
 

 

 University of Groningen

How feedback about leadership potential impacts ambition, organizational commitment, and
performance
Steffens, Niklas K.; Fonseca, Miguel A.; Ryan, Michelle K.; Rink, Floor A.; Stoker, Janka I.;
Nederveen Pieterse, Anne
Published in:
The Leadership Quarterly

DOI:
10.1016/j.leaqua.2018.06.001

IMPORTANT NOTE: You are advised to consult the publisher's version (publisher's PDF) if you wish to cite from
it. Please check the document version below.

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Publication date:
2018

Link to publication in University of Groningen/UMCG research database

Citation for published version (APA):
Steffens, N. K., Fonseca, M. A., Ryan, M. K., Rink, F. A., Stoker, J. I., & Nederveen Pieterse, A. (2018).
How feedback about leadership potential impacts ambition, organizational commitment, and performance.
The Leadership Quarterly, 29(6), 637-647. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2018.06.001

Copyright
Other than for strictly personal use, it is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the
author(s) and/or copyright holder(s), unless the work is under an open content license (like Creative Commons).

The publication may also be distributed here under the terms of Article 25fa of the Dutch Copyright Act, indicated by the “Taverne” license.
More information can be found on the University of Groningen website: https://www.rug.nl/library/open-access/self-archiving-pure/taverne-
amendment.

Take-down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Downloaded from the University of Groningen/UMCG research database (Pure): http://www.rug.nl/research/portal. For technical reasons the
number of authors shown on this cover page is limited to 10 maximum.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2018.06.001
https://research.rug.nl/en/publications/52fd0289-f83b-4637-af5a-fed118cc3690
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2018.06.001


Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

The Leadership Quarterly

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/leaqua

Full length article

How feedback about leadership potential impacts ambition, organizational
commitment, and performance
Niklas K. Steffensa,⁎, Miguel A. Fonsecab,c, Michelle K. Ryand,e, Floor A. Rinke, Janka I. Stokere,
Anne Nederveen Pietersef
a School of Psychology, The University of Queensland, Brisbane, Australia
bUniversity of Exeter Business School, University of Exeter, Exeter, UK
cNIPE, Universidade do Minho, Braga, Portugal
d Psychology: College of Life and Environmental Sciences, University of Exeter, UK
e Faculty of Economics and Business, University of Groningen, The Netherlands
f Rotterdam School of Management, Erasmus University Rotterdam, The Netherlands

A R T I C L E I N F O

Keywords:
Leadership
Followership
Leadership succession
Ambition
Leadership potential

A B S T R A C T

In the present research we report results from two experimental studies that examine how feedback about
leadership potential impacts leadership ambition, organizational commitment, and performance. Study 1 used
an experimental vignette methodology that controls for prior performance. Results show that individuals who
receive feedback that they have low potential to be a future leader have lower ambition and organizational
commitment relative to those who receive feedback that they have high potential to be a future leader. Study 2
provides evidence of the causal behavioral effects of feedback about leadership potential using a real task effort
environment. Results show that participants informed to be unlikely future leaders display lower performance in
a subsequent task than participants informed to be likely future leaders. The findings from the two studies
demonstrate that information about leadership potential affects subsequent ambition to become leaders as well
as performance. We discuss the implications of these findings for the importance of followership, talent man-
agement, and leadership succession.

Introduction

To survive and thrive in the long-term, organizations are faced with
the key task of inspiring followers to become the next generation of
leaders and to equip them to move into future leadership roles once
incumbents move on or new opportunities arise. For this reason, or-
ganizations strongly focus on planning and investing into issues of
leader successions and development. For example, in PwC's 20th
Annual Global CEO Survey, 77% of CEOs identified developing human
talent, including leadership, as a top key priority (PwC, 2012). Litera-
ture on strategic human resources management defines leadership
succession as a set of HR activities that: (1) organizations use to identify
talented employees who “show potential to become more than they
currently are” (Silzer & Church, 2009, p.4), and (2) provide these po-
tential leaders with guidance and training to become future organiza-
tional leaders (Heneman, Judge, & Kammeyer-Mueller, 2015). This
literature highlights the positive outcomes of leadership succession
planning, since it enables organizations to get “the right person in the
right job at the right time” (Cappelli & Keller, 2014, p.306), and invest

their scarce resources in those where chances on returns will be the
highest (Collings & Mellahi, 2009; Felin & Hesterly, 2007).

Speaking to the above resource-based perspective, prior research
has investigated various strategic aspects of leadership succession —
primarily at the very top levels of organizations (Garman & Glawe,
2004). For example, research has examined succession as a function of
whether the successor (a) originates from within or outside the com-
pany (Shen & Cannella, 2002), (b) is similar to, or different from, the
previous leader (Ritter & Lord, 2007), (c) is a man or a woman (Ryan &
Haslam, 2007), and (d) implements little or significant change (Zhang &
Rajagopalan, 2010).

Yet scholars have argued that there is a need to better understand
the motivational effects associated with evaluations about leadership
potential, especially for individuals at lower organizational levels
(Gelens, Dries, Hofmans, & Pepermans, 2013). After all, leadership
succession demands the singling out of a chosen few at the expense of
the many, since organizations consider only a small proportion (5–20%)
of people in a cohort to be eligible for succession programs (Malik &
Singh, 2014). Thus, the vast majority of individuals will be excluded
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from leadership successions, but are still expected to remain motivated
followers. Accordingly, in this paper we address the question of how
feedback about the lack of leadership potential may impact leadership
ambition, organizational commitment, and performance. These three
outcomes represent defining features of follower motivation (Judge &
Kammeyer-Mueller, 2012; Meyer, Stanley, Herscovitch, & Topolnytsky,
2002).

The present two studies contribute to the literatures on the im-
portance of followership. Notably, followers are generally defined (a)
with reference to hierarchical organizational structures, that is, fol-
lowers as subordinates, and (b) as individuals who display behavior
that is influenced by leadership (Uhl-Bien, Riggio, Lowe, & Carsten,
2014). This definition underscores the importance of understanding
individuals' motivation to be, and act, as followers. In addition to being
an important precursor of the success of followers (Judge & Kammeyer-
Mueller, 2012; Leroy, Palanski, & Simons, 2012), the motivation of
followers also incorporates their willingness to make an effort for others
within the organization including their leaders (Malik & Singh, 2014).

There are at least two sets of theories that may provide insight into
the effects of feedback about leadership potential. Theorizing on the
importance of follower- and group-centered perspectives argues that
leadership and followership are both intertwined and reciprocally re-
lated (e.g., Day, Gronn, & Salas, 2006; Morgeson, DeRue, & Karam,
2010; Oc & Bashshur, 2013; Uhl-Bien et al., 2014; Yammarino, Salas,
Serban, Shirreffs, & Shuffler, 2012; Zaccaro, Rittman, & Marks, 2002)
and that there is no leadership without followership (e.g., Haslam,
Reicher, & Platow, 2011; Steffens et al., 2014). Drawing from this
perspective, we propose that just as being seen as a likely future leader
may motivate individuals, individuals may also be discouraged when
they are seen as an unlikely future leader, because such a process sets
leaders and followers apart. We further use justice theory as an un-
derlying framework to provide insight into why potential as a future
leader may affect individuals. This theory suggests that people develop
fairness sentiments based not only on the outcome of resource alloca-
tions (as predicted by equity theory; Adams, 1965) but also on basis of
the procedure that lead to those outcomes (Cropanzano & Folger, 1989;
Greenberg, 1987). Thus, being seen as having potential to be a future a
leader is likely to be motivating because becoming a leader provides
people with valuable resources, such as higher status and higher fi-
nancial rewards. Just as importantly, not being seen as having leader-
ship potential should be demotivating, because of the associated lack of
such resources. Moreover, decisions about leadership potential are ty-
pically made behind closed doors by leaders in higher-level positions
with little input from those who are to be led (followers), and so, other
things being equal, followers who are not seen to have leadership po-
tential are likely to regard the process as unfair.

