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Learning Objectives

After studying this chapter you should be able to:

� Understand why it is necessary to consider the leadership situation when studying
leadership.

� Understand how aspects of the situation can enhance or diminish the effects of
leader behavior.

� Understand how aspects of the situation can serve as a substitute for the influence
of formal leaders.

� Understand the primary contingency theories of effective leadership.

� Understand the conceptual weaknesses of each contingency theory.

� Understand the findings from empirical research on contingency theories.

� Understand the implications of situational theories for improving leadership.

� Understand the limitations of the research on contingency theories.

In earlier chapters we saw that aspects of the situation determine the role requirements
for leaders.  Comparative research on the way managerial behavior varies across situa-
tions (see Chapter 2) provides some useful insights, but it is only an indirect approach
for discovering what type of leadership is optimal in a given situation.  A more direct
approach is to determine how leader traits or behaviors are related to indicators of
leadership effectiveness in different situations.  Aspects of the situation that enhance or
nullify the effects of a leader’s traits or behavior are called situational moderator vari-
ables.  Theories that explain leadership effectiveness in terms of situational moderator
variables are called contingency theories of leadership.  This type of theory is most
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useful when it includes intervening variables to explain why the effect of behavior on
outcomes varies across situations.

The current chapter reviews six contingency theories of leadership: path-goal
theory, situational leadership theory, leader substitutes theory, the multiple-linkage
model, LPC contingency theory, and cognitive resources theory.  These theories
were popular during the 1970s and 1980s, and some of them stimulated consider-
able research during that period of time.  Each theory is described briefly and eval-
uated in terms of conceptual adequacy and empirical support.  The chapter ends
with some general guidelines for varying leadership behavior from situation to
situation.

LPC Contingency Model

Fiedler’s (1964, 1967) LPC contingency model describes how the situation mod-
erates the relationship between leadership effectiveness and a trait measure called the
least preferred coworker (LPC) score.

Leader LPC Score

The LPC score is determined by asking a leader to think of all past and present
coworkers, select the one with whom the leader could work least well, and rate this
person on a set of bipolar adjective scales (e.g., friendly-unfriendly, cooperative-
uncooperative, efficient-inefficient).  The LPC score is the sum of the ratings on these
bipolar adjective scales.  A leader who is generally critical in rating the least preferred
coworker will obtain a low LPC score, whereas a leader who is generally lenient will
obtain a high LPC score.

The interpretation of LPC scores has changed several times over the years.
According to Fiedler’s (1978) most recent interpretation, the LPC score indicates a
leader’s motive hierarchy.  A high LPC leader is primarily motivated to have close,
interpersonal relationships with other people, including subordinates, and will act
in a considerate, supportive manner if relationships need to be improved.
Achievement of task objectives is a secondary motive that will become important
only if the primary affiliation motive is already satisfied by close, personal relation-
ships with subordinates and peers.  A low LPC leader is primarily motivated by
achievement of task objectives and will emphasize task-oriented behavior whenev-
er task problems arise.  The secondary motive of establishing good relations with
subordinates will become important only if the group is performing well and it en-
counters no serious task problems.

Rice (1978) reviewed 25 years of research on LPC scores and concluded that
the data support a value-attitude interpretation better than a motive hierarchy inter-
pretation; that is, low LPC leaders value task success, whereas high LPC leaders
value interpersonal success.  As with the motive hierarchy interpretation, the pattern
of leadership behavior varies with the situation.  Rice’s interpretation is basically in
accord with Fiedler’s motive hierarchy interpretation but is more parsimonious and
better supported by diverse types of research.
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Situational Variables

The relationship between leader LPC score and effectiveness depends on a com-
plex situational variable called situational favorability (or situational control), which is
defined as the extent to which the situation gives a leader control over subordinates.
Three aspects of the situation are considered.

1. Leader-member relations: The extent to which subordinates are loyal, and relations
with subordinates are friendly and cooperative.

2. Position power: The extent to which the leader has authority to evaluate subordi-
nate performance and administer rewards and punishments.

3. Task structure: The extent to which standard operating procedures are in place to
accomplish the task, along with a detailed description of the finished product or
service and objective indicators of how well the task is being performed.

Favorability is determined by weighting and combining these three aspects of
the situation.  The weighting procedure assumes that leader-member relations are
more important than task structure, which in turn is more important than position
power.  The possible combinations yield eight levels of favorability, called octants
(see Table 8-1).

Propositions

According to the model, the situation is most favorable for the leader (octant 1)
when relations with subordinates are good, the leader has substantial position power,
and the task is highly structured.  When leader-member relations are good, subordinates
are more likely to comply with leader requests and directions, rather than ignoring or
subverting them.  When a leader has high position power, it is easier to influence subor-
dinates.  When the task is structured, it is easier for the leader to direct subordinates and
monitor their performance.  The situation is least favorable for the leader (octant 8)
when relations with subordinates are poor, the task is unstructured, and position power
is low.

The causal relationships among the variables are depicted in Figure 8-1.
According to the model, when the situation is either very favorable (octants 1–3) or
very unfavorable (octant 8), low LPC leaders will be more effective than high LPC
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TABLE 8-1 Relationships in the LPC Contingency Model

Octant L-M Relations Task Structure Position Power Effective Leader

1 Good Structured Strong Low LPC
2 Good Structured Weak Low LPC
3 Good Unstructured Strong Low LPC
4 Good Unstructured Weak Low LPC
5 Poor Structured Strong High LPC
6 Poor Structured Weak High LPC
7 Poor Unstructured Strong High LPC
8 Poor Unstructured Weak Low LPC
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leaders.  When the situation is intermediate in favorability (octants 4–7), high LPC
leaders will be more effective than low LPC leaders.

Research on the Theory

A large number of studies were conducted to test the LPC contingency theory.
Reviews of this research by Strube and Garcia (1981) and by Peters, Hartke, and
Pohlmann (1985) concluded that the research tends to support the model, 
although not for every octant and not as strongly for field studies as for laboratory
studies.

Although the results were mostly positive, the methods used to test the theory
have been strongly criticized by a number of writers.  One criticism is that the empiri-
cal support is based on correlational results that fail to achieve statistical significance in
a majority of cases, even though correlations may be in the right direction (Graen,
Alvares, Orris, & Martella, 1970; McMahon, 1972; Vecchio, 1983).  Another criticism in-
volves the process by which three different aspects of the situation are combined into
a single continuum.  The weights used to compute situational favorability and establish
the octants seem arbitrary (Shiflett, 1973).

Conceptual Weaknesses

The LPC contingency theory has some serious conceptual weaknesses.  The LPC
score is a “measure in search of a meaning” (Schriesheim & Kerr, 1977a, p. 23).  Its in-
terpretation has been changed in an arbitrary fashion, and the current interpretation is
speculative.  LPC scores may not be stable over time and may be more complex than
assumed (Yukl, 1970).

The model is not really a theory, because it does not explain how a leader’s
LPC score affects group performance (Ashour, 1973).  The lack of explicit leader
behaviors and intervening variables limits the utility of the model.  In the absence
of behavior variables, the model does not provide any guidance for training lead-
ers how to adapt to the situation.  If LPC is a relatively stable personality trait, as
usually assumed, then changing it is not an option for improving leadership.
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FIGURE 8-1 Causal Relationships in the LPC Contingency Model.
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Another option is to select the leader to fit the situation, but the LPC scale cannot
satisfy the requirements for a valid selection tool.  The final option is to change the
situation to fit the leader.  It may be possible to make the situation more or less fa-
vorable to fit the leader’s LPC score (Fiedler & Chemers, 1982), but reducing favor-
ability is probably counterproductive.  For example, the idea that some leaders
should try to make leader-member relations worse (e.g., by being much less sup-
portive) seems unethical as well as unwise (Schriesheim & Kerr, 1977b).  Likewise,
any changes that are made in the task structure should be guided by concern for
efficient use of people and resources, not by the desire to make task structure
compatible with the leader’s LPC score.  Research suggests that modifying task
structure has up to 10 times the effect on group performance as leader LPC scores
(O’Brien & Kabanoff, 1981).

The model (and most of the research) neglects medium LPC leaders, who proba-
bly outnumber the high and low LPC leaders.  Research suggests that medium LPC
leaders are more effective than either high or low LPC leaders in a majority of situa-
tions (five of the eight octants), presumably because they balance concern for the task
and concern for relationships more successfully (Kennedy, 1982; Shiflett, 1973).

Summary

Fiedler (1973, 1977) replied to the criticisms, and the debate over the validity of
the model is still continuing.  However, interest in the theory has waned over the years
as better situational theories have developed.  The LPC contingency model was one of
the earliest contingency theories of leadership, and its major contribution may have
been to encourage greater interest in situational factors.

Path-Goal Theory of Leadership

The path-goal theory of leadership was developed to explain how the behav-
ior of a leader influences the satisfaction and performance of subordinates.
Building on an early version of the theory by Evans (1970), House (1971) formulat-
ed a more elaborate version that included situational variables.  The theory was
further refined by various writers (e.g., Evans, 1974; House & Dessler, 1974; House &
Mitchell, 1974).

According to House (1971, p. 324), “The motivational function of the leader con-
sists of increasing personal payoffs to subordinates for work-goal attainment and
making the path to these payoffs easier to travel by clarifying it, reducing roadblocks
and pitfalls, and increasing the opportunities for personal satisfaction en route.”
Leaders also affect subordinate satisfaction, particularly satisfaction with the leader.
According to House and Dessler (1974, p. 13), “. . . leader behavior will be viewed as
acceptable to subordinates to the extent that the subordinates see such behavior as ei-
ther an immediate source of satisfaction or as instrumental to future satisfaction.”  The
effect of a leader’s actions on subordinate satisfaction is not necessarily the same as
the effect on subordinate performance.  Depending on the situation, leader behavior
may affect satisfaction and performance the same way, or both differently, or one but
not the other.
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Explanatory Processes

A motivation theory called expectancy theory (Georgopoulos, Mahoney, &
Jones, 1957; Vroom, 1964) is used to explain how a leader can influence subordi-
nate satisfaction and effort.  Expectancy theory describes work motivation in terms
of a rational choice process in which a person decides how much effort to devote
to the job at a given point of time.  In choosing between a maximal effort and a
minimal (or moderate) effort, a person considers the likelihood that a given level of
effort will lead to successful completion of the task and the likelihood that task
completion will result in desirable outcomes (e.g., higher pay, recognition, promo-
tion, sense of achievement) while avoiding undesirable outcomes (e.g., layoffs, 
accidents, reprimands, rejection by coworkers, excessive stress).  The perceived
probability of an outcome is called an expectancy, and the desirability of an outcome
is called its valence.

