
Vroom's contingency model shows that the appropriate leadership style varies
with the situation. Moreover, he demonstrates how the leader can learn (1)
how to recognize the requirements of a situation and (2) how to tailor his style
to meet these requirements.
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Victor H. Vroom

ike my fellow authors, I start with certain
preconceptions. These preconceptions—some
may call them biases—influence the way in
which I view issues of leadership, particularly
leadership training. I have tried to depict these
preconceptions in Figure 1.

The central variable in this figure is
the behavior of the leader, which I believe is
determined by two classes of variables, attri-
butes of the leader himself and attributes of the
situation he encounters. Furthermore, I as-
sume that many of the differences in the be-
havior of leaders can be explained only by
examining their joint effects, including inter-
actions between these two classes of variables.

The left-hand portion of the diagram
is the descriptive .side of the leader behavior
equation. Much of my research has focused
on these relationships in an attempt to un-
derstand the ways in which managers actually
respond to situations that vary in a number
of dimensions. If you examine the right-hand
side of Figure 1, however, you encounter is-
sues that are potentially normative or pre-
scriptive in character. They deal with the
consequences of leader behavior for the organi-

zation and here I share with Fiedler (and
probably disagree with Argyris) a conviction
that a contingency model is required. I do not
see any form of leader behavior as optimal for
all situations. The contribution of a leader's
actions to the effectiveness of his organization
cannot be determined without considering
the nature of the situation in which that be-
havior is displayed.

WORKING WITH THE CONTINGENCY MODEL

I am going to assume that most of you arc
familiar with the model that Phil Yetton and
I developed and have described in detail in
our recent book. As a normative model, it
deals with the right-hand side of Figure 1,
but it is a limited model because it deals with
only one facet of leadership behavior—the
extent to which the leader shares his decision-
making power with his subordinates.

Figure 2 shows the latest version of
our model. For purposes of simplicity, the
presentation here is restricted to the model
for group problems, that is, problems or deci-

This article is based on a paper delivered at the 1975 annual meeting oj the American Psychological Association.



Figure 7

SCHEMATIC REPRESENTATION OF VARIABLES USED IN LEADERSHIP RESEARCH
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sions that affect all or a substantial portion
of the manager's subordinates. At the top of
the figure are problem attributes—that is, situ-
ational variables that ought to influence the
decision process used by the leader—specifi-
cally, the amount of opportunity that the
leader gives his subordinates to participate in
the making o£ a decision. To use the model,
one first selects an organization problem to
be solved or decision to be made. Starting at
the left-hand side of the diagram, one asks
oneself the question pertaining to each attri-
bute that is encountered, follows the path de-
veloped, and finally determines the problem
type (numbered 1 through 12). This problem
type specifies one or more decision processes
that are deemed appropriate to that problem.
These decision processes are called the "feasi-
ble set" and represent the methods that remain

after a set of seven rules has been applied. The
first three of these rules eliminate methods that
threaten the quality of the deci.sions, while
the last four rules eliminate methods that are
likely to jeopardize acceptance of the decision
by subordinates.

For those who are unfamiliar with
the Vroom-Yetton model, let me point out
that the decision processes arc described here
in a kind of code. AI and All are variants of
an autocratic process. In AI the manager
solves the problem by himself using whatever
information is available to him at that time;
in All he obtains any necessary information
of a specific nature from his subordinates be-
fore making the decision himself. CI and CII
are variants of a consultative process. In CI
he shares the problem with relevant subordi-
nates individually, getting their ideas and



Figure 2

DECISION PROCESS FLOWCHART (FEASIBLE SET)

A. Does the problem possess a quality requirement?

B. Do I have sufficient ir)formation to make a high-quality decision?
C. Is the problem structured?
D. Is acceptance of the decision by subordinates important (or effective implementation?
E. If I were to make the decision by myself, am t reasonably certain that it would be accepted by

my subordinates?
F. Do subordinates share the organizational goals to be attained in solving this problem?
G. Is conflict among subordinates likely in preferred solutions?

suggestions before making the decision; CII
is similar, but the consultation takes place
within the context of a group meeting. Fi-
nally, CII corresponds with Norman Maier's
concept of group decision in which the man-
ager's role is that of chairperson of a group
meeting aimed at reaching consensus on the
action to betaken.

