and external forces existing in the firm's environment. Thus, we expected
that subjects would rate the attributions generated by the leadership account
as both internal and controllable. However, we deliberately included an
alternative theme—the employee account— also implicating causal forces that
subjects should also see as identified with the firm and controllable. In these
terms, the leadership and employee accounts were very different from the
market and government accounts, which alluded to environmental forces
that would typically be considered less controllable. Thus, we expected to
find major differences in how subjects evaluated the first and second two
accounting themes, but could not clearly predict the relative stability of the
causal forces implicated in the different accounts because they could all
logically change or remain invariant, depending on circumstances. Never-
theless, we included stability in our analysis for the sake of completeness.

A second purpose was to assess the general effects and efficacy of the
various causal accounts on subjects' subsequent attributions. Although de-
veloping the materials gave us some idea about their general effectiveness,
study 2 let us explore this in some detail. We expected that the attributions
that resulted in each condition would vary systematically in ways consistent
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with our predictions. Most important, we expected that attributions to quali-
ties and activities of top management would occur in the leadership-theme
condition and that other attributions would emerge in the other three
conditions,

Our third purpose was a preliminary exploration of the kinds of factors
associated with people's general tendency to construe things in terms of
leadership. We sought to determine the cognitive correlates of the subjects'
tendency to make such attributions over and above what was attributable to
our manipulation. Thus, we had judges rate the causes they felt each account-
ing theme implicated on a series of evaluative and descriptive dimensions
and then compared these ratings with the strength of their attributions to
leadership. These results indicated what the attributions to leadership im-
plied about the underlying traits and attributes that we suspected were
important; we hoped they would help us to understand more concretely the
value and significance attached to leadership as an explanatory concept. The
set of dimensions did not come from any particular conceptual system but
was loosely constructed from our own thinking about what might be
appropriate.

Methods

Subjects were 132 M.B.A. students similar to those in study 1. Their
mean age was 24.15 years. Procedures were identical in every respect to
those of study 1, except that instead of asking subjects to rate the firm's
performance, we asked them to consider the nature and effects of the causal
forces that probably accounted for the performance. There were three sets of
dependent measures. One set asked them to rate, on 11-point scales, the
degrees of intemality, stability, and controllability associated with the causal
factors implied by the various accounting themes.

A second set of measures asked participants to rate the causal factors
emphasized in the various accounting themes in terms of the degree to
which they implicated factors associated with chance, the qualities of top
management, other firm characteristics not associated with top management,
and the firm's environment. We expected that substantial differences would
emerge regarding such attributions.

For the third dependent measure, subjects rated the various causal forces
implied hy each theme on 16 semantic differentials: good-bad, small-large,
stable-^unstahle, plausible-implausihie, powerful-weak, negative- positive,
complex-simple, known-unknown, pervasive-narrow, defined-undefined,
desirable-undesirable, temporary-permanent, numerous-few, related-unre-
lated, unique—common, and dependable-undependable. We included these
measures to explore potential differences in the semantic meanings attached
to the various themes and to perhaps reveal something about the general
tendency to make leadership attributions. Finally, we gathered some back-
ground data, including age, gender, and number of finance courses completed.
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Results

Causal dimensions. Table 2 summarizes data from a multivariate analy-
sis of variance with type of theme as the independent variable and ratings of
stability, internality, and controllability as the dependent variables. The
multivariate test was significant (Fg 374 = 16.51, p < .001). In addition, the
univariate tests were significant for each of the dependent variables. We
expected subjects exposed to the leadership and employee themes to see the
accounts as implicating more internal factors than subjects exposed to the
market and government themes would. A planned comparison with the first
two conditions opposed to the second two verified this expectation (ti28 =
3.90, p < .001). We also hypothesized that subjects would view causal ac-
counts emphasizing leadership and employees as implicating more controlla-
ble factors than accounts that emphasized external factors. A second planned
comparison along the same axes suggested that this was the case [Uza = 6.22,
p < .001). Having no a priori expectations regarding the degree of stability
implicated by the various themes, we computed Duncan's multiple range
test. Interestingly, this post hoc procedure revealed that the leadership and
employee themes were equally high in terms of stability ratings, and the
market and government themes were equally low. Moreover, the leadership
and the employee themes each elicited higher stability ratings than the other
two themes.