How the many expectancies and valences for different outcomes and levels of ef-
fort combine to determine a person’s motivation is still a matter of speculation and
controversy.  In general, if subordinates believe that valued outcomes can be attained
only by making a serious effort and they believe such an effort will succeed, then they
will make the effort.  The effect of a leader’s behavior is primarily to modify these per-
ceptions and beliefs.

Leader Behaviors

The initial version of the theory contained only two broadly defined leader be-
haviors: supportive leadership (similar to consideration) and directive leadership (sim-
ilar to initiating structure and instrumental leadership).  Two other leader behaviors
were added in the later version by House and Mitchell (1974).  The four behaviors are
defined as follows:

1. Supportive leadership: Giving consideration to the needs of subordinates, displaying
concern for their welfare, and creating a friendly climate in the work unit.

2. Directive leadership: Letting subordinates know what they are expected to do, giv-
ing specific guidance, asking subordinates to follow rules and procedures, and
scheduling and coordinating the work.

3. Participative leadership: Consulting with subordinates and taking their opinions and
suggestions into account.

4. Achievement-oriented leadership: Setting challenging goals, seeking better perform-
ance, emphasizing excellence, and showing confidence that subordinates will at-
tain high standards.

Situational Variables

According to path-goal theory, the effect of leader behavior on subordinate satis-
faction and effort depends on aspects of the situation, including task characteristics
and subordinate characteristics.  These situational moderator variables determine both
the potential for increased subordinate motivation and the manner in which the leader
must act to improve motivation.  Situational variables also influence subordinate pref-
erences for a particular pattern of leadership behavior, thereby influencing the impact
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of the leader on subordinate satisfaction.  The causal relationships in the theory are il-
lustrated in Figure 8-2.

Major Propositions

When the task is stressful, boring, tedious, or dangerous, supportive leadership
leads to increased subordinate effort and satisfaction by increasing self-confidence,
lowering anxiety, and minimizing unpleasant aspects of the work.  In expectancy the-
ory terminology, the leader increases both the intrinsic valence (enjoyment) of doing
the task and the expectancy that it will be successfully completed.  However, if a task
is interesting and enjoyable, and subordinates are already confident, then supportive
leadership has little, if any, effect.  The hypothesized causal chain for supportive lead-
ership is depicted in Figure 8-3.

When the task is unstructured and complex, the subordinates are inexperienced,
and there is little formalization of rules and procedures to guide the work, then direc-
tive leadership will result in higher subordinate satisfaction and effort.  The role ambi-
guity that exists when subordinates do not understand how to do the work effectively
causes them to have a low expectancy of success, even for a maximum effort.  By re-
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FIGURE 8-3 Causal Relationships for Effects of Supportive Leadership on Subordinate.
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FIGURE 8-2 Causal Relationships in Path-Goal Theory of Leadership.
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ducing role ambiguity, the leader increases expectancies and thus effort.  The theory
further assumes that role ambiguity is unpleasant and reducing it will lead to greater
subordinate satisfaction.  When the task is structured or subordinates are highly com-
petent, directive leadership will have no effect on effort.  Moreover, in this situation, if
subordinates perceive close supervision and direction to be an unnecessary imposition
of leader control, satisfaction may actually decline.

The hypothesized causal chain for directive leadership is depicted in Figure 8-4.  As
the figure shows, directive leadership affects subordinate effort in a number of ways.
Effort can be increased by finding new and larger performance rewards and making them
more closely contingent upon subordinate performance.  This option was included in the
initial formulation of the theory by Evans (1970) and House (1971) but was neglected in
most subsequent versions and in the validation research, perhaps because positive reward
behavior does not fit well into the prevailing definition of directive behavior.

The propositions for participative leadership and achievement-oriented leader-
ship are not as well developed or researched as those for supportive and directive
leadership.  Participative leadership is hypothesized to increase subordinate effort and
satisfaction when the task is unstructured by increasing role clarity.  When the task is
structured, this behavior has little or no effect.  Participative leadership may also in-
crease the intrinsic valence of the work and thus satisfaction for subordinates with a
high need for achievement and autonomy.  Achievement-oriented leadership is hy-
pothesized to increase subordinate effort and satisfaction when the task is unstructured
(i.e., complex and nonrepetitive) by increasing self-confidence and the expectation of
successfully accomplishing a challenging task or goal.  When the task is simple and
repetitive, this behavior has little or no effect.

Research on the Theory

Research conducted to test path-goal theory has yielded mixed results.
Wofford and Liska (1993) reviewed 120 survey studies on the theory and conducted
a meta-analysis of the results for task and relations behavior.  Podsakoff,
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FIGURE 8-4 Causal Relationships for Effects of Directive Leadership on Subordinate.

IS
B

N
: 0

-5
58

-2
07

60
-X

Leadership in Organizations, Seventh Edition, by Gary Yukl. Published by Prentice Hall. Copyright © 2010 by Pearson Education, Inc.



MacKenzie, Ahearne, and Bommer (1995) also conducted an extensive review of
the research on moderator variables in leadership.  Despite the large number of
studies that have tested the theory, the results were inconclusive.  Not enough studies
were available to provide an adequate test of hypotheses about situational modera-
tors of participative and achievement-oriented leadership.  Most propositions about
situational moderators of directive leadership were not supported; some evidence
indicated that directive behavior correlated more strongly with satisfaction for sub-
ordinates with low ability than for subordinates with high ability, but only an indi-
rect test of the proposition was possible.  There was little or no moderating effect of
the situation on the relationship between leader supportive behavior and subordi-
nate satisfaction with the leader.  As in the earlier research (see Chapter 3), most
studies find a positive effect of supportive leadership on satisfaction, regardless of
the situation.

Methodological limitations make it difficult to interpret the results from much
of the research testing the theory (Wofford & Liska, 1993; Yukl, 1989).  Most studies
used a static correlational design, and subordinates rated leader behavior on survey
questionnaires.  These studies have the same limitations as much of the earlier behavior
research (see Chapter 3).  Another limitation of the research is that most studies deal
with only a few aspects of the theory while ignoring other aspects, such as the inter-
vening motivational processes (expectancies and valences).  Many studies measured
surrogates instead of the situational variables actually specified by the theory.  Taken
together, these limitations of the research suggest that the theory has yet to be ade-
quately tested.

Conceptual Weaknesses

Path-goal theory also has some conceptual deficiencies that limit its utility.
The greatest weakness is reliance on expectancy theory as the primary basis for
explaining leader influence.  This rational decision model provides an overly com-
plex and seemingly unrealistic description of human behavior (Behling & Starke,
1973; Mitchell, 1974; Schriesheim & Kerr, 1977a).  Expectancy theory does not take
into account emotional reactions to decision dilemmas, such as denial or distortion
of relevant information about expectancies and valences.  Expectancy theory does
not incorporate some important aspects of human motivation such as self-concepts
(see Chapter 9).  Expectancy theory limits the explanation of leadership influence
to changes in subordinate perceptions about the likely outcomes of different 
actions.

Another conceptual limitation is the reliance on broad categories of leader be-
havior that do not correspond closely to the mediating processes.  It is easier to make
a link between leader behavior and subordinate motivation by using specific behaviors
such as clarifying role expectations, recognizing accomplishments, giving contingent
rewards, modeling appropriate behaviors for subordinates to imitate, and communicat-
ing high expectations about subordinate performance.

Some of the explanations for hypothesized relationships in path-goal theory are
questionable.  It is assumed that role ambiguity will cause a person to have an unreal-
istically low expectancy, and that leader behavior resulting in greater clarity will auto-
matically increase expectancies.  However, clarification of the subordinate’s role
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sometimes makes it evident that successful task performance and the attainment of
specific task goals are more difficult than the subordinate initially believed (Yukl,
1989).  It is assumed that role ambiguity is determined primarily by task structure (de-
fined as a characteristic of the task, not the employee), but a more appropriate moder-
ator variable is an employee’s ability and experience in relation to the task.  The same,
supposedly structured task may be clear to an experienced subordinate but ambiguous
to an inexperienced subordinate.

Another limitation of path-goal theory is that each type of leadership behavior is
considered separately.  Likely interactions among the behaviors or interactions with
more than one type of situational variable are not considered (Osborn, 1974).  For ex-
ample, the theory says that directive leadership will be beneficial when the task is un-
structured, but directive leadership may not be beneficial for an unstructured task if
there is another situational determinant of subordinate role clarity, such as a high level
of professional training and experience.

To make path-goal theory more comprehensive, House (1996) extended it to in-
clude some behaviors from more recent theories such as charismatic and transforma-
tional leadership (see Chapter 9).  However, it is doubtful that the effects of these 
behaviors can be explained in terms of expectancy theory.  Charismatic leadership
emphasizes emotional arousal and influencing followers to do things that are not con-
sistent with rational calculations (e.g., make self-sacrifices and take risks for ideologi-
cal reasons).  Moreover, the extended theory is much too complicated to be useful for
practitioners.

Summary

Despite its limitations, path-goal theory has made an important contribution to
the study of leadership by providing a conceptual framework to guide researchers in
identifying potentially relevant situational variables.  The recent extension of the the-
ory (House, 1996) makes it more comprehensive but less parsimonious.  No research
has assessed whether the more recent theory is an improvement over the earlier
versions.

Situational Leadership Theory

Hersey and Blanchard (1977) proposed a contingency theory that specifies the
appropriate type of leadership behavior for different levels of subordinate “maturi-
ty” in relation to the work.  A high-maturity subordinate has both the ability and
confidence to do a task, whereas a low-maturity subordinate lacks ability and self-
confidence.