It is noteworthy that, to date, few scholars have included follower
responses in empirical work on leadership successions (for a review, see
Hutzschenreuter, Kleindienst, & Greger, 2012). Two notable exceptions
include a cross-sectional study by Björkman, Ehrnrooth, Mäkelä, Smale,
and Sumelius (2013) showing that individuals who perceive themselves
as being part of their organizational talent pool report greater de-
termination to develop their competencies and lower turnover inten-
tions. Furthermore, they include a cross-sectional study by Gelens,
Hofmans, Dries, and Pepermans (2014) finding that individuals not
identified as having high potential report lower organizational justice.
These findings are insightful because they show that perceptions of
being seen to have potential (or not) are associated with the motiva-
tional responses of individuals.

Yet the implications we can draw from the above two studies are
somewhat limited, in that they do not inform us about at least two
important issues that are key for understanding followers' motivational
responses to feedback about leadership potential. First, it remains to be
addressed whether the obtained responses relate uniquely to leadership
potential. That is, we must distinguish effects of feedback about lea-
dership potential from those of follower performance by examining

whether being seen (or not being seen) as having leadership potential
affects the motivation of followers whose baseline levels of motivation
and performance are similar prior to receiving information about lea-
dership potential (Balzer & Sulsky, 1992; Briscoe & Hall, 1999). Second,
it is possible that followers with more motivation are perceived to have
higher leadership potential (cf. Dries & Pepermans, 2012). To de-
termine the consequential impact of leadership potential, we need to
rule out endogeneity in relationships and establish causality of the ef-
fects (Antonakis, Bendahan, Jacquart, & Lalive, 2010, 2014) by ex-
amining the extent to which feedback about leadership potential im-
pacts actual behavioral indicators of motivation. We address these
issues in the present research. Before we turn to our studies, we will
develop our hypotheses in more detail.

The impact of feedback about leadership potential

Even though there is little empirical research on how followers re-
spond to leadership succession, there is abundant evidence demon-
strating that formal performance appraisals have an impact on fol-
lowers' willingness to work for their organization — both when these
appraisals are favorable and when they are unfavorable (e.g., Fletcher,
2001; Pearce & Porter, 1986). In part, this impact may be attributable
to the instrumental gains or losses directly attached to formal perfor-
mance appraisals (e.g., salary increases or decreases and more or less
task autonomy). However, studies have shown that performance ap-
praisals also affect followers because they signal to followers how well
they do relative to their peers, and hence, how central they are to their
organization (Cleveland, Murphy, & Williams, 1989; Levy & Williams,
2004).

Moreover, research on performance appraisals tends to focus on
follower responses to evaluations of their objective task outcomes in
their current jobs or organizational ranks — not on their responses to
estimations of their potential to be a future leader at higher levels of the
organization. In this regard too, it is worth noting the conceptual si-
milarities (and differences) between our hypothesized effects of per-
ceived leadership potential on motivation and those described by re-
search on performance expectations and the Pygmalion effect (e.g.,
Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968; see also, the self-fulfilling prophecy effect;
Eden, 2014; Jussim, Eccles, & Madon, 1996). Both examine how the
appraisals of others impact upon a person's subsequent attitudes and
behaviors. At the same time, we identify two key different ways in
which the current research goes beyond past research.

First, whereas the Pygmalion effect demonstrates that individual
performance is impacted by others' performance expectations, we sug-
gest that effects due to leadership potential need not be driven by
performance expectations, but rather by the potential to be a leader,
that is, to occupy a leadership position and be able to influence the
people they work with so that they are motivated to contribute to
collective goals. After all, followers may receive positive appraisals of
their current task performance, but yet still not be seen as possessing
leadership potential. Second, based on procedural justice theory
(Cropanzano & Folger, 1989), we argue that followers' responses to
feedback about their leadership potential will impact their general
work motivation, which includes their primary task efforts, but also
their ambition to become a leader and their organizational commit-
ment. In this way, we suggest that individual responses will extend
beyond direct task performance to willingness to contribute to shared
goals. Accordingly, it needs to be investigated whether, and if so how,
information about leadership potential impacts followers over and above
effects of appraisals of current performance.

The limited existing literature on the responses of followers to
prospective leadership successions remains inconclusive. Several scho-
lars argue that followers who are seen as likely future leaders and are
included in leadership programs should demonstrate increased levels of
motivation because organizations explicitly value them (Becker,
Huselid, Pickus, & Spratt, 1997; Björkman et al., 2013; Collings &
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Mellahi, 2009; Malik & Singh, 2014) and accommodate to their in-
tellectual and psychological needs (McClean & Collins, 2011). But
others have warned that when chosen leaders attribute their selection
to their own capabilities, they may not necessarily become more mo-
tivated to work for the organization, but rather become more de-
manding instead (i.e., in terms of further assistance with career pro-
gression; Call, Nyberg, & Thatcher, 2015).

As for those followers who are not seen as future leaders, they might
remain motivated to work for the organization because increased ef-
forts and the setting of more challenging goals may improve their future
prospects and their leadership potential (Malik & Singh, 2014). How-
ever, several scholars have argued that followers regarded to have little
leadership potential are likely to demonstrate a drop in motivation
because (a) they are rejected on the basis of an estimated skill that they
cannot demonstrate in their current job (Björkman et al., 2013;
Marescaux, De Winne, & Sels, 2013) which they may perceive as unfair,
and (b) inclusion in future leadership programs becomes increasingly
difficult for them because they are allocated fewer resources and op-
portunities than those who are chosen (Dries, Van Acker, & Verbruggen,
2012), leading to a greater divergence in possibilities and opportunities
between the those who are chosen and those who are not. These ar-
guments are in line with procedural justice theory (Cropanzano &
Folger, 1989; Greenberg, 1987) and findings from group research,
where differential leadership behavior towards followers (Tee, Paulsen,
& Ashkanasy, 2013; Zhang, Li, Ullrich, & van Dick, 2013) and the use of
selection procedures that create a competitive environment (Haslam
et al., 1998), can undermine collaboration by emphasizing the dis-
tinction between those who are seen as worth attending to (i.e., po-
tential leaders) and those who are not.

In sum, as argued above, perceptions of followers' reduced potential
as future leaders may have the unintended negative effect of distancing
followers from their organization. Specifically, being singled out for a
future leadership position may motivate those who are chosen to some
degree. However, to the extent that a given follower is regarded to have
reduced leadership potential, that follower is far more likely to respond
unfavorably to the collective enterprise to which they belong and to
leadership in particular. As such, we predict that evaluations of fol-
lowers' potential as a future leader will be related to followers' moti-
vation in terms of both their leadership ambition and their commitment
to the organization. More precisely, we predict:

Followers who receive feedback that they have low, rather than
high, leadership potential will show lower leadership ambition (H1a)
and lower organizational commitment (H1b).

