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The Ambiguity of Leadership1 

JEFFREY PFEFFER 

University of California, Berkeley 

Problems with the concept of leadership are addressed: (a) the am- 
biguity of its definition and measurement, (b) the issue of whether 
leadership affects organizational performance, and (c) the process of 
selecting leaders, which frequently emphasizes organizationally-irrel- 
evant criteria. Leadership is a process of attributing causation to indi- 
vidual social actors. Study of leaders as symbols and of the process of 
attributing leadership might be productive. 

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 performance. Through an analysis 
of leadership styles, behaviors, or characteristics 

(depending on the theoretical perspective cho- 
sen), the argument has been made that more ef- 
fective leaders can be selected or trained or, al- 

ternatively, the situation can be configured to 

provide for enhanced leader and organizational 
effectiveness. 

Three problems with emphasis on leadership 
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as a concept can be posed: (a) ambiguity in defi- 
nition and measurement of the concept itself; (b) 
the question of whether leadership has discerni- 
ble 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 construct. 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 

1 An earlier version of this paper was presented at the con- 
ference, Leadership: Where Else Can We Go?, Center for 
Creative Leadership, Greensboro, North Carolina, June 30 - 

July 1, 1975. 
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inferences about and react to phenomena la- 
belled as leadership (5)? 

The Ambiguity of the Concept 

While there have been many studies of lead- 
ership, the dimensions and definition of the con- 
cept remain unclear. To treat leadership as a sep- 
arate concept, it must be distinguished from 
other social influence phenomena. Hollander 
and Julian (24) and Bavelas (2) did not draw dis- 
tinctions between leadership and other proc- 
esses 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 were incor- 
porated. Calder (5) also argued that there is no 
unique content to the construct of leadership 
that is not subsumed under other, more general 
models of behavior. 

Kochan, Schmidt, and DeCotiis (33) at- 
tempted to distinguish leadership from related 
concepts of authority and social power. In lead- 
ership, influence rights are voluntarily conferred. 
Power does not require goal compatability - 

merely dependence - but leadership implies 
some congruence between the objectives of the 
leader and the led. These distinctions depend on 
the ability to distinguish voluntary from involun- 
tary compliance and to assess goal compatibility. 
Goal statements may be retrospective inferences 
from action (46, 53) and problems of distinguish- 
ing voluntary from involuntary compliance also 
exist (32). Apparently there are few meaningful 
distinctions between leadership and other con- 
cepts of social influence. Thus, an understanding 
of the phenomena subsumed under the rubric of 
leadership may not require the construct of lead- 
ership (5). 

While there is some agreement that leader- 
ship is related to social influence, more disagree- 
ment concerns the basic dimensions of leader 
behavior. Some have argued that there are two 
tasks to be accomplished in groups - mainte- 
nance 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 in- 
itiating 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) analyzed leadership in terms of the closeness 
and punitiveness of the supervision. Several au- 
thors have conceptualized leadership behavior 
in terms of the authority and discretion subordi- 
nates are permitted (23, 36, 51). Fiedler (14) anal- 
yzed leadership in terms of the least-preferred- 
co-worker scale (LPC), but the meaning and be- 
havioral attributes of this dimension of leader- 
ship behavior remain controversial. 

The proliferation of dimensions is partly a 
function of research strategies frequently em- 
ployed. Factor analysis on a large number of 
items describing behavior has frequently been 
used. This procedure tends to produce as many 
factors as the analyst decides to find, and permits 
the development of a large number of possible 
factor structures. The resultant factors must be 
named and further imprecision is introduced. 
Deciding on a summative concept to represent a 
factor is inevitably a partly subjective process. 

Literature assessing the effects of leadership 
tends to be equivocal. Sales (45) summarized 
leadership literature employing the authoritar- 
ian-democratic typology and concluded that ef- 
fects on performance were small and inconsist- 
ent. Reviewing the literature on consideration 
and initiating 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 apparently emerge when moderating fac- 
tors are taken into account, including subordi- 
nate personalities (50), and situational character- 
istics (23, 51). Kerr, et al. (31) list many moderat- 
ing effects grouped under the headings of sub- 
ordinate considerations, supervisor considera- 
tions, and task considerations. Even if each set of 
considerations consisted of only one factor 
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(which it does not), an attempt to account for the 
effects of leader behavior would necessitate con- 
sidering four-way interactions. While social real- 
ity is complex and contingent, it seems desirable 
to attempt to find more parsimonious explana- 
tions 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 leaders, one might expect that the ques- 
tion 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 be- 
havior may be chosen. Second, once in the lead- 
ership 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 empirically discover an effect of leadership. 
There are many types of constraints on the selec- 
tion 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 selections of persons for leadership 
positions, compatible styles of behavior probably 
will be chosen. 

