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When Leaders Have Character:
Need for Leadership, Performance,
and the Attribution of Leadership

Reinout E. de Vries
University of Western Australia

This study examined the effects of departmental performance and
employees’ need for leadership on respondent’s perceptions of  leader
effectiveness, leadership traits, and prototypicality of the leader. A
sample of 150 Dutch University students participated in a 2 × 2 plus
control-group design. Results show that both need for leadership and
performance manipulations have an effect on the perceived effective-
ness and goal orientation of the leader. These effects are elaborated by
an interaction effect. In the strong need for leadership and high perfor-
mance condition the leader’s perceived effectiveness and goal orienta-
tion were disproportionately higher than in the other conditions. How-
ever, only a main effect of need for leadership occurred on perceived
leader’s support orientation. The leader was perceived as more support-
ive in the strong than in the weak need for leadership condition. Results
are discussed in light of the “romance of leadership” theory (Meindl,
Ehrlich, and Dukerich, 1985) and compared with findings from field
studies.

Leadership has been shown to be an important mental construct.
Among others, journalists, television reporters, and business watchers
refer to leadership extensively to understand highly complex organiza-
tional processes and to explain the nature of organizational success and
failure. Meindl (1990) shows that leadership is a more focal concept in
explaining organizational performance than either the employees of a
company, the market-forces, or governmental regulations. He uses the
term “romance of leadership” to describe subordinates’ and observers’
cognitive, behavioral and affective infatuation with leadership. Although
some research has been conducted on the romance of leadership in
successful and unsuccessful organizations/groups, research on situational
determinants (i.e., subordinate, task, organizational, and environmental
characteristics other than individual and organizational outcomes) of
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perceived leadership characteristics has been sparse. In this study we
will focus on the importance of one such determinant, subordinates’
need for leadership, together with performance, in explaining the attribu-
tion of trait descriptives to a departmental leader.

The romance of leadership comes about by two cognitive processes,
i.e., recognition-based processes and inferential processes. Recognition-
based processes are brought about by a categorization process (Eden &
Leviatan, 1975; Lord, de Vader, & Alliger, 1986; Cronshaw & Lord,
1987; Offermann, Kennedy, & Wirtz, 1994). This categorization process
involves two aspects: (a) perceptions of behaviors shown by the leader
and, (b) an “implicit leadership theory” (i.e., a lay theory about the
attributes of leaders), which structure the perception of an observer.
Some categories are closer to the heart of the concept of leadership. They
are called prototypical categories of leadership. For instance, “dedi-
cated,” “goal oriented,” “charismatic,” and “decisive” are considered
prototypical leadership traits, while “humanitarian,” “likeable,” and
“healthy” are less prototypical (Lord & Maher, 1993). Perception of a
focal person’s behavior, and the impressions which are based on these
perceptions, cannot exist without an implicit leadership theory. Nor can
an implicit leadership theory exist without the perceptions and impres-
sion formation on which it is based. Together they determine whether or
not a focal person is perceived as a leader.

The first research on recognition-based processes was conducted by
Eden and Leviatan (1975). They had students rate a fictitious leader of
“Plant X” about whom they were given little information. They found
that the LBDQ (Leadership Behavior Description Questionnaire;
Fleishman, 1953) leadership factors, i.e., consideration and initiating of
structure, were almost exactly replicated even in conditions in which
students claimed that they completed the questionnaire at random. This
research supported the notion that people have implicit leadership theo-
ries which they use to categorize people.

In a similar vein, Rush, Thomas, and Lord (1977) found that the
factor pattern and item loadings on the LBDQ derived in a limited
information condition were similar to those obtained in real settings. In
a study by Rush and Russell (1988), it was found that individuals with
similar prototypes of leadership described the behaviors of their supervi-
sors in a similar fashion. Thus, it is not only shown that prototypes exist,
but also that they are used to evaluate leadership in a way consistent with
the mental representations people have of leaders. Furthermore, Lord,
Foti, and De Vader (1984) showed that there was a significant negative
correlation between prototypicality and reaction time to behavioral
items. Behavioral items that were more prototypical of leadership were
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processed faster than items which were less prototypical with respect to
leadership. Together, the studies provide ample evidence to support the
existence and centrality of prototypes in mental representations of lead-
ers.

