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Conceptualizing Attitudes toward Subordinates

Attitudes toward subordinates represent a critical area of inquiry within organizational psychology,
focusing on the cognitive, affective, and behavioral evaluations that supervisors hold regarding the
individuals they manage. These attitudes are not monolithic; rather, they are complex
psychological constructs shaped by a myriad of factors, including the supervisor's personality,
organizational culture, and the perceived competence and compliance of the subordinate.
Fundamentally, an attitude is defined by social psychologists as a relatively enduring organization
of beliefs, feelings, and behavioral tendencies directed toward some socially significant object,
group, event, or symbol. In the managerial context, the "object" is the subordinate, and the
resulting attitude profoundly influences interaction quality, decision-making processes, and overall
team performance. Understanding this dynamic requires moving beyond simple notions of like or
dislike, delving instead into the underlying dimensions of respect, trust, perceived motivation, and
assumptions regarding potential for growth, all of which form the scaffolding of the supervisory
relationship.

The structure of these supervisory attitudes is often understood through the traditional tripartite
model, encompassing three distinct yet interrelated components. First, the cognitive component
involves the supervisor's beliefs and knowledge about the subordinate, such as assumptions about
their work ethic, intelligence, reliability, and commitment to organizational goals. For instance, a
supervisor might hold the belief that a specific subordinate lacks initiative, regardless of objective
performance data, influencing how tasks are delegated. Second, the affective component refers
to the emotional reactions or feelings elicited by the subordinate, ranging from positive emotions
like admiration and liking to negative emotions such as frustration, annoyance, or disdain. This
emotional valence is crucial because it often dictates the tone of interactions and the level of
empathy extended during performance reviews or conflict resolution. Third, the behavioral
component--or conative component--reflects the predisposition or intention to act in certain ways
toward the subordinate, manifesting as specific actions like providing mentorship, offering
promotion opportunities, assigning challenging tasks, or, conversely, engaging in avoidance or
punitive measures.

The formation of attitudes toward subordinates is perpetually reinforced or challenged by daily
interactions within the workplace. Initial impressions, often formed rapidly based on limited
information (e.g., presentation, communication style, or reputation), serve as powerful anchors.
Over time, these attitudes solidify through repeated experiences, filtered through the supervisor's
existing schemas and biases. If a subordinate consistently meets or exceeds expectations, the
positive attitude is reinforced, leading to a halo effect where subsequent behaviors are interpreted
favorably. Conversely, early failures or perceived insubordination can trigger a negative attitude
that is highly resistant to change, often leading to biased interpretations of neutral or even positive
future actions. This self-fulfilling prophecy mechanism highlights why initial attitudinal formation is

Psychepedia psychepedia.arabpsychology.com



https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=26689
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

Subordinate Management: Attitudes & Strategies

so consequential: supervisors tend to act in ways that elicit the behavior they expect, thereby
confirming their initial, sometimes inaccurate, assessment.

Theoretical Frameworks of Supervisory Attitudes

Several established psychological frameworks provide lenses through which to analyze the
complexity of supervisory attitudes, moving beyond mere description to predictive modeling. One
cornerstone is Social Identity Theory (SIT), which posits that individuals categorize themselves
and others into social groups (in-groups and out-groups). In the organizational context, supervisors
may view subordinates who share similar demographic characteristics, work styles, or educational
backgrounds as part of their in-group, leading to more favorable attitudes, increased trust, and
better resource allocation. Subordinates perceived as belonging to an out-group may face less
favorable attitudes, characterized by skepticism, reduced communication, and greater scrutiny of
performance. This differential treatment, rooted in group categorization, can substantially impact
career trajectories and organizational fairness perceptions, illustrating the power of social
identification in shaping managerial evaluations.

Another highly relevant model is the Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) Theory, which focuses
specifically on the quality of the individualized relationship developed between a supervisor and
each subordinate. LMX theory suggests that supervisors do not treat all subordinates equally;
rather, they form high-quality exchange relationships (the "in-group") with some, characterized by
mutual trust, respect, and obligation, and low-quality exchange relationships (the "out-group") with
others, based primarily on transactional duties and formal contract. The attitude the supervisor
holds toward a subordinate is both a precursor to and a consequence of the LMX quality. High
LMX relationships are predicated on positive supervisory attitudes regarding the subordinate's
competence and dependability, leading to positive behavioral outcomes like mentoring and
increased latitude. Conversely, low LMX relationships are sustained by attitudes of distrust or
indifference, resulting in restricted developmental opportunities and limited emotional support.