The part of the model described so
far specifies bow decisions should not be
made, not how they should be made. For
most problem types, there exist more than
one decision process consistent with the rules
and therefore contained in the feasible set.
We have also been concerned with the con-
sequences of various ways of choosing from

these alternatives. There is considerable evi-
dence that the time required to make the
decision (defined either as the elapsed time
or the number of man-hours needed to make
the decision) increases with the intensity of
involvement or participation of subordinates.
Thus a time-efficient model (which we term
Model A) would select the most autocratic
alternative within the feasible set, a choice
that would be clearly indicated in crisis or
emergency situations and in situations in
which one seeks to minimize the number of
man-hours that enter into making the deci-
sion.

Of course, time is not the only di-
mension to include in deciding the degree to 19



which the leader should encourage the par-
ticipation of his subordinates in decision mak-
ing. In addition to the possibilities that par-
ticipation may increase decision quality or its
acceptance (considerations that are incor-
porated into the rules referred to previously),
there are also grounds for believing that par-
ticipation contributes to individual and team
development and is likely to result in more
informed and responsible behavior by subor-
dinates in the future. Hence Model B, which
could be thought of as a time-investment or
developmental model, dictates the choice of
the most participative process within the feas-
ible set. It is important to note that Models
A and B are consistent with the same rules
(to protect decision quality and acceptance)
but represent extremely different ways of
operating within these rules. Model A maxi-
mizes a short-run value—time; Model B
maximizes a long-run value—development.

What is the image of the effective
leader portrayed by this normative model .̂  He
is neither universally autocratic nor univer-
sally participative but utilizes either approach
in response to the demands of a situation as
he perceives them. Above all, he is a flexible
leader who has thought through his values
and who has a repertoire of skills necessary
to execute effectively each of the decision
processes.

VALIDATING THE MODEL

When Philip Yetton and I wrote our book,
we had no evidence validating the model
other than the consistency of our rules with
existing empirical evidence concerning the
consequences of alternative approaches. Dur-
ing the past six months. Art Jago and I have
been working to remedy this deficiency. We
have asked managers, all of whom were un-

20 familiar with the model, to select two deci-

sions that they had made—one that proved
to be successful and one that proved to be
unsuccessful. Each manager wrote up each
decision situation as a case and specified the
decision process he used in solving the prob-
lem. Later these managers were trained in the
problem attributes and went back over each
of these two cases, coding each in a manner
that would permit the researcher to determine
the problem type and the feasible set of meth-
ods for that problem type.

The data for this study are still com-
ing in. To date, we have written accounts of
46 successful decisions and 42 unsuccessful
ones. (It seems that some managers have dif-
ficulty in recalling the decisions they made
that did not turn out too well!) Figure 3
shows the results available so far. These re-
sults clearly support the validity of the model.
If the manager's method of dealing with the
case corresponded with the model, the proba-
bility of the decision's being deemed successful
was 65 percent; if the method disagreed with
the model, the probability of it's being deemed
successful was only 29 percent.

It is important to note, however, that
behavior that corresponds with the model is
no guarantee that the decision will ultimately
turn out to be successful—nor is behavior out-
side the feasible set inevitably associated with
ail unsuccessful decision.

To create a model of decision pro-
cesses that completely predicts decision out-
comes (that is, which generates 100 percent ob-
servations in upper left and lower right cells)
is an impossibility. Any fantasies that we may
have entertained about having created a model
of process that would completely determine
decision outcomes have been permanently
dashed against the rocks of reality! Insofar
as organizations are open systems and deci-
sions within them are made under conditions
of risk and uncertainty, it will be impossible
to generate complete predictability for a model



Figure 3

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN MODEL ACREEMENT

AND DECISION OUTCOME

Percent Percent
Sue- Unsuc-

cessful cessful Total
Method used agrees
with feasible set 65

Method used disagrees
with feasible set 29

35

71

100%

100%

such as ours. To be sure, we may be able to
use the data from the study I have described
to improve the "batting average" of the model,
but the limit of success must be less than
perfection.

IMPLICATIONS FOR TRAINING

I would now like to turn to the central issue
of this symposium, the use of the model in
leadership training. Over the past few years,
several thousand managers have received train-
ing in the concepts underlying the model. The
workshops have ranged from two to over five
days in length, and the participants have in-
cluded admirals, corporation presidents, school
superintendents, and senior government offi-
cials. I have been personally involved in
enough of this training to have learned some
important things about what to do and what
not to do. And because I believe that there are
substantial but understandable misconceptions
about how training based on the Vroom and
Yetton model works, I would like to describe
the things I have learned.

It would have been possible to build
a training program around the model that was
completely cognitive and mechanistic. Partici-
pants would be sold on the model and then

trained in its use through intensive practice—
first on standardized cases and later on real
problems drawn from their own experiences.
Such an approach would represent a new
domain for Taylorism and could even be ac-
complished through Skinnerian programmed
learning. I believe that, at best, this behavioral
approach would influence what Argyris calls
espoused theories and would not have any
long-lasting behavioral effects.

