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Introduction: Defining Attitudes toward Superiors

Attitudes toward Superiors (ATS) constitute a critical area of inquiry within organizational

psychology and management studies, representing the evaluative stance an employee holds

concerning their direct manager or hierarchical leader. This psychological construct is multifaceted,

encompassing affective, cognitive, and behavioral components that collectively shape the

subordinate's overall disposition toward the individual holding the position of authority. Affective

components include the emotional reactions--such as liking, respect, or dislike--experienced when

interacting with or thinking about the superior. The cognitive dimension involves the employee's

beliefs and perceptions regarding the superior's competence, fairness, integrity, and decision-

making capabilities. Finally, the behavioral intention aspect reflects the subordinate's

predisposition to act in certain ways, such as cooperating, complying, or potentially resisting the

superior's directives. Understanding ATS is paramount because these attitudes serve as powerful

proximal predictors of a wide range of organizational behaviors, including job satisfaction,

commitment, and performance, thereby influencing the very fabric of the workplace environment.

The distinction between ATS and general job satisfaction is crucial for rigorous analysis. While job

satisfaction often involves a global assessment of the work environment, ATS specifically targets

the immediate supervisory relationship, which is frequently cited as the single most influential

factor affecting an employee's daily experience. A subordinate might feel highly satisfied with their

compensation or career path but harbor negative attitudes toward an incompetent or unfair

manager, leading to significant internal conflict and reduced engagement. Conversely, positive

attitudes toward a supportive superior can buffer the effects of dissatisfaction stemming from other

aspects of the job, such as demanding workloads or organizational bureaucracy. Therefore, ATS

acts as a powerful lens through which employees interpret organizational policies, communication,

and resource allocation, making the quality of the subordinate-superior dyad a central mechanism

for organizational success or failure. These attitudes are not static but evolve over time, shaped by

ongoing interactions and the consistent demonstration of leadership qualities or deficiencies.

Furthermore, the conceptualization of ATS extends beyond mere personal preference, often

intertwining with perceptions of organizational justice. When employees perceive their superior as

acting arbitrarily or showing favoritism, negative ATS develop rapidly, triggering feelings of inequity

that extend beyond the interpersonal realm and contaminate the subordinate's view of the entire

organization. Researchers often model ATS as a foundational element of the psychological

contract, where the subordinate expects the superior to uphold certain responsibilities, such as

providing resources, offering clear direction, and acting as an advocate. When these expectations

are violated--a phenomenon known as psychological contract breach--the resulting negative

attitudes toward the superior can lead to significant withdrawal behaviors, including reduced

organizational citizenship behaviors (OCBs) and increased turnover intentions. The strength and

valence (positive or negative) of these attitudes are thus robust indicators of the health and stability
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of the employment relationship, demanding careful consideration from both human resource

professionals and organizational leaders.

Theoretical Foundations and Models of ATS

The study of Attitudes toward Superiors is underpinned by several established psychological and

organizational theories, providing frameworks for understanding how these attitudes are formed,

maintained, and how they exert influence. One foundational framework is the Social Exchange

Theory (SET), which posits that the relationship between a subordinate and superior is a series of

interdependent transactions based on reciprocity. When a superior offers support, recognition, or

resources (investments), the subordinate feels obligated to reciprocate through positive attitudes,

increased effort, and loyalty. High-quality exchanges, often characterized by mutual trust and

respect, lead to positive ATS, frequently conceptualized within the context of Leader-Member

Exchange (LMX) theory. LMX specifically focuses on the unique, differentiated relationships

leaders form with individual subordinates, where high-LMX relationships are associated with

greater influence, open communication, and, crucially, significantly more positive attitudes toward

the leader compared to low-LMX relationships.

