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Abstract

In this study, we examine the determinants and consequences of impression
management (IM) support in communications between CEOs and journalists,
whereby CEOs of other firms provide positive statements about a focal CEO’s
leadership and strategy and/or external attributions for low performance at the
focal CEO’s firm. Drawing from social exchange theory, our theoretical per-
spective suggests how IM support may result from norms of reciprocity among
corporate leaders. We consider the potential for direct and generalized recipro-
city in the provision of IM support, including generalized reciprocity in which
CEOs who received IM support previously pay the support forward to another
third-party CEO, and a second form of generalized reciprocity in which CEOs
reciprocate IM support to fellow CEOs whom they believe have given similar
support to other CEOs in the past. We also draw from the social psychological
literature on persuasion to suggest why IM support for another CEO may have
a more positive influence on the tenor of journalists’ coverage about the firm’s
leadership than impression management by the CEO about his or her own lead-
ership and strategy. We test our hypotheses with data from large and mid-
sized public U.S. companies from 1999 to 2007, including original survey data
from a large sample of CEOs and journalists. The results supported our hypoth-
eses, and additional findings suggested that the apparent effects of impression
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management by leaders and staff about their own firms following a negative
earnings surprise may be partially attributable to the effects of IM support.

Keywords: corporate governance, top management, upper echelons theory,
impression management, social influence

Impression management has long been recognized as an important aspect of
corporate leadership (Selznick, 1957; Pfeffer, 1981). A large and growing litera-
ture in organization theory and strategy has examined how corporate leaders
manage the impressions of organizational constituents in the wake of image-
threatening events, such as the disclosure of low firm performance, accidents,
or bankruptcy, or following the announcement of controversial policies such as
generous CEO pay plans or corporate diversification (e.g., Sutton and Callahan,
1987; Marcus and Goodman, 1991; Elsbach, 1994, 2003; Bansal and Clelland,
2004). A number of studies have provided evidence that leaders often seek to
reassure external constituents about the quality of a firm’s leadership following
the disclosure of low corporate earnings by making ‘‘external performance attri-
butions’’ in annual reports and press releases that attribute the disappointing
results to uncontrollable factors in the industry and macroeconomic environ-
ment (e.g., Staw, McKechnie, and Puffer, 1983; Salancik and Meindl, 1984; for
a review, see Elsbach, 2003). Other studies have shown how managers
attempt to allay or avoid concerns about their leadership by framing controver-
sial policies and strategies as necessary responses to external pressures in the
competitive or institutional environment, or as serving the interests of share-
holders or other key constituents (e.g., Elsbach, 1994; Westphal and Zajac,
1994; Wade, Porac, and Pollack, 1997; Arndt and Bigelow, 2000; Westphal and
Bednar, 2008; Westphal and Graebner, 2010). Useem (1982, 1984: 87–91) also
suggested that corporate leaders of large firms, in communicating with journal-
ists and government officials, sometimes work to promote and defend the
interests of ‘‘big business’’ and the capitalist ‘‘system’’ of which they are a
part.

While this literature has yielded important insights about the tactics that
executives and other spokespersons use to manage the impressions of exter-
nal audiences about a firm’s leadership and performance prospects, it has not
addressed a major limitation to the effectiveness of impression management
that has been identified in the larger literature on social influence. In particular,
as social psychologists and organizational behavior scholars have long acknowl-
edged, the influence target often perceives impression management tactics as
self-serving, which tends to limit their credibility and persuasiveness
(Schlenker, 1980; Jones and Pittman, 1982; Schlenker and Weigold, 1992;
Leary, 2004; Lam, Huang, and Snape, 2007). The social psychological literature
on persuasion similarly suggests that, given some level of ex ante uncertainty
about the accuracy of a persuasive message, people tend to consider the com-
municator’s apparent motive when evaluating the message. To the extent that
the communicator stands to benefit from the act of persuasion, the audience
will tend to give less credence to the message and will be less likely to act on
it (Eagly, Wood, and Chaiken, 1978; Petty and Wegener, 1999; Crano and
Prislin, 2006). These literatures would seem to suggest a limitation to the
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efficacy of corporate leaders’ impression management. Many of the impression
management tactics that have been examined in the prior literature on corpo-
rate leadership, such as external attributions for low performance or justifica-
tions for controversial policies may be perceived by constituents as attempts
by corporate leaders to protect the reputation of their firms and their own repu-
tations as leaders. As a result, these communications may often lack credibility
with a firm’s constituents, who may discount them to some degree in making
judgments about a firm’s leadership.