Our methods have been much more
influenced by Carl Rogers than by B. F. Skin-
ner. We have assumed that behavioral changes
require a process of self-discovery and insight
by each individual manager.

One method of stimulating this pro-
cess is to provide the participant with a picture
of his own leadership style. This picture in-
cludes a comparison of his style with that of
others, the situational factors that influence
his willingness to share his power with others,
and similarities and differences between his
own "model" and the normative models.

In advance of the training program,
each participant sits down with a set of cases,
each of which depicts a leader confronted
with an actual organizational problem. We
call these cases "problem sets," and the num-
ber of cases in different problem sets ranges
from 30 to 54. The common feature in each
of the eight or nine problem sets that have
been developed is that the cases vary along
each of the situational dimensions used in the
construction of the normative model. The set
is designed so that the variation is system-
atic and that the effects of each situational
attribute on a given manager's choice of deci-
sion process can be readily determined. This
feature permits the assessment of each of the
problem attributes in the decision processes
used by a given manager.

The manager's task is to select the
decision process that comes closest to depicting
what he would do in each situation. His re- 21
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sponses are recorded on a standardized form
and processed by computer along with other
participants' responses in the same program.

Instead of writing about informa-
tion contained on a printout, I thought that it
might be more efficient to let you see what it
looks like. The next figure reproduces three
of the seven pages of feedback that a manager
recently received. Examine the first page o£
the printout shown in Figure 4. Consider A
first in that figure. The first row opposite
"your frequency" shows the proportion of
cases in which the manager indicated he
would use each of the five decision processes.
The next row (opposite "peer frequency")
shows the average use of these processes by
the 41 managers constituting his training
group. A comparison of these two rows in-
dicates the methods he used more and less fre-
quently than average.

The third row shows the distribution
of decision processes that would be used by
a manager using Model A, the time-efficient
model in the 30 cases. The final row shows
a distribution for Model B, the developmental
or time-investment model.

To obtain an overall picture of how
participative this manager's responses are in
relation to other members of his training
group and to Models A and B, it is necessary
to assign scale values to each of the five deci-
sion processes. The actual numbers used for
this purpose are based on research on the rela-
tive amounts of participation perceived to
result from each process. AI is given a value
of 0; All a value of 1; CI a value of 5; CII a
value of 8; and Gil a value of 10.

With the aid of these scale values a
mean score can be computed for the manager,
his peers, and both models. These are obtained
by multiplying the percentage of times each
process is used by its scale value and dividing
by 100, These mean scores are shown in B
along with the standard deviation (SD), a



Figure 4. Page 1 of Printout

LEADERSHIP STYLE ANALYSE

NAME OR I .D.-- JOHN DOE

A - - PROPORTrON OF CASES tN WHICH
EACH DECISION PROCESS IS USED

YOUR FREOUENCY

PEER FREOUENCY

MODEL A (MINIMIZE
PARTICIPATION)

MODEL B (MAXIMIZE
PARTICIPATION)

B-SCALED PARTICIPATION SCORES

AI

43%

25%

40%

0%

A l t

3%

14%

13%

0%

01

23%

19%

3%

0%

CI I

30%

27%

23%

40%

GM

0%

15%

20%

60%

YOUR RESPONSES

PEER AVERAGE

MODEL A

MODEL B

MEAN

3.60*

4.73

4.17

9.20

SD

3.48

3.66

4.31

0.96

* - YOUR SCORE IN FIGURE 1

C--FREOUENCY DISTRIBUTION OF SCALE SCORES
(MEAN LEVELS OF PARTICIPATION)

YOUR PEER
MEAN MEAN

LOW PARTICIPATION HIGH PARTICIPATION

P A R T t C I P A T I V E N E S S

measure of dispersion around the mean—that
is, an indicator of how much behavior is
varied over situations.

These mean scores are shown graphi-
cally in the figure at the bottom. Each asterisk
is the mean score of one of the group mem-
bers. The symbol X is printed underneath
this manager's mean score, the symbol P un-
der the group average, and the symbols A and
B show the location on the scale of Models
A and B respectively.

D through F in Figure 4 are on
the second page of the printout. As we pre-
viously mentioned, the normative model iden-
tifies 12 problem types corresponding to the
terminal nodes of the decision tree shown in
Figure 2. There is at least one case within
the set of 30 problems that has been designated
by the authors and most managers as repre-
sentative of each type. The problem types and

corresponding problem numbers are shown In
the two left-hand columns of D, In the third
and fourth columns, the prescriptions of Mod-
els A and B arc given, and the fifth column
shows the feasible set for that problem type.
The last column, marked "your behavior,"
indicates the manager's responses to each of
the cases of the indicated problem type. If
there is more than one case of that type, the
methods used are shown in the same order as
the problem numbers at the left-hand side.