Causal attributions. Data concerning subjects' causal attributions in each
condition allowed us to assess the precise effects and efficacy of the manipu-
lation used in study 1. We expected that the leadership theme would elicit
many attributions to the quality and characteristics of the firm's top manage-

Dependent
Variables
Causal dimensions

Stability
Internality
Controllability

Causal attributions
Cbance/luck

Mean

Leadership

6.77
6.78
7.13

3.65
Qualitiesof top management 7.84
Otbercharacteristicsoffirm 6.16
Finn's environment

Leadership index
6.00

18.00

TABLE
Ratings,

2
Study 2

Accounting Themes'*

Employees

7.06
6.55
7.18

3.30
6.96
7.09
6.27

15.00

Market

5.18
2.26
4.18

6.09
6.50
5.00
7.82

11.66

Govemment

5.71
3.29
3.91

5.00
6.62
5.53
8.06

12.14

Univariate

5.54
36.50
22.87

11.23
3.06
6.36
9.03

7.32

P

<.OO1
<.OO1
<.OO1

<.OO1
<.OO1
<001
<.OO1

<.OO1

Response scales ranged from 0 to 10; high scores indicated greater attributions, degrees,
and so forth,

^ Numbers of subjects in each condition were: leadership. N = 31; employees, N = 33;
market. N = 34; and govemment. N = 34.

<: Degrees of freedom = 3,128.
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ment and few to luck, environmental factors, and so on. The employee
theme was to elicit attributions to characteristics identified with the firm but
not with top management. We expected the market and government themes
to elicit attributions to environmental characteristics and to be seen as indi-
cating that fortune and circumstances were key to the firm's performance.
Table 2 summarizes these data. We accomplished a preliminary omnibus
analysis through a multivariate analysis of variance with condition as the
independent variable and the four possible causal attributions as dependent
factors. This analysis revealed a significant multivariate effect (F^2,37i =
7.47, p < .001), and the univariate test for chance/luck was significant, as
were the tests for qualities of top management, other characteristics of the
firm, and the firm's environment. Planned comparisons across the four differ-
ent accounting themes were generally in line with our expectations. Attribu-
tions to the quality and characteristics of top management were significantly
higher, on average, in the leadership-theme condition than in the remaining
three conditions combined (ti28 = 169, p = .014). Attributions to other firm
characteristics were greater, on average, for the employee theme than for the
other three [ti2a = 4.80, p < .001). Attributions to factors in the firm's external
environment were significantly higher for the market and government themes
thanforthe leadership and employee themes combined (t)2a = 3.61, p < .001).
Attributions to chance/luck followed the same pattern (ti28 = 4.14, p < .001).
All of these results attest to the efficacy of our manipulation.

Predicting the strength of leadership attributions. In order to use the
semantic differential items to explore our subjects' general tendency to view
leadership as causally important to performance, we first factor-analyzed
these data to reduce their complexity and to identify any coherent underly-
ing patterns. Principal component factoring with varimax rotation yielded a
six-factor solution. Four factors had multiple items with strong loadings
(>.4O) and were coherent enough to label; four items, which we did not
analyze further, either did not load high (<.4O) on factors with other items or
were the sole items composing a factor. Four subscales resulted, each con-
taining 3 of the 16 possible items. We labeled these potency, reliability,
certainty, and evaluation. Table 3 summarizes these scales and their psycho-
metric properties. Consistent with the concept of the romanticization of
leadership, we expected that the strength of attributions to leadership would
correspond positively with judges' evaluations on these factors.

In order to capture the strength of each subject's tendency to view leader-
ship as causally important, we combined responses to the four attribution
questions. We formed a leadership index, similar to a measure employed
previously (Meindl et al., 1985), by dividing attributions to top management
by the sum of all other attributions and multiplying by 100. Conceptually,
this index gives a reasonably clear estimate of the extent to which subjects
preferred leadership to other ways of explaining and understanding the firm's
level of performance. In effect, it assesses the strength of leadership
attributions, controlling for individual differences associated with making
attributions to all sources. A one-way analysis of variance revealed that this
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TABLE 3
Four Subscales Derived from the

Semantic Differential Items for Study 2

Alpha Items

.70 Powerful-weak
Large-small
Plausible-implausible

Evaluation .B5 Good-bad

Positive-negative
Desirable-undesirable

-76 Stable-unstable

Dependable-undependable
Permanent-tem porary

.70 Known-unknown
Defined-undefined

, Related-unrelated

leadership index varied significantly by theme, and a planned comparison
revealed that it was indeed highest for the leadership theme (t̂ ae = 3-97, p <
.001). Table 2 summarizes these data.