Another crucial theoretical lens is provided by Attribution Theory, which suggests that

subordinates constantly observe the superior's behavior and attempt to infer the underlying

causes. If a superior's negative behavior (e.g., denying a raise or providing critical feedback) is

attributed to external, situational factors (e.g., budgetary constraints imposed by upper

management), the negative impact on ATS is mitigated. However, if the same negative behavior is

attributed to internal, dispositional factors (e.g., the superior is inherently unfair, biased, or

incompetent), the resulting ATS will be severely negative. Conversely, positive behaviors are often

leveraged to maximize positive ATS when attributed internally to the leader's benevolent character

or skill. Furthermore, the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) is often applied to understand how

ATS translates into behavioral outcomes. TPB suggests that attitudes, combined with subjective

norms (perceived social pressure) and perceived behavioral control (belief in one's ability to

perform the behavior), collectively predict behavioral intentions, which then predict actual

behaviors like compliance or resistance.

The concept of Social Identity Theory (SIT) also plays a subtle yet significant role, particularly in

larger organizational contexts. SIT suggests that employees derive self-esteem and identity from

their membership in social groups, including their immediate work team or department. When the

superior is perceived as a highly effective, respected representative of that group--an in-group

leader--subordinates are more likely to internalize positive attitudes toward them, as this positive

evaluation enhances their own social identity. If the superior fails to embody the group's values or

is seen as an 'out-group' figure (perhaps due to perceived alignment with distant top management

rather than the team), negative attitudes can form as a defense mechanism to preserve the group's
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distinct positive identity. These intertwined theories emphasize that ATS are not merely isolated

emotional reactions but are deeply embedded in complex systems of social exchange, cognitive

interpretation, and group dynamics, necessitating a holistic approach to their study and

management.

Antecedents and Determinants of ATS

The formation of attitudes toward superiors is influenced by a complex array of factors stemming

from the leader, the subordinate, and the organizational context itself. The most proximal

determinant is the superior's behavior, particularly their demonstration of fairness and justice.

Perceptions of procedural justice (the fairness of the processes used to make decisions) and

interactional justice (the quality of interpersonal treatment received) are highly correlated with

positive ATS. A manager who consistently applies rules impartially, provides timely and truthful

explanations for decisions, and treats employees with dignity and respect is highly likely to foster

strong positive attitudes. Conversely, perceived injustice, particularly abusive supervision or

incivility, acts as a profound and rapid catalyst for negative ATS, often leading to deep resentment

and retaliatory behaviors from subordinates.

Individual characteristics of the subordinate also serve as important antecedents. Factors such as

an employee's locus of control, personality traits (e.g., agreeableness, neuroticism), and prior

experiences with authority figures significantly moderate the relationship between superior

behavior and attitude formation. For example, individuals high in neuroticism may be more prone to

interpreting ambiguous supervisory behaviors negatively, leading to lower ATS even when the

objective behavior of the superior is neutral. Similarly, a subordinate with an external locus of

control might attribute workplace problems to the superior's failures, while a subordinate with an

internal locus of control might focus more on their own contribution. Furthermore, the subordinate's

level of political skill--the ability to understand others and influence them--can affect their

relationship quality, with higher political skill often enabling the subordinate to proactively manage

the impression they make on the superior, fostering a more positive LMX relationship and

consequently, more positive ATS.

Organizational context provides the backdrop against which these attitudes develop. When an

organization is undergoing significant instability, restructuring, or perceived threat, employees may

look to their immediate superior for stability and clarity. If the superior successfully navigates this

environment, acting as a reliable source of information and support, positive ATS are reinforced.

However, if the superior is perceived as overwhelmed, incapable of managing the change, or

merely acting as a messenger for unpopular decisions dictated by upper management, the

superior may become the target of displacement for general organizational anxiety, resulting in

diminished ATS. Other contextual factors include the organizational climate regarding ethical

behavior, the clarity of roles and responsibilities, and the availability of resources necessary for
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task completion. A superior who is unable to secure necessary resources due to organizational

inefficiency may unfairly suffer damage to their perceived competence, ultimately eroding the

positive attitudes held by their team.

The Role of Leadership Styles in Shaping ATS

The specific leadership style adopted by the superior is arguably the single most dominant factor

determining the valence and intensity of subordinate attitudes. Different leadership approaches

elicit fundamentally different psychological and emotional responses from employees.