E reports the frequency with which
the manager's behavior agreed with the feasi-
ble set, with Model A, and with Model B. For
comparison purposes, the average rates of
agreement for members of the manager's
training group arc also presented.

Each time our manager chose a deci-
sion process that was outside the feasible set,
he violated at least one of the seven rules un- 23
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derlying the model. F in Figure 4 reports the
frequencies with which each rule was violated
both by this manager and by his peer group.
The right-hand column shows the specific
cases in which the rule violations occurred. It
should be noted that each manager under-
stands the seven rules by the time he receives
the feedback, and it is possible for him to re-
examine the problems with the appropriate
rule in mind.

We have previously noted that the
cases included in a problem set are selected
in accordance with a multifactorial experimen-
tal design. Each of the problem attributes is
varied in a manner that will permit the man-
ager to examine its role in his leadership style.
Figure 4 (page 3 of printout) depicts these
results. Consider problem attribute A—the
importance of the quality of the final solution.
The problem set contains cases that have a
high quality requirement and those without
a quality requirement (the identifying num-
bers of these cases are shown at the right-hand
side of this table).

The mean scores for the manager's
behavior on these two sets of cases are speci-
fied at the left-hand side of each row and arc
designated by the symbol X. They are also
designated by the symbol X on each of the
scales, and the slope of the line made by con-
necting the two letters (X) provides a visual
representation of that difference.

If the score opposite "high" is greater
(that is, more toward the right-hand side of
the scale), it means that the manager encour-
ages more participation from his subordinates
on important decisions than on so-called
"trivial" ones. However, if the score opposite
"high" is lower, it means that the manager is
willing to use more participative methods on
problems for which the course of action
adopted makes little difference and is more
autocratic on "important" decisions.

The letter P shown on both scales

designates the average effects of this attribute
on the manager's peer group, and the letters
A and B designate the effects on Models A
and B respectively.

A similar logic can be used in inter-
preting the effects of each of the other attri-
butes in the model. At the bottom of the page,
the computer prints out the three attributes
that have the greatest effect on the manager's
behavior—magnitude of effect referring to
the amount of difference the attribute makes
in his willingness to share his decision-making
power with subordinates.

The results shown in Figure 4 per-
tain to only one manager and to his peer
group. Similar data have been obtained from
several thousand managers, a sufficient num-
ber to provide the basis for some tentative
generalizations about leadership patterns. One
of our conclusions is that differences among
managers in what might be termed a general
trait of participativeness or authoritarianism
are small in comparison with differences
within managers. On the standardized cases
in the problem sets, no manager has indicated
that he would use the same decision process
on all problems or decisions—and most use all
methods under some circumstances.

It is clear that no one score computed
for a manager and displayed on his printout
adequately represents his leadership style. To
begin to understand his style, the entire print-
out must be considered. For example, two
managers may appear to be equally participa-
tive or autocratic on the surface, but a close
look at the third page of the printout (Figure
4) may reveal crucial differences. One man-
ager may limit participation by his subordi-
nates to decisions where the quality element
is unimportant, such as the time and place
of the company picnic, while the other man-
ager may limit participation by his subordi-
nates to those decisions with a demonstrable
impact on important organizational goals. 25



In about two-thirds of the cases we
have examined—both those used in the prob-
lem sets and those reported to us by managers
from their experiences—the manager's be-
havior was consistent with the feasible set of
methods given by the model. Rules that
helped ensure the acceptance of or commit-
ment to a decision tend to be violated much
more frequently than rules that protect the
quality of the decision. Our findings suggest
strongly that decisions made by typical man-
agers arc more likely to prove ineffective be-
cause subordinates don't fully accept decisions
than because decision quality is deficient.

Let me now turn to another thing
that we have learned in the design of this
training—the usefulness of the small, informal
group as a vehicle in the change process. The
first four or five hours in the training process
are spent in creating six- to eight-person teams
operating under conditions of openness and
trust. Each participant spends more than 50
percent of the training time with his small
group before receiving feedback. Group ac-
tivities include discussing cases in the problem
set and trying to reach agreement on their
mode of resolution, practicing participative
leadership styles within their own groups,
analyzing videotapes of group problem-solv-
ing activities; then group members give one
another feedback on the basis of predictions of
one another's leadership styles.