Inferential processes are grounded in an attribution process in
which leadership is assessed together with group or organizational
successes (Meindl, 1990; Shamir, 1992; Pavitt & Sackaroff, 1990) and
environmental or situational circumstances (Mitchell, Larson, & Green,
1977; Meindl, Ehrlich, & Dukerich, 1985; Phillips & Lord, 1981). A
dual process is involved in causal ascription. On the one hand, percep-
tion of prototypical leadership can strengthen the expectation of success
of the observer. Lord, Foti and De Vader (1984) showed that prototypical
leaders were viewed as more responsible for success. On the other hand,
success can lead to an enhancement of leadership prototypicality percep-
tions in an observer. Rush et al. (1977) found that positive performance
cues led to higher ratings on consideration and initiating of structure of
the LBDQ. In a study by Phillips and Lord (1982), bogus performance
information significantly affected prototypical leadership ratings but did
not affect nonprototypical leadership ratings. It thus appears that per-
ceived leader’s prototypicality affects perceived success, which in turn
may cause a stronger attribution of prototypical traits to a leader.

Situational circumstances have been used as dependent and inde-
pendent variables in leadership attribution studies. As a dependent
variable, they have been used to compare personal versus environmental
attributions. When environmental attributions are made, the circum-
stance instead of the leader is viewed as the cause of group or organiza-
tional success. When personal attributions are made, the leader is viewed
as the origin of group success.

Mitchell, Larson, and Green (1977) hypothesized that performance
manipulations would result in both personal and environmental attribu-
tions. In three experiments in which participants received identical
situations and leadership behavior but in which success/failure was
manipulated, Mitchell et al. (1977) showed that success was more
consistently attributed to favorable circumstances in terms of Fiedler’s
(1967) group atmosphere, task structure and position power, than to the
leadership styles consideration and initiating structure. In contrast, Meindl,
Ehrlich, and Dukerich (1985) found that personal attributions of success
and failure were generally stronger than environmental attributions.
However, they found a curvilinear relation between performance level
and leader attributions. At low and high levels of performance, success
was mainly attributed to the person of the leader. When intermediate
levels of performance were observed, attribution of performance to the
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leader was less strong. However, the success/failure manipulation hardly
had an effect on environmental attributions.

Not many studies have focused on situational circumstances as
independent variables in leadership attribution studies. The most compre-
hensive study was conducted by Phillips and Lord (1981). In a 2 × 2 × 2
design, they studied the effects of ability and motivation of the employee
(high or low), together with leadership salience (high or low) and
performance information (good or bad). The dependent variables were
causal ascriptions to the leader and on leadership style ratings. Some-
what in contrast with findings from Meindl, Ehrlich, and Dukerich
(1985), leadership was seen as a significantly more important cause of
performance in a high performance condition than in a low performance
condition.1 Likewise, the situational variable (i.e., employees’ ability
and innovation) and leadership salience had direct effects on causal
ascription, with leadership being seen as the most important cause of
performance in the presence of low ability and motivation and high
leadership salience. However, no interaction effects between the condi-
tions on the causal ascription were observed. The leadership style rat-
ings, initiating structure and consideration were significantly affected by
performance and by the interaction between performance and the situ-
ational variable. In a high performance condition, higher initiating
structure and consideration ratings were given to leaders who had
subordinates with low ability and motivation than to leaders who had
subordinates with high ability and motivation. In a low performance
condition, lower initiating structure and consideration ratings were given
to leaders who had subordinates with high ability and motivation than to
leaders who had subordinates with low ability and motivation.

In this study we want to take a closer look at the effects of perfor-
mance and situational variables on causal ascriptions and leadership
ratings using need for leadership. Need for leadership is defined as the
extent to which an employee wishes the leader to facilitate the paths
towards individual, group, and/or organizational goals (de Vries, Roe,
and Taillieu, 1999). We chose need for leadership because it has been
shown to be an important moderator of the relation between leadership
and outcome variables in field studies (de Vries, 1997; de Vries, Roe, &
Taillieu, 1999). Moderators of this relation have been prominent in the
substitutes for leadership theory. The theory suggests that individual,
task, and organizational characteristics can be found which “... negate

1 However, although Meindl, Ehrlich, and Dukerich (1985) maintain that leadership is
viewed as a cause of performance in both low and high performance conditions, their data
reveals that causal ascriptions are slightly stronger in the high performance than in the
low performance conditions.
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the leader’s ability to either improve or impair subordinate satisfaction
and performance” (Kerr and Jermier, 1978: 377).