Furthermore, Expectancy Theory offers insights into the cognitive processes underpinning
supervisory attitudes, particularly concerning motivation and performance potential. Supervisors
often hold specific expectancies about a subordinate's ability to achieve desired outcomes (effort-
to-performance expectancy) and the value of those outcomes (valence). If a supervisor holds a
negative attitude rooted in the belief that a subordinate lacks the necessary skills or motivation (low
expectancy), they are less likely to invest time or resources in that individual. Conversely, positive
attitudes based on high expectancy lead to the supervisor setting more challenging goals and
providing the necessary resources and coaching, thereby fostering the subordinate's growth. This
framework emphasizes that supervisory attitudes are intrinsically linked to the supervisor's
assessment of the return on investment associated with developing or supporting a particular
employee, demonstrating a rational, albeit often biased, component to attitude formation.
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The Role of Attribution Theory

Attribution theory plays a pivotal and often insidious role in shaping supervisory attitudes,
particularly when evaluating the causes of subordinate behavior and performance outcomes. When
a subordinate succeeds or fails, the supervisor attempts to determine the underlying cause--is it
internal (dispositional, related to effort, ability, or personality) or external (situational, related to task
difficulty, luck, or environmental constraints)? The resulting causal attribution directly dictates the
supervisor's attitude and subsequent response. For example, if a subordinate misses a deadline,
attributing the failure internally ("They are lazy and disorganized") generates a negative attitude
characterized by anger and punitive intentions. If the failure is attributed externally ("The necessary
resources were unavailable), the attitude is likely to be more empathetic and focused on systemic
remediation rather than individual blame.

The application of attribution theory in the supervisory context is heavily influenced by systemic
cognitive biases. The most prominent is the Fundamental Attribution Error (FAE), where
supervisors are prone to overemphasize internal, stable traits when explaining subordinates'
negative behaviors (e.g., failure is due to lack of character) while underemphasizing external
factors. Conversely, when a subordinate succeeds, supervisors may sometimes attribute that
success to external factors (e.g., "They got lucky" or "The task was easy"), particularly if the
supervisor holds a pre-existing negative attitude toward that individual. This biased attribution
process ensures that negative attitudes are maintained and strengthened, regardless of objective
situational evidence, creating an unfair and demotivating environment for the subordinate.

Moreover, supervisors often exhibit a self-serving bias when evaluating their own team's
performance, which indirectly affects attitudes toward subordinates. When the team succeeds, the
supervisor may take credit, attributing success to their leadership or strategy. When the team fails,
the supervisor often attributes the failure to the subordinates' shortcomings (internal causes),
thereby protecting their own self-esteem and managerial reputation. This differential attribution
pattern reinforces a hierarchical distance and can generate resentment, solidifying a negative
attitude toward the perceived low performers. Effective managerial training often focuses on
mitigating these attribution biases, encouraging supervisors to employ a more systematic and
balanced approach, considering consensus, consistency, and distinctiveness information before
forming definitive causal judgments and subsequent attitudes.

Measurement and Assessment Methodologies

The accurate measurement of supervisory attitudes toward subordinates is crucial for both
research and practical organizational intervention. Since attitudes are latent psychological
constructs, they cannot be directly observed; therefore, researchers rely on various methodologies
designed to capture the cognitive, affective, and behavioral components. The most common
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approach involves self-report questionnaires, where supervisors are asked to rate their
agreement with statements reflecting their beliefs, feelings, and behavioral intentions regarding
their subordinates. Examples include scales measuring perceived competence, interpersonal
warmth, or willingness to delegate authority. While economical and easy to administer, self-report
measures are susceptible to social desirability bias, where supervisors may consciously or
unconsciously report attitudes that align with organizational norms rather than their true feelings.

To mitigate the limitations of self-report, researchers increasingly utilize indirect and behavioral
assessment techniques. Projective techniques, though less common in modern organizational
psychology, attempt to uncover unconscious attitudes by presenting ambiguous stimuli (e.g.,
scenarios or images) and asking the supervisor to interpret them, thereby projecting their
underlying feelings onto the situation. More reliably, behavioral observation provides objective
data on the behavioral component of the attitude. This involves systematically recording actual
supervisor-subordinate interactions, noting specific behaviors such as frequency of positive
feedback, time spent mentoring, body language (e.g., openness or avoidance), and fairness in
resource allocation. High inter-rater reliability is essential for ensuring the validity of observed
behavioral data.