Major Propositions

According to the theory, the level of subordinate maturity determines the appro-
priate mix of task-oriented and relations-oriented behavior for the leader (see Figure 8-5).
Four degrees of maturity (quadrants M1 to M4) are distinguished, even though they are
merely segments of a continuum ranging from immature to mature.
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For a low-maturity subordinate (M1), the leader should use substantial task-
oriented behavior and be directive in defining roles, clarifying standards and proce-
dures, and monitoring progress on attainment of objectives.  As subordinate maturity
increases up to a moderate level (M2 and M3), the leader can decrease the amount of
task-oriented behavior and provide more relations-oriented behavior.  The leader
should act supportive, consult with the subordinate, and provide praise and attention.
For a high-maturity subordinate (M4), the leader should use a low level of task-oriented
and relations-oriented behaviors.  This type of subordinate has the ability to do the
work without much direction or monitoring by the leader, and the confidence to work
without much supportive behavior by the leader.

According to Hersey and Blanchard, the maturity level of a subordinate can be
influenced by developmental interventions.  For example, the leader and subordi-
nate may negotiate an agreement regarding the delegation of additional responsibil-
ities and how the leader will help the subordinate accomplish the goals set for these
responsibilities.  This process, called “contingency contracting,” is similar to the
role-making process described in the leader-member exchange (LMX) theory (see
Chapter 5).  How long it takes to increase the subordinate’s maturity depends on
the complexity of the task and the skill and confidence of the subordinate.  There is
no set formula, and it may take as little as a few days or as long as a few years to
advance a subordinate from low to high maturity on a given task.  Hersey and
Blanchard recognized that subordinate maturity may also regress, requiring a flexi-
ble adjustment of the leader’s behavior.  For example, a highly motivated subordi-
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nate may become apathetic after a personal tragedy, which would require closer 
supervision and a developmental intervention designed to boost maturity back up
to the former high level.

Evaluation of the Theory

Even though this theory has been used in many management development pro-
grams, not many studies have been conducted to directly evaluate the theory (e.g.,
Blank, Weitzel, & Green, 1990; Fernandez & Vecchio, 1997; Goodson, McGee, &
Cashman, 1989; Hambleton & Gumpert, 1982; Norris & Vecchio, 1992; Vecchio, 1987).
A few studies found support for the proposition that more directive supervision is
needed for subordinates who have low ability and confidence.  However, there was lit-
tle evidence that using the contingent pattern of task and relations behavior prescribed
by the theory will make leaders more effective.  The studies designed to test the theo-
ry did not examine the effect of developmental interventions.  Most of the other re-
search on task and relations behavior (see Chapter 3) provides stronger support for
the leadership model proposed by Blake and Mouton, which specifies that a relatively
high level of both task and relations behavior is optimal as long as the specific types of
behavior are appropriate for the situation.

Conceptual weaknesses limit the utility of situational leadership theory and
help to explain the lack of support for it in the research.  Leadership behavior is not
defined in a clear and consistent way from quadrant to quadrant, and sometimes task
and relations behaviors are defined in terms of decision styles such as autocratic
telling, consulting, and delegating (Graeff, 1983).  The model lacks a clear explana-
tion of the process by which leader behavior influences subordinate performance.
Maturity is a composite of diverse elements (task complexity, subordinate confi-
dence, ability, and motivation), and the procedure used to weight and combine them
is highly questionable (Barrow, 1977).  For example, the assumption that a subordi-
nate is less mature if skilled but unmotivated than if motivated but unskilled is
doubtful.  It is easier to explain leadership effectiveness when the components of
maturity are conceptualized as distinct variables.  Hersey and Blanchard acknowl-
edge that leaders can influence some components of maturity with developmental
interventions, and it is more appropriate to conceptualize subordinate ability and
motivation as intervening variables in a model with reciprocal causality  than as 
exogenous situational variables.  Finally, the theory fails to consider other situational
variables that are important for determining the appropriate pattern of leadership 
behavior.

Despite its deficiencies, the theory has made some positive contributions to
our understanding of dyadic leadership.  One contribution was the emphasis on
flexible, adaptive behavior, which has become a central tenet of some recent theo-
ry and research.  Hersey and Blanchard pointed out that it is essential to treat differ-
ent subordinates differently, and to vary behavior as the situation changes.
Moreover, they advanced the proposition that leaders should be aware of opportu-
nities to build the skills and confidence of subordinates rather than assuming that a
subordinate with deficiencies in skill or motivation must forever remain a “problem
employee.”
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Leadership Substitutes Theory

Kerr and Jermier (1978) developed a model to identify aspects of the situation that
reduce the importance of leadership by managers and other formal leaders.  The theory
makes a distinction between two kinds of situational variables: substitutes and neutraliz-
ers.  Substitutes make leader behavior unnecessary and redundant.  They include any
characteristics of the subordinates, task, or organization that ensure subordinates will
clearly understand their roles, know how to do the work, be highly motivated, and be sat-
isfied with their jobs.  Neutralizers are any characteristics of the task or organization that
prevent a leader from acting in a specified way or that nullify the effects of the leader’s ac-
tions.  For example, a leader’s lack of authority to reward effective performance limits the
leader’s use of contingent reward behavior, whereas subordinate lack of interest in an in-
centive offered by the leader is a condition that makes the behavior pointless.

The theory does not explicitly identify intervening variables, but two of them
(role clarity and task motivation) are implicit in the assumptions of the model.  As
noted by Howell and colleagues (1990, p. 23): “.  .  .  leadership substitutes focus on
whether subordinates are receiving needed task guidance and incentives to perform
without taking it for granted that the formal leader is the primary supplier.”  In effect,
substitutes are aspects of the situation that cause intervening variables to be at optimal
levels, whereas neutralizers are constraints that prevent or discourage the leader from
doing anything to improve existing deficiencies in intervening variables.

In the initial version of the model, Kerr and Jermier (1978) were mostly con-
cerned with identifying substitutes and neutralizers for supportive and instrumental
leadership.  Supportive leadership is similar to consideration, and instrumental leader-
ship is similar to initiating structure.  A preliminary list of substitutes and neutralizers
for these broad behavior categories is shown in Table 8-2.  According to Kerr and
Jermier, various attributes of the subordinates, the task, and the organization may serve
as substitutes or neutralizers for leader behavior.

Subordinate Characteristics

Little direction is necessary when subordinates have extensive prior experience
or training,  because they already possess the skills and knowledge to know what to
do and how to do it.  For example, medical doctors, airline pilots, accountants, elec-
tricians, and other professionals do not require much supervision and often do not
want it.  Likewise, professionals who are internally motivated by their values, needs,
and ethics do not need to be encouraged by the leader to do high-quality work.

The attractiveness of various organizational rewards depends in part on the needs
and personality of subordinates.  Indifference toward rewards controlled by the manager
serves as a neutralizer of both supportive and instrumental behavior by 
the manager.  For example, subordinates who desire more time off with their family will
not be motivated by the offer of more money for working extra hours.

Task Characteristics

Another substitute for instrumental leadership is a simple, repetitive task.
Subordinates can quickly learn the appropriate skills for this type of task without 
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extensive training and direction by the leader.  When the task provides automatic feed-
back on how well the work is being performed, the leader does not need to provide
much feedback.  For example, one study found that workers in a company with net-
worked computer systems and computer integrated manufacturing did not need much
supervision because they were able to obtain feedback about productivity and quality
directly from the information system, and they could get help in solving problems by
asking other people in the network (Lawler, 1988).

If the task is interesting and enjoyable, subordinates may be sufficiently motivat-
ed by the work itself without any need for the leader to encourage and inspire them.
In addition, a task that is interesting and enjoyable may serve as a substitute for sup-
portive leadership with regard to ensuring a high level of job satisfaction.

Group and Organization Characteristics

In organizations with detailed written rules, regulations, and policies, little direc-
tion is necessary once the rules and policies have been learned by subordinates.  Rules
and policies can serve as a neutralizer as well as a substitute if they are so inflexible
that they prevent a leader from making changes in job assignments or work proce-
dures to facilitate subordinate effort.  Supportive and instrumental leader behaviors are
neutralized when subordinates are geographically dispersed and have only infrequent
contact with their leader, as in the case of many sales representatives.  An automatic re-
ward system such as commissions or gain sharing can substitute for a leader’s use of
rewards and punishments to motivate subordinates.  Limited position power or a
strong labor union tends to neutralize a manager’s use of rewards and punishments to
motivate subordinates.
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TABLE 8-2 Substitutes and Neutralizers for Supportive and Instrumental Leadership

Substitute or Neutralizer
Supportive 
Leadership

Instrumental
Leadership

A. Subordinate Characteristics:
1. Experience, ability, training Substitute
2. Professional orientation Substitute Substitute
3. Indifference toward rewards Neutralizer Neutralizer

B. Task Characteristics:
1. Structured, routine task Substitute
2. Feedback provided by task Substitute
3. Intrinsically satisfying task Substitute

C. Organization Characteristics:
1. Cohesive work group Substitute Substitute
2. Low position power Neutralizer Neutralizer
3. Formalization (roles, procedures) Substitute
4. Inflexibility (rules, policies) Neutralizer
5. Dispersed subordinate work sites Neutralizer Neutralizer

Based on Kerr and Jermier (1978)

IS
B

N
: 0

-5
58

-2
07

60
-X

Leadership in Organizations, Seventh Edition, by Gary Yukl. Published by Prentice Hall. Copyright © 2010 by Pearson Education, Inc.



Another substitute for supportive leadership is a highly cohesive work
group in which subordinates obtain psychological support from each other when
needed.  Group cohesiveness may substitute for leadership efforts to motivate
subordinates if social pressure exists for each member to make a significant con-
tribution to the group task.  On the other hand, cohesiveness may serve as a neu-
tralizer if relations with management are poor, and social pressure is exerted to
restrict production.

Implications for Improving Leadership

Howell and colleagues (1990) contend that some situations have so many neu-
tralizers that it is difficult or impossible for any leader to succeed.  In this event, the
remedy is not to replace the leader or provide more training, but rather to change the
situation.  One approach is to make the situation more favorable for the leader by re-
moving neutralizers.  Another approach is to make leadership less important by in-
creasing substitutes.

