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Leadership has for some time been a major topic in
social and organizational psychology. Underlying
much of this research has been the assumption that
leadership is causally related to organizational per-
formance. Through an analysis of leadership styles.
behaviors, or characteristics (depending on the the-
oretical perspective chosen), the argument has been
made that more effective leaders can be selected or
trained or, alternatively, the situation can be con-
figured to provide for enhanced leader and organi-
zational effectiveness.

Three problems with emphasis on leadership as
a concept can be posed: (a) ambiguity in definition
and measurement of the concept itself; (b) the ques-
tion of whether leadership has discernible effects
on organizational outcomes; and (c¢) the selection
process in succession to leadership positions, which
frequently uses organizationally irrelevant criteria
and which has implications for normative theories
of leadership. The argument here is that leadership
is of interest primarily as a phenomenological con-
struct. Leaders serve as symbols for representing
personal causation of social events. How and why
are such attributions of personal effects made?
Instead of focusing on leadership and its effects,
how do people make inferences about and react to
phenomena labelled as leadership (5)?

THE AMBIGUITY OF THE CONCEPT

While there have been many studies of leadership.
the dimensions and definition of the concept
remain unclear. To treat leadership as a separate
concept, it must be distinguished from other social
influence phenomena. Hollander and Julian (24)
and Bavelas (2) did not draw distinctions between
leadership and other processes of social influence.
A major point of the Hollander and Julian review
was that leadership research might develop more
rapidly if more general theories of social influence
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were incorporated. Calder (5) also argued that
there is no unique content to the construct of lead-
ership that is not subsumed under other, more
general models of behavior.

Kochan, Schmidt, and DeCotiis (33) attempted
to distinguish leadership from related concepts of
authority and social power. In leadership, influence
rights are voluntarily conferred. Power does not
require goal compatibility—merely dependence—
but leadership implies some congruence between
the objectives of the leader and the led. These dis-
tinctions depend on the ability to distinguish vol-
untary from involuntary compliance and to assess
goal compatibility. Goal statements may be retro-
spective inferences from action (46, 53) and prob-
lems of distinguishing voluntary from involuntary
compliance also exist (32). Apparently there are
few meaningful distinctions between leadership
and other concepts of social influence. Thus, an
understanding of the phenomena subsumed under
the rubric of leadership may not require the con-
struct of leadership (5).

While there is some agreement that leader-
ship is related to social influence, more dis-
agreement concerns the basic dimensions of
leader behavior. Some have argued that there
are two tasks to be accomplished in groups—
maintenance of the group and performance of
some task or activity—and thus leader behavior
might be described along these two dimensions
(1, 6, 8, 25). The dimensions emerging from the
Ohio State leadership studies—consideration
and initiating structure—may be seen as similar
to the two components of group maintenance and
task accomplishment (18).

Other dimensions of leadership behavior have
also been proposed (4). Day and Hamblin (10) ana-
lyzed leadership in terms of the closeness and
punitiveness of the supervision. Several authors
have conceptualized leadership behavior in terms
of the authority and discretion subordinates are
permitted (23, 36, 51). Fiedler (14) analyzed lead-
ership in terms of the least preferred co-worker
scale (LPC), but the meaning and behavioral
attributes of this dimension of leadership behavior
remain controversial.
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The proliferation of dimensions is partly a func-
tion of research strategies frequently employed.
Factor analysis on a large number of items describ-
ing behavior has frequently been used. This proce-
dure tends to produce as many factors as the ana-
lyst decides to find, and permits the development
of a large number of possible factor structures. The
resultant factors must be named and further
impression is introduced. Deciding on a summa-
tive concept to represent a factor is inevitably a
partly subjective process.

Literature assessing the effects of leadership
tends to be equivocal. Sales (45) summarized lead-
ership literature employing the authoritarian-
democratic typology and concluded that effects on
performance were small and inconsistent.
Reviewing the literature on consideration and ini-
tiating structure dimensions, Korman (34) reported
relatively small and inconsistent results, and Kerr
and Schriesheim (30) reported more consistent
effects of the two dimensions. Better results appar-
ently emerge when moderating factors are taken
into account, including subordinate personalities
(50) and situational characteristics (23, 51). Kerr
et al. (31) list many moderating effects grouped
under the headings of subordinate considerations,
supervisor considerations, and task considerations.
Even if each set of considerations consisted of only
one factor (which it does not), an attempt to
account for the effects of leader behavior would
necessitate considering four-way interactions.
While social reality is complex and contingent, it
seems desirable to attempt to find more parsimo-
nious explanations for the phenomena under study.