Studies on the substitutes for leadership theory have been far from
successful. In addition to methodological problems that have plagued
some of the field studies, the theory has suffered from a lack of proof
(Howell and Dorfman, 1986; Williams, Podsakoff, Todor, Huber, Howell,
and Dorfman, 1988; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, and Fetter, 1993, Podsakoff,
MacKenzie, and Bommer, 1996). In a study using 958 employees from
different companies, De Vries (1997) found that need for leadership
moderated the relation between leadership and outcomes far more often
than the substitutes for leadership.2 However, in De Vries’ study, the
assumed causality was in the opposite direction from the direction
proposed in attribution theories. De Vries (1997) argued that leadership
has an effect on individual and organizational outcomes. High need for
leadership was found to strengthen this effect, while low need for
leadership was found to weaken it.

In this study, we will look at the relation between need for leader-
ship, performance, and leadership traits from an attribution perspective.
We hypothesize that romance of leadership will occur to a greater extent
when performance is high instead of low and when need for leadership of
subordinates is strong instead of weak. Thus, we want to address the
issue of whether need for leadership and performance are able to deter-
mine leadership ratings. Our first hypothesis offers the same prediction
as previous studies:

H1 Perception of effectiveness, leadership traits, and
prototypicality of the leader will be higher in a situation in
which a department performs well than in a situation in
which a department performs poorly.

Our second hypothesis pertains to need for leadership:

H2 Perception of effectiveness, leadership traits, and
prototypicality of the leader will be higher in a situation in
which the department members have a strong need for
leadership than in a situation in which the department
members have a weak need for leadership.

2 De Vries (1997) found a moderating effect of need for leadership in the predicted
direction in 52% of the times. The substitutes for leadership moderated the leadership -
outcomes relations in 16.3% of the times. However, only 9.4% of these latter moderating
effects (1.4% of the total number of possible moderating effects) were in the predicted
direction.
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Furthermore, we think that need for leadership will interact with
performance to determine leadership ratings. When performance is high
and subordinates have a strong need for leadership, leaders will be more
likely to be perceived as “leaderlike,” i.e., effective, prototypical, and
possessing leadership traits. When performance is high and need for
leadership is weak, observers will be less inclined to perceive the leader
as leaderlike. With low performance, observers will be even less inclined
to perceive the leader as leaderlike. We are not certain what the effect of
need for leadership will be in a low performance condition. On the one
hand, it can be argued that when need for leadership is strong, low
performance will be attributed to the leader’s failure to address these
needs; on the other hand, it may also be the case that poor performance is
a result of subordinates’ lack of initiative and skills. Our third hypothesis
is:

H3 There is an interaction between need for leadership and
performance in predicting perceived effectiveness, leader
traits, and prototypicality. In a strong need for leadership -
high performance condition, the leader will obtain dispro-
portionately higher ratings than in other conditions.

METHOD

Participants
One hundred-fifty students (75 men and 75 women) of different

Departments of Tilburg University, the Netherlands, were recruited as
participants. The sample consists of 110 students of the Department of
Social Sciences, 32 of the Department of Economics, 5 of the Depart-
ment of Linguistic Sciences, 2 of the Department of Law, and 1 of the
Department of Theology. Their ages ranged from 18 to 51 (M = 22.1
years, SD = 4.3). Their work experience ranged from 0 to 22 years (M =
2.5 years, SD = 3.5).