Kerr and Jermier (1978) suggest the interesting possibility that substitutes may be
increased to the point where leaders are altogether superfluous.  However, it is impor-
tant to remember that their model was designed to deal only with substitutes for lead-
ership behavior by a formal leader.  For many substitutes, behavior by the formal
leader is merely replaced by similar leadership behavior carried out by peers or other
informal leaders.  Early behavior research demonstrated that leadership functions may
be shared among members of a group, rather than being performed entirely by a sin-
gle formal leader (Bowers & Seashore, 1966; Slater, 1955).  Research on self-managed
teams has verified that members can assume responsibility for many of the leadership
functions formerly performed by an appointed manager.  However, even self-managed
teams usually have an internal coordinator.  Recent research suggests that it is also de-
sirable to have an external leader to perform leadership functions that involve relation-
ships with the larger organization (see Chapter 11).

Research on the Theory

The empirical research has found support for some aspects of the theory, but
other aspects have not been tested or supported (e.g., Howell & Dorfman, 1981, 1986;
Pitner, 1986; Podsakoff, Niehoff, MacKenzie, & Williams, 1993).  A comprehensive
meta-analysis of the many studies on potential substitutes (Podsakoff et al., 1995)
found little evidence that situational variables moderate the relationship between
leader behavior and subordinate motivation or satisfaction.  However, critics of this
research have pointed out that many of the studies used a weak research design and
questionable analyses for detecting the effects of moderator variables (e.g., Dionne,
Yammarino, Atwater, & James, 2002; Villa, Howell, Dorfman, & Daniel, 2003).

The research provides stronger evidence that situational variables can directly af-
fect dependent variables such as subordinate satisfaction or motivation.  McIntosh
(1988) proposed that much of the evaluation research on substitutes for leadership em-
phasized the wrong aspects of the theory, and researchers should pay more attention
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to the direct effect of situational variables on criterion variables (substitutes) and on
leader behavior (constraints).  The limitations of research on leadership substitutes also
apply to much of the research on other situational theories, and this subject will be dis-
cussed later in the chapter.

Conceptual Weaknesses

The theory has several conceptual weaknesses.  It does not provide a detailed
rationale for each substitute and neutralizer in terms of causal processes involving ex-
plicit intervening variables.  A description of explanatory processes would help differ-
entiate between substitutes that reduce the importance of an intervening variable and
substitutes that involve leadership behavior by people other than the leader.  For ex-
ample, the importance of subordinate ability for group performance can be reduced by
technological improvements such as automation and artificial intelligence.  A quite dif-
ferent situation is one in which ability remains important, but the task skills needed by
subordinates are enhanced by someone besides the formal leader (e.g., coworkers,
outside trainers).

Another source of conceptual ambiguity involves the failure to differentiate be-
tween direct actions by the leader to improve a dependent variable, and actions to im-
prove a substitute that affects the dependent variable and will accomplish the same
purpose.  For example, instead of providing coaching to an inexperienced subordi-
nate, the leader can arrange for the subordinate to acquire the necessary skills from a
highly skilled coworker or by attending training courses.  A leader who is able to
strengthen substitutes can reduce the future need for some types of leadership behav-
ior.  A leader can also take actions to reduce constraints that prevent the use of effective
behaviors and block neutralizers that undermine the effects of a potentially relevant
behavior.  These aspects of leadership are described more explicitly in the multiple-
linkage model described later in this chapter.

Another conceptual limitation is the use of broadly defined behavior categories
such as supportive and instrumental leadership.  It is easier to identify substitutes and
neutralizers for more specific types of leadership behaviors, as is done in the multiple-
linkage model.  Finally, leader substitutes theory should be extended to include other
important aspects of leadership behavior that were not recognized at the time the the-
ory was proposed.

Summary

The complexity and ambiguity of the theory makes it difficult to test.  Given the
methodological limitations in most of the prior research on leadership substitutes, it is
premature to assess the theory’s validity.  Perhaps the greatest contribution was to pro-
vide a different perspective on leadership.  In the 1970s when this theory was formu-
lated, most leadership theories emphasized the role of formal leaders as the primary
determinant of subordinate motivation and satisfaction.  Leader substitutes theory de-
emphasized the importance of formal leaders by showing how their influence 
can be replaced by work design, reward systems, informal peer leadership, and 
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self-management.  As such, the theory helped to encourage more of a systems per-
spective on leadership processes in groups and organizations.

Multiple-Linkage Model

The multiple-linkage model (Yukl, 1981, 1989) builds upon earlier models of lead-
ership and group effectiveness, including path-goal theory, leadership substitutes theory,
and the Vroom-Yetton normative decision theory.  The four types of variables include
managerial behaviors, intervening variables, criterion variables, and situational variables.
The model describes in a general way the interacting effects of managerial behavior and
situational variables on the intervening variables that determine the performance of a
work unit.  The causal relationships among major types of variables are depicted in
Figure 8-6.  Situational variables in the model exert influence at three points: (1) they con-
strain managerial behavior and moderate its effects; (2) they directly influence intervening
variables; and (3) they determine the relative importance of the intervening variables.

Intervening Variables

To understand how a leader can influence the performance of a group or organi-
zational subunit, it is helpful to examine intervening variables that determine group
performance.  The six intervening variables in the model are based on earlier research
and theory on determinants of individual and group performance (e.g., Hackman,
Brousseau, & Weiss, 1976; Likert, 1967; McGrath, 1984; Porter & Lawler, 1968).  Unlike
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• Subordinate effort 
• Role clarity and task skills
• Organization of work
• Cohesiveness and cooperation
• Resources and support services
• External coordination

Intervening Variables

FIGURE 8-6 Causal Relationships in the Multiple Linkage Model.
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most other situational theories, the intervening variables are defined primarily at the
group level, as in theories of team leadership (see Chapter 11).

1. Task commitment. The extent to which unit members strive to attain a high level of per-
formance and show a high degree of personal commitment to unit task objectives.

2. Ability and role clarity. The extent to which unit members understand their individ-
ual job responsibilities, know what to do, and have the skills to do it.

3. Organization of the work. The extent to which effective performance strategies are
used to attain unit task objectives and the work is organized to ensure efficient uti-
lization of personnel, equipment, and facilities.

4. Cooperation and mutual trust. The extent to which group members trust each other,
share information and ideas, help each other, and identify with the work unit.

5. Resources and support. The extent to which the group has the budgetary funds,
tools, equipment, supplies, personnel, and facilities needed to do the work, and
necessary information or assistance from other units.

6. External coordination. The extent to which activities of the work unit are synchro-
nized with the interdependent activities in other parts of the organization and
other organizations (e.g., suppliers, clients, joint venture partners).

The intervening variables interact with each other to determine the effectiveness
of a group or organizational subunit.  A serious deficiency in one intervening variable
may lower group effectiveness, even though the other intervening variables are not de-
ficient.  The greater the relative importance of a particular intervening variable, the
more group performance will be reduced by a deficiency in this variable.  The relative
importance of the intervening variables depends on the type of work unit and other
aspects of the situation.  Table 8-3 lists aspects of the situation that make intervening
variables especially important.

Situational Influences on Intervening Variables

The situation can influence the intervening variables independently of anything
done by the leader.  This aspect of the model is similar to Kerr and Jermier’s “substi-
tutes.” In a very favorable situation, some of the intervening variables may already
be at their maximum short-term level, making the job of the leader much easier.

Two situational variables that influence task commitment are the formal reward sys-
tem and the intrinsically motivating properties of the work itself.  Member commitment to
perform the task effectively will be greater if the organization has a reward system that
provides attractive rewards contingent on performance, as in the case of many sales jobs.
Intrinsic motivation is likely to be high for subordinates if the work requires varied skills,
is interesting and challenging, and provides automatic feedback about performance.

Situational variables that affect the ability of group members include the recruit-
ment and selection system of the organization and the prior training and experience of
the members.  An organization with effective recruiting and selection procedures and
high salaries is more likely to attract qualified people with high ability.  Ability is like-
ly to be higher also for professionals and people in skilled trades who receive exten-
sive training prior to joining the organization.

Role clarity is affected by task structure, prior member experience, and external
dependencies.  Group members are likely to have a better understanding of role
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TABLE 8-3 Conditions Affecting the Intervening Variables in the Multiple-Linkage Model

Intervening Variable Conditions Where Already High Situations Where Most Important

Subordinate Effort and
Commitment

• Interesting, challenging, intrinsical-
ly motivating task.

• Subordinates have strong work
ethic values.

• Crisis where failure would be 
costly for subordinates.

• Complex, labor-intensive work 
requiring high subordinate initia-
tive and persistence.

• High exposure task for which 
mistakes are very costly.

Subordinate Ability
Role Clarity

• Subordinates have extensive prior
training and experience.

• Organization provides detailed
formal rules and procedures.

• Work is highly automated.

• Work unit has complex, difficult
tasks with unique aspects.

• Work requires a high degree of
technical skill by subordinates.

• High exposure task for which 
mistakes are very costly.

• Frequent changes in priorities or
schedules due to clients and users.

• Work is subject to unpredictable
disruptions and crises.

Cooperation and
Teamwork

• Group has stable, homogeneous,
compatible membership.

• Members have shared goals 
consistent with task objectives.

• Work unit has strong traditions
that evoke pride of membership.

• Task roles in the work unit are
highly interdependent.

• Subordinates share scarce equip-
ment or limited facilities.

• Subordinates work together in
close proximity for long time.

Organization of Work
and Performance
Strategies for it

• Organization specifies optimal
way to structure the work.

• Subordinates have extensive prior
training and experience.

• Work unit has a complex and 
difficult mission.

• Work unit has several diverse tasks
(need coordination).

• High exposure task for which 
mistakes are very costly.

Resources needed to
do the work

• Organization provides adequate
resources as needed.

• Organization has good inventory
control system for materials.

• The work requires large amounts
of scarce resources.

• Work unit is highly dependent on
unreliable sources of supply.

External Coordination • Organization has structural
mechanisms for achieving lateral
coordination.

• External coordination is done by
higher management or other 
people in organization.

• Work unit has high lateral interde-
pendence with other units in the
same organization.

• Frequent changes in priorities or
schedules due to client demands

• Work unit is highly dependent on
unreliable sources of supply.
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requirements when the task is simple, they have considerable experience doing the
work, or the organization has elaborate rules and regulations dictating how the work
should be done and subordinates are familiar with them.  Conditions that increase role
ambiguity are as follows: (1) the task has multiple performance criteria that are some-
what incompatible with each other and priorities are unclear; (2) the task requires con-
tinuous coordination and mutual adjustment among members; (3) the nature of the
work or technology is changing, requiring new skills and procedures; (4) a crisis or
emergency  creates confusion; and (5) work unit operations are frequently affected by
changes in policies, plans, or priorities determined by higher management or clients.