Selection of persons is also constrained by 
the internal system of influence in the organiza- 
tion. As Zald (56) noted, succession is a critical 
decision, affected by political influence and by 
environmental contingencies faced by the or- 

ganization. As Thompson (49) noted, leaders may 
be selected for their capacity to deal with various 
organizational contingencies. In a study of char- 
acteristics of hospital administrators, Pfeffer and 
Salancik (42) found a relationship between the 
hospital's context and the characteristics and ten- 
ure of the administrators. To the extent that the 
contingencies and power distribution within the 
organization remain stable, the abilities and be- 
haviors of those selected into leadership posi- 
tions will also remain stable. 

Finally, the selection of persons to leader- 
ship positions is affected by a self-selection proc- 
ess. Organizations and roles have images, pro- 
viding information about their character. Persons 
are likely to select themselves into organizations 
and roles based upon their preferences for the 
dimensions of the organizational and role char- 
acteristics as perceived through these images. 
The self-selection of persons would tend to work 
along with organizational selection to limit the 
range of abilities and behaviors in a given organ- 
izational role. 

Such selection processes would tend to in- 
crease homogeneity more within a single organ- 
ization than across organizations. Yet many stud- 
ies of leadership effect at the work group level 
have compared groups within a single organiza- 
tion. If there comes to be a widely shared, social- 
ly constructed definition of leadership behaviors 
or characteristics which guides the selection 
process, then leadership activity may come to be 
defined similarly in various organizations, lead- 
ing to the selection of only those who match the 
constructed image of a leader. 

Constraints on Leader Behavior 

Analyses of leadership have frequently pre- 
sumed that leadership style or leader behavior 
was an independent variable that could be se- 
lected or trained at will to conform to what re- 
search would find to be optimal. Even theorists 
who took a more contingent view of appropriate 
leadership behavior generally assumed that with 
proper training, appropriate behavior could be 
produced (51). Fiedler (13), noting how hard it 
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was to change behavior, suggested changing the 
situational characteristics rather than the person, 
but this was an unusual suggestion in the con- 
text of prevailing literature which suggested that 
leadership style was something to be strategically 
selected according to the variables of the partic- 
ular leadership theory. 

But the leader is embedded in a social sys- 
tem, which constrains behavior. The leader has a 
role set (27), in which members have expecta- 
tions for appropriate behavior and persons make 
efforts to modify the leader's behavior. Pressures 
to conform to the expectations of peers, subor- 
dinates, and superiors are all relevant in deter- 
mining actual behavior. 

Leaders, even in high-level positions, have 
unilateral control over fewer resources and few- 
er policies than might be expected. Investment 
decisions may require approval of others, while 
hiring and promotion decisions may be accom- 
plished by committees. Leader behavior is con- 
strained by both the demands of others in the 
role set and by organizationally prescribed limi- 
tations on the sphere of activity and influence. 

External Factors 

Many factors that may affect organizational 
performance are outside a leader's control, even 
if he or she were to have complete discretion 
over major areas of organizational decisions. For 
example, consider the executive in a construc- 
tion firm. Costs are largely determined by opera- 
tion of commodities and labor markets; and de- 
mand is largely affected by interest rates, avail- 
ability of mortgage money, and economic condi- 
tions which are affected by governmental poli- 
cies 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 
contingencies as they arise, or may be a better or 
worse forecaster, 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 or- 
ganization but still outside his or her control. 
Leader positions in organizations vary in terms of 
the strength and position of the organization. 
The choice of a new executive does not funda- 
mentally 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 partic- 
ular leader for a particular position has limited 
impact on these capabilities. 

Empirical Evidence 

Two studies have assessed the effects of 
leadership changes in major positions in organi- 
zations. Lieberson and O'Connor (35) examined 
167 business firms in 13 industries over a 20 year 
period, allocating variance in sales, profits, and 
profit margins to one of four sources: year (gen- 
eral economic conditions), industry, company 
effects, and effects of changes in the top execu- 
tive position. They concluded that compared to 
other factors, administration had a limited effect 
on organizational 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 ex- 
penditures by budget category were collected 
for 1951-1968. Variance in amount and propor- 
tion of expenditures was apportioned to the 
year, the city, or the mayor. The mayoral effect 
was relatively 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 ef- 
fects of the mayor were limited both by absence 
of power to control many of the expenditures 
and tax sources, and by construction of policies 
in response to demands from interests in the en- 
vironment. 