There is, however, a form of impression management that is likely to be per-
ceived by a firm’s constituents as less self-serving than forms of impression
management that have been the focus of prior research on corporate leaders.
Corporate leaders may manage impressions about the leadership of particular
other firms. In speaking with journalists, analysts, and certain other external
constituents, corporate leaders sometimes make positive statements about
the leadership of other firms, or make attributions about the performance of
those firms that reflect well on their leaders. During preliminary interviews we
conducted with top managers in preparation for this study, one CEO noted,

it is not uncommon for CEOs to put in a good word about other CEOs in their conver-
sations with journalists . . . saying that the CEO has a good strategy and has done a
good job leading the company. Or saying the CEO has led the company well through
some difficult industry conditions.

Another CEO added,

CEOs will sometimes have positive things to say about another CEO to reporters.
The media is naturally prone to blaming [disappointing earnings] on the CEO. It helps
to have [another CEO suggest] that tough industry conditions or the economy have
something to do with it, or a lot to do with it.

Such communications, which typically include positive statements about a
CEO’s leadership and strategy and/or external attributions for low performance
at the CEO’s firm, constitute impression management support (hereafter ‘‘IM
support’’). The content of IM support parallels the content of impression man-
agement by corporate leaders on behalf of themselves and their firms, which
likewise includes external attributions for relatively low firm performance
(Staw, McKechnie, and Puffer, 1983; Salancik and Meindl, 1984) and positive
claims about leadership and strategy (Westphal and Deephouse, 2011). Our
interviews suggested that IM support is typically provided by CEOs of other
firms in the same industry, broadly defined (e.g., competitors, buyers or suppli-
ers), as such CEOs can speak credibly to journalists about a focal CEO’s leader-
ship and the causes of firm performance. In the financial community, for
example, industry-specific knowledge and expertise is presumed to be neces-
sary to make informed attributions about firm performance (Reingold, 2006).
As a result, attributions about a firm’s performance by CEOs in the same indus-
try are far more credible to financial analysts and other members of the finan-
cial community than performance attributions by managers in other industries.
Because the financial community is an important audience for journalists who
cover earnings disclosures (Dyck and Zingales, 2002; Joe, Louis, and Robinson,
2009), such journalists tend to strongly prefer CEOs in the same industry as
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sources in writing these stories (Gans, 1979; Shoemaker and Reese, 1996).
Thus, in reporting on an earnings disclosure, journalists tend not to solicit the
opinions of CEOs in other industries, and such CEOs tend not to offer their
assessments, knowing that they would not be viewed as a credible source.

In this study, we investigate the determinants and consequences of IM sup-
port in communications between CEOs and journalists. The first part of our
theoretical framework draws from social exchange theory to suggest how IM
support may reflect norms of reciprocity among corporate leaders. In particular,
we consider how IM support may result from (1) direct reciprocity in which
CEOs who have received IM support from another CEO in the past tend to
reciprocate the favor by providing their benefactor with similar such support
when needed, (2) generalized reciprocity in which CEOs who received IM
support in the past are more likely to provide similar support to another (third)
CEO, and (3) a distinct form of generalized reciprocity known as fairness-based
selective giving, wherein CEOs provide IM support for fellow CEOs whom
they believe have given similar support to other corporate leaders in the past.
Figure 1 depicts the three social exchange mechanisms in our framework, and
table 1 includes specific examples of IM support from our interviews illustrating
each form of reciprocity. Although in principle CEOs could engage in IM
support in a strategic attempt to forge ties with other corporate leaders, in the
present study, we focus on impression management that reflects normative
obligations in social exchange relationships. Our theory suggests that when the
three forms of social exchange are considered together, norms of reciprocity
emerge as an important determinant of impression management behavior. The
second portion of our framework addresses the consequences of IM support.
We draw from the social psychological literature on persuasion to suggest why
IM support for another CEO may have a more positive influence on the tenor
of journalist coverage about the firm’s leadership than impression management
by the CEO about his or her own leadership, strategy, and performance.

On one level, this study identifies and examines a form of impression
management by corporate leaders that has received little if any scholarly atten-
tion in the literature, namely, impression management by corporate leaders
about the leadership of particular other firms. A primary contribution of our
study to the literature on organizational impression management and the larger
literature on social influence is to develop theory regarding why this particular

Figure 1. Different social exchange mechanisms in the provision of impression management

support.