Overview of present research

The present research extends our understanding of the way in which
feedback about followers' leadership potential are associated with dif-
ferences in follower motivation. We test our hypotheses in two ex-
perimental studies. In Study 1 we present an experimental vignette
study that enables us to establish the isolated effect of feedback about
leadership potential (i.e., the degree to which an individual is regarded
to have potential to be a future leader) on individuals' leadership am-
bition and organizational commitment in a diverse sample of people
with work experience. In Study 2, to rule out endogeneity-related issues
and to establish the causal effect of feedback about leadership potential
on motivation, we present a behavioral economics experiment in a real
effort task environment (Charness & Kuhn, 2011) in which members of
a team are randomly assigned to a condition of likely or unlikely lea-
ders. In Study 2, we extend findings from Study 1 by examining how
leadership potential affects changes in participants' (objective) beha-
vioral effect on a team-related performance task.

Study 1

Method

Participants
Two-hundred-and-fifty-six people with work experience partici-

pated in an online experiment for a small reimbursement after being
recruited via MTurk (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011; Goodman,
Cryder, & Cheema, 2013). Six participants failed to complete an at-
tention check as instructed (This is a control question—please select ‘2’)
and one participant provided incomplete data for the dependent vari-
able leadership ambition, which led to a final sample of 249 partici-
pants (132 female; 115 male; 2 not specified) who we entered into the
analysis.

Participants' age ranged from 19 to 64 years (M=34.23;
SD=10.35; 2 not specified) and their work experience ranged from
one to 42 years (M=13.73; SD=9.35; 2 not specified). Participants
worked in a wide array of industry sectors, while the vast majority were
white-collar industry workers. Around a third of participants (N=77; 2
not specified) indicated that they held a management position.
Participants were highly educated with 145 participants (58%; 2 not
specified) having completed a university degree.

Procedure
We received ethical approval for the study through the first author's

academic institution. We followed Aguinis and Bradley's (2014) best
practice recommendations for designing, implementing, and analyzing
an experimental vignette methodology (EVM; paper people-type study)
to maximize both internal and external validity. EVM involves pre-
senting realistic stimuli and controlling and manipulating independent
variables. We followed all (nine) recommendations of Aguinis and
Bradley (2014); we only diverted from their general guidelines to use a
within-participant design (using various vignettes) but choose to use a
between-participant design to refrain from introducing additional
variability due to different vignettes and running the risk of commu-
nicating the hypotheses to participants in the research process. Yet, we
followed their advice for the use of EVM involving between-participant
designs by providing sufficient background information so that dif-
ferent vignettes can be tested against each other and by analyzing the
results using ANOVA.

Participants were randomly assigned to one of three experimental
conditions which manipulated feedback about leadership potential: low
versus high versus control group with no information about leadership
potential. Participants were invited to immerse themselves into a
vignette where they were asked to imagine that they were working in a
job and that the position of team leader was to be filled and everyone
was able to apply. In all three conditions, participants were provided
with (a) general information about the change in leadership (making
clear that everyone was able to apply) and (b) positive feedback about
their work (to rule out that any effects are due to differences in posi-
tivity in feedback about current work). Specifically, in all three condi-
tions participants were presented with the following same baseline in-
formation to provide them with identical contextual background
information while controlling for participants' perceptions of their
performance and their expectations:

“Imagine that you had been working in a job that you have been
enjoying for several years. You work alongside a number of collea-
gues in your team who are in similar positions. On the whole you
believe that you are doing well in your job. Now, you have heard
that your leader has just accepted a higher position at a different
department within your organization. Your leader will leave the
current position in a few months time. Your team leader always
evaluated your work very positively. A few days later, your team
leader announces the change in leadership formally in a team
meeting. Everybody is welcome to apply for the position.”
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In addition to this, in the low and the high leadership potential
conditions it was indicated that even though everyone can apply, the
leader had already approached two candidates the leader believed to be
particularly qualified. In the low leadership potential condition, it then
said:

“As the leader did not approach you, you realize that you are not one
of the candidates. Clearly the leader does not see you as a potential
successor for the role. On the whole, you are seen as an unlikely future
leader of the team. Your leader believes that you should continue to
work in your current position.” (original emphasis).

In contrast, in the high leadership potential condition, it said:

“As the leader had already approached you, you are aware that you
are one of the candidates. Clearly the leader sees you as a potential
successor for the role. On the whole, you are seen as a likely future
leader of the team. Your leader believes that you should potentially
rise to a leadership position.” (original emphasis).

In the control condition no information about leadership succession
and candidates was provided. Afterwards, participants were invited to
reflect on what they would feel or think in response to the situation
before completing the dependent measures.

Measures
On 7-point Likert scales ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7

(strongly agree), participants then responded to items assessing leader-
ship ambition (five items from van Vianen, 1999; α= 0.83; “I'd accept a
leadership position if it was offered to me”; “I'd want to be in a lea-
dership position in the near future”; “I'd prefer to leave a leadership
position to someone else” [reversed]; “I tell my friends that I hope to get
promoted to a leadership position”; “I'd like to take on the challenge of
acquiring a leadership position”) and affective organizational commit-
ment (four items from Meyer & Allen, 1997; α=0.95; “I'd feel emo-
tionally attached to this organization”; “I'd feel that that the organiza-
tion means a lot to me”; ‘I'd feel at home in the organization”; “I'd feel
as if I were part of ‘the family’ of the organization”). Participants then
provided demographic data, were reimbursed, and debriefed.

Results

Bivariate correlations between variables are presented in Table 1.
To assess H1a and H1b, we conducted two 1×3 ANOVAs. Results are
presented in Table 2. We also ran additional analyses in which we
controlled for participants' age and gender because these variables
might influence leader stereotypes and thus people's responses to
feedback about leadership potential. In both analyses, neither age nor
gender had a statistically significant effect, while the size and sig-
nificance of coefficients of the experimental manipulation were un-
altered by the presence of demographic controls: a Wald test (ex-
amining whether these are explanatory variables that add value to the
model) was non-significant.1 In light of these results, we report the
results without controlling for these variables.2

Leadership ambition
Analysis indicated a significant impact of the experimental manip-

ulation of leadership potential on leadership ambition, F
(2,246)= 9.26, p < .001. Supporting H1a, decomposition by means of
post hoc Tukey tests revealed that those who were seen as unlikely
future leaders showed lower leadership ambition than those who were
seen as likely future leaders (MD=−0.78, SE= 0.18, 95%
CIs=−1.21, −0.35, p < .001, Cohen's d=0.71) and those in the
control condition who were provided with no information about lea-
dership potential (MD=−0.45, SE=0.17, 95% CIs=−0.87, −0.04,
p= .027, Cohen's d=0.39). At the same time, the difference between
those in the likely future leader condition and the control condition was
not statistically significant (MD=0.33, SE=0.17, 95% CIs=−0.07,
0.73, p= .126, Cohen's d=0.30).