Independent Variables
The design consisted of 5 conditions which included a 2 (strong vs.

weak need for leadership) × 2 (high vs. low departmental performance)
factorial and a “control” condition (without need for leadership and
performance manipulations). Need for leadership and departmental per-
formance were manipulated in the vignette. It consisted of a story on a
printing company. Although some information about the company and
Mr. Wood should be given to make the story plausible, we tried to
minimize it as much as possible. All material presented to the partici-
pants was in Dutch. The English translation of the basic vignette (with-
out manipulations) reads as follows:
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Last year the managing board of the printing-office “Paperworld”
carried out a reorganization which led to several new departments.
One of the big new departments, with great overall responsibility,
was the production department, of which the 47-year old Mr. Wood
became working-manager. Mr. Wood was appointed by the
managing board because he had a lot of experience and knowledge.
At the appointment interview with the managing board, Mr. Wood
was told that the company had to cut down on expenses without loss
of quality. As a consequence, Mr. Wood would have to increase the
efficiency of the department. In the company, a measure of
efficiency was used which calculated the production of printed
matter in fixed time periods. To ensure higher production, Mr.
Wood called a meeting to discuss the coordination between the
preparation and the finishing subdivisions of the production
department.

In the control condition, participants read only the basic vignette. In
the experimental conditions, at the end of this vignette, four sentences
followed with the need for leadership manipulation first and the depart-
mental performance manipulation last. The need for leadership manipu-
lation contains an extra sentence about the (lack of) ability of the
subordinates to craft a plan to give a rationale for the need for leadership.
Research has shown that ability, experience, and knowledge of subordi-
nates are predictors of need for leadership. The high need for leadership
manipulation read as follows: “During the meeting it appeared that the
subordinates had a strong need for Mr. Wood’s leadership. They did not
have a clue how they could ensure higher productivity.” The low need
for leadership manipulation consisted of the following: “During the
meeting it appeared that the subordinates had a weak need for Mr.
Wood’s leadership. In the month before Mr. Wood became working-
manager they themselves had manufactured a plan to ensure greater
efficiency.” After the need for leadership manipulation, two sentences
followed about the performance of the department. The high perfor-
mance manipulation read as follows: “At the end of the financial year, an
evaluation took place to ascertain whether indeed the production depart-
ment had increased efficiency. The data indicated that the efficiency
goals were achieved.” The low performance manipulation was as fol-
lows: “At the end of the financial year, an evaluation took place to
ascertain whether indeed the production department had increased effi-
ciency. The data indicated that the efficiency goals were not achieved.”

Dependent Variables
As dependent variables, we constructed a perceived leadership

effectiveness scale, two leadership trait scales, and we constructed a
prototypicality ranking using the means on the trait items.
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Perceived effectiveness of the leader was measured using two items,
i.e., “Mr. Wood is an effective leader” and “As a leader, Mr. Wood is
performing well.” The two items correlate .71 (α = .83). The two
leadership trait scales were constructed from 16 leadership traits. The
traits were derived from Lord and Maher’s (1993) Table 3.3 (page 46).
We included five traits with high prototypicality (4.4 < mean
prototypicality < 4.7); i.e., “dedicated,” “goal oriented,” “charismatic,”
“decisive,” and “responsible;” six with somewhat lower prototypicality
(4.1 < mean prototypicality < 4.3); i.e., “concerned,” “disciplined,”
“trustworthy,” “strong character,” “open-minded,” and “persuasive;”
and five with even lower prototypicality (3.5 < mean prototypicality <
3.8); i.e., “caring,” “humanitarian,” “persistent,” “likeable,” and
“healthy.”3 We did not include any traits that referred to dispositions
which might indicate his experience or knowledge (e.g., intelligent or
educated), since the sparse information provided about Mr. Wood in-
cluded the sentence about his experience and knowledge. The trait items
are preceded by the statement “Mr. Wood is ....”; they were rated on a 5-
point scale from “1” completely disagree to “5” completely agree.

We subjected the 16 items to a principal component analysis, which,
based on the scree plot, yielded two factors explaining 52% of the
variance. From the varimax rotated factors we selected items with
loadings >.50. The item “healthy” did not have any substantial loading
on the two factors, so this item was excluded from the scales. No overlap
in loadings >.50 was detected for the remaining 15 items. The first
leadership trait factor we named Goal Orientation. It contains the fol-
lowing items with loading >.50: decisive, persistent, strong character,
goal oriented, persuasive, responsible, disciplined, dedicated, and char-
ismatic. The scale obtained by averaging the items is very reliable (α =
.91). The mean prototypicality of the goal orientation items, according to
Lord and Maher’s (1993) Table 3.3, is 4.32. The second leadership trait
factor we named Support Orientation. Items with loadings >.50 were:
humanitarian, likeable, concerned, trustworthy, caring, and open-minded.
Again, scores were averaged to form a scale (α = .75). Support orienta-
tion has a mean prototypicality of 3.96.