Transformational leadership, characterized by idealized influence, inspirational motivation,

intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration, consistently correlates with the highest

levels of positive ATS. Transformational leaders inspire trust, articulate a compelling vision, and

genuinely care about the development of their followers, leading subordinates to view them not just

as managers, but as mentors and role models. These positive evaluations often translate into

strong emotional attachment and loyalty, significantly boosting organizational commitment and

performance beyond mere compliance.

In contrast, Transactional leadership, which focuses primarily on clarifying roles, setting goals,

and using contingent reward and management-by-exception, typically generates moderately

positive but more utilitarian ATS. Subordinates hold positive attitudes toward transactional leaders

primarily because the leaders meet the terms of the explicit contract--providing rewards for

performance and correcting deviations. While effective for routine task completion, this style

generally lacks the emotional depth to foster the deep, intrinsic motivation and high trust levels

seen under transformational leadership. The attitudes formed are based more on calculation and

exchange rather than genuine admiration or respect, making these attitudes potentially fragile if the

reward structure or contingencies change unfavorably.

Furthermore, detrimental leadership styles profoundly impact ATS negatively. Laissez-faire

leadership, characterized by avoidance of responsibility, delayed decisions, and general absence,

often leads to confusion, frustration, and significantly negative attitudes, as subordinates perceive

a lack of support and direction. Even more damaging are destructive styles such as abusive

supervision or narcissistic leadership. Abusive supervision involves sustained display of hostile

verbal and nonverbal behaviors, excluding physical contact, and is a powerful predictor of extreme

negative ATS, psychological distress, and counterproductive work behaviors (CWBs). The

subordinate's attitude in such environments is often characterized by fear, resentment, and a

strong desire to withdraw or retaliate, representing a complete breakdown of the subordinate-

superior relationship and severe organizational risk.

The effectiveness of a leadership style, and thus its impact on ATS, is also contingent upon the

organizational culture and the subordinate's cultural background. In collectivist cultures, a superior
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who demonstrates high consideration for the group's harmony and welfare might generate stronger

positive ATS than a leader focused purely on individual achievement. Conversely, in highly

individualistic cultures, attitudes might be more heavily influenced by the leader's demonstrated

competence in achieving personal career goals for the subordinate. Effective leaders are those

who possess the behavioral complexity required to adapt their style based on the situational

demands and the needs of the individual subordinate, ensuring that their actions align with

employee expectations of competent and ethical authority.

Consequences and Organizational Outcomes of ATS

The attitudes held by employees toward their superiors have far-reaching implications for both

individual outcomes and overall organizational effectiveness. One of the most immediate

consequences is the effect on job performance and productivity. When ATS are positive,

subordinates are more willing to exert extra effort, engage in discretionary behaviors (OCBs), and

strictly adhere to quality standards, often viewing their superior's success as intertwined with their

own. High trust and positive attitudes facilitate smoother communication, allowing for efficient

problem-solving and rapid adaptation to change. Conversely, negative ATS lead to deliberate or

subconscious withholding of effort, reduced motivation, and strict adherence to minimum

requirements, potentially resulting in passive non-compliance or outright resistance to

organizational goals.

Beyond performance, ATS profoundly impact employee retention and commitment. Positive

attitudes toward the superior significantly bolster affective commitment--the emotional attachment

and identification with the organization--because the immediate manager often serves as the

primary embodiment of the organization itself. Employees often quit their manager, not their job;

consequently, negative ATS are a robust predictor of turnover intentions and actual voluntary

turnover. Organizations with high rates of negative ATS often face elevated recruitment and

training costs due to constant churn. Furthermore, negative ATS are strongly linked to increased

absenteeism, presenteeism (being physically present but mentally disengaged), and higher levels

of counterproductive work behaviors (CWBs), such as theft, sabotage, or spreading malicious

gossip.

The impact of ATS also extends to employee well-being and psychological health. A supportive,

respected superior acts as a crucial buffer against workplace stress and burnout. Positive ATS are

associated with higher levels of job satisfaction, lower emotional exhaustion, and better overall

mental health. Conversely, negative attitudes toward a superior who is perceived as demanding,

unfair, or abusive contribute significantly to chronic stress, anxiety, and clinical depression among

employees. This adverse psychological impact not only reduces individual quality of life but also

imposes tangible costs on the organization through increased healthcare utilization and decreased

overall workforce resilience. Therefore, managing the quality of the subordinate-superior
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relationship is not merely a soft skill requirement but a critical element of organizational risk

management and ethical leadership.

