“The Illusion of Leadership: Misattribution of Cause in Coordination Games” by Weber, Camerer, Rottenstreich, and Knez (Lecture 5)

Introduction

The authors predicted that subjects would underestimate the strength of situational effect (group size) and attribute cause to personal traits of the leaders instead. Leaders would be credited with the success of the small groups and blamed for the failure of the big groups. The research is set within three strands of previous research, namely social psychology (i.e. attributions of cause for a certain outcome), game theory (i.e. weak-link games: being unsure what others will do creates strategic uncertainty to go for the highest payoff because it can also involve low earnings and costs of effort, subjects prefer to reciprocate what others do), and organizational behavior (i.e. psychological evidence of misattributions of leadership). 

Research design

Experiment 1- Players were assigned to either a group of 10 or pairs. 8 rounds were played in which each player chose a personal fee and finally the lowest personal fee chosen would determine the size of the reward to be paid to all the members of the group. The leader gave a speech to encourage coordination after round 2. Participants were given a questionnaire after round 2 and after the leader’s speech.

Experiment 2- It adds to experiment 1 by asking players whether they want to cast a costly vote ($0.25) to replace the leader after round 8 and then play an additional 4 rounds.

Experiment 3- Instructions presented subjects with a more realistic and familiar task (i.e. a project team producing a series of reports and they earn money on how rapidly the report is produced 

Results

Experiment 1- Fees are not significantly different between large and small groups in round 1 and 2. This is consistent with the theory that participants fail to realize group-size effects. After the leader’s speech outcomes of the questionnaires differ considerably. Leaders in small groups were judged effective while leaders of the large groups were judged ineffective. Subjects realize the situational effect but fail to adjust for it sufficiently in judging the leaders.

Experiment 2- first part was an exact replication of the results of experiment 1. More subjects vote to replace the leader after round 8 in large groups than in small groups. Participants are willing to act upon their attributions to bad leaders.

Experiment 3- Replicates experiment 1’s results. They blame leaders despite the fact that they realize the situational difficulty of large groups. A more realistic situation does hence not weaken misattributions to leadership quality.

Conclusion

The research establishes that attribution is a mistake given the awareness of the situational variable. The general argument made in previous research is that leadership is ‘romanticized’. One part of this argument says that the true effect of different leaders on outcome is small. The other part says that performance tends to be attributed to leadership skill. In low-performance cue conditions, while leadership skill is held constant, leaders are rated lower than in high-performance cue conditions (“Performance-cue paradigm”). However, a key criticism is that when certain actions are unobservable subjects should use performance to rate the leader (e.g. success of an operation by a surgeon). In authors’ experiments all actions are observed and hence it is a misattribution of leadership.

In real life people often misattribute success. For example, being the coach of a team with only star players is less difficult than being the coach of a team with worse players. In terms of game theory the article adds by questioning the belief that the game is assumed to be commonly known (there is little scope for players to make errors in deciding whether outcomes were caused by other players, chance moves, or by game structure). In our game we used a situational variable for which players could blame the leaders (i.e. high or low quality leaders).