Lord and Maher’s (1993) 16 trait items were also used as a proxy to
the prototypicality of the leader. We calculated the item means in each
experimental condition. The 16 item means were inserted in a different
file; the columns contained the condition, the rows the items (N = 16).
Consecutively, we obtained the product moment correlations of the

3  Prototypicality was rated by Lord and Maher (1993) on a 5-point scale: “fits my image
of a leader not at al well” (1), “somewhat well” (2), “moderately well” (3), “very well”
(4), and “extremely well” (5).
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match between the profiles of the different conditions and Lord and
Maher’s (1993) prototypicality scores. These correlations were trans-
formed to z-scores using Fisher’s r-to-z transformation (e.g., Hays,
1981) and submitted to a difference test. For instance, we tested whether
the correlation between the profile of leadership trait means and the
prototypicality profile of Lord and Maher (1993) was stronger in the
high performance condition than in the low performance condition.

Manipulation Checks
At the end of the questionnaire, seven items were included as

manipulation checks. All were rated on a 5-point (disagree completely -
agree completely) scale. We checked the need for leadership manipula-
tion with two items: “The employees need Mr. Wood’s leadership” and
“Mr. Wood is needed to make his subordinates work well.” The items
were averaged to form one scale (α = .64). The two items checking the
departmental performance manipulation were: “The production depart-
ment has performed well” and “The production department has become
more efficient.” The averaged score (scale α = .88) is used in the results.
Three items were also inserted to check on response biases, i.e., whether
the participants had filled in the questionnaire with preconceived notions
or randomly. The items are: “I had a clear image of Mr. Wood when
filling in the questionnaire,” “I thought about another leader when filling
in the questionnaire,” and “I randomly filled in the questionnaire.”
Correlations between these three items are low. They are used separately
in subsequent analyses.

Procedure
Except for a match on gender, participants were randomly assigned

to the five conditions. Thus, each condition contained 15 men and 15
women. The main body of the questionnaire consisted of a vignette (one
page), the leadership questionnaire (one page), and a manipulation check
(final page). The instruction at the front-page told participants the
research was part of a bigger study on work and aspects of leadership.
The participants were told to carefully read the vignette and, afterwards,
to fill in the questionnaire without rereading the vignette. The distributor
of the questionnaire made sure that participants conformed to this
instruction.

RESULTS

Background Variables
We checked whether there were any differences in the manipulation

checks or the dependent variables as a function of students’ gender and
University Department using separate ANOVAs (one way). No signifi-
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cant differences on gender or University Department were found. We
checked whether there were any relations between students’ age and
work experience on the one hand and the manipulation checks and
dependent variables on the other using Pearson’s correlation. Again, no
significant relations were found. Consequently, subsequent analyses are
performed on all participants together.

Manipulation Checks
The need for leadership manipulation check was submitted to a 2

(strong vs. weak need for leadership) × 2 (high vs. low departmental
performance) ANOVA. A strong effect of the need for leadership ma-
nipulation was found, F(1, 113) = 145.14, p < .000. Participants who read
that the department members needed leadership gave a higher score on
the need for leadership check (M = 3.90) than those who read that the
department members did not need leadership (M = 2.31). No significant
difference was found on the need for leadership check when department
performance was manipulated, F(1, 113) = 2.60, p = .11. The scale
checking the departmental performance manipulation was also analyzed
in a 2 (high vs. low department performance) by 2 (high vs. low need for
leadership) ANOVA. A strong effect of the performance manipulation
was found, F(1, 116) = 198.87, p < .000. The participants who read that
the department of Mr. Wood became more efficient gave the department
higher ratings on performance and efficiency (M = 3.99) than those who
read that the department did not reach the efficiency goals (M = 2.08). As
expected, there was no effect of the need for leadership manipulation on
the performance manipulation check, F(1, 116) = 0.64, p = .425.4