After feedback, group members com-
pare results with one another and with their
prior predictions and share with one another
what they have learned as well as their plans
to change. The use of small, autonomous
groups greatly decreases the dependence of
participants on the instructor for their learn-
ing and increases the number of people who
can undergo the training at the same time. I
have personally worked with as many as MO
managers at the same time (22 groups), and

26 "̂ 0 to 50 is commonplace.

One criticism that has been correctly
leveled at the Vroom and Yetton work stems
from the fact that the data on which the feed-
back is based are, at best, reports of intended
actions rather than observations of actual be-
havior. While we have evidence that most
managers honestly try to portray what they
think they would do in a particular situation
rather than what they think they should do,
I am persuaded by Argyris's evidence that
many people are unaware of discrepancies be-
tween their espoused theories and their ac-
tions. Small groups can be helpful in pointing
out these discrepancies. I have seen managers
who were universally predicted by other
group members to have a highly autocratic
style, who were provided with very specific
evidence of the ground for this assumption by
other group members, but who later received
a printout reflecting a much more participative
style. I am less concerned about the relative
validity of these discrepant pieces of data than
I am about the fact that they are frequently
confronted and discussed in the course of the
training experience.

In fact, we have begun using a dif-
ferent source of potential inconsistencies, and
it is logical to assume that this source will
have more information about a manager's be-
havior than do the other members of his small
group. I am referring to the manager's subor-
dinates.

In a recent variant of tbe training
program, subordinates were asked to predict
their managers' behavior on each of the cases
in the problem set. These predictions were
made individually and processed by computer,
which generated for each manager a detailed
comparison of his perceptions of his leadership
style with the mean perception of his subordi-
nates. Not surprisingly, these two sources of
information are not always in perfect agree-
ment. Most managers, as seen by their subor-
dinates, are substantially more autocratic
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(about one point on the lO-point scale) and in
substantially less agreement with the model.
Once again, I am less concerned with which is
the correct description of the leader's behavior
than I am with the fact that discrepancies gen-
erate a dialogue between the manager and his
subordinates that can be the source of mutual
learning.

We are still experimenting with meth-
ods of using the Vroom-Yetton model in
leadership training and, I believe, still learn-
ing from the results of this experimentation.
How effective is the training in its present
form ? Does it produce long-lasting behavioral
changes? I must confess that I do not know.
Art Jago and I are in the first stages of design-
ing an extensive follow-up study of almost 200
managers in 20 different countries who have
been through .n four- or five-day version of the
training within the past two and one-half
years. If we ca i solve the incredible logistical
and methodol gical problems in a study of
this kind, we should have results within a
year.

On the basis of the evidence, I am
optimistic on two counts: first, as to the lead-
er's potmtial to vary his style to meet the re-
quirements of a situation; second, as to the
leader's ability, through training and develop-
ment, to enlai^e the repertoire of his styles.
In short, like Argyris and unlike Fiedler, I
believe that n anagers can learn to become
more efiective leaders. But like Fiedler (and
unlike /vrgyri^), I believe that such effective-
ness ret uires :: matching of one's leadership
style to the demands of the situation. I also
am confident that 5i) years from now both
contingrncy nujdels will be found wanting
in deta [ if n -t in substance. If we are re-
membered at tiiat time, it will be for the kinds

of questions we posed rather than the specific
answers we provided.

SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY

Victor Vroom and Philip Ycnons'Leadership
and Decision Maying (University of Pittsburgh
Press, 1973) presents a comprehensive description
of their normative model, its research underpin-
nings, and its use in leadership training. Vroom's
"A New Look at Managerial Decision Making"
(Organizational Dynamics, Spring 1973) gives a
brief description of the model and a summary
of early research results. Victor Vroom and
Arthur Jago's "Decision Making as a Social
Process: Normative and Descriptive Models of
Leader Behavior" (Decision Sciences, Vol. 5,
1974) extends the model to individual problems
(affecting only a single subordinate) and incor-
porates delegation as a process. It compares and
contrasts behavior on group and individual prob-
lems.

Norman Maier's Problem Solving Dis-
cussions and Conferences (McGraw-Hill, 1963)
contains the most useful account of the confer-
ence leadership skills necessary to execute a par-
ticipative approach to decision making.

Robert Tannenbaum and Warren
Schmidt's "How to Choose a Leadership Pat-
tern" (Harvard Business Revietv, March-April
1958) presents another perspective on the norma-
tive issues surrounding participation in decision
making.

Any reader interested in further explor-
ing the approach to leadership training described
in this article should write to Kepner-Tregoe,
Inc.; P.O. Box 704; Research Road; Princeton,
New Jersey 08540.

28