H1: Direct reciprocity 
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Table 1. Examples of Impression Management Support

Direct reciprocity Chain-generalized reciprocity Fairness-based selective giving

Examples from interviews*

In April 1997 a mid-sized food

processing company reported

earnings that were below analysts’

consensus estimates. The firm’s

CEO noted, ‘‘I was speaking with [a

reporter at a major newspaper] a

few days later, and he told me that

[the CEO of a large food retailer] had

some nice things to say about my

strategy and that he [the CEO]

made it clear that difficult industry

conditions had a lot to do with the

earnings.’’ He added that ‘‘a little

more than a year later he [the CEO

of the food retailer] was in the same

boat. I did feel obliged to put in a

good word for him. He did it for

me.’’ He went on, ‘‘so a few days

after the announcement I told a

reporter [from a major newspaper]

that the weak earnings at [the firm]

are entirely due to very difficult

industry conditions, including a big

increase in raw materials [prices],

labor costs especially. It’s not a

leadership problem . . . [the CEO]

has a good strategy, he’s made the

right decisions.’’

In October 1996 a mid-sized

construction company reported

earnings that were below analysts’

consensus estimates. The CEO

recalled, ‘‘I heard from a few places

that [the CEO of a large forest and

paper products company] made some

comments to a reporter to the effect

that the earnings shouldn’t be blamed

on us [the top executive team], that

we had set a good strategic course.

My CFO told me, and the reporter

himself mentioned it.’’ He noted, ‘‘I

was talking to a journalist about the

state of the industry [in the

subsequent earnings season] and [a

different paper products company]

had just reported weak earnings [that

were below analysts’ consensus

estimates], and I took a minute to help

the reporter see that it was mainly a

result of unforeseeable changes in the

economics of the industry . . . the

CEO was doing the right things.’’

[When asked why:] ‘‘Someone had

recently helped me in that situation,

so I should help him.’’

The CEO of a large

telecommunications company

recalled a case in which a large

entertainment company reported

earnings that were below consensus

forecasts. He noted that the CEO

‘‘had defended other CEOs in the

same predicament more than once.

[Another telecommunications

company] had reported unexpectedly

low earnings, and he essentially told

[a prominent reporter] that it wasn’t

the CEO’s fault. [When asked to

elaborate:] He helped explain why

problems in the industry were the

main reason [for unexpectedly low

earnings]. He did the same thing for

[another entertainment company],

and then he did it again for [another

telecommunications company]. So

then when his own company turned

in the [negative earnings surprise], I

put in a good word for him with [a

journalist at a major periodical].

[When asked why:] ‘‘Like I said, I

knew he had put in a good word for

other CEOs a couple times in the

past. I thought someone should put

in a good word for him now. He

came to others’ defense. It just

wouldn’t seem right not to come to

his defense now.’’ When asked how

he heard about the prior supportive

statements by other CEOs, he noted

that ‘‘in this case I heard from a

variety of sources, other managers

and a reporter. It was well known.’’

Press mentions

‘‘[A large food retailer] reported

earnings of 23 cents per share,

sharply below analysts’ consensus

forecast. [The CEO of a mid-sized

food processing company] attributed

the disappointing performance to

difficult industry conditions: ‘They’ve

seen an increase in labor costs and

raw materials prices. I think they

have a good strategy in place.’’’

‘‘The unexpectedly low earnings at [a

large forest and paper products

company] appeared to result in large

part from changes in the industry

that occurred over a short period of

time. According to [the CEO of a

large construction company],

‘Management has been taking the

right actions all along. This is a case

of declining demand that no one

anticipated.’’’

‘‘[A large entertainment company]

reported a 25 percent drop in first-

quarter profits. Net income dropped

to 19 cents a share, below the

consensus analyst forecast. [The

CEO of a large telecommunications

company] attributed the slide in

profits to ‘‘challenging

macroeconomic conditions,’’ adding

that the ‘‘CEO had a sound

strategy.’’