For both manipulation checks, we also checked the experimental
conditions against the control condition in two one-way ANOVA’s. The
difference with the previous checks is that we now included the control
condition. The means of the need for leadership and performance ma-
nipulation checks in the control condition fell nicely in the middle of the
other conditions’ means (see Table 1). In both the manipulation checks,
post-hoc tests (Scheffé) revealed that the differences in means were

4 It should be noted that in both cases the main effects in the ANOVA’s were elaborated
by an interaction effect. As can be seen in Table 1, the need for leadership manipulation
check score is disproportionally higher in the high need - high performance condition
than in the other conditions, F(1, 113) = 6.56, p = .012. The same is true for the
department performance manipulation check, although this interaction reaches marginal
significance, F(1, 116) = 3.19, p = .077. I think the reason for the interaction effects lies
in the fact that the participants have a much clearer image of Mr. Wood in the high need
- high performance condition (see also last paragraph of this subsection), strengthening
their mental representation of Mr. Wood in a cognitive schema, and, thus, making it
easier for them to remember the original conditions.
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significant in three out of four comparisons. Both the ANOVA’s and the
one-ways confirmed that our manipulations had the intended effects.

Next, we checked whether the manipulations had an effect on
perceived response biases. We used all 5 conditions (including the
control condition) in a between-group ANOVA (one way). Surprisingly,
no significant effects of the manipulations were found on the items “I
have randomly filled in the questionnaire” and “I used the image of
another leader when answering the questions.” The control condition,
which contained less information, did not appear to affect the perceived
randomness of the response or whether they used the image of someone
else. However, there was a significant effect on the item “I had a clear
image of Mr. Wood when answering the questions,” F(4, 145) = 7.02,
p = .000. A post-hoc test (Scheffé) revealed that the participants had an
especial clear image of Mr. Wood when the department performed well
and subordinates had a high need for leadership (M = 3.17 for this
condition versus M < 2.31 for other conditions).

Perceived Effectiveness of the Leader
A 2 (strong vs. weak need for leadership) × 2 (high vs. low depart-

ment performance) MANOVA was performed with the perceived effec-

TABLE 1 Manipulation Checks as a Function of the Control and
Experimental Conditions

Weak Need for Strong Need for
Leadership Leadership

Low High Low High
Perfor- Perfor- Perfor- Perfor-

Measure Control mance  mance mance  mance

Need for leadership
manipulation check
M 3.12b 2.37a 2.24a 3.62b,c 4.17c

SD .84 .71 .68 .88 .56

Performance
manipulation check
M 3.22b 2.15a 3.82b,c 2.02a 4.17c

SD .83 .74 .79 .64 .78

Note: Range of 1 (lowest) - 5 (highest). Means in the same row that do not share the
same subscripts differ at p<.01.
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tiveness of the leader and the two leadership trait scales - goal orientation
and support orientation - as dependent variables. The means and stan-
dard deviations are reported in Table 2. As for the perceived effective-
ness of the leader scale, both main effects and the interaction effect were
significant. When the participants were told that the department per-
formed well, a greater perceived effectiveness of Mr. Wood was reported
(M = 3.53) than when a poor performance was suggested (M = 2.41).
F(1, 111) = 61.48, p < .000, lending support to hypothesis 1.5 When the
participants were told that the employees had a strong need for leader-
ship, Mr. Wood was perceived to be more effective (M = 3.27) than when
a weak need for leadership was suggested (M = 2.67), F(1, 111) = 21.51,
p < .000, supporting hypothesis 2. The main effects were elaborated by
an interaction effect (F(1, 111) = 18.22, p < .000). Even stronger
perceived effectiveness of the leader occurred when both high perfor-
mance and strong need for leadership were suggested. Thus, for per-
ceived effectiveness hypothesis 3 is also supported.

