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CONTINGENCY THEORIES OF LEADERSHIP

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Organizational Psychology, Social Psychology, Management
Science
Proponents: Fred Fiedler, Victor Vroom, Philip Yetton, Terence R. Mitchell, Robert House

1. Core Definition and Context

Contingency theories of leadership represent a major intellectual shift away from earlier universal
trait theories and behavioral models that sought to define a single "best" leadership style applicable
across all contexts. These theories posit that the effectiveness of a leader is not inherent to their
personality or fixed behavioral patterns, but rather is contingent upon, or dependent on, the specific
characteristics of the situation or environment in which the leadership is being exercised. The
central axiom of contingency frameworks is that successful leadership requires matching a leader's
style--whether task-focused or relationship-focused--to the degree of favorability present in the
organizational or team context. This perspective fundamentally reframes leadership as a dynamic
interaction between the commander and the surrounding group circumstance, recognizing that
what works in one setting may lead to failure in another.

These models are predicated on the understanding that situational variables dictate the necessary
approach. A leader operating in a highly structured, crisis-ridden environment requires different
skills and orientations than one leading a loosely defined, creative research team. Therefore,
contingency theories provide a diagnostic framework for analyzing both the leader's inherent
orientation and the complexity of the team's operational environment, allowing for predictions about
leadership efficacy. The goal is not to train leaders to adopt a single universal style, but rather to
either select leaders whose established styles are best suited for the existing environment or,
conversely, to modify the environment to better align with the leader's capabilities.

2. Historical Antecedents and Development

The prototypical and arguably most influential contingency theory was cultivated and rigorously
developed by the American social psychologist Fred Fiedler in the 1960s. Fiedler's

groundbreaking research emerged from the abstract exploration of leadership efficacy across
various organizational settings, particularly within military and organizational teams. Before Fiedler,
much leadership research focused simplistically on identifying traits (like intelligence or charisma)
that guaranteed success, or behaviors (like participation or directive action) that were universally
effective. Fiedler observed inconsistencies in these findings; leaders who excelled in one situation
often failed dramatically in others.

Fiedler concluded that efficacy could only be explained by considering the interaction effect: E = f
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(L, S), where E is effectiveness, L is leader style, and S is situational favorableness. His model
provided the first substantial, empirically-backed mechanism for explaining why leadership
effectiveness is conditional. This development marked a crucial pivot in leadership studies,
transitioning the field into the mid-range theorizing phase where context became paramount.
Fiedler's work thus laid the essential foundation for subsequent contingency models, including the
Path-Goal Theory and the Vroom-Yetton normative decision model, all of which share the core
philosophical assumption that effective leadership is defined by circumstantial fit.

3. Fiedler's Contingency Model: Leader Styles

Fiedler's design distinguishes primarily between two fundamental leadership orientations: the task-
motivated commander (low LPC) and the relationship-motivated commander (high LPC). This
distinction is determined by a psychometric instrument known as the Least Preferred Co-worker
(LPC) scale. The LPC scale asks the leader to describe the co-worker with whom they have
worked least well, using a series of bipolar adjectives (e.g., friendly/unfriendly,
cooperative/uncooperative).

A high LPC score signifies a relationship-motivated leader. Such an individual rates their least
preferred co-worker relatively positively, suggesting that even when faced with difficult professional
relationships, they prioritize maintaining strong interpersonal bonds and view achieving goals as
secondary to team cohesion. Conversely, a low LPC score characterizes a task-motivated leader.
This individual rates their least preferred co-worker negatively, indicating a primary focus on
mission accomplishment and technical performance, viewing relationships as instrumental to task
completion rather than an end in themselves. The theory holds that these scores reflect a deep-
seated and relatively immutable aspect of the leader's personality; Fiedler believed it was easier to
change the situation than the leader's core style.

4. Fiedler's Contingency Model: Situational Variables

The operational utility of Fiedler's model rests on its assessment of situational favorableness,
which is determined by three interacting variables that measure the extent to which the leader can
control and influence the outcomes of the situation. These three variables are hierarchically
weighted in importance, with the first being the most critical determinant of favorability:

Leader-Member Relations (LMR): This factor gauges the standard of the commander's individual
unions with team members. It assesses the degree of trust, respect, and confidence that group
members have in their leader. Highly positive LMR (good relations) contributes most significantly to
situational favorableness, as a respected leader requires less formal power to influence the group.

Task Structure (TS): This variable measures the degree to which the jobs the team members
must fulfill are clearly defined, structured, and routine. Highly structured tasks (where goals and
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methods are clear) provide the leader with more control, thus increasing situational favorableness,
as ambiguity is minimized. Unstructured tasks reduce the leader's control.