Organizational commitment
Analysis revealed a significant impact of the experimental manip-

ulation on organizational commitment, F(2,246)= 41.42, p < .001.
Providing support for H1b, post hoc Tukey tests indicated that those
who were seen as unlikely future leaders were less committed to the
organization than those who were seen as likely future leaders
(MD=−1.76, SE=0.21, 95% CIs=−2.25, −1.28, p < .001,
Cohen's d=1.31) and those who were provided with no information
about leadership potential (MD=−1.45, SE= 0.20, 95%
CIs=−1.92, −0.98, p < .001, Cohen's d=1.01). At the same time,
the difference between those in the likely future leader condition and
those in the control condition was not statistically significant
(MD=0.31, SE=0.19, 95% CIs=−0.14, 0.76, p= .235, Cohen's
d=0.29).

Discussion

We designed Study 1 to provide an experimental test of the impact
of feedback about leadership potential on leadership ambition and or-
ganizational commitment using an experimental vignette methodology.
When all else was held constant, findings indicated that participants
who assumed the role of an employee seen as an unlikely future leader
reported lower subsequent leadership ambition than participants who
assumed a role of an employee seen as a likely future leader or an
employee in a (control) condition with no information about leadership
potential. Furthermore, assuming the role of an employee who was seen
as an unlikely future leader (rather than a likely future leader or not
being provided with additional information) also related to lower rat-
ings of affective organizational commitment (in line with our ex-
pectations). In sum, these experimental findings provide first support
for H1a and H1b. The results demonstrate that feedback about leader-
ship potential in a hypothetical leadership succession context has con-
sequences for indications of subsequent leadership ambition and orga-
nizational commitment, independent of prior levels of performance,
ambition, and commitment.

The present experimental vignette methodology study had the
benefit of allowing the isolation of the effect of feedback about lea-
dership potential using randomized allocation to experimental condi-
tions and controlling experimentally for feedback about performance.
Nevertheless, Study 1 is not without limitations. Participants did not
directly experience the context in which they responded but imagined a
somewhat minimal work context (a key characteristic of experimental
vignette methods; Aguinis & Bradley, 2014). Although we believe that
experimenter demand effects cannot fully account for the findings be-
cause participants were not aware of or informed about the experi-
mental hypotheses, nor were they encouraged to behave in a particular
manner (participants were not informed about what kind of informa-
tion was manipulated and it was stressed that there were no right or
wrong answers), nevertheless we cannot rule out that part of the var-
iance may be accounted for by experimenter demand effects (Orne,
1962, 2009; Zizzo, 2010). Therefore, even though research suggests

1 Including age and gender in our analysis of leadership ambition did not affect the sign
or statistical significance of the treatment effects. A Wald test (examining whether these
are explanatory variables that add value to the model) was non-significant, F(2,
242)= 0.026, p= .974. Likewise, including age and gender to our analysis of organi-
zational commitment did not affect the sign or significance of the treatment effects. A
Wald test (examining whether these are explanatory variables that add value to the
model) was also non-significant, F(2, 242)= 1.639, p= .196.

2 With regards to our analysis of procedural fairness, leadership ambition, and orga-
nizational commitment, including control variables did not change sign or statistical
significance (except in the case of procedural fairness, where the coefficients on the main
treatment variables were more precisely estimated, resulting in higher statistical sig-
nificance). A Wald test for their exclusion was significant for all variables: procedural
fairness: F(6, 255)=4.138, p < .001; leadership ambition: F(6, 255)= 2.254, p= .039;
organizational commitment: F(6, 255)= 5.746, p < .001.
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that findings from vignette studies are generally consistent with find-
ings generated by other (field) methodologies (Aguinis & Bradley, 2014;
De Cremer & van Knippenberg, 2002; van Knippenberg & van
Knippenberg, 2005) the study may be limited in its ability to speak to
other contexts in which people actually find themselves to be seen as
having low or high leadership potential. Furthermore, results from
Study 1 are limited because they do not allow us to assess change in
motivation (e.g., the experimental vignette study does not assess mo-
tivation pre and post-manipulation). Finally, the vignette experiment
examined attitudinal responses, but it did not provide any insight into
the effects of leadership potential on perceptions of procedural fairness
(as discussed in the Introduction) or on actual behavior.

To address the above limitations, we conducted an experiment in-
formed by behavioral economics (Zizzo, 2010; see also Zehnder, Herz,
& Bonardi, 2017) that establishes causality in a way that is free of en-
dogeneity bias. That is, this behavioral experiment rules out the influ-
ence of potential confounding experimenter demand effects, and ad-
dresses concerns about unobserved variables (Antonakis, 2017).
Moreover, this second study allowed us to examine the potential effects

of feedback about leadership potential on perceptions of procedural
fairness as well as on actual subsequent performance. Stated more
formally, Study 2 sought to test the following hypothesis:

Followers who receive feedback that they have low, rather than
high, leadership potential will perceive lower procedural fairness
(H2a), and show lower subsequent performance (H2b).

Study 2

Method

Participants
Two-hundred-and-sixty-four participants (131 male, 133 female)

from a volunteer undergraduate participant pool via ORSEE (Greiner,
2015) took part in a computerized experiment programmed in z-Tree
(Fischbacher, 2007). Participants' self-reported age ranged from 17 to
40 (M=19.68; SD=1.72); the degree they studied included a broad
range of disciplines including physical and natural sciences and hu-
manities and social sciences.

Procedure
We received ethical approval for the study through the second au-

thor's academic institution. Upon arrival to the lab, participants were
randomly assigned to a booth. Participants were asked not to commu-
nicate with one another during the course of the session. All instruc-
tions were displayed on the computer screen. The currency in the ex-
periment was the Experimental Currency Unit (ECU) where 12 ECU
were worth £1 at the time of conducting the experiment.

The experiment had multiple stages. Participants read the instruc-
tions to each stage immediately before each stage started. At the end of
each stage, the computer informed participants about their own per-
formance in that stage, but not about the performance of any other
participant in the session. Fig. 1 outlines the timeline of the experi-
mental procedure.

In Stage 1, participants were asked to solve as many arithmetic

Table 1
Study 1: Means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations between variables.

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Control dummy 0.39 0.49 –
2. High potential leader dummy 0.33 0.47 −0.55⁎⁎ –
3. Low potential leader dummy 0.29 0.45 −0.50⁎⁎ −0.44⁎⁎ –
4. Leadership ambition 5.52 1.16 0.02 0.21⁎⁎ −0.24⁎⁎ –
5. Organizational commitment 5.23 1.46 0.17⁎⁎ 0.30⁎⁎ −0.49⁎⁎ 0.37⁎⁎ –
6. Gender 1.53 0.50 0.04 −0.004 −0.03 −0.01 0.05 –
7. Age 34.23 10.35 −0.16 0.19⁎ −0.02 0.41 0.60 0.21⁎⁎

Note. ⁎p < .01. ⁎⁎p < .001. The dummy variables (control, high potential leader, and low potential leader) compare the respective dummy against the remaining
other two conditions.

Table 2
Study 1: Means (standard deviations in parenthesis) and effect sizes for lea-
dership ambition and organizational commitment as a function of feedback
about leadership potential.