*Examples are derived from our preliminary interviews with current or former CEOs from companies in the study

population (i.e., large and mid-sized public U.S. companies with more than $100 million in sales). All names are

omitted to ensure the confidentiality of responses.
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form of impression management is likely to be more persuasive to constituents
than forms of impression management that have been the focus of prior
research and may therefore have an especially positive influence on constitu-
ents’ opinions about firms and their leaders. In particular, we theorize that IM
support is likely to be relatively effective as a form of social influence because
it should be perceived as less self-serving than impression management by cor-
porate leaders about their own leadership, strategy, and performance and may
therefore be relatively credible and persuasive to important firm constituents.
In addition, our study identifies a novel category of determinants of impression
management behavior. Prior research has focused primarily on organization-
level factors (e.g., low firm performance) and individual-level factors (e.g.,
personality attributes) as determinants of impression management and has
given little consideration to how such behavior may reflect social exchange pro-
cesses within or between organizations. Accordingly, our theory also contri-
butes to the social influence literature by revealing how different forms of
social exchange can influence the propensity for corporate leaders to engage in
impression management.

SOCIAL EXCHANGE AND IMPRESSION MANAGEMENT SUPPORT

The Role of Direct Reciprocity

Our social exchange perspective suggests that a focal CEO will be more likely
to provide IM support for another CEO when the latter has provided such
support to the focal CEO in the past. Direct reciprocation of this kind is com-
pelled by the norm of reciprocity, which is a nearly universal code of moral con-
duct (Gouldner, 1960). An interdisciplinary literature on ‘‘inequity aversion’’
indicates that most people exhibit a psychological aversion to over-benefitting
or under-benefitting from social relationships and will sacrifice material
resources or non-material resources such as time to avoid such inequity (Fehr
and Schmidt, 1999; Camerer and Fehr, 2004; Johansson and Svedsater, 2009).
Studies have shown that when people receive specific forms of help from
another person, such as verbal support in the face of criticism, they tend to
exhibit psychological ‘‘distress’’ at the prospect of not providing similar help
when their benefactor is in the same predicament (Vaananen et al., 2005). As a
result, when an individual receives help from another person, he or she will be
motivated to return the service when given the opportunity, to avoid the psy-
chological distress that is created by over-benefitting from the relationship. In
the present context, therefore, CEOs who have received IM support from
another CEO should feel normatively and psychologically compelled to recipro-
cate the favor by providing their benefactor with similar support when given
the opportunity to do so.

In some circumstances, the norm of reciprocity may be bolstered by instru-
mental motives to reciprocate, as individuals reciprocate favors to increase
the probability of receiving more favors in the future (Blau, 1964; Deckop,
Cirka, and Anderson, 2003). But there is growing evidence from the experi-
mental literature that such instrumental motives tend to be weaker determi-
nants of reciprocation than the perceived social obligation to reciprocate,
especially when the favor in question involves helping another person cope
with a significant problem (Fehr, Fischbacher, and Gächter, 2002; Gintis
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et al., 2003; Vaananen et al., 2005). In explaining these findings, psycholo-
gists have suggested that people tend to discount the present value of future
helping behavior by another social actor, in part because systematic cognitive
biases related to overconfidence and overoptimism lead individuals to under-
estimate the likelihood that they will need future help in dealing with a signifi-
cant problem. At the same time, there is evidence that norms of reciprocity
and the resulting psychological aversion to over-benefitting from social rela-
tionships have an especially strong effect on the propensity for individuals to
reciprocate help in dealing with a significant personal or professional prob-
lem. A number of studies indicate that most people will reciprocate such
helping behavior without any prospect of receiving further help in the future,
as in one-shot exchanges between strangers, and at significant costs to
themselves (Hoffman, McCabe, and Smith, 1998; Webster et al., 1999; Fehr,
Fischbacher, and Gächter, 2002).