If leadership is defined as a strictly interper- 
sonal phenomenon, the relevance of these two 
studies for the issue of leadership effects be- 
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comes problematic. But such a conceptualization 
seems unduly restrictive, and is certainly incon- 
sistent with Selznick's (47) conceptualization of 
leadership as strategic management and decision 
making. If one cannot observe differences when 
leaders change, then what does it matter who oc- 
cupies 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 ex- 
pectations, with adherence to various demands 
made by role-set participants a function of sim- 
ilarity and relative power. Lowin and Craig (37) 
experimentally demonstrated that leader behav- 
ior was determined by the subordinate's own be- 
havior. Both studies illustrate that leader behav- 
iors 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 Process of Selecting Leaders 

Along with the suggestion that leadership 
may not account for much variance in organiza- 
tional outcomes, it can be argued that merit or 

ability may not account for much variation in hir- 

ing and advancement of organizational person- 
nel. These two ideas are related. If competence is 
hard to judge, or if leadership competence does 
not greatly affect organizational outcomes, then 
other, person-dependent criteria may be suffi- 
cient. Effective leadership styles may not predict 
career success when other variables such as so- 
cial background are controlled. 

Belief in the importance of leadership is fre- 

quently accompanied by belief that persons oc- 
cupying leadership positions are selected and 
trained according to how well they can enhance 
the organization's performance. Belief in a lead- 
ership effect leads to development of a set of ac- 
tivities oriented toward enhancing leadership ef- 
fectiveness. Simultaneously, persons managing 
their own careers are likely to place emphasis on 
activities and developing behaviors that will en- 
hance their own leadership skills, assuming that 
such a strategy will facilitate advancement. 

Research on the bases for hiring and promo- 
tion has been concentrated in examination of 
academic positions (e.g., 7, 19, 20). This is possi- 
bly the result of availability of relatively precise 
and unambiguous measures of performance, 
such as number of publications or citations. Evi- 
dence on criteria used in selecting and advancing 
personnel in industry is more indirect. 

Studies have attempted to predict either the 
compensation or the attainment of general man- 
agement positions of MBA students, using per- 
sonality and other background information (21, 
22, 54). There is some evidence that managerial 
success can be predicted by indicators of ability 
and motivation such as test scores and grades, 
but the amount of variance explained is typically 
quite small. 

A second line of research has investigated 
characteristics and backgrounds of persons at- 
taining leadership positions in major organiza- 
tions in society. Domhoff (11), Mills (38), and 
Warner and Abbeglin (52) found a strong pre- 
ponderance of persons with upper-class back- 
grounds occupying leadership positions. The im- 

plication of these findings is that studies of grad- 
uate success, including the success of MBA's, 
would explain more variance if the family back- 

ground of the person were included. 
A third line of inquiry uses a tracking mod- 

el. The dynamic model developed is one in 
which access to elite universities is affected by 
social status (28) and, in turn, social status and at- 
tendance at elite universities affect later career 
outcomes (9,43, 48, 55). 

Unless one is willing to make the argument 
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that attendance at elite universities or coming 
from an upper class background is perfectly cor- 
related with merit, the evidence suggests that 
succession to leadership positions is not strictly 
based on meritocratic criteria. Such a conclusion 
is consistent with the inability of studies attempt- 
ing to predict the success of MBA graduates to 
account for much variance, even when a variety 
of personality and ability factors are used. 

Beliefs about the bases for social mobility are 
important for social stability. As long as persons 
believe that positions are allocated on merito- 
cratic grounds, they are more likely to be satis- 
fied with the social order and with their position 
in it. This satisfaction derives from the belief that 
occupational position results from application of 
fair and reasonable criteria, and that the oppor- 
tunity exists for mobility if the person improves 
skills and performance. 

If succession to leadership positions is deter- 
mined by person-based criteria such as social ori- 

.gins or social connections (16), then efforts to 
enhance managerial effectiveness with the ex- 
pectation that this will lead to career success di- 
vert attention from the processes of stratification 
actually operating within organizations. Leader- 
ship literature has been implicitly aimed at two 
audiences. Organizations were told how to be- 
come more effective, and persons were told what 
behaviors to acquire in order to become effec- 
tive, and hence, advance in their careers. The 
possibility that neither organizational outcomes 
nor career success are related to leadership be- 
haviors leaves leadership research facing issues 
of relevance and importance. 