Goal Orientation
Both the need for leadership manipulation and the performance

manipulation had an effect on perceived goal orientation of the leader.
When a strong need for leadership was suggested, Mr. Wood was
perceived to have a stronger goal orientation (M = 3.53) than when a
weak need for leadership was suggested (M = 3.09), F(1, 111) = 14.09, p
< .000. When participants were told the department had performed well,
the leader was also perceived to have a stronger goal orientation (M =
3.38) than when the participants were told the department performed
poorly (M = 2.96), F(1, 111) = 33.47, p < .000. The main effects were
elaborated by a significant interaction effect, F(1, 111) = 9.95, p = .002.
In the strong need for leadership - high performance condition, the
participants rated Mr. Wood as disproportionate higher on goal orienta-
tion than in the other conditions. Consequently, when leader’s goal
orientation is involved, all three hypotheses are supported.

Support Orientation
Only one main effect was found for support orientation. When

participants were told the subordinates of Mr. Wood had a strong need
for leadership, a higher support orientation of the leader was perceived
(M = 3.41) than when participants were told the subordinates of Mr.
Wood had a weak need for leadership (M = 3.09), F(1, 111) = 11.32, p =
.001, lending support for hypothesis 2. The performance manipulation

5 Please note that these means and the following ones reported in the text are not reported
in Table 2, but they can be derived from the table by averaging the means of the
appropriate experimental conditions.
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did not have an effect on Mr. Wood’s perceived support orientation, nor
were the effects elaborated by an interaction effect. For support orienta-
tion, hypotheses 1 and 3 are not supported. Interestingly enough, the
leader was perceived to have the highest support orientation in the high
need – low performance condition instead of in the high need – high
performance condition. This result suggests that people are less likely to
think that a leader, who makes his/her subordinates perform well in a
situation of high need for leadership, can be very supportive towards
these subordinates.

Prototypicality
The correlation between the profile of 16 trait item means and Lord

and Maher’s (1993) prototypicality ratings was used as an indicator of

TABLE 2 Perceived Effectiveness of the Leader, Leadership Traits,
and Prototypicality as a Function of the Experimental
Conditions

Weak Need for Strong Need for
Leadership Leadership

Low High Low High
Perfor- Perfor- Perfor- Perfor-

Measure mance  mance mance  mance

Perceived effectiveness
of the leader
M 2.38 2.95 2.43 4.14
SD .76 .94 .70 .55

Goal orientation
M 2.93 3.26 3.00 4.07
SD .70 .67 .60 .48

Support orientation
M 3.01 3.17 3.45 3.37
SD .50 .55 .46 .46

Relation between ‘the 16 traits
profile’ and prototypicality ratings
r .16 .31 -.08 .71**

Note: For means: range of 1 (lowest) - 5 (highest). For explanation of the relation
between the 16 traits profile and prototypicality ratings, see text.
**p < .01.
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the perceived prototypicality of the leader in each of the four experimen-
tal conditions.6

Since N = 16 (items), we used a somewhat less conservative signifi-
cance level (.10). In high performance conditions the leader was seen as
more prototypical (r = .60*) than in low performance conditions (r = .04),
z = 1.66, p = .10, lending support to hypothesis 1. Although the correla-
tion between the trait item means and the prototypicality ratings was
somewhat higher in the high need condition (r = .59*) than in the low
need condition (r = .25), the difference was not significant, z = 1.08, p =
.28. Pairwise tests of the correlations in Table 2 showed that the
prototypicality of the leader in the high performance - high need for
leadership condition was significantly higher than the prototypicality of
the leader in the low performance - high need for leadership condition,
z = 2.45, p = .01. The prototypicality of the leader in the high perfor-
mance – high need for leadership condition was also significantly higher
than the prototypicality of the leader in the low performance – low need
for leadership condition, z = 1.82, p = .07.

DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to assess the joint effects of performance
and need for leadership manipulations on perceived effectiveness of the
leader, leadership traits, and leader prototypicality. As hypothesized,
both need for leadership and the performance manipulation had an effect
on the perceived effectiveness, perceived goal orientation, and
prototypicality of the leader. These effects were elaborated by interac-
tion effects. Perceived effectiveness and goal orientation were highest
when subordinates were perceived to have a strong need for leadership
and when the department was performing well. Perceived prototypicality
was especially high in the high performance – high need for leadership
condition. The results lend further support to Phillips and Lord’s (1981)
contention that, in attributing leadership, performance is assessed to-
gether with situational characteristics.