Means (SD) depending on experimental
condition

Statistics and
effect size

Dependent
measure

Low
potential
(n=71)

Control
condition
(n=97)

High
potential
(n=81)

F(2,246) η2

Leadership
ambition

5.09a (1.19) 5.54b (1.16) 5.87b (1.00) 9.26⁎⁎ 0.07

Organizational
commitment

4.09a (1.66) 5.54b (1.18) 5.85b (0.91) 41.42⁎⁎ 0.25

Note. ⁎p < .05. ⁎⁎p < .01. Means with different subscript letters are statisti-
cally significantly different from each other (p < .05, two-tailed).

Experimental
Stage

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 Successor
Announcement

Stage 4 Stage 5 Final Screen Questionnaire

ttAnoitacollAsunoBksaThtaMksaTdroWksaThtaMksaThtaMksaT itudinal Scales

Incentives None Performance-based None Performance-based

Experimental
Announcement

Leadership
Potential

Leader Chosen
Final Payoffs

Fig. 1. Study 2: Flowchart displaying the timeline of the various steps in the experimental procedure.
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operations of the form “x+ y− z=?” as possible in two minutes
(where x, y, and z were restricted to be between 0 and 9, and the an-
swer to be non-negative). This task was designed to be easy to complete
by any undergraduate participant; although there may be individual
differences in ability, the main determinant of performance in this task
should be effort.

In Stage 2, participants were split into teams of four; participants
then repeated the same task they had performed in Stage 1.
Participants' compensation was 36 ECU if they completed 10 questions
or more, and 0 ECU otherwise. In Stage 3, participants had to do a word
completion task (Anderson, Carnagey, & Eubanks, 2003), in which they
saw a list of incomplete words (with missing letters) and in which they
had to identify the missing letters to complete each word. The in-
structions explained there was more than one correct answer in each
case, and that participants would not be compensated for the task. The
purpose of this task was to work as a non-deceptive obfuscation (Zizzo,
2010), in that it diverts participants' attention from performance in
Stage 2 as a potential determinant of future events in the experiment.

The experimental manipulation was introduced as part of the in-
structions to Stage 4. In the leadership potential treatments, where we
manipulated high vs. low leadership potential, the instructions in-
formed participants that one member of the team would be selected as
the leader. The job of the leader would be to distribute a bonus of 48
ECU between the team members in Stage 5. This was an amount 50%
larger than the maximum payoff resulting from Stage 2, which was
designed to make the position of leader sufficiently meaningful to work
as a strong motivation to become leader. Participants were told that the
rule used to determine the leader would be disclosed to them at the end
of the experiment. Only two team members could be selected as leaders.
The computer then informed participants about their potential to be a
future leader (prior to the start of Stage 4). The computer selected
participants with high and low leadership potential by randomly allo-
cating a score of either 1000 or −1000 to each participant, such that
two participants in a group received a positive score and the other two
received a negative score. Those with a positive score were high po-
tential leaders, and those with a negative score were low potential
leaders. In the control condition, the instructions informed all four
participants that one team member would be selected at random by the
computer at the end, and that person would distribute the bonus be-
tween team members.

Other than the announcement concerning the potential to be group
leader, Stage 4 was identical to Stage 2. In Stage 5, participants had to
choose how to distribute the bonus prior to the team leader being an-
nounced. Participants could choose between three options: (a) an equal
division of the bonus; (b) a division of the bonus that was proportional
to the total amount of questions solved in Stages 2 and 4; (c) the leader
keeping all 48 ECU. We asked all participants to state their preferences,
including those who were not identified as potential leaders.

Next, although the focus of the study was on individual perfor-
mance, we also included three measures assessing individual attitudes
(these variables are not exogenous) as secondary measures. Participants
responded on 7-point Likert scales to the same scales as used in the
previous study (participants responded to Likert scales ranging from 1
(strongly agree) to 7 (strongly disagree) and so the for the sake of con-
sistency with Study 1, the scales were reversed so that higher scores in
an item reflect greater agreement with an item and thus higher scores in
a scale reflect higher levels in a respective variable). These scales as-
sessed leadership ambition (α= 0.71; five items from van Vianen, 1999;
e.g., “I'd accept a leadership position if it was offered to me”), and af-
fective commitment (α= 0.93; five items from Meyer & Allen, 1997; e.g.,
“I felt emotionally attached to my group”). We included these scales for
the sake of consistency with Study 1 even though the scales (in parti-
cular the leadership ambition scale) may not be particularly meaningful
in the context of the experimental set up where people knew at the time
of responding that the experiment and the group had ceased to exist. In
addition, participants also responded to an exploratory measure

assessing procedural fairness in the selection of the leader (α= 0.87; “The
process used to identify the leader was legitimate”, plus three items
from Terry, Pelly, Lalonde, & Smith, 2006 “I believe the right people
were approached as candidates for the leadership position”; “I believe
the opportunity for promotions was fair”; “I believe the candidates for
the team leader position were likely to be selected for good reasons”) to
examine the extent to which leadership potential affects perceptions of
procedural fairness. These attitudinal scales were assessed at this stage
so that they occurred after the experimental manipulation and final
assessment of participants' performance (solved questions in the final
round) but before participants found out who was selected as leader.
Participants also self-reported their age, gender, and degree of study.

The computer then debriefed participants about the rule used to
select the leader (which consisted of assigning leadership to the parti-
cipant with the highest total score, which was equal to the random
score (+1000 or −1000) plus the total number of math questions
solved in Stages 2 and 4), whether they were selected as leader, the
choice made by the leader of their group in Stage 5, and a full break-
down of payoffs for each of the stages of the experiment. Participants
were paid in cash and left the lab.

Measures
Our outcome variable of interest is the number of correctly solved

questions in Stage 4 and Stage 2. We estimate our experimental ma-
nipulation using a difference-in-difference model:

= + + + × + × +

+

Y T1 Leader Leader HP T1 Leader X

u .
i,t 0 1 2 3 4

i,t (1)

T1 equals one if behavior took place in Stage 2 and zero otherwise;
Leader equals one for observations in the leadership potential treat-
ments and zero otherwise; HP equals one if participant i was identified
at the start of Stage 4 as a high potential leader and zero otherwise. X is
a vector of controls including age, gender, nationality (categorized as
British), and degree major (in our analysis including the majors
Business, Humanities/Social Sciences, and Natural Sciences). As per
standard diff-and-diff analysis, β3 captures the effect on output of being
announced a high potential leader vis-à-vis low potential leader; β2 and
(β2+β3) measure the output difference between participants in the
low and high potential leaders, respectively and participants in the
control condition. The coefficients on T1 and T1xLeader control for any
time trend in behaviour. We do not interact our time dummy with HP
since leadership potential was only announced in Stage 4.

As outlined above, the rule we employed to determine who was to
be a high potential leader or low potential leader was based on a
random draw by the computer, which was independently and identi-
cally distributed within the four group members, as well as across
groups within a session. Furthermore, we also randomly assigned par-
ticipants to treatment and control conditions. Therefore, both Leader
and HP are exogenous regressors.

Results

Bivariate correlations between variables are presented in Table 3,
while means as a function of condition are presented in Table 4. Par-
ticipants were randomly allocated to control and leadership potential
conditions, so their performance in Stage 2 should not differ. This is
indeed the case: the average number of solved questions in the control
condition (M=34.58; SD=8.92) was not statistically different from
that in the leadership potential conditions (M=33.38; SD=9.15), t
(262)= 0.97, p= .334.