The Attribution of Leadership 

Kelley conceptualized the layman as: 
an applied scientist, that is, as a person con- 
cerned about applying his knowledge of caus- 
al relationships in order to exercise control of 
his world (29, p. 2). 

Reviewing a series of studies dealing with the at- 
tributional 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 
processes are to be understood not only as a 
means of providing the individual with a verid- 
ical view of his world, but as a means of en- 
couraging and maintaining his effective exer- 
cise 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 attribu- 
tion is a study of naive psychology - an exami- 
nation 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 control, then emphasis on leadership may de- 
rive partially from a desire to believe in the effec- 
tiveness and importance of individual action, 
since individual action is more controllable than 
contextual variables. Lieberson and O'Connor 
(35) made essentially the same point in introduc- 
ing their paper on the effects of top manage- 
ment changes on organizational performance. 
Given the desire for control and a feeling of per- 
sonal effectiveness, organizational outcomes are 
more likely to be attributed to individual 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 direc- 
tion of attributing effects to the actions of those 
positions. While Bavelas (2) argued that the func- 
tions of leadership, such as task accomplishment 
and group maintenance, are shared throughout 
the group, this fact provides no simple and po- 
tentially controllable focus for attributing causal- 
ity. Rather, the identification of leadership posi- 
tions provides a simpler and more readily 
changeable model of reality. When causality is 
lodged in one or a few persons rather than be- 
ing a function of a complex set of interactions 
among all group members, changes can be 
made by replacing or influencing the occupant 
of the leadership position. Causes of organiza- 
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tional actions are readily identified in this simple 
causal structure. 

Even if, empirically, leadership has little ef- 
fect, and even if succession to leadership posi- 
tions is not predicated on ability or performance, 
the belief in leadership effects and meritocratic 
succession provides a simple causal framework 
and a justification for the structure of the social 
collectivity. More importantly, the beliefs inter- 

pret social actions in terms that indicate poten- 
tial for effective individual intervention or con- 
trol. The personification of social causality serves 
too many uses to be easily overcome. Whether 
or not leader behavior actually influences per- 
formance or effectiveness, it is important be- 
cause people believe it does. 

One consequence of the attribution of cau- 

sality to leaders and leadership is that leaders 
come to be symbols. Mintzberg (39), in his dis- 
cussion 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 descrip- 
tion. The leader as a symbol 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 scapegoating purpose. 
One cannot fire the whole team, yet when per- 
formance 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 performance. 

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 elabor- 
ate search or selection process followed by an 
elaborate ceremony signifying the changing of 
control, and if the leader then has a variety of 

perquisites and symbols that distinguish him or 

her from the rest of the organization. Construc- 
tion of the importance of leadership in a given 
social context is the outcome of various social 
processes, which can be empirically examined. 

Since belief in the leadership effect pro- 
vides a feeling of personal control, one might 
argue that efforts to increase the attribution of 
causality to leaders would occur more when it is 
more necessary and more problematic to attri- 
bute causality to controllable factors. Such an 
argument would lead to the hypothesis that the 
more the context actually effects organizational 
outcomes, the more efforts will be made to en- 
sure attribution to leadership. When leaders 
really do have effects, it is less necessary to en- 
gage in rituals indicating their effects. Such rituals 
are more likely when there is uncertainty and 
unpredictability associated with the organiza- 
tion's operations. This results both from the de- 
sire to feel control in uncertain situations and 
from the fact that in ambiguous contexts, it is 
easier to attribute consequences to leadership 
without facing possible disconfirmation. 

The leader is, in part, an actor. Through 
statements and actions, the leader attempts to 
reinforce the operation of an attribution process 
which tends to vest causality in that position in 
the social structure. Successful leaders, as per- 
ceived by members of the social system, are 
those who can separate themselves from organ- 
izational failures and associate themselves with 
organizational successes. Since the meaning of 
action is socially constructed, this involves mani- 
pulation of symbols 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 recommenda- 
tions 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 disas- 
sociate himself or herself from the division's 
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performance, occasionally even transferring or 
moving to another organization. 

Conclusion 

The theme of this article has been that anal- 
ysis of leadership and leadership processes must 
be contingent 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 

leadership 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. Leadership 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 so- 
cial causality to leadership roles, thereby provid- 
ing a belief in the effectiveness of individual 
control. In analyzing leadership, this mythology 
and the process by which such mythology is cre- 
ated and supported should be separated from 
analysis of leadership as a social influence proc- 
ess, operating within constraints. 
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