Measurement and Methodological Challenges

Accurately measuring Attitudes toward Superiors is essential for research and practical application,

yet it presents several methodological challenges. ATS is typically assessed using self-report

instruments, often employing Likert-type scales that gauge the cognitive (beliefs about

competence), affective (feelings of liking/respect), and behavioral intention components.

Standardized scales, such as those derived from LMX theory or specific measures of trust in the

supervisor, are commonly utilized. Key challenges arise from the inherent subjectivity of self-report

data, including potential response biases such as social desirability bias, where employees may be

reluctant to express genuine negative attitudes for fear of retribution, especially in organizational

settings where anonymity cannot be fully guaranteed.

Researchers must also grapple with the issue of conceptual overlap and discriminant validity. ATS

must be clearly differentiated from related constructs such as organizational commitment, job

satisfaction, and general trust. Establishing discriminant validity requires rigorous statistical testing

to ensure that the ATS scale is measuring a distinct psychological construct. Furthermore, the

measurement must account for the multidimensionality of the construct. A simple overall rating of

"liking" the superior fails to capture the nuance; a subordinate might respect the superior's

technical competence (cognitive dimension) but intensely dislike their interpersonal style (affective

dimension). Therefore, effective measurement instruments must include subscales designed to

capture these distinct components accurately.

Methodological rigor also dictates the use of longitudinal designs to capture the dynamic nature of

ATS. Cross-sectional studies provide only a snapshot, failing to illustrate how attitudes change in

response to critical events, leadership interventions, or sustained patterns of behavior. Longitudinal

data helps establish causality, allowing researchers to confirm whether superior behavior precedes

and influences attitude formation, rather than the reverse. Finally, in applied settings, organizations

must prioritize anonymity and confidentiality in data collection. Utilizing third-party consultants or

secure, anonymous online platforms can help mitigate the fear of retaliation, thus increasing the

likelihood of obtaining honest and valid assessments of employee attitudes toward their leaders.

Managing and Cultivating Positive ATS

Given the pervasive influence of ATS on organizational outcomes, proactive management and

cultivation of positive attitudes are critical leadership imperatives. The primary strategy involves

enhancing the quality of the Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) relationship. Superiors should

actively engage in behaviors that build trust and demonstrate genuine individualized consideration.
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This includes providing timely and constructive feedback, showing empathy during personal crises,

advocating for the subordinate's development and career advancement, and ensuring equitable

distribution of resources and opportunities. Training for managers should focus heavily on

interactional justice--teaching them how to communicate decisions respectfully and explain

procedures transparently, even when the news is negative.

Organizational policies must support the superior in maintaining positive attitudes by ensuring they

have the necessary autonomy and resources to lead effectively. Managers who are constantly

undermined by inconsistent organizational policies or who lack the authority to reward good

performance struggle to maintain positive ATS, regardless of their personal intentions.

Furthermore, establishing clear, objective performance metrics reduces the perception of favoritism

or arbitrary decision-making, thereby enhancing procedural justice and supporting positive

cognitive appraisals of the superior's fairness. Organizations should implement 360-degree

feedback systems that include upward feedback from subordinates, holding superiors

accountable for their relational behaviors and reinforcing the importance of positive ATS.

Finally, fostering positive attitudes requires the proactive management of conflict and the effective

modeling of organizational values. When conflicts arise, superiors must address them promptly,

fairly, and constructively, using them as opportunities to strengthen the relationship rather than

damage it. Leaders must consistently model the ethical behavior and values they expect from their

subordinates, as hypocrisy is a powerful destroyer of trust and a rapid catalyst for negative ATS.

Regular communication, active listening, and the consistent display of competence and integrity

are the cornerstones upon which sustainable, positive Attitudes toward Superiors are built,

translating directly into a more engaged, committed, and productive workforce.
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