THE EFFECTS OF LEADERS

Hall asked a basic question about leadership: Is
there any evidence on the magnitude of the effects
of leadership? (17, p. 248). Surprisingly, he could
find little evidence. Given the resources that have
been spent studying, selecting, and training lead-
ers, one might expect that the question of whether
or not leaders matter would have been addressed
earlier (12).

There are at least three reasons why it might
be argued that the observed effects of leaders on
organizational outcomes would be small. First,
those obtaining leadership positions are selected,
and perhaps only certain, limited styles of behav-
ior may be chosen. Second, once in the leadership
position, the discretion and behavior of the leader
are constrained. And third, leaders can typically
affect only a few of the variables that may impact
organizational performance.

HOMOGENEITY OF LEADERS

Persons are selected to leadership positions. As a
consequence of this selection process, the range of
behaviors or characteristics exhibited by leaders
is reduced, making it more problematic to empiri-
cally discover an effect of leadership. There are
many types of constraints on the selection process.
The attraction literature suggests that there is a
tendency for persons to like those they perceive as
similar (3). In critical decisions such as the selec-
tion of persons for leadership positions, compati-
ble styles of behavior probably will be chosen.

Selection of persons is also constrained by the
internal system or influence in the organization.
As Zald (56) noted, succession is a critical decision,
affected by political influence and by environmen-
tal contingencies faced by the organization. As
Thompson (49) noted, leaders may be selected for
their capacity to deal with various organizational
contingencies. In a study of characteristics of hos-
pital administrators, Pfeffer and Salancik (42)
found a relationship between the hospital’'s con-
text and the characteristics and tenure of the
administrators. To the exlent that the contingen-
cies and power distribution within the organiza-
tion remain stable, the abilities and behaviors of
those selected into leadership positions will also
remain stable.

Finally, the selection of persons to leadership
positions is affected by a self-selection process.
Organizations and roles have images, providing
information about their character. Persons are
likely to select themselves into organizations and
roles based upon their preferences for the dimen-
sions of the organizational and role characteristics
as perceived through these images. The self-
selection of persons would tend to work along with
organizational selection to limit the range of abil-
ities and behaviors in a given organizational role.

Such selection processes would tend to increase
homogeneity more within a single organization
than across organizations. Yet many studies of
leadership effect at the work group level have com-
pared groups within a single organization. If there
comes to be a widely shared, socially constructed
definition of leadership behaviors or characteristics
which guides the selection process, then leadership
activity may come to be defined similarly in various
organizations, leading to the selection of only those
who match the constructed image of a leader.

CONSTRAINTS ON LEADER BEHAVIOR

Analyses of leadership have frequently presumed
that leadership style or leader behavior was an




independent variable that could be selected or
trained at will to conform to what research would
find to be optimal. Even theorists who took a more
contingent view of appropriate leadership behav-
ior generally assumed that with proper training,
appropriate behavior could be produced (51).
Fiedler (13), noting how hard it was to change
behavior, suggested changing the situational
characteristics rather than the person, but this
was an unusual suggestion in the context of pre-
vailing literature, which suggested that leader-
ship style was something to be strategically
selected according to the variables of the particu-
lar leadership theory.

But the leader is embedded in a social system,
which constrains behavior. The leader has a role
set (27), in which members have expectations for
appropriate behavior and persons make efforts to
modify the leader’s behavior. Pressures to conform
to the expectations of peers, subordinates, and supe-
riors are all relevant in determining actual behavior.

Leaders, even in high-level positions, have uni-
lateral control over fewer resources and fewer poli-
cies than might be expected. Investment decisions
may require approval of others, while hiring and
promotion decisions may be accomplished by com-
mittees. Leader behavior is constrained by both
the demands of others in the role set and by orga-
nizationally prescribed limitations on the sphere of
activity and influence.

EXTERNAL FACTORS

Many factors that may affect organizational perfor-
mance are outside a leader’s control, even if he or
she were to have complete discretion over major
areas of organizational decisions. For example, con-
sider the executive in a construction firm. Costs are
largely determined by operation of commodities and
labor markets; and demand is largely affected by
interest rates, availability of mortgage money, and
economic conditions which are affected by govern-
mental policies over which the executive has little
control. School superintendents have little control
over birth rates and community economic develop-
ment, both of which profoundly affect school system
budgets. While the leader may react to contingen-
cies as they arise, or may be a better or worse fore-
caster, in accounting for variation in organizational
outcomes, he or she may account for relatively little
compared to external factors.