In the present context, norms of reciprocity and psychological aversion to
inequity should induce CEOs to reciprocate the provision of IM support.
Specifically, CEOs who have received IM support from another CEO following
the disclosure of low corporate earnings should tend to reciprocate the favor
by providing their benefactor with such support when given the opportunity
(i.e., following the disclosure of low earnings at the benefactor’s firm). We
expect reciprocation of IM support that occurs in response to unexpectedly
low earnings or a ‘‘negative earnings surprise’’—earnings below consensus
forecasts of security analysts (Hirshleifer et al., 2008)—because prior
research indicates that the risk of negative media coverage about firms,
including negative statements about firms’ leadership or unfavorable perfor-
mance attributions by journalists is especially high following a negative earn-
ings surprise (Westphal and Deephouse, 2011). Negative earnings surprises
prompt members of the financial community to assess the causes of the
unexpectedly low performance (Barron, Byard, and Yu, 2008), and journalists
seek to inform those assessments (Gans, 1979). As a result, journalists are
more likely to report on firms’ leadership and strategy following these
events. Moreover, there is inherent uncertainty about the degree to which
negative earnings surprises are attributable to internal causes such as firms’
leadership and strategy versus external causes such as uncontrollable
changes in the industry environment, creating the opportunity for social influ-
ence by corporate leaders. At the same time, social psychological perspec-
tives on corporate leadership suggest that in the absence of social influence,
journalists and other external constituents are predisposed to attribute firms’
performance (whether positive or negative) to corporate leaders, and to the
CEO in particular as the most visible figurehead of the firm (Salancik and
Meindl, 1984; Meindl, Ehrlich, and Dukerich, 1985; Hayward, Rindova, and
Pollock, 2004). Accordingly, IM support following a negative earnings sur-
prise is likely to be especially helpful to CEOs and thus especially likely to be
viewed as a favor that should be reciprocated when the opportunity arises.
This leads to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): A CEO (A) who previously received IM support from a fellow
CEO (B) following a negative earnings surprise at A’s firm will be more likely to
provide IM support to B following a negative earnings surprise at B’s firm.

Westphal et al. 7
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The Role of Generalized Reciprocity

Social exchange theory suggests that generalized reciprocity can extend
beyond dyadic exchange. Contemporary typologies of social exchange include
three main forms of generalized reciprocity, two of which could help explain IM
support among corporate leaders. The first, potentially relevant form of general-
ized exchange is so-called ‘‘chain-generalized reciprocity,’’ in which a social
actor A helps another actor B, who in turn ‘‘pays it forward’’ by helping a third
actor C (Lévi-Strauss, 1969; Ekeh, 1974: 53; Takahashi, 2000; Molm, Collett,
and Schaefer, 2007; Baker and Levine, 2010). Such reciprocity has been impli-
cated in a wide range of helping behaviors, from mentoring (e.g., a senior
colleague mentoring a junior colleague as he or she was mentored) to donating
blood, to journal reviewing. Social exchange theory suggests that the diffusion
of helping behaviors can result from generalized norms of reciprocity in which
individuals who have received a particular kind of help feel obligated to help
others as they were helped when the opportunity to provide aid presents itself
(Ekeh, 1974; Uehara, 1990; Westphal and Zajac, 1997; Takahashi, 2000). As
noted above, research on inequity aversion has shown that most people are
psychologically predisposed to avoid over-benefitting or under-benefitting from
their social relationships (Fehr and Schmidt, 1999; Camerer and Fehr, 2004;
Johansson and Svedsater, 2009). One kind of social inequity is to receive a
particular form of help from one’s peers and then fail to provide such help to
others when given the opportunity (Vaananen et al., 2005). Most people feel
psychological distress or guilt from such inequity and are motivated to avoid it
(Huseman, Hatfield, and Miles, 1987; Vaananen et al., 2005). Thus inequity
aversion is a social psychological mechanism by which generalized norms of
reciprocity promote the spread of helping behavior in a population. The poten-
tial for inequity aversion to motivate helping is illustrated by the following quote
from our preliminary interviews:

I felt compelled to put in a good word for him with [a journalist]. Someone did that
for me a couple years ago in the same situation, so I felt like I should do it for him.
[When asked why he felt compelled:] Again, someone helped me in the same situa-
tion. It wouldn’t feel right not to take the opportunity to help this guy. I’d feel guilty in
a way.

A growing, interdisciplinary literature on generalized reciprocity has provided
fairly robust evidence that people who receive a favor from another social actor
are more likely to perform that favor for a third actor when given the opportu-
nity, even when helping requires the sacrifice of material or other resources
(e.g., time) without any prospect of receiving further benefits (as in one-shot,
unilateral exchanges between strangers, or when givers and receivers are
anonymous) (e.g., Gintis et al., 2003; Greiner and Levati, 2005; Stanca, 2009;
Baker and Levine, 2010). Social exchange theory suggests that the frequency
of such reciprocity is likely to be especially high when there is a common basis
for social identification among actors, as when they occupy a similar social role
or are members of the same community (Ekeh, 1974; Buchan, Croson, and
Dawes, 2002; Flynn, 2005; Lawler, Thye, and Yoon, 2008). Research on corpo-
rate elites has provided extensive qualitative evidence, as well as recent large-
sample survey evidence, that CEOs of large companies tend to socially identify
with each other, at least to some degree, as fellow corporate leaders (Useem
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and Karabel, 1986; O’Reilly, Main, and Crystal, 1988; McDonald and Westphal,
2010). Accordingly, generalized reciprocity may occur on a relatively frequent
basis among CEOs of large companies.