Of the perceived leadership traits, goal orientation of the leader was
affected by both performance and need for leadership. Support orienta-
tion was only affected by need for leadership. The leader was perceived

6 Note that the correlations in the text of the combination of conditions are not reported in
Table 2. Furthermore, the correlation between the control condition’s profile of means
and the prototypicality ratings of Lord and Maher (1993) was .63** and significantly
different from the correlation in the low performance - high need for leadership
condition, z = 2.08, p = .038. This lends support to the notion that even without much
additional information the use of a leadership label will already provoke a prototypical
leadership image.
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to have a higher support orientation when need for leadership was strong
instead of weak. Interestingly, the highest support orientation was ob-
served in a strong need for leadership – low performance condition, the
lowest in a weak need for leadership – low performance condition. The
results for support orientation are comparable to the results found by De
Vries (1997) for human-oriented leadership. Under conditions of strong
need for leadership, he found a (weak) negative relation between human-
oriented leadership and performance. Under conditions of weak need for
leadership, he observed a (weak) positive relation between the two
variables. It may also be compared to the Situational Leadership Model
(Hersey and Blanchard, 1982), which expects human-oriented leader-
ship to be negatively related to performance when subordinates are
“immature” (cf. have a strong need for leadership) and positively when
subordinates are more “mature” (cf. have a weak need for leadership).

Why does need for leadership affect perceived leader traits and
effectiveness? Need for leadership is related to a number of personal,
task, and organizational variables (De Vries, 1997). Of these variables,
Phillips and Lord (1981) have shown that ability and motivation of
employees have an influence on perceived leadership traits and effec-
tiveness. Another potential candidate for further investigation, which
has been found to be related to need for leadership, is group cohesive-
ness. Hains, Hogg, and Duck (1997) argue that increased cohesiveness
may be associated with greater endorsement of leader prototypicality,
more social attraction to the leader, and a stronger tendency to attribute
leadership dispositionally. Personality characteristics of subordinates,
which may have an influence on how leaders are rated, may include
authoritarianism and need for independence. We expect that in a setting
with high authoritarian employees with low needs for independence, a
focal person will be given higher leadership prototypicality ratings than
in a setting with low authoritarian employees with high needs for
independence.

Need for leadership is probably conceptually closest to the romance
of leadership notion (Meindl, Ehrlich, and Dukerich, 1985; Meindl,
1990; Shamir, 1992). The results of this study can be seen as support for
the link between romance of leadership and need for leadership, because
it shows that need for leadership has strong effects on how leaders are
seen by observers. This is not only true for perceived leaders’ effective-
ness and goal orientation, but also for their support orientation. The
difference with romance of leadership studies is that in this study the
situational determinant, need for leadership: a) is directly measured, and
b) is used as an independent variable instead of as a dependent variable.
In this study, it is shown that performance of a group alone is not enough
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in explaining the attribution of leadership. Situational determinants may
increase or diminish this attribution. However, it would also be interest-
ing to use need for leadership as a dependent variable in attribution
research to see whether organizational outcomes such as performance
may have an effect on observers’ perceptions of a subordinate’s need for
leadership.

Another issue is the direction of causality among variables such as
leadership, performance, and need for leadership. In field studies, lead-
ership constructs and situational variables have most often been used as
independent variables and outcomes as dependent variables (e.g., Howell
and Dorfman, 1986; Pitner and Charters, 1988; McIntosh, 1990; Orpen
and Hall, 1994; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, and Bommer, 1996). In this
study, the reverse was done. Actually, both may be justified. What
experimental studies show is that there are some preconceived notions
about the relationship between leadership, performance, and situations.
These notions may very well guide the very first contacts in a new work
setting. Although these preliminary contacts may shape the relationship
between leaders and subordinates, this relationship will also be shaped
by the real dispositions of both members of the dyad together with the
characteristics and demands of the situation. Consequently, in short-
term dyads and groups, leadership attribution researchers’ view may be
closer to the truth, while in longer-term dyads and groups, behavioral
and trait researchers’ view may be.
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