Second, the leader’s success or failure may be
partly due to circumstances unique to the organiza-
tion but still outside his or her control. Leader posi-
tions in organizations vary in terms of the strength
and position of the organization. The choice of a new
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executive does not fundamentally alter a market
and financial position that has developed over years
and affects the leader’s ability to make strategic
changes and the likelihood that the organization
will do well or poorly. Organizations have relatively
enduring strengths and weaknesses. The choice of a
particular leader for a particular position has hm-
ited impact on these capabilities.

EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE

Two studies have assessed the effects of leader-
ship changes in major positions in organizations.
Lieberson and O’Connor (35) examined 167 busi-
ness firms in 13 industries over a 20-year period,
allocating variance in sales, profits, and profit
margins to one of four sources: year (general eco-
nomic conditions), industry, company effects, and
effects of changes in the top executive position.
They concluded that compared to other factors,
administration had a limited effect on organiza-
tional outcomes.

Using a similar analytical procedure, Salancik
and Pfeffer (44) examined the effects of mayors on
city budgets for 30 U.S. cities. Data on expendi-
tures by budget category were collected for
1951-1968. Variance in amount and proportion of
expenditures was apportioned for the year, the
city, or the mayor. The mayoral effect was rela-
tively small, with the city accounting for most of
the variance, although the mayor effect was larger
for expenditure categories that were not as
directly connected to important interest groups.
Salancik and Pfeffer argued that the effects of the
mayor were limited both by absence of power to
control many of the expenditures and tax sources,
and by construction of politics in response to
demands from interests in the environment.

If leadership is defined as a strictly interper-
sonal phenomenon, the relevance of these two
studies for the issue of leadership effects becomes
problematic. But such a conceptualization seems
unduly restrictive and is certainly inconsistent
with Selznick’s (47) conceptualization of leader-
ship as strategic management and decision mak-
ing. If one cannot observe differences when lead-
ers change, then what does it matter who occupies
the positions or how they behave?

Pfeffer and Salancik (41) investigated the
extent to which behaviors selected by first-line
supervisors were constrained by expectations of
others in their role set. Variance in task and social
behaviors could be accounted for by role-set expec-
tations, with adherence to various demands made
by role-set participants a function of similarity
and relative power. Lowin and Craig (37)
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experimentally demonstrated that leader behavior
was determined by the subordinate’s own behav-
ior. Both studies illustrate that leader behaviors
are responses to the demands of the social context.
The effect of leadership may vary depending
upon level in the organizational hierarchy, while
the appropriate activities and behaviors may also
vary with organizational level (26, 40). For the
most part, empirical studies of leadership have
dealt with first-line supervisors or leaders with
relatively low organizational status (17). If leader-
ship has any impact, it should be more evident at
higher organizational levels or where there is
more discretion in decisions and activities. . . .

THE ATTRIBUTION OF LEADERSHIP

Kelley conceptualized the layman as:

[Aln applied scientist, that is, as a person con-
cerned about applying his knowledge of causal
relationships in order Lo exercise control of his
world (29, p. 2).

Reviewing a series of studies dealing with the
attributional process, he concluded that persons
were not only interested in understanding their
world correctly, but also in controlling it.

The view here proposed is that attribution pro-
cesses are to be understood not only as a means of
providing the individual with a veridical view of
his world, but as a means of encouraging and
maintaining his effective exercise of control in
that world (29, p. 22).

Controllable factors will have high salience as
candidates for causal explanation, while a bias
toward the more important causes may shift the
attributional emphasis toward causes that are not
controllable (29, p. 23). The study of attribution is
a study of naive psychology—an examination of
how persons make sense out of the events taking
place around them.

If Kelley is correct that individuals will tend to
develop attributions that give them a feeling of con-
trol, then emphasis on leadership may derive par-
tially from a desire to believe in the effectiveness
and importance of individual action, since individ-
ual action is more controllable than contextual vari-
ables. Lieberson and O'Connor (35) made essen-
tially the same point in introducing their paper on
the effects of top-management changes on organiza-
tional performance. Given the desire for control and
a feeling of personal effectiveness, organizational
outcomes are more likely to be attributed to indi-
vidual actions, regardless of their actual causes.

Leadership is attributed by observers. Social
action has meaning only through a phenomeno-
logical process (46). The identification of certain
organizational roles as leadership positions guides
the construction of meaning in the direction of
attributing effects to the actions of those positions.
While Bavelas (2) argued that the functions of
leadership, such as task accomplishment and
group maintenance, are shared throughout the
group, this fact provides no simple and potentially
controllable focus for attributing causality.
Rather, the identification of leadership positions
provides a simpler and more readily changeable
model of reality. When causality is lodged in one
or a few persons rather than being a function of a
complex set of interactions among all group mem-
bers, changes can be made by replacing or influ-
encing the occupant of the leadership position.
Causes of organizational actions are readily iden-
tified in this simple causal structure.