Situational variables that affect work group organization include the type of tech-
nology used to do the work and the competitive strategy of the organization.  Work roles
and procedures are more likely to be imposed by top management when the task is sim-
ple and repetitive than when it is complex and variable.  However, standard procedures
imposed by the organization to maximize efficiency are only a substitute for leader plan-
ning and organizing when they result in optimal performance strategies, which is not al-
ways true even for highly structured tasks.  There are many examples of organizations in
which the operating workers find better ways to do the work than the staff experts.

Cooperation and teamwork are influenced by the size of the group, the stability
of membership, the similarity among members in values and background, the reward
system, and the organization of the work.  More cohesiveness and cooperation are
likely in small groups with a stable, homogeneous membership.  Less cooperation is
likely when group members have highly specialized jobs with different task objectives,
or when the reward system fosters intense competition among individuals.  In view of
the prevalence of conflict in organizations, it is likely that the team building will con-
tinue to be an important function for most leaders.

The adequacy of resources needed to do the work is influenced by the organiza-
tion’s formal budgetary systems, procurement systems, and inventory control systems,
as well as by economic conditions at the time.  An adequate level of resources and sup-
port is more likely to be provided when the organization is prosperous and growing
than when the organization is in decline and faces severe resource shortages.  Because
few organizations have abundant extra resources in today’s competitive world, it is like-
ly that the role of obtaining resources will continue to be important for most leaders.

External coordination is affected by the formal structure of the organization.  High
lateral interdependence increases the amount of coordination needed among subunits of
an organization.  Sometimes this coordination is facilitated by special integrating mecha-
nisms such as integrator positions and cross-functional committees (Galbraith, 1973;
Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967).  Dependency on outsiders such as clients or subcontractors in-
creases the need for external coordination, and sometimes this coordination is facilitated
by people in special liaison positions.  Nevertheless, structural mechanisms to facilitate
external coordination are unlikely to entirely substitute the need for this leadership role.

Short-Term Actions to Correct Deficiencies

A basic proposition of the theory is that leader actions to correct any deficiencies
in the intervening variables will improve group performance.  A leader who fails to rec-
ognize opportunities to correct deficiencies in key intervening variables, who recognizes
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the opportunities but fails to act, or who acts but is not skilled will be less than optimal-
ly effective.  An ineffective leader may make things worse by acting in ways that in-
crease rather than decrease the deficiency in one or more intervening variables.  For ex-
ample, a leader who uses coercive influence tactics may reduce subordinate effort.

Table 8-4 summarizes possible short-term actions to deal with deficiencies in the
intervening variables.  Leaders may influence group members to work faster or do bet-
ter quality work (e.g., by offering special incentives, by giving an inspiring talk about
the importance of the work, by setting challenging goals).  Leaders may increase mem-
ber ability to do the work (e.g., by showing them better methods for doing the work,
by clearing up confusion about who is responsible for what).  Leaders may organize
and coordinate activities in a more efficient way (e.g., by finding ways to reduce de-
lays, duplication of effort, and wasted effort; by matching people to tasks better; by
finding better ways to use people and resources).  Leaders may obtain resources need-
ed immediately to do the work (e.g., information, personnel, equipment, materials,
supplies).  Leaders may act to improve external coordination by meeting with out-
siders to plan activities and resolve conflicting demands on the work unit.

The model does not imply that there is only one optimal pattern of managerial
behavior in any given situation.  Leaders usually have some choice among intervening
variables in need of improvement, and different patterns of behavior are usually possi-
ble to correct a particular deficiency.  The overall pattern of leadership behavior by the
designated leader and other group members is more important than any single action.
In this respect, the model is similar to Stewart’s (1976) “choices” (see Chapter 2).
However, a leader whose attention is focused on intervening variables that are not de-
ficient or not important will fail to improve unit performance.

Some aspects of the situation limit a leader’s discretion in making changes and
reacting to problems.  These influences are similar to Stewart’s (1976) “constraints” and
Kerr and Jermier’s (1978) “neutralizers.” The extent to which a leader is capable of
doing something in the short run to improve any of the intervening variables is limited
by the leader’s position power, organizational policies imposed by top management,
the technology used to do the work, and legal-contractual restrictions (e.g., labor-man-
agement agreements, contracts with suppliers, requirements mandated by government
agencies).  Constraints may prevent a leader from rewarding or punishing members,
changing work assignments or procedures, and procuring supplies and equipment.

Long-Term Effects on Group Performance

Over a longer period of time, leaders can make larger improvements in group
performance by modifying the situation to make it more favorable.  Effective leaders
act to reduce constraints, increase substitutes, and reduce the importance of interven-
ing variables that are not amenable to improvement.  In addition, effective leaders take
actions that have direct but delayed effects on the intervening variables.  The indirect
effects, shown by the dotted lines in Figure 8-6, occur concurrently with continued ef-
forts to make immediate improvements in the intervening variables.  These indirect ef-
fects of leaders usually involve sequences of related behaviors carried out over a
longer time period.  The effects take longer to be felt, but they are often more impor-
tant for the organization.  A similar distinction between direct and indirect effects has
been made by other theorists as well (e.g., Hunt, 1991; Lord & Mahar, 1991), and it re-
flects the systems perspective of leadership that seems to be gaining favor.
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TABLE 8-4 Leader Actions to Deal with Deficiencies in Intervening Variables

Subordinates are apathetic or discouraged about the work.
• Set challenging goals and express confidence subordinates can attain them.
• Articulate an appealing vision of what the group could accomplish or become.
• Use rational persuasion and inspirational appeals to influence commitment.
• Lead by example.
• Use consultation and delegation.
• Provide recognition.
• Reward effective behavior.

Subordinates are confused about what to do or how to do their work.
• Make clear assignments.
• Set specific goals and provide feedback about performance.
• Provide more direction of ongoing activities.
• Provide instruction or coaching as needed.
• Identify skill deficiencies and arrange for necessary skill training.
• Recruit and hire skilled people to work in unit.

The group is disorganized and/or it uses weak performance strategies.
• Develop plans to accomplish objectives.
• Identify and correct coordination problems.
• Reorganize activities to make better use of people, resources, and equipment.
• Identify and eliminate inefficient and unnecessary activities.
• Provide more decisive direction of ongoing activities in a crisis.

There is little cooperation and teamwork among members of the group.
• Emphasize common interests and encourage cooperation.
• Encourage constructive resolution of conflict and help mediate conflicts.
• Increase group incentives and reduce competition.
• Use symbols and rituals to build identification with the work unit.
• Use team-building activities.

The group has inadequate resources to do the work.
• Requisition or borrow specific resources needed immediately for the work.
• Find more reliable or alternative sources of supplies.
• Ration available resources if necessary.
• Initiate improvement projects to upgrade equipment and facilities.
• Lobby with higher authorities for a larger budget.

External coordination with other subunits or outsiders is weak.
• Network with peers and outsiders to develop more cooperative relationships.
• Consult more with peers and outsiders when making plans.
• Keep peers and outsiders informed about changes.
• Monitor closely to detect coordination problems quickly.
• Meet with peers and outsiders to resolve coordination problems.
• Negotiate favorable agreements with peers and outsiders for group outputs.
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More research has been conducted on short-term, reactive behaviors by leaders than
on long-term, proactive behaviors by leaders, and the latter are still difficult to classify in
any meaningful way.  Useful insights are provided by some of the descriptive research
reviewed in Chapter 2.  Stewart (1976) described how managers exploit different opportu-
nities to improve conditions, Mintzberg (1973) described how managers initiate improve-
ment projects, Kanter (1982) described how middle managers get innovations accepted,
Kotter (1982) described how managers get long-term aspects of their agenda implemented,
and Gabarro (1985) described how CEOs turn around failing organizations.  The literature
describing how leaders change the mission or basic strategy of an organization and influ-
ence the culture of the organization is reviewed in more detail in Chapters 10 and 12.

Some examples of possible actions a leader may take to improve the situation are
as follows (see also Table 8-4):

• Gain more control over acquisition of resources necessary to do the work by cul-
tivating better relationships with suppliers, finding alternative sources, and reduc-
ing dependence on unreliable sources.

• Gain more control over the demand for the unit’s products and services by find-
ing new customers, opening new markets, advertising more, and modifying the
products or services to be more acceptable to clients and customers.

• Initiate new, more profitable activities for the work unit that will make better use
of personnel, equipment, and facilities.

• Initiate long-term improvement programs to upgrade personnel, equipment, and
facilities in the work unit, such as by replacing old equipment, establishing train-
ing programs, and reconstructing facilities.

• Modify the formal structure of the work unit to solve chronic problems and reduce
demands on the leader for short-term troubleshooting, such as by redefining 
authority relationships, centralizing (or decentralizing) some decision making, 
creating (or eliminating) positions, modifying information systems, and simplifying
(or eliminating) rules and standard procedures.

• Alter the culture of the organization to emphasize values, beliefs, and norms that
are internalized sources of motivation to excel, learn, and cooperate.

Evaluation of the Multiple-Linkage Model

The multiple-linkage model is more complex and comprehensive than earlier the-
ories, because it includes more of the relevant intervening variables, a wider range of
leader behaviors, and more situational variables.  It was one of the first contingency the-
ories to emphasize leadership processes at the group level rather than the dyadic level.

The model has several conceptual weaknesses.  It does not specify how different
types of leader behavior interact with each other in their effects on intervening vari-
ables.  The long-term actions of managers are described only in general terms, and
specific hypotheses about these behaviors are needed.  The interaction among situa-
tional variables has not been specified explicitly, and the theory fails to identify com-
mon configurations of them.  Thus, the multiple-linkage model is still more a general
conceptual framework than a refined theory.

The complexity of the model makes it difficult to test in a single study.  Indirect
support for some aspects of the model is provided by relevant research on other
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leadership theories that include similar aspects of leadership behavior.  However, rel-
atively few studies on leader behavior included intervening variables, and as already
noted the studies on situational variables yielded weak, inconsistent results.  The
growing interest in testing team leadership models (see Chapter 11) should provide
evidence that is also relevant for evaluating the multiple-linkage model.