Change in performance
Table 5 outlines the estimates of our diff-and-diff model with clus-

tered standard errors at the participant level (Cameron & Miller, 2015).
Regressions (1) and (2) report the results without and with individual-
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specific controls. We note that several controls are statistically sig-
nificant; furthermore, a Wald exclusion test rejected the null hypothesis
of non-significance of these additional variables, F(6, 517)= 13.203,
p < .001. Even though the sign and statistical significance of the key
coefficients remained the same in both estimations (as can be seen in
Table 5), in light of the results revealed by the Wald test, we report the
estimations with controls in what follows.

The coefficient on T1 indicates that participants in control had a
small increase in the average number of solved questions from Stage 2
to Stage 4 of 1.03 which is marginally significant, F(1, 263)= 3.22,
p= .074. Furthermore, the coefficient on T1×Leader was very small
(−0.04) and not statistically significant, F(1, 263)= 0.00, p= .96. In
other words, there was a slight positive time trend, suggesting that
participants' performance improved with experience. However, there is
no difference in time trends across conditions.

We now test our key hypothesis relating to participant behavior
(H2b), which relates to the change in performance of high potential
leaders vis-à-vis low potential leaders. This effect is captured by the
coefficient on Leader×HP, which is positive (3.56) and highly sig-
nificant, F(1, 263)= 8.47, p= .004. Relative to baseline levels of per-
formance, this change accounted for about 10% change in performance.

Having established support for our key hypothesis, we can decom-
pose our main result to investigate whether it is driven by a drop in
performance by low potential leaders or by an increase in performance

by high potential leaders. To compare low potential leaders to parti-
cipants in the control condition, we can look at the coefficient for
Leader: it is negative (−1.35) but not statistically significant, F(1,
263)= 1.09, p= .297. To test whether high potential leaders out-
performed participants in the control condition, we test whether the
sum of the coefficient on Leader and Leader×HP are equal to zero.
That coefficient is positive (2.22) and marginally significant, F(1,
263)= 2.83. p= .094. In other words, the separation of participants
into high potential and low potential leader indicates a small but non-
significant drop in performance among the latter and a slightly larger
(in absolute levels) but only marginally significant increase in perfor-
mance among the former (compared to those in the control condition).

Attitudinal data
Table 4 summarizes the average participant responses on each of the

post-experimental attitudinal measures (organizational commitment,
leadership ambition, and procedural fairness). To understand whether
our manipulation led to changes in self-reported attitudes, we con-
ducted a series of regressions using a model similar to (1), but without a
time dummy or its interactions, as our attitudinal measures were only
collected at the end of the experiment. Results from the regressions are
available in Table 5. With regards to our organizational commitment
and leadership ambition measures, we find no significant difference
between high and low potential leaders, F(1,255)= 0.05, p= .83; F
(1,255)= 0.02, p= .88, respectively). In the case of our procedural
justice measure, we find a positive and significant coefficient on our
potential leader dummy, F(1,255)= 7.41, p= .007, indicating that
likely future leaders view the appointment process as fairer than un-
likely future leaders (supporting H2a).

Discussion

Study 2 aimed to extend Study 1 and previous findings by means of
an experimental test of the effects of feedback about leadership po-
tential in a real effort task environment in which members of a team are
randomly assigned to a condition of likely leaders or unlikely leaders
before assessing their performance. The data provide causal evidence
that feedback about leadership potential impacts individuals' behavior

Table 3
Study 2: Means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations between variables.

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

1. Performance
(S4)

36.05 9.01 –

2. Performance
(S2)

33.73 9.09 0.85⁎⁎ –

3. Leader dummy 0.71 0.45 −0.01 −0.06 –
4. HP dummy 0.36 0.48 0.17⁎⁎ 0.07 0.30⁎⁎ –
5. T1 0.50 0.50 0.13⁎ – 0.00 0.47⁎⁎ –
6. Male 0.50 0.50 0.21⁎⁎ 0.23⁎⁎ −0.005 0.01 0.00 –
7. Age 19.68 1.72 0.05 0.06 0.04 0.05 0.00 0.06 –
8. UK nationality 0.69 0.47 −0.13⁎ −0.13 −0.05 −0.06 0.00 0.15⁎⁎ −0.10 –
9. EU nationality 0.11 0.31 0.02 0.02 0.03 −0.02 0.00 −0.12⁎ 0.01 −0.51⁎⁎ –
10. Other

nationality
0.21 0.41 0.13⁎ 0.14 0.04 0.08 0.00 −0.08 0.11 −0.76⁎⁎ −0.18⁎⁎ –

11. Business degree 0.36 0.48 0.24⁎⁎ 0.27⁎⁎ 0.10 0.03 0.00 0.05 −0.05 −0.29⁎⁎ 0.10 0.25⁎⁎ –
12. Humanities/

Soc Sci degree
0.39 0.49 −0.33⁎⁎ −0.35⁎⁎ 0.02 0.01 0.00 −0.21⁎⁎ 0.08 0.13⁎⁎ 0.02 −0.17⁎⁎ −0.61⁎⁎ –

13. Natural Sci
degree

0.22 0.41 0.09 0.08 −0.15⁎⁎ −0.03 0.00 0.19⁎⁎ −0.01 0.18⁎⁎ −0.12⁎⁎ −0.11⁎⁎ −0.40⁎⁎ −0.43⁎⁎ –

14. Procedural
fairness

4.02 1.41 0.08 0.09 −0.04 0.08 0.00 −0.08 −0.04 −0.22⁎⁎ 0.01 0.25⁎⁎ 0.19⁎⁎ −0.14⁎ −0.06 –

15. Leadership
ambition

2.97 0.86 −0.01 −0.02 −0.12 −0.04 0.00 0.002 0.04 0.07 0.01 −0.09 −0.19⁎⁎ 0.02 0.20⁎⁎ 0.13⁎ –

16. Organizational
commitment

5.55 1.31 −0.13⁎ −0.13 −0.03 −0.02 0.00 −0.03 −0.02 0.19⁎⁎ 0.14⁎⁎ −0.32⁎⁎ −0.05 −0.01 0.08 0.21 0.08

Note. ⁎p < .01. ⁎⁎p < .001. Leader dummy compares both low and high potential leader conditions versus control condition, HP dummy compares high potential
leader condition versus remaining conditions.

Table 4
Study 2: Means (standard deviations in parenthesis) and effect sizes for per-
formance and attitudinal measures as a function of feedback about leadership
potential.

Means (SD) depending on experimental condition

Measure High potential
(n=94)

Low potential
(n=94)

Control
(n=76)

Performance (Stage 2) 33.38 (9.15) 34.58 (8.92)
Performance (Stage 4) 38.14 (9.31) 34.33 (8.60) 35.61 (8.71)
Leadership ambition 2.89 (0.92) 2.91 (0.84) 3.13 (0.80)
Commitment 5.49 (1.52) 5.58 (1.18) 5.61 (1.18)
Procedural fairness 4.27 (1.38) 3.69 (1.43) 4.10 (1.37)
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such that potential leaders show greater change in (objective) perfor-
mance than unlikely future leaders (supporting H2b). The data from the
present study did not reveal differences in commitment to the group or
leadership ambition for future leadership positions (providing no sup-
port for H1; as discussed above these variables were not the focus of the
study but were included for the sake of consistency and these studies
may not have made a lot of sense in the present study given that it was
clear to participants that the experiment ended after the experimental
procedure). Nevertheless, the data provides some indication that even
though likely and unlikely future leaders are exposed to the same
procedure, likely future leaders experience the procedure as being
fairer (supporting H2a).