To examine the issue of main interest in this experiment—the strength of
leadership attributions over and above that attributable to our manipulation
of the accounting theme—we conducted a three-step hierarchical regression
analysis. Tables 4 and 5 summarize the interrelations of the variables and the
results. The first step entered appropriate dummy variables to control for
conditions; the second step entered the background variables: age, gender,
and number of completed finance courses. We included these data so that
the estimates for the subscale variables, which were entered in the next step,
would not reflect individual differences. In addition, we were curious as to
empirical linkages between these variables and preference for leadership
attributions, although it was difficult to form definite expectations for them.
If anything, we expected that individuals witb high exposure to finance
courses and thus to a quantitative orientation toward the functioning of
firms would put less stock in qualitative, interpretive accounts and be less
likely to show systematic preferences for leadership attributions. But
surprisingly, the preference for leadership attributions seemed stronger for
those subjects. However, as a set, these background variables do not add
much to tbe amount of variance explained.

In the final step, the four subscales derived from the semantic differen-
tial items were entered. As the tables show, the joint test of the entire third
step revealed that tbis set of variables did add significantly to explaining
variance in the strength of leadership attributions beyond that attributable to
our experimental manipulation of accounting themes and to background
variables. The reliability subscale was the single best predictor, showing a
strong, positive correlation with the tendency to explain performance in
terms of leadership.
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DISCUSSION
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Previous research on the romanticization of leadership has shown that
people have a bias toward viewing ieadership as a likely causal force when
they account for organizational performance under ambiguous conditions in
which true underlying causes are logically indeterminant (Meindl et al.,
1985). That research also revealed that the strength of such preferences
covaried with performance levels. The present research complements our
earlier work; here, attributions to leadership were independent variables and

TABLE 4
Intercorrelations of Variables

in the Hierarchical Regression Analysis of Leadership Index. Study 2

Variables

1. Age
2. Gender"
3. Number of finance

courses taken
4. Potency
5. Evaluation
6. Reliability
7. Certainty
8. Leadership index

Means

24.15
1.53

0.50
6.82
7.42
6.05
6.71

14.00

S.d.

3,71
0.50

1.13
1.51
1.79
2.12
1.72
4.00

1

-.09

.09

-.01
-.07

.03

-.01
-.02

2

-,22**
.15

.23**

.17*
,12

.04

3

-.08
.15

.19"
,10

.24**

4

. 3 8 " '

.33"**
,57***
.17"

S

.56**'

.34

.30""

6

.51***

. 4 7 "

7

.30**

a MBn - 1, women = 2.
* p < .05

•" p < .01
* ' '*p < .001

TABLE 5
Results of Hierarchical Regression

Analysis of Leadership Index, Study 2

Steps and Predictors

1. Dummy variables for condition

2. Background variables
Age
Gender
Finance

3. Subscalea"
Potency
Evaluation
Certainty
Reliability

.034
,089
,191*

,003

.049

.152
, 2 7 9 "

.125'**

.140*"

.247

.035

.126'

a Subscales were coded so tbat bigher values represent more potent, positive evaluation,
certainty, and reliability.

* p < .05 . . .
• • P < .01 , ;

*** p < .001
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evaluations of performance level were dependent. In study 1. we deliberately
manipulated attributions in order to observe their effects on subjective evalua-
tions of performance; evaluations of outcomes attributed to leadership were
significantly higher than evaluations of outcomes whose attributions did not
implicate leadership, a pattern that fit our working assumptions about the
value and significance attached to leadership as an explanatory concept.
Apparently, this value is high enough to measurably alter the values as-
cribed to the outcomes it is seen as having produced.