Cognitive Resources Theory

A more recent situational model developed by Fiedler and his colleagues
(Fiedler, 1986; Fiedler & Garcia, 1987) deals with the cognitive abilities of leaders.  This
theory examines the conditions under which cognitive resources such as intelligence
and experience are related to group performance.  It is an important research question,
because organizations use measures of prior experience and intelligence for selecting
managers.  According to cognitive resources theory, the performance of a leader’s
group is determined by a complex interaction among two leader traits (intelligence
and experience), one type of leader behavior (directive leadership), and two aspects of
the leadership situation (interpersonal stress and the nature of the group’s task).

Propositions

The primary causal relationships in cognitive resources theory are depicted in
Figure 8-7.  According to the theory, interpersonal stress for the leader moderates the
relation between leader intelligence and subordinate performance.  Stress may be due
to a boss who creates role conflict or demands miracles without providing necessary
resources and support.  Other sources of stress include frequent work crises and seri-
ous conflicts with subordinates.  Under low stress, high intelligence results in good
plans and decisions.  In this situation, a highly intelligent leader relies on intellectual
ability to analyze the problem and find the best solution.  In contrast, under high
stress, there is no relationship (or a negative relationship) between leader intelligence
and decision quality.  The theory provides several possible explanations why highly
intelligent leaders sometimes make terrible task decisions when under stress.  The
most plausible explanation is that stress interferes with information processing and de-
cision making.  Under high stress, a leader is more likely to be distracted and unable
to focus on the task.  Intelligence provides no advantage, because it cannot be applied.
The leader may withdraw and let the group drift, or the leader may display nonpro-
ductive behavior that disrupts the group processes.
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Interpersonal stress for the leader also moderates the relationship between leader
experience and subordinate performance.  Experience is usually measured in terms of
time on the job, and it is assumed to result in habitual behavior patterns for effective-
ly dealing with task problems.  It is also assumed that people under stress tend to deal
with task problems by reverting to previously learned behavior rather than by treating
them as new problems.  Experience will be positively related to the quality of leader
decisions under high interpersonal stress, but it is not related to decision quality under
low stress.  Presumably, experienced leaders rely mostly on intelligence under low
stress, and they rely mostly on experience under high stress.  Leaders with little expe-
rience rely on intelligence in both situations.

The theory also describes one aspect of leader behavior that mediates the rela-
tionship between a leader’s cognitive resources and group performance.  This part of
the theory is similar to some parts of the Vroom-Yetton (1973) normative decision
model (see Chapter 4).  Leader intelligence and expertise contribute to group perform-
ance only when the leader is directive and subordinates require guidance to perform
the task effectively.  The theory assumes that intelligent leaders devise better plans and
action strategies for doing the work than nonintelligent leaders, especially when the
task is complex.  The theory also assumes that a leader’s plans and decisions are com-
municated to subordinates through directive behavior.  If the leader has low ability but
group members have high ability and also share the leader’s task objectives, then a
nondirective (participative) leader is more effective than a directive (autocratic) leader
for a complex task.  For a simple, routine task that subordinates already know how to
perform, no relationship is likely to occur between leader intelligence and group per-
formance, even for directive leaders.

Fiedler has attempted to link cognitive resource theory to the least preferred
coworker (LPC) contingency model by proposing that leader LPC scores may be the
primary determinant of directive behavior in high and low stress situations.  However,
little research has been conducted to explore this possibility.

Research on Cognitive Resources Theory

Evidence supporting the proposition that stress moderates the effect of intelli-
gence and experience was found in a study of Coast Guard officers (Potter & Fiedler,
1981) and a study of fire department officers (Frost, 1983).  However, only one study
examined possible reasons why stress moderates the relation of leader intelligence
and experience to effectiveness.  Gibson, Fiedler, and Barrett (1993) reanalyzed data
from an earlier study on three-person groups of ROTC cadets with a creative task.
Under low stress conditions, intelligence was positively related to the production of
creative ideas by leaders and followers alike, and the more intelligent leaders had
more productive groups.  Under high stress conditions, leader intelligence was not
related to the production of creative ideas by the leader, and it was negatively relat-
ed to the production of creative ideas by followers.  Intelligent leaders talked more,
but they tended to ramble and contributed few useful ideas.  By dominating the dis-
cussion, these leaders prevented members from contributing more.  The net effect
was that under high stress, the more intelligent leaders had less productive groups.

The proposition that intellectual ability is related more to performance for 
directive leaders than for nondirective leaders was generally supported in five earlier
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studies reported by Fiedler and Garcia (1987, p. 161) and in three subsequent stud-
ies (Blyth,1987; Murphy, Blyth, & Fiedler, 1992; Vecchio, 1990).  This proposition
from cognitive resource theory also is also supported by some studies conducted to
evaluate the Vroom-Yetton model (see Chapter 4).

Limitations of the Research

It is too early to reach any conclusions about the utility of the theory.  Results
from the validation research are inconsistent across studies, methodological problems
make it difficult to interpret some of the results, and some aspects of the theory have
not been adequately tested (Fiedler, 1992; Gibson, 1992; Vecchio, 1990).  Several
methodological weaknesses have been identified.

Most of the studies cited by Fiedler and Garcia (1987) were conducted to test the
LPC contingency model and only later reanalyzed to test cognitive resource theory.
These correlational studies do not provide a complete test of the propositions in the
theory (Vecchio, 1990).  A better research design would be an experiment comparing
outcomes for various combinations of intelligence and experience under stress and
nonstress conditions.

The most controversial aspect of the theory is the idea that leader effectiveness is
predicted by intelligence in low stress conditions and by experience in high stress con-
ditions.  The theory provides some possible reasons for poor-quality decisions under
stress, but the explanations have not been verified.  More studies with measures of me-
diating processes are needed.

Most of the validation studies relied on surrogate measures of experience, such as
time on the job, rather than using a direct measure of relevant job expertise.  Bettin and
Kennedy (1990) found that the leadership performance of Army officers was predicted
by the amount of relevant prior experience, but not by time in present position, time in
the service, or number of previous positions.  Similar results were found by Avery and
colleagues (2003) for head coaches in the National Basketball Association.  Another
problem with the use of time in position as a measure of experience is that this measure
may be contaminated by extraneous factors related to stress.  One alternative explana-
tion for Fiedler’s results is that “experienced” leaders have more stress tolerance,
because leaders who could not handle the stress already quit or were dismissed.
Another rival explanation is that “experienced” leaders have had more time to develop
a network of support relationships that will help them under stressful conditions.

Conceptual Weaknesses

The cognitive resources theory also has some conceptual weaknesses that limit
its utility for explaining effective leadership.  A major trait variable in the theory is
general intelligence.  No explicit rationale is provided for use of general intelligence
rather than specific cognitive skills.  It is likely that the theory would be improved by
identifying specific aspects of intellectual ability relevant to the task (Vecchio, 1990).

There is only one leadership behavior in the theory, and it is too general to capture
the complexities found in earlier research on participative leadership.  The Vroom-
Yetton model described in Chapter 4 provides a much better explanation of the effects
of participative decision procedures under different conditions.  Cognitive resources
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theory would be improved by a more precise explanation of the influence of cognitive
resources on leader behavior and effectiveness.

General Evaluation of Contingency Theories

Table 8-5 lists the major features of the contingency theories described in this
chapter and the Vroom and Yetton (1973) normative decision model described in
Chapter 4.  The table makes it easier to compare the theories with respect to content
and validation.  All seven theories contain situational moderator variables, but the va-
riety of situational variables is greater in some theories than in others.  It seems desir-
able for a contingency theory to include many relevant aspects of the situation, but to
do so makes a theory difficult to test.  Mediating variables are helpful to explain how
leaders influence subordinate performance, but only three of the theories have explic-
it mediating (or intervening) variables.
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TABLE 8-5 Comparison of Contingency Theories

Contingency
Theory

Leader
Traits

Leader
Behavior

Situational
Variables

Intervening
Variables

Validation
Results

LPC
Contingency
Model

LPC Score None Task struc-
ture L-M
relations

None Many stud-
ies, some
support

Path-Goal
Theory

None Instrumental,
supportive,
participative,
achivement

Many
aspects

Expectancies,
valences, role
ambiguity

Many studies,
some support

Situational
Leadership
Theory

None Task and
Relations

Subordinate
maturity

None Few studies,
little support

Leadership
Substitutes
Theory

None Instrumental,
supportive

Many
aspects

None Few studies,
inconclusive

Multiple-
Linkage Model

None Many
aspects

Many
aspects

Effort, ability,
organization,
teamwork, 
resources, 
external 
coordination

Few studies,
inconclusive

Cognitive
Resource
Theory

Intelligence
&
experience

Directive Stress, group
ability

None Few studies,
some support

Normative
Decision
Theory

None Decision 
procedures

Many aspects Decision quali-
ty and accept-
ance

Many studies,
good support
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Some behavioral scientists have questioned whether contingency theories such as
those reviewed in this chapter have any utility for showing managers how to become
more effective.  For example, McCall (1977) contends that the hectic pace of manageri-
al work and the relative lack of control over it by managers make it impossible to apply
complex theories that specify the optimal behavior for every type of situation.
Managers are so busy dealing with problems that they don’t have time to stop and
analyze the situation with a complicated model.  McCall also questions the implicit
assumption of most contingency theories that there is a single best way for the manager
to act within a given situation.  Leaders face an immense variety of rapidly changing sit-
uations, and several different patterns of behavior may be equally effective in the same
situation.  The contingency theories do not provide sufficient guidance in the form of
general principles to help managers recognize the underlying leadership requirements
and choices in the myriad of fragmented activities and problems confronting them.
What may be needed is a theory with both universal elements (e.g., general principles)
and situational elements (e.g., guidelines to help identify desirable behaviors for a par-
ticular type of situation).  However, despite the limitations of the situational theories
and research, they serve to remind leaders that it is essential to monitor changes in the
situation and adjust their behavior in appropriate ways.