Position Power (PP): This final variable measures the magnitude of the commander's literal
influence or power, stemming from formal authority granted by the organization (e.g., the ability to
hire, fire, discipline, or reward). High position power means the leader has strong formal backing,
further increasing situational favorableness.

These three variables combine to define eight distinct categories of situational favorableness,
ranging from Octant | (very favorable: good LMR, high TS, high PP) to Octant VIII (very
unfavorable: poor LMR, low TS, low PP).

5. The LPC Scale and Predictive Outcomes

The core predictive engine of Fiedler's model involves mapping the leader's style (LPC score) onto
the situational favorableness (Octant). The model forecasts specific outcomes based on this
match, thereby offering prescriptive guidance for optimal leader deployment.

Very Favorable or Very Unfavorable Environments (Octants |, Il, lll, and VII, VIII): In situations
where the leader has either tremendous control (very favorable) or virtually no control (very
unfavorable), the design forecasts that the task-motivated commanders (low LPC) will be more
result oriented and effective. In highly favorable situations, the leader is so secure and well-
supported that a task focus ensures efficiency without sacrificing cohesion. In highly unfavorable
situations, the team requires strong, directive leadership to impose order and achieve minimal
objectives; a relationship focus would be ineffective or distracting under extreme stress or hostility.

Reasonably Positive/Moderate Environments (Octants IV, V, VI): When the situation is mixed--
for example, a respected leader managing an unstructured task, or a disliked leader managing a
highly structured task--the model predicts that the relationship-motivated commanders (high
LPC) will be more result oriented. In these moderately uncertain environments, the leader needs to
focus on motivating and maintaining group harmony to compensate for the ambiguity or friction
inherent in the situation. A focus on interpersonal dynamics helps bridge gaps and maintains
commitment when control is neither absolute nor entirely absent.

6. The Normative Decision Model

The normative decision model, developed by Victor Vroom and Philip Yetton (and later refined with
Arthur Jago), is one of many subsequent examples of contingency theories of leadership. While
Fiedler focused on fixed leader style, Vroom and Yetton focused on variability in leader behavior--
specifically, how a leader ought to choose the appropriate level of subordinate participation when
making decisions. This model operates using a structured, step-by-step decision tree that helps
leaders analyze situational variables (e.g., the quality requirement of the decision, the required
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commitment of subordinates, and the leader's information access).

The model prescribes five specific decision-making styles, ranging from autocratic (Al/All) to
consultative (CI/CII) to group consensus (Gll). By answering a series of "yes" or "no" diagnostic
guestions about the task and the team, the leader is guided toward the most effective style for that
particular instance. Like Fiedler's work, the Vroom-Yetton model underscores the essential
contingency premise: there is no universally correct way to make a decision; the optimal process is
entirely dependent upon situational constraints and requirements.

7. Philosophical Context of Contingency

Beyond organizational psychology, the term "contingency" carries significant weight in philosophy
and logic. Philosophically, contingency designates a proposal that is authentic under select
circumstances but not all, or a being that occurs as a matter of fact but not as a matter of requisite.
This contrasts sharply with necessity. A necessary truth or being must exist or must be true in all
possible worlds (e.g., 2+2=4). A contingent truth or being exists in the actual world but could
conceivably not have existed.

In the context of leadership, adopting a contingency perspective means rejecting the notion of
necessary leadership traits or behaviors--those that would guarantee success regardless of the
situation. Instead, leadership effectiveness is viewed as entirely contingent: it occurs as a matter of
fact in specific contexts but is not a requisite universal truth. This philosophical underpinning aligns
perfectly with the empirical findings of Fiedler and others, emphasizing that efficacy is
circumstantial and relative, not absolute.

8. Criticisms and Limitations

Despite its significant impact and empirical support, Fiedler's Contingency Model and other related
theories have faced several notable criticisms. A primary limitation centers on the Least Preferred
Co-worker (LPC) scale itself. Critics argue that the scale lacks clear theoretical grounding,
challenging whether a single score can truly capture a leader's complex motivational hierarchy and
interpersonal style. The interpretation of the mid-LPC range, in particular, remains ambiguous,
making predictions difficult for leaders who score neither very high nor very low.

Furthermore, Fiedler's assertion that leader style is largely fixed has been challenged by
researchers who emphasize the importance of leader flexibility and adaptability--the capacity to
consciously adjust behavior to match changing situations. While the model suggests changing the
situation to match the leader, modern leadership development often prioritizes teaching leaders
how to manage diverse contexts. Finally, the complexity of precisely measuring the three
situational variables (especially Leader-Member Relations) and dividing them into discrete
categories for the eight octants can be difficult to replicate reliably in real-world managerial
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settings, making the model hard to operationalize consistently.

Further Reading
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