Although it is difficult to specify how that value is transmitted, these
results suggest that something akin to a powerful halo characterizes leader-
ship as an explanatory concept, so that anything connected to or associated
with the concept tends to take on similar value and significance. If this is
true, we would expect to find effects similar to those observed in this re-
search when examining evaluations of factors actors consider responsible for
the production of leadership itself. Whether a similar effect would occur in
evaluating poor performance is an open question since we investigated only
positive performance. If a positive halo exists, people may see even obvi-
ously poor performance in a somewhat positive light if they attribute it to the
efforts and activities of top management. But it is more likely that the halo is
negative when people evaluate poor performance—wben leadership appears
to have produced poor outcomes, observers may view those outcomes in an
exaggeratedly negative way. Our previous research found that the strength of
leadership attributions was greatest when a system's performance was ex-
tremely positive or negative, with leadership factors credited for very good
performances and blamed for very poor performances. Similarly, the halo
effect observed in this study may be positive or negative, depending on
whether tbe firm's performance impressed judges as generally good or as
generally poor initially, before they considered causes. The result would be
extreme, exaggerated evaluations of performance outcomes when accounts
directly implicated leadership factors.

The effects we observed in study 1 occurred on two performance criteria
roughly analogous to those typical of interest to investors— profitability, and
to a lesser extent, risk. It is worth noting the results of a subsequent analysis
that demonstrated a moderate positive correlation between high profitability
and low risk. In fact, the strongest positive linkage between these two evalua-
tions occurred for tbe subjects exposed to the leadership theme (r = .40
versus r = .18, 30, and .04 for tbe employees, market, and govemment themes,
respectively). Apparently, subjects tended to view the effects of leadership
on outcomes in a uniform and psychologically consistent way, and high
profit and low risk are both congruent with the broader concept of positive
performance. One hypothesis that follows is that judges will be rather dog-
matic when evaluating the effects of a leader's activities across a series of
different dependent criteria.

Study 2 was intended to specify the apparent value and significance
attached to leadership as an explanation for the outcomes of organized
activity. The focus was on the attributions themselves. Although the results
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were hardly definitive, they provided some basis for speculation. The data
on the cognitive correlates of the preference for using leadership as a way to
understand a system's performance are particularly intriguing. The scales
constructed from the semantic differential items—potency, evaluation,
certainty, and reliability—tended to be positively associated with the strength
of leadership attributions. In particular, reliability clearly covaried with
leadership attributions. The most direct interpretation of these findings is
that the high values attached to leadership factors result from these desirable
characteristics, which people consider inherent in leadership. A second,
more subtle interpretation relies on the premise that the causes of events and
outcomes are not isolated but are often linked in causal chains of various
lengths and complexities (Brickman, Ryan, & Wortman, 1975]. Leadership's
high value may be a function of judges' presuppositions regarding its loca-
tion and effects in a chain of cause-effect linkages. The fact that leadership
and other attributions occurred to some extent in all of the conditions is at
least consistent with this notion and suggests that subjects in our research
were sensitive to the noninterdependence of the various causal forces we
attempted to manipulate. Thus, rather than being characteristics of leader-
ship factors per se, the cognitive correlates we identified may in fact describe
perceived characteristics of the effects produced by leadership factors. Peo-
ple may see leadership as the origin or initial force in a causal chain, ulti-
mately affecting performance by virtue of its control of other causal forces
more contiguous to outcomes. According to this interpretation, our resuits
may indicate that judges assume leadership to have reliable and potent ef-
fects on factors with direct causal linkages to dependent performance
variables. Further research may be able to separate the value ascribed to
leadership owing to its presumed direct effects on outcomes and the value
owing to presumed indirect effects. These represent aspects of causal sche-
matas (Kelley & Michela. 1980) regarding organizational performances and
as such may be aspects of actors' implicit leadership theories that researchers
have yet to consider.

The aim of this research was to explore one implication of our working
assumptions about the romance associated with leaders and leadership. Out
of necessity, we conducted it under severely limited conditions. The hypothe-
sis dictated the use of rather coarse and one-sided themes designed to elicit
systematically different attributions from our judges. As the results of study
2 reveal, we were generally successful in doing that, at least for the relatively
inexperienced individuals who participated in our research. It is safe to
assume that such themes would never occur in real settings in these pure
forms; real accounts, which are generated by managements with agendas
very different from ours, tend to be much more complex and centered on
different issues (Salancik & Meindi, 1984). Although most of our subjects
held full-time positions in organizations and thus were not typical full-time
undergraduates, they hardly represent the range of possible organizational
constituencies and stakeholders. Future efforts might benefit from examin-
ing such processes in real, ongoing events and evaluations, using individu-
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als and groups with both vested interests in veridical views of organizational
functioning and some expertise in judging relevant cause-effect linkages in
organized systems. Awareness of such issues should temper interpretation
of our results.