Evaluation of Research on Situational Theories

A contingency theory is supported by a pattern of results that is consistent with the
propositions of the theory.  If the theory postulates a causal chain of sequential effects
from leader behavior to intervening variable to outcomes, the results must be consistent
with this explanation.  Unfortunately, most of the contingency theories are stated so am-
biguously that it is difficult to derive specific, testable propositions.  Most of the research
provides only a partial test of the theories.  In general, the research suffers from lack of
accurate measures and reliance on weak research designs that do not permit strong in-
ferences about direction of causality (Korman & Tanofsky, 1975; Schriesheim & Kerr,
1977a).  Most studies use a survey, and data on all variables are obtained from the same
respondents.  Few longitudinal studies have been conducted to examine changes in the
situation over time, or relationships that involve delayed effects and reciprocal causality.

Situational moderator variables may involve different types of causal effects, and
it is essential for researchers to understand the differences.  When a situational variable
directly impacts a dependent variable and there is a limit on how much improvement
is possible (“ceiling effect”), then high levels of the situational variable will reduce the
impact of leader behavior on the dependent variable.  For example, coaching by the
leader can improve the performance of a subordinate who needs it, but leader coach-
ing will have little effect on a subordinate who is already being coached effectively by
peers, or a subordinate who has extensive prior training and experience.

A second type of causal relationship occurs for situational variables that make
leader behavior more effective (“enhancers”) but do not directly influence the depend-
ent variable.  For instance, in the earlier example, the effect of leader coaching on 
performance by an inexperienced subordinate will be enhanced by relevant leader 
expertise.  This expertise enables the leader to provide better advice, it increases the
credibility of the advice, and the subordinate is more likely to follow the advice.  A
second example is provided by the level of role interdependency in a group, which
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increases the need for coordination and enhances the effects of relevant leader actions
to improve coordination among members.

A third type of relationship may also occur if a variable conceptualized as a “sub-
stitute” is more appropriately treated as a mediator than as a moderator.  Using the prior
example, subordinate task expertise directly affects subordinate performance, and some
researchers would view it as a substitute for leader coaching.  However, subordinate ex-
pertise also mediates the effects of leader coaching, peer coaching, and prior training on
subordinate performance.  This type of mediating variable should not be confused with
enhancers, or with “true substitutes” that reduce the need for leader behavior but do not
mediate its effects.  If the researcher only conducts an analysis of moderator effects and
does not also test for mediation, the results may not accurately reflect the actual causal
relationships.  The complex relationships and the different types of situational effects will
be difficult to understand unless appropriate causal models are developed and tested
with appropriate types of analyses (Howell, Dorfman, & Kerr, 1986; James & Brett, 1984).

Applications for Adaptive Leadership

Despite their deficiencies, the contingency theories and related research provide
insights about effective leadership in different situations.  The following guidelines,
which are summarized in Table 8-6, describe conditions where specific leadership be-
haviors are likely to increase subordinate satisfaction and performance.  Additional sit-
uational propositions can be found in other chapters of the book.

• Maintain situational awareness.

Situational awareness means understanding aspects of the situation that are rele-
vant for the effectiveness of a manager.  It is important to understand the external
events and trends that will impact performance and require adjustments in strategy and
work processes.  It is also important to understand the processes and people within
the organization.  It is difficult to resolve a problem, initiate a change, or inspire com-
mitment without a clear understanding of the shared values and beliefs that make up
the organization culture, the prior events and decisions that determine how the organ-
ization got to where it is now, the impact proposed changes could have on work
processes and customers, and the political processes that affect major decisions.  To
become more situationally aware, it is necessary to actively probe beneath surface ap-
pearances to learn about prior events, power relationships, interpersonal relationships,
informal processes, hidden agendas, and the attitudes and feelings of the people who
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TABLE 8-6 Guidelines for Leaders

• Use more planning for a long, complex task.
• Consult more with people who have relevant knowledge.
• Provide more direction to people with interdependent roles.
• Provide more direction and briefings when there is a crisis.
• Monitor a critical task or unreliable person more closely.
• Provide more coaching to an inexperienced subordinate.
• Be more supportive to someone with a very stressful task.
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will be involved in a decision or affected by it.  Procedures for obtaining and analyz-
ing information about the situation are described in Chapters 3, 10, and 12.

• Use more planning for a long, complex task.

A long, complex task is one that involves many interrelated activities performed
by a large group of people over a considerable period of time (e.g., weeks or months).
Completing the task successfully, on time, with expenditure of minimum resources re-
quires careful planning of the activities.  Planning is most useful when the steps necessary
to carry out the task are known in advance, and the environment is relatively pre-
dictable.  Some examples of such activities include a construction project, installation
of new equipment, introduction of new information systems, and the design and exe-
cution of a training program.  The leader should identify the list of necessary activities,
determine the optimal sequence for them, estimate when each activity should begin
and end, determine who should be responsible for performing each activity, and iden-
tify the resources needed for it.  When the leader is responsible for managing a simple,
routine task that will not take long to complete, a detailed plan is unnecessary.

• Consult more with people who have relevant knowledge.

A major prescription of the Vroom-Yetton (1973) model (see Chapter 4) was the
need for more participative leadership when the task is complex and unstructured, and
subordinates (or team members) have relevant knowledge and creative ideas about
how to perform the task.  An additional condition for effective use of consultation is
goal congruence.  The quality of decisions is likely to be improved when the leader
consults with people who have both relevant expertise and strong commitment to
achieve task objectives.  Sometimes it is appropriate to hold meetings to jointly solve
problems, and other times it is more appropriate to consult with one or two individu-
als before making a decision.

• Provide more direction to people with interdependent roles.

Role interdependence among group members increases role ambiguity, because it
requires frequent mutual adjustments in behavior.  A team will not achieve high per-
formance unless the actions of its members are closely coordinated.  Even when the in-
dividual tasks seem relatively structured, members may be confused about how to
make mutual adjustments to coordinate their actions.  Confusion is greater when team
members lack prior experience in performing a particular task together.  Some exam-
ples include a newly formed team, an established team that experiences a significant
change in membership, or an established team that must perform a new type of task.
Such a situation requires  ongoing direction to coordinate the interdependent actions of
different team members.  The amount of direction needed by the leader can be reduced
by asking the team to practice its response to a simulated crisis, so that members be-
come accustomed to working together closely and can anticipate each other’s behavior.
Examples include sports teams (e.g., basketball, ice hockey), rescue teams, combat
teams, and teams that operate complex equipment (e.g., airplanes, submarines).

• Provide more direction and briefings when a crisis occurs.

The need for more direction is especially great for a team that must react quick-
ly in a coordinated way to cope with a serious crisis or emergency for which it is
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unprepared.  Knowing how to remain calm and deal with a crisis in a systematic but
decisive manner requires a leader with considerable skill and confidence.  It is essen-
tial for the leader to make a quick but systematic analysis of the situation, organize an
appropriate response, direct the actions of group members, and keep subordinates in-
formed about the nature of the crisis and what is being done to deal with it (Torrance,
1954; Yukl & Van Fleet, 1982).  In the absence of timely and accurate information,
harmful rumors are likely to occur, and people may become discouraged and afraid.  A
manager can help prevent unnecessary stress for subordinates by interpreting threaten-
ing events and emphasizing positive elements rather than leaving people to focus on
negatives.  When feasible, it is helpful to provide short, periodic briefings about
progress in efforts to deal with the crisis.

• Monitor a critical task or unreliable person more closely.

Monitoring provides information needed to detect and correct performance
problems.  More frequent and intensive monitoring is appropriate for a critical task that
involves high exposure, so that problems can be detected before they get so bad that
they will be costly and difficult to correct.  However, the appropriate amount of mon-
itoring depends also on the reliability of the subordinates who are doing the task.  The
less dependable and competent a subordinate is, the more monitoring is needed.  An
appropriate form of monitoring in this situation is the use of observation and specific
questions about the work.  A probing but nonevaluative style of questioning is better
than a threatening, critical tone.  Questions usually elicit better information if worded
in an open-ended way rather than asking for a simple yes-no answer.  For example,
ask the subordinate to explain what has been done, rather than asking if there are any
problems.  Subordinates are often afraid to inform their boss about problems, mis-
takes, and delays, especially when the response is likely to be an angry outburst from
the boss.  Thus, it is essential to react to information about problems in a constructive,
nonpunitive way.

• Provide more coaching to an inexperienced subordinate.

When the work is complex and a subordinate is inexperienced at doing it,
more instruction and coaching by the leader is needed.  Lack of experience is like-
ly for subordinates who are new to the job, but it also occurs when there is a major
change in how the work is done (e.g., new technology, reconfigured jobs).  A
leader with strong expertise can help a person discover the reasons for weak per-
formance.  One diagnostic approach is to jointly review step by step how the per-
son carries out the task to determine whether any essential steps are omitted, 
unnecessary steps are included, or key steps are performed incorrectly.  To in-
crease self-reliance and problem solving, it is better to encourage the person to
suggest ways to improve performance rather than dictating what needs to be done.
Help the person evaluate ideas for improving performance by asking probing ques-
tions about them.  When appropriate suggest additional things the person should
consider to improve performance.  If it becomes evident that additional instruction
is necessary for a specific aspect of the task, take the person aside to show him or
her how to do the work correctly, or ask an experienced coworker to provide this
instruction.
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• Be more supportive to someone with a highly stressful task.

A person who becomes emotionally upset will have more difficulty performing a
task successfully, especially if it requires reasoning and problem solving.  Stress is 
increased by unreasonable demands, uncontrollable problems, difficult interpersonal
relations (e.g., critical, abusive customers), dangerous conditions (e.g., firefighting,
combat, police work), and the risk of costly errors (surgery, financial advisor, aircraft
maintenance).  People in such situations have more need for emotional support, which
may be provided by a leader, coworkers, and other people outside the organization.  
It is especially important for the leader to reduce rather than increase stress on a 
subordinate.  Stress is reduced by showing appreciation, listening to problems and
complaints, providing assistance when necessary, doing things to make the work envi-
ronment more enjoyable, and buffering the person from unnecessary demands by out-
siders.  Stress is increased by being critical, making unreasonable demands, pressuring
the person to work faster, and insisting on compliance with unnecessary bureaucratic
requirements.
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Summary

The managerial job is too complex and unpredictable to rely on a set of standardized
responses to events.  Effective leaders are continuously reading the situation and de-
termining how to adapt their behavior to it.  They seek to understand the task require-
ments, situational constraints, and interpersonal processes that determine which
course of action is most likely to be successful.  This chapter examined six early con-
tingency theories that prescribe different patterns of leader behavior (or traits) for dif-
ferent situations.