Furthermore, multisource feedback systems, or 360-degree evaluations, offer a robust method
for triangulating data related to supervisory attitudes. While the supervisor's self-reported attitude is
one input, the subordinate's perception of the supervisor's attitude is equally vital. Subordinates
provide critical data on how they perceive their supervisor's trust, respect, and fairness through
standardized surveys. Discrepancies between the supervisor's self-reported positive attitude and
the subordinate's reported negative experience often highlight areas where the supervisor's
behavior is inconsistent with their espoused beliefs, or where implicit biases are influencing
interactions. Advanced measurement techniques also incorporate implicit association tests (IATs)
to measure automatic, subconscious associations that supervisors hold regarding different
demographic groups of subordinates, revealing powerful implicit biases that may not surface
through explicit self-report measures.

Antecedents of Negative and Positive Attitudes

The formation of supervisor attitudes is a result of interacting internal and external antecedents.
Internal antecedents relate primarily to the supervisor's own psychological makeup and history.
Supervisors with high levels of Authoritarianism, for instance, tend to favor subordinates who are
compliant, deferential, and strictly adhere to rules, developing negative attitudes toward those who
exhibit independence or challenge authority. Conversely, supervisors high in emotional intelligence
or agreeableness are more likely to develop positive, empathetic attitudes, focusing on
developmental support rather than strict control. Past experiences, particularly prior success or
failure in managing specific types of employees, also heavily influence the development of
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attitudinal schemas, leading supervisors to generalize positive or negative expectations onto new
subordinates who fit similar profiles.

External antecedents relate to the characteristics of the subordinate and the organizational
environment. Subordinate characteristics such as perceived competence, reliability,
agreeableness, and similarity to the supervisor (demographic or personality similarity) are powerful
drivers. The Similarity-Attraction Paradigm suggests that supervisors naturally gravitate toward
and form more positive attitudes toward subordinates who resemble them, fostering trust and
rapport more quickly. However, the most critical external antecedent is the subordinate's
demonstrated performance: consistent high performance almost invariably fosters a positive
attitude, reinforcing beliefs about their capability and commitment. Conversely, chronic low
performance, especially when perceived as controllable by the subordinate, is a potent trigger for
negative supervisory attitudes, often leading to frustration and withdrawal of support.

Organizational context also acts as a significant antecedent. In organizations characterized by high
stress, intense competition, or resource scarcity, supervisors may develop more critical and less
forgiving attitudes as they seek to minimize risk and maximize efficiency under pressure. A strong
organizational culture that values employee development and fairness can mitigate the influence of
individual biases, encouraging supervisors to adopt uniformly positive and supportive attitudes
toward all team members. Conversely, cultures that prioritize outcomes above all else may
inadvertently foster transactional attitudes, where subordinates are viewed merely as means to an
end, leading to depersonalized and potentially negative evaluations when productivity dips. These
environmental factors set the stage, either promoting constructive, developmental attitudes or
fostering critical, evaluative ones.

Behavioral Manifestations and Consequences

Supervisory attitudes are not merely internal states; they translate directly into observable
behaviors that carry significant consequences for the subordinate, the team, and the organization.
Positive attitudes toward a subordinate are manifest in behaviors such as frequent and detailed
positive feedback, delegation of high-profile or challenging assignments, active mentorship,
advocacy for promotions or raises, and the granting of procedural justice and autonomy. These
behaviors create a supportive and motivating work environment, fostering the subordinate's self-
efficacy and job satisfaction. The consequence of such positive attitudinal manifestation is typically
enhanced performance, higher retention rates, and increased organizational commitment from the
subordinate, creating a virtuous cycle of mutual respect and high achievement.

Conversely, negative attitudes manifest in a range of detrimental supervisory behaviors. These
often include micro-aggressions, withholding crucial information or resources, providing vague or
infrequent feedback, engaging in public criticism, avoiding interaction, and assigning undesirable or
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trivial tasks. Perhaps the most damaging behavioral manifestation is the consistent denial of
developmental opportunities, effectively stalling the subordinate's career growth. The
consequences of these negative behaviors are far-reaching: subordinates who perceive their
supervisor holds a negative attitude experience increased job stress, reduced self-esteem, higher
rates of burnout, and decreased organizational citizenship behaviors (OCBs). This often leads to
passive or active withdrawal, manifesting as absenteeism, reduced effort, or even
counterproductive work behaviors (CWBs) aimed at retaliating against the perceived unfairness.