General discussion

In the present paper we examined the core proposition that feed-
back about potential as a leader impacts follower ambition in two ex-
perimental studies with different methodologies — an experimental
vignette study and a behavioral experiment in a real-effort task setting.
Study 1 provided experimental evidence using vignette methodology
showing that even when individuals are asked to imagine that they
perform well in their current job, evaluations of their potential to be a
future leader affects their reported ambition and commitment to con-
tinue to strive in the workplace (supporting H1). Furthermore, results
from Study 2 provide causal evidence of the role of feedback about
leadership potential from an experiment in a real effort task

Table 5
Study 2: Regression results examining effect of leadership potential on performance and attitudinal measures without (Step 1) and with demographic variables as
control variables (Step 2).

(1) (2)

b SE 95% CIs t b SE 95% CIs t

DV: Performance
T=1 1.03 0.57 [−2.15, 0.09] 1.80⁎ 1.03 0.57 [−0.10, 2.15] 1.79⁎

Leader dummy −1.28 1.33 [−3.91, 1.35] −0.95 −1.35 1.29 [−3.89, 1.19] −1.04
HP dummy 3.81 1.31 [1.23, 6.38] 2.91⁎⁎⁎ 3.56 1.22 [1.15, 5.98] 2.91⁎⁎⁎

T=1×Leader 0.08 0.95 [−1.79, 1.95] 0.08 −0.04 0.96 [−1.85, 1.77] −0.05
European 1.78 1.75 [−1.67, 5.24] 1.02
Rest of world 1.82 1.49 [−1.11, 4.75] 1.22
Humanities & SS −5.87 1.23 [−8.29, −3.46] −4.79⁎⁎⁎

Hard Sciences −1.33 1.34 [−3.96, 1.30] −1.00
Male 3.03 1.08 [0.90, 5.15] 2.80⁎⁎⁎

Age 0.26 0.23 [−0.19, 0.71] 1.12
Constant 34.58 1.02 [32.57, 36.59] 33.83 30.14 4.56 [21.16, 39.13] 6.61⁎⁎⁎

R2 0.03 0.18
N 528 528

DV: Procedural fairness
Leader dummy 0.41 0.22 [−0.01, 0.83] 1.90⁎ 0.45 0.21 [0.03, 0.86] 2.13⁎⁎

HP dummy −0.58 0.20 [−0.98, −0.18] −2.32⁎⁎ −0.54 0.20 [−0.93, −0.15] −2.72⁎⁎⁎

European −0.15 0.28 [−0.71, 0.40] −0.55
Rest of world −0.68 0.22 [−1.12, −0.25] −3.08⁎⁎⁎

Humanities & SS 0.48 0.20 [0.09, 0.87] 2.41⁎⁎⁎

Hard Sciences 0.35 0.23 [−0.11, 0.81] 1.50
Male 0.22 0.17 [−0.13, 0.56] 1.25
Age 0.05 0.05 [−0.05, 0.14] 0.95
Constant 3.90 0.16 [3.58, 4.21] 24.38⁎⁎⁎ 2.72 0.97 [0.82, 4.63] 2.82⁎⁎⁎

R2 0.03 0.12
N 264 264

DV: Leadership ambition
Leader dummy −0.23 0.13 [−0.49, 0.04] −1.70⁎ −0.16 0.13 [−0.42, 0.10] −1.24
HP dummy −0.01 0.13 [−0.26, 0.23] −0.10 −0.02 0.13 [−0.27, 0.23] −0.15
European 0.08 0.18 [−0.27, 0.42] 0.43
Rest of world −0.10 0.14 [−0.38, 0.17] −0.72
Humanities & SS 0.17 0.13 [−0.07, 0.42] 1.38
Hard Sciences 0.48 0.14 [0.19, 0.76] 3.25⁎⁎⁎

Male −0.04 0.11 [−0.26, 0.18] −0.37
Age 0.02 0.03 [−0.04, 0.08] 0.77
Constant 3.13 0.10 [2.94, 3.33] 31.77⁎⁎⁎ 2.48 0.61 [1.28, 3.68] 4.08⁎⁎⁎

R2 0.02 0.06
N 264 264

DV: Organizational commitment
Leader dummy −0.04 0.20 [−0.43, 0.36] −0.18 −0.06 0.19 [−0.44, 0.32] −0.30
HP dummy −0.09 0.19 [−0.47, 0.28] −0.48 0.04 0.18 [−0.32, 0.40] 0.22
European 0.33 0.26 [−0.18, 0.84] 1.28
Rest of world −1.04 0.20 [−1.44, −0.64] −5.08⁎⁎⁎

Humanities & SS −0.18 0.18 [−0.54, 0.18] −0.98
Hard Sciences 0.12 0.22 [−0.31, 0.54] 0.54
Male −0.17 0.16 [−0.48, 0.15] −1.06
Age 0.02 0.05 [−0.07, 0.11] 0.36
Constant 5.61 0.15 [5.32, 5.91] 37.37⁎⁎⁎ 5.57 0.89 [3.82, 7.33] 6.24⁎⁎⁎

R2 0.002 0.12
N 264 264

Note. Leader dummy compares both low and high potential leader conditions versus control condition, HP dummy compares high potential leader condition versus
remaining conditions.
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environment (Charness & Kuhn, 2011) with exogenous assignment of
leadership potential, which rules out issues of endogeneity (Zehnder
et al., 2017; Zizzo, 2010). The data show that members of a team who
are told that they are likely to be leaders display greater performance in
a subsequent task (where performance is assessed objectively pre and
post the manipulation) and perceive greater procedural fairness than
their counterparts who are told that they are unlikely to become leaders
(supporting H2).

The data across the studies paint a consistent picture by providing
evidence of the differential impact of leadership potential feedback on
follower motivation. However, there are some nuances that must be
attended to. The comparison with the control group in Study 1 suggests
that differential responses between (hypothetical) likely and unlikely
future leaders are driven by motivational losses among the followers
regarded to have low leadership potential, whereas the comparison
with the control group in Study 2 indicates that differential responses
can also be driven by increases in performance among those with high
leadership potential. A closer look at the nature of the control groups
may help to better understand these different patterns. In Study 1,
participants in the control group were told that there would be a lea-
dership selection, and thus they may have shown motivational gains
anticipating that they may become leader (although they were given no
information about their own leadership potential). In contrast, in Study
2 participants in the control group were not informed of a leadership
selection but merely told that a person of the team would be randomly
selected to complete a task (to distribute a bonus), which may explain
why their motivation levels are similar to the levels of the followers
who are seen to have little leadership potential. In this regard, it would
be useful in future research to investigate by means of different
methods the influence of additional factors (as present in our control
groups) on motivational gains and losses, an avenue for future work
which we discuss in more detail below.