The LPC contingency model deals with the moderating influence of three situa-
tional variables on the relationship between a leader trait (LPC) and subordinate per-
formance.  According to the model, leaders with high LPC scores are more effective in
moderately favorable situations, whereas leaders with low LPC scores are more favor-
able in situations that are either very favorable or very unfavorable.

The path-goal theory of leadership examines how aspects of leader behavior in-
fluence subordinate satisfaction and motivation.  In general, leaders motivate subordi-
nates by influencing their perceptions of the likely consequences of different levels of
effort.  If subordinates believe that valued outcomes can be attained only by making a
serious effort and that such an effort will be successful, then they are likely to make
the effort.  Aspects of the situation such as the nature of the task, the work environ-
ment, and subordinate characteristics determine the optimal level of each type of lead-
ership behavior for improving subordinate satisfaction and effort.

In the situational leadership theory, the appropriate mix of task and relations be-
havior for the leader depends on the confidence and skill of a subordinate in relation
to the task.  Over time the leader may be able to increase subordinate maturity with a
developmental intervention.

Leadership substitutes theory identifies aspects of the situation that make leader-
ship behavior redundant or irrelevant.  Various characteristics of the subordinates, task,
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and organization serve as substitutes for leadership and/or neutralizers of its effects.
Substitutes make some types of behavior by the leader unnecessary and redundant,
whereas neutralizers are constraints that prevent the leader from doing anything to im-
prove conditions.

The multiple-linkage model describes how a leader can influence intervening
variables to improve group effectiveness.  The performance of a group or organiza-
tional subunit is highest when members have high task skill and motivation, they are
efficiently organized, the level of member cooperation is high, adequate resources
are available, and unit activities are coordinated with those of interdependent units.
These intervening variables are affected by a variety of situational variables in addition
to the actions of the leader.  In the short run, a leader can improve group performance
by taking direct action to correct any deficiencies in the intervening variables.  In the
longer run, the leader can improve group performance by taking action to make the sit-
uation more favorable.  These actions may involve reducing constraints, enhancing
substitutes, altering the relative importance of the intervening variables, or making
changes to indirectly improve intervening variables.

Cognitive resources theory examines the conditions under which cognitive re-
sources such as intelligence and experience are related to group performance.
Situational variables, such as interpersonal stress, group support, and task complexity,
determine whether a leader’s intelligence and experience enhance group performance.
Directive leader behavior is an intervening variable used to explain how a leader’s
cognitive resources affect group performance.

The early contingency theories reviewed in this chapter are complex and difficult
to test.  Although they provide insights about reasons for leadership effectiveness, a
major limitation is the lack of sufficient attention to leadership processes that transform
the way followers view themselves and their work.  A better description of these
processes is provided by some of the theories described later in this book.  Finally, sit-
uational moderator variables will be discussed again in connection with most of the
leadership theories described in successive chapters.
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Review and Discussion Questions

1. What is a situational moderator variable?
2. Briefly explain the path-goal theory.
3. Briefly explain the leadership substitutes theory.
4. Briefly explain the multiple-linkage model.
5. Briefly explain Fiedler’s LPC contingency model.
6. Briefly explain Fiedler’s cognitive resource theory.
7. Briefly explain Hersey and Blanchard’s situational leadership theory.
8. Compare and contrast the contingency theories in this chapter with regard to level

of analysis, leader characteristics, explanatory processes, and the number and type
of situational variables.

9. Which theory do you think would be most useful for helping managers become
more effective?  Explain the reason for your choice.

10. How well is each theory supported by the empirical research?
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Key Terms

cognitive resources model
contingency theories
directive leadership
intervening variable

least preferred coworker
(LPC)

LPC contingency model
moderator variable

multiple-linkage model
neutralizer
path-goal theory
substitute for leadership

CASE
Foreign Auto Shop

Part 1

Alan has been the owner and manager of a small auto repair shop for 7 years.
The auto shop has a steady and loyal clientele who appreciate the fact that they
receive quick, reliable service at a fair price.  Alan employs seven mechanics and
two office workers.

Gil and Hans are the two oldest mechanics, and they are the easiest to supervise.
When Alan assigns work to them (mostly high-precision, specialist jobs), they do it
quickly and hardly ever make a mistake.  Bart and Herbie are also skilled mechanics.
Bart specializes in repairing motorcycles, and Herbie is a whiz at troubleshooting engine
problems.  Three younger workers do the jobs that call for lower-level skills, under
Alan’s more careful guidance.  Kirk has a degree in Industrial Arts, but he couldn’t get a
job in his specialty without moving to another city, and he seems to have resigned him-
self to auto repair work.  LaMont enjoys working on sports cars and is getting to be quite
expert at operating the electronic diagnostic machines.  Joanie does general mechanical
work and does it well.  

Alan takes care of customers when they drop off their cars in the morning, then he
plans the work schedule and assigns the mechanics to work on particular cars.  Most of
the work is done by individual mechanics, but occasionally a job requires two mechan-
ics to work together.  The work of repairing cars and conducting routine maintenance on
them is well-defined; there are standard procedures and standard times to perform each
type of repair task.  Mechanics receive feedback about the quality of their work from
testing the car and from customers (who will complain if something is not fixed proper-
ly).  Alan does not spend much time actually directing or supervising the repair work.
He leaves the mechanics alone unless they are having a problem and need technical ad-
vice.  He almost never tells someone to do something in a directive way.  Instead, he
suggests various ways to deal with a problem, or he shows them how he would have

11. In what situations are planning, clarifying, and monitoring most likely to be effective?
12. In what situations are supporting, coaching, and consulting most likely to be

effective?
13. Can you think of a situation where a group could perform effectively without any

leadership (either by a designated leader or by the various group members)?
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handled it.  When not busy with administrative responsibilities, Alan enjoys working
alongside his mechanics, where he is available to answer any questions about the work.
Alan’s style of leadership suits his easygoing personality.

Alan also encourages his employees to participate in making decisions such as
what new equipment to purchase or how to improve quality.  They know that Alan is
sincere in asking for their opinions and is not just doing it as a manipulative strategy to
minimize their opposition to decisions that have already been made.  Alan’s fairness
and openness have earned him the continuing respect and trust of his employees.

SOURCE: Adapted from William J.  Wasmuth and Leonard Greenhalgh, Effective Supervision:
Developing Your Skills Through Critical Incidents. Prentice Hall, Copyright © l979

QUESTIONS

1. What is the usual leadership situation in the auto repair shop (consider the na-
ture of the task, subordinates, and environment)?

2. Describe Alan’s typical leadership style and evaluate whether it is appropriate
for the leadership situation.

Part 2

Alan looked anxiously out of his office window.  The sky was very dark over the
nearby hills, and the storm seemed to be advancing rapidly toward the valley where his
auto repair shop was located.  Just to be on the safe side, Alan went out and rolled up
the windows of the customers’ cars in the parking lot.  He noticed the creek was already
running high, the result of melting snow during the warm spring days.  Before he could
get back into the shop, a sudden downpour of huge drops of rain soaked his clothing.
Some of the mechanics laughingly teased him for “not having enough sense to come in
out of the rain.”

After 15 minutes of the pelting rain, Alan realized that this was no ordinary
rainstorm.  He went out to look at the creek again and found that it had already risen
to almost the height of its banks.  Alan figured it wouldn’t be long before the muddy
water would flood the parking lot and come swirling around the shop doors.  He ran
back into the shop and announced in a loud voice that the creek was going to flood.
He told three of his mechanics to drop everything and start moving cars.  The cars
that were parked next to the creek needed to be driven, pushed, or towed up to the
high ground across the road.  Alan told the other mechanics to put the tools away
and help move all the boxes of parts and supplies off the floor and into the storage
racks in the storeroom and the office.  Alan had everybody’s attention, but nobody
seemed to be moving.  If anything the mechanics seemed to be amused.

Kirk strolled over to Alan with a tolerant smile on his face.  “Come on, Alan,” he
said.  “There’s no sweat.  The water’s never been more than an inch deep in the park-
ing lot.  We’ve never had any inside . . .”  Alan interrupted him, looking him right in
the eye, and said in an assertive way, “Listen Kirk, and listen good! You and the rest of
the crew are going to do what I say, and you’re going to do it now! We can talk later
about whether it was a good idea.”
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This time, the mechanics dropped everything and began preparing for a flash
flood.  Alan barked instructions as he helped them move everything that could be
damaged by water.  All of the boxes were off the floor before the first trickle of
water came under the door.  By the time the water was ankle-deep, all the cars in-
side the shop had been jacked up and were sitting on cement blocks.

At its peak, the water was 10 inches deep in the shop, but by then the rain
had stopped and the sun was already shining.  The water level began to recede
slowly, but it didn’t drop below shop-floor level until after 9 p.m.  At 10 p.m.  the
mechanics voluntarily returned to the shop to help with the cleanup, which was
not completed until 3 a.m.  Alan personally thanked each one and gave them all
the next morning off.

The next afternoon, Alan gave an informal “speech” during the coffee break.
He gave the mechanics all the credit for avoiding thousands of dollars of property
damage.  He even went to the trouble of pointing out particular contributions each
of them had made.  For instance, he thanked LaMont for his quick thinking in
throwing the master switch before the water reached the electric outlets.  He
thanked Kirk for the idea of jacking up all the disabled cars inside the shop.  And
so on until everyone’s contribution, no matter how minor, had been recognized.

At 5 o’clock, everyone left but Gil, the oldest mechanic.  He decided to stay
and chat with Alan.  “You really surprised us yesterday!” Gil told Alan.  “We could
hardly believe it was you.”

“Whaddaya mean?” Alan asked, pretending to be offended.  “You sounded
like my old drill sergeant!” Gil chuckled.  “Usually, you’re so mild mannered we
forget you’re the boss!”  “Maybe I’m a little too mild mannered,” Alan replied.
“When I told you guys to prepare for the flood you all laughed at me.”

QUESTIONS

1. Describe Alan’s leadership style during the flood, and evaluate how ap-
propriate it was for the leadership situation.

2. Identify effective behaviors by Alan after the flood subsided.

3. How should Alan behave toward his employees in the future?
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