Even if, empirically, leadership has little effect,
and even if succession to leadership positions is
not predicated on abilily or performance, the belief
in leadership effects and meritocratic succession
provides a simple causal framework and a justifi-
cation for the structure of the social collectivity.
More important, the beliefs interpret social actions
in terms that indicate potential for effective indi-
vidual intervention or control. The personification
of social causality serves too many uses to be eas-
ily overcome. Whether or not leader behavior actu-
ally influences performance or effectiveness, it is
important because people believe it does.

One consequence of the attribution of causality
to leaders and leadership is that leaders come to
be symbols. Mintzberg (39), in his discussion of
the roles of managers, wrote of the symbolic role,
but more in terms of attendance at formal events
and formally representing the organization. The
symbolic role of leadership is more important than
implied in such a description. The leader as a sym-
bol provides a target for action when difficulties
occur, serving as a scapegoat when things go
wrong. Gamson and Scotch (15) noted that in
baseball, the firing of the manager served a scape-
goating purpose. One cannot fire the whole team,
yet when performance is poor, something must be
done. The firing of the manager conveys to the
world and to the actors involved that success is
the result of personal actions, and that steps can
and will be taken to enhance organizational per-
formance.

The attribution of causality to leadership may
be reinforced by organizational actions, such as
the inauguration process, the choice process, and



providing the leader with symbols and ceremony.
If leaders are chosen by using a random number
table, persons are less likely to believe in their
effects than if there is an elaborate search or
selection process followed by an elaborate cere-
mony signifying the changing of control, and if the
leader then has a variety of perquisites and sym-
bols that distinguish him or her from the rest of
the organization. Construction of the importance
of leadership in a given social context is the out-
come of various social processes, which can be
empirically examined.

Since belief in the leadership effect provides a
feeling of personal control, one might argue that
efforts to increase the attribution of causality to
leaders would oceur more when it is more neces-
sary and more problematic to attribute causality
to controllable factors. Such an argument would
lead to the hypothesis that the more the context
actually affects organizational outcomes, the
more efforts will be made to ensure attribution to
leadership. When leaders really do have effects, it
is less necessary to engage in rituals indicating
their effects. Such rituals are more likely when
there is uncertainty and unpredictability associ-
ated with the organization’s operations. This
results both from the desire to feel control in
uncertain situations and from the fact that in
ambiguous contexts, it is easier to attribute con-
sequences to leadership without facing possible
disconfirmation.

The leader is, in part, an actor. Through state-
ments and actions, the leader attempts to rein-
force the operation of an attribution process which
tends to vest causality in that position in the
sacial structure. Successful leaders, as perceived
by members of the social system, are those who
can separate themselves from organizational fail-
ures and associate themselves with organizational
successes. Since the meaning of action is socially
constructed, this involves manipulation of sym-
bols to reinforce the desired process of attribution.
For instance, if a manager knows that business in
his or her division is about to improve because of
the economic cycle, the leader may, nevertheless,
write recommendations and undertake actions
and changes that are highly visible and that will
tend to identify his or her behavior closely with
the division. A manager who perceives impending
failure will attempt to associate the division and
its policies and decisions with others, particularly
persons in higher organizational positions. and to
disassociate himself or herself from the division’s
performance, occasionally even transferring or
moving to another organization.
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CONCLUSION

The theme of this article has been that analysis of
leadership and leadership processes must be con-
tingent on the intent of the researcher. If the
interest is in understanding the causality of social
phenomena as reliably and accurately as possible,
then the concept of leadership may be a poor place
to begin. The issue of the effects of leadership is
open to question. But examination of situational
variables that accompany more or less leadership
effect is a worthwhile task.

The more phenomenological analysis of leader-
ship directs attention to the process by which
social causality is attributed and focuses on the
distinction between causality as perceived by
group members and causality as assessed by an
outside observer. lLeadership is associated with a
set of myths reinforcing a social construction of
meaning which legitimates leadership role occu-
pants, provides belief in potential mobility for
those not in leadership roles, and attributes social
causality to leadership roles, thereby providing a
belief in the effectiveness of individual control. In
analyzing leadership, this mythology and the
process by which such mythology is created and
supported should be separated from analysis of
lcadership as a social influence process, operat-
ing within constraints.
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