Implications for theory and practice

The data from both studies show that, other things being equal,
differential feedback about leadership potential has diverging motiva-
tional consequences for individuals designated to be likely and unlikely
future leaders. These findings have a number of important theoretical
implications. First, the present research complements prior work on
leadership successions that sheds light on (a) important characteristics
of incoming leaders (e.g., their demographics; Chen & Hambrick, 2012;
Jalal & Prezas, 2012), as well as (b) the impact of incoming leaders on
the organization and stakeholders post successions (i.e., once new lea-
ders take office; Garman & Glawe, 2004; Hutzschenreuter et al., 2012).
Results clearly demonstrate that it is crucial to study the effects of
successions not only on those who are selected but also on those who
are not in the spotlight because they are unlikely (to be seen as or be-
come) leaders. Furthermore, results show that successions affect in-
dividuals prior to successions, not just after successions have taken
place.

Second, in demonstrating the responses of individuals to informa-
tion about leadership potential, our findings also extend previous re-
search on the motivational consequences of feedback about leadership
potential. Extending the work by Björkman et al. (2013) that shows that
having been identified as part of the talent pool in an organization is
associated with more positive workplace responses, the present re-
search is the first to show the (causal) impact of differential feedback
about leadership potential on the motivation of those likely to be lea-
ders and those unlikely to be leaders. Both studies show that the present
effects cannot simply be explained by effects due to performance ex-
pectations or self-fulfilling prophecies (cf. Eden, 2014), providing evi-
dence of the unique motivational consequences deriving from feedback
about the potential to become a leader. This is also an important issue
because in most contexts the number of people who are rejected for
leadership positions vastly exceeds the number who are chosen to

become leaders. The present findings thus underscore that although we
might be tempted to narrow in on the potential enthusiasm and moti-
vational gains that are associated with the advancements promised to
individuals in leadership positions, it appears at least as important to
understand the potential frustrations and motivational losses associated
with individuals who are denied advancements to such positions. Work
motivation is a key organizational concern in light of the fact that meta-
analytic evidence indicates that this significantly influences individuals'
ultimate functioning — in terms of their task performance and colla-
borative interaction with others at work (Cooper-Hakim & Viswesvaran,
2005; Meyer et al., 2002; Riketta, 2002).

Third, the present research also bears some relevant practical im-
plications. Our findings suggest that to the extent that talent manage-
ment programs are seen to communicate to non-selected individuals
that they are not part of the elite of organizational members, such
programs may have the unintended consequences of dampening
members' motivation and enthusiasm for their work. In this regard, to
reduce the likelihood that followers' ambition will be demolished by
issues of succession, organizations might avoid invasive succession
processes that have the capacity to undermine the collective by em-
phasizing the competitive distinctiveness between individuals (Haslam
et al., 1998; Raelin, 2011; Tee et al., 2013). These results suggest that
even though programs that “fast-track” individuals or identify “rising
stars” might aim and be assumed to motivate those chosen few, such
selectivity can undermine the commitment of the many who are re-
jected. Instead, organizations might design inclusive approaches that
emphasize the importance of the interests of the entire organization
(over personal interests of individual members) and develop leaders by
demonstrating commitment to nourish (not to sideline) individuals'
capacity to grow into leaders (Day, 2011; Day, Fleenor, Atwater, Sturm,
& McKee, 2014).

Finally, our findings also suggest that organizations may benefit
from offering individuals not single but multiple career trajectories. In
this way, career progression may not solely be based on perceived
leadership potential and attaining leadership positions but offering
more than one way in which individuals can be central to the organi-
zation. Indeed, it is likely that among at least a portion of the work-
force, there may be individuals who perform well in their current jobs,
but who have little interest in performing leadership roles. In this re-
gard, future research needs to examine whether those individuals may
be less affected from being excluded from a “high potential leadership”
pool as well as the impact that access to alternative career paths in their
organization has on their motivation (e.g., by offering development
programs and practices for people with varying levels of leadership
responsibilities as well as for specialists).

Limitations and future research

The current research is not without limitations. In the present re-
search, we used two different methods including an experiment in-
formed by behavioral economics to address endogeneity-related issues,
a method which to date have been used rarely in leadership research
(Garretsen, Stoker, & Weber, 2017; Zehnder et al., 2017). This is a clear
strength of the present research, but it is also the case that each method
has its limitations and so it would be useful in future work to use other
methods (applied to other contexts) to provide a more comprehensive
picture of the present relationships. For instance, Study 1 provides
suggestive evidence using experimental vignette methodology that
feedback about leadership potential was uniquely associated with
subsequent ambition and commitment over and above performance
appraisals, while Study 2 corroborated the causal impact that leader-
ship potential has on behavior. Nevertheless, we do believe that it is
also possible that leaders' assessments of followers' leadership potential
may flow from followers' own leadership ambitions and motivation in
some contexts (e.g., in organizations where expression of leadership
ambition is valued and required for promotion) and that it is possible
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that each pathway may inform the other in a mutually reinforcing
manner. With this in mind, we encourage future research to examine
contexts in which the reversed pathway may occur as well as to track
changes in leadership ambition over time by means of longitudinal
(cross-lagged) investigations.

Notably, taking a temporal perspective would also enable re-
searchers to shed light on a number of additional important research
questions. For example, longitudinal investigations might examine
whether individuals who are not seen as potential leaders might sub-
sequently be given fewer opportunities for growth and fewer rewards
for their achievements, which, in turn, may hinder their development as
leaders (Silzer & Church, 2009). Similarly, they might examine whether
those individuals also set themselves less challenging goals and show
less persistence in the face of goal attainment. Finally, future work
might investigate whether changes in individuals' direct work en-
vironment (e.g., a change in leadership or team) will “reset” their
motivational responses to succession planning, or, whether the effects
are cumulative and thus less likely to change.

Beyond specific attitudes and behaviors, though, future research
should also shed light on the unfolding impact of leadership potential
on an individual's construction of a more profound, enduring sense of
self. For instance, it would be worthwhile examining to what extent
feedback about reduced leadership potential and associated issues of
justice compromises the development of positive and aspirational work-
related identities (DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Dutton, Roberts, & Bednar,
2010; Johnson, Selenta, & Lord, 2006; Strauss, Griffin, & Parker, 2012).
Similarly, it would also be interesting to examine factors that may
moderate the relationship between leadership potential such as in-
dividuals' sense of general inclusion at work (which may buffer against
motivational losses), perceptions of their own (comparative) potential
and qualifications to be a leader (which may enhance the importance of
leader successions), and the way in which feedback about leadership
potential is communicated (e.g., in an evaluative manner conveying the
status quo or in a formative manner conveying opportunities for
learning and development).

Conclusion

Prior research on leadership succession has advanced our under-
standing of the strategic consequences of successions (i.e., once new
leaders, typically at the top of an organization such as CEOs, take of-
fice). However, we know little about the motivational effects of feed-
back about potential (or not) to be a future leader. Therefore, in the
present set of studies we provide insight into the motivational con-
sequences associated with feedback about individuals' leadership po-
tential. One may be tempted to believe that information about leader-
ship successions is necessarily energizing and that individuals feel
inspired by the fact they are seen as likely future leaders. However, the
current research demonstrates that differential feedback about leader-
ship potential has unique differential motivational consequences in-
cluding for those who are unlikely to be chosen, over and above feed-
back about previous performance. It thus appears somewhat
paradoxically, then, that by singling out likely future leaders, organi-
zations are not necessarily more capable of cultivating engaged future
leaders than capable of demotivating those who are denied such pro-
spects.
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