The collective consequences of supervisory attitudes extend beyond individual dyads to influence
the overall team climate and organizational effectiveness. When a supervisor exhibits differential
attitudes--favoring some subordinates while neglecting or criticizing others--it creates deep
divisions and perceptions of inequity within the team. Subordinates who perceive themselves as
victims of the supervisor's negative attitude often engage in social comparisons, leading to
resentment and reduced cooperation with the favored in-group. Over time, a pattern of
predominantly negative supervisory attitudes within a management layer can erode organizational
trust, damage morale, and contribute to a toxic culture characterized by fear and low psychological
safety. Therefore, the measurement and management of these attitudes are not just matters of
interpersonal relations but fundamental requirements for sustaining high-performing, ethical
organizations.

Ethical Dimensions and Fairness Perceptions

The ethical implications of supervisory attitudes are profound, centering primarily on the concepts
of fairness, equity, and procedural justice. When attitudes are based on objective performance and
merit, they generally align with principles of distributive and procedural justice. However, when
attitudes are contaminated by irrelevant factors such as personal bias, demographic similarity, or
implicit prejudice, they constitute a serious ethical breach. Differential treatment stemming from
biased attitudes--favoring one employee over another based on race, gender, age, or personal
affinity rather than competence--undermines the core organizational commitment to equal
opportunity and meritocracy. Such actions are not only legally risky but morally indefensible,
signaling that subjective favoritism trumps objective contribution.

Perceptions of fairness are the immediate psychological consequence of supervisory attitudes and
behavior. Subordinates rigorously monitor their supervisor's actions for evidence of bias, and when
they perceive that the supervisor's attitude is unfairly negative or positively biased toward others,
their sense of organizational justice is severely violated. This violation triggers strong emotional
responses, often leading to deep mistrust of management and cynicism toward organizational
policies. The perception of Interactional Justice--the degree to which employees are treated with
dignity, respect, and sensitivity--is particularly vulnerable to negative supervisory attitudes, as
these attitudes often translate into dismissive or disrespectful interpersonal communication.
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To uphold ethical standards, organizations must actively regulate the formation and expression of
supervisory attitudes. This requires implementing robust accountability mechanisms, bias training,
and transparent decision-making processes regarding promotions, raises, and disciplinary actions.
Ethical leadership demands that supervisors recognize their own cognitive biases and actively
work to maintain a professional, objective, and supportive attitude toward all subordinates,
regardless of personal feelings. The goal is not necessarily to eliminate personal liking or disliking,
which is a natural human response, but to ensure that these affective components do not translate
into unjustifiable behavioral consequences that impede a subordinate's ability to succeed or thrive
within the organization.

Strategies for Cultivating Constructive Attitudes

Cultivating constructive and supportive attitudes toward subordinates requires deliberate
intervention at both the individual supervisor level and the systemic organizational level. At the
individual level, training programs focused on attributional retraining are highly effective. These
programs teach supervisors to identify and challenge their internal biases, encouraging them to
systematically consider external and situational factors before attributing failure solely to a
subordinate's disposition. By promoting a balanced attribution style, supervisors can shift from
punitive, negative attitudes to developmental, problem-solving attitudes focused on identifying
systemic barriers and providing necessary support.

Furthermore, fostering empathy and perspective-taking is a crucial strategy. Supervisors who
are trained to actively imagine the subordinate's viewpoint--understanding their workload, personal
challenges, and career aspirations--are more likely to develop attitudes rooted in respect and
understanding. Techniques such as structured dialogue, role-playing, and mentorship programs
that pair managers with diverse employees can help break down in-group/out-group boundaries
and challenge preconceived negative schemas. The consistent application of high-quality,
developmental feedback, focused on specific behaviors rather than general traits, also reinforces a
positive attitude based on the subordinate's potential for growth rather than past shortcomings.

Organizationally, the most powerful strategy involves embedding fairness and respect into core
managerial competencies and performance evaluations. When supervisors are formally evaluated
and rewarded not just for team output, but also for their ability to demonstrate fair treatment,
develop talent, and maintain positive interpersonal relationships, the incentive structure aligns with
constructive attitudes. Implementing transparent policies regarding performance measurement and
resource allocation minimizes the reliance on subjective judgment, thereby reducing the
opportunity for biased negative attitudes to manifest behaviorally. Ultimately, the organization must
signal that fostering positive, developmental attitudes toward subordinates is not merely a soft skill,
but a strategic imperative directly linked to ethical practice and sustainable competitive advantage.

Psychepedia psychepedia.arabpsychology.com



https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=26689
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