The line of research on the romanticization of leadership of which this
study is a part provides us with a glimpse of the power and prominence of
leadership as a relevant, significant concept for comprehending complex
organized systems. It may ultimately help us to understand what forces main-
tain such systems and how they accomplish social purposes. For example,
the theory that these results support suggests a solution to a paradox inher-
ent in the external control perspective on organizational functioning. Such a
perspective not only diminishes the traditional significance of leadership,
thereby representing the antithesis of the romanticized view, but highlights
the symbolic role of management (Pfeffer, 1981; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978)—
leadership via the manipulation of symbols and the management of meaning.
Although symbolic actions are most likely to occur when environmental,
political, and other constraints make substantive actions infeasibie, they can
be highly effective in directing the activities of others, even when other
avenues of influence and change are available (Peters, 1978). Several recent
empirical studies have analyzed top managements' attempts to exert influ-
ence symbolically—through the causal interpretations they choose to make
public in their annual reports to shareholders (Bettman & Weitz, 1983;
Salancik & Meindl, 1984; Staw et al., 1983)--and each has documented reason-
ably coherent attributional patterns that are linked to general strategies of
impression management. The primary purpose of these managerial causal
accounts is to buttress faith in the efficacy of current administrations and to
assert that the fate and fortunes of the firms are in good hands. Perhaps
managers engage in these and other symbolic activities to enhance their
firm's worth and to justify their own elite positions. However, we might
reasonably ask why these thinly veiled attempts to persuade—likely products
of obviously ulterior motives and agendas—are effective. How can such one-
sided, biased interpretations of sometimes scant, sometimes contrary sub-
stantive effects be at all compelling—even to naive observers, let alone to
sophisticated organizational constituencies who have stakes in such matters?
Indeed, these causal accounts often appear to be prevarications involving the
willing participation and receptivity of their intended targets. Given the
results reported here, we suggest that the romanticized conception of
leadership and the values and ideology it represents are likely to be impor-
tant parts of this paradoxical receptivity.
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APPENDIX

The following paragraphs represent the causal accounts used in both studies reported in
this article.

Leadership account. ACTRON's performance over the last few years is largely attributable
to the outstanding leadership of Ross M. Pearson—Chief Executive Officer and Chairman of the
Board—and his cadre of senior executives who took over the reins of the firm in 1979. The
positive effects of leadership can be seen in several key strategic decisions to complete the
development and bring to market a number of new Pharmaceuticals—particularly a line of
dietary drugs—that have since proven to be highly successful.

Employee account. ACTRON's performance over the last few years is largely attributable to
the exceptional quality of the lahor force it employs, particularly the fine new core of bench
scientists—mostly biochemists and biochemical engineers—that came to the company and con-
gealed into a productive group in 1979. The positive effects can he seen on a numher of new and
innovative product development efforts—particularly a line of dietary drugs—that have heen
brought to market and have since proven to be highly successful.

Market account. ACTRON's performance in the last few years is largely attributable to
external changes in market demand that became apparent in 1979, These external changes in
consumer demand have favored Actron's particular mix of products, which is somewhat un-
usual in the industry. The positive effects can be seen, for example, in a number of its dietary
drugs. These drugs—most of which had heen developed and patented years ago—have suddenly
within the last few years become highly successful.

Government account. ACTRON's performance over the last few years is largely attributable
to favorable changes in Federal drug regulatory policies that went into effect in 1979. The
positive effects of these external changes on this firm's performance can be seen on a number of
new pharmaceuticals-particularly a line of dietary drugs—that had heen held up and restricted
for some time. Deregulation in this specific area has fortuitously coincided with Actron's prod-
uct development efforts—which have been atypical for the industry—allowing it to complete
testing of new drugs and bring many of them to market. The new dietary drugs that have
emerged from this situation have since proven to be highly successful.
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