Thus theory and research on social exchange suggests that CEOs who have
received a particular form of help from a fellow CEO should be more inclined to
provide such help to another (third) CEO when given the opportunity. In particu-
lar, CEOs who have received IM support from a fellow CEO following the dis-
closure of negative earnings will be more likely to provide such support to
another CEO following the disclosure of negative earnings at the other CEO’s
firm. As discussed above, IM support should occur most frequently among
CEOs in the same industry. This leads to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 (H2): A CEO (A) who previously received IM support from a fellow
CEO (B) following a negative earnings surprise at A’s firm will be more likely to
provide IM support to another CEO (C) in the same industry following a negative
earnings surprise at C’s firm.

Contemporary typologies of social exchange include a second form of gener-
alized reciprocity in which the provision of help by one social actor A to another
actor B is reciprocated by a third actor C. In this scenario, C feels obligated to
help A to the extent that A has provided similar help to others in the past. This
form of reciprocity has been characterized as ‘‘fairness-based selective giving,’’
or social indirect reciprocity (Takahashi, 2000, 2005; Penner et al., 2005;
Stanca, 2009; Baker and Levine, 2010: 5).1 The literature on inequity aversion
indicates that most people are psychologically predisposed to avoid or reduce
social inequity, not only in their own relationships but also in relationships
among their peers (Camerer and Fehr, 2004; Johansson and Svedsater, 2009).
One such inequity is when a peer who has helped others in the past does not
receive similar help from his or her peers when needed. Research indicates
that most people feel cognitive dissonance when exposed to social inequities
of this kind, and they feel psychological distress or guilt when they do not take
opportunities to redress or avoid such inequities (Walster, Berscheid, and
Walster, 1973; Johansson and Svedsater, 2009). Such inequity aversion pro-
vides the foundation for fairness-based selective giving. There is growing evi-
dence that people are more likely to help a peer in need when they believe that
the peer has provided similar help to others in the past, even when helping
requires the sacrifice of material or other resources without any expectation of
receiving further benefits (as in anonymous, unilateral exchanges) (Gintis et al.,
2003; Seinen and Schram, 2006; Stanca, 2009; Baker and Levine, 2010).

This literature would also suggest that people are especially likely to engage
in fairness-based helping toward peers or comparison others with whom they
can socially identify (e.g., individuals who occupy the same or similar social

1 Contemporary typologies of social exchange include a third form of generalized reciprocity

referred to as ‘‘net generalized exchange’’ or ‘‘group-generalized exchange,’’ in which group mem-

bers explicitly coordinate and pool their resources such that individuals donate to the group sequen-

tially (e.g., car pools), or the group collectively gives to individual members sequentially (e.g., a

gathering of villagers to build a barn for each person, one at a time) (Ekeh, 1974; Bearman, 1997;

Takahashi, 2000, 2005). We do not expect group-generalized exchange to occur in the corporate

elite, at least with respect to IM support, because a mechanism does not exist whereby all elites

can easily organize and explicitly coordinate their impression management activity sequentially.
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roles) (Walster, Berscheid, and Walster, 1973; Johansson and Svedsater,
2009). As discussed above, there is considerable evidence that CEOs of large
companies tend to view each other as peers and are prone to socially identify
with each other as fellow corporate leaders. Thus we expect that fairness-
based helping could occur among members of the corporate elite and may be
manifested in the provision of IM support among corporate CEOs. Specifically,
CEOs should be more likely to provide IM support for fellow CEOs whom they
believe have provided similar support for other corporate leaders in the past.
The potential for inequity aversion to motivate IM support in this way is illu-
strated by the following quote from our interviews: ‘‘I knew he had put in a
good word for other CEOs a couple times in the past. I thought someone
should put in a good word for him now. He came to others’ defense. It just
wouldn’t seem right not to come to his defense now.’’ Overall, our theory leads
to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3 (H3): A CEO (A) will be more likely to provide IM support to another
CEO (B) in the same industry following a negative earnings surprise at B’s firm to
the extent that A is aware of instances in which B has previously provided IM sup-
port to other CEOs.

IM Support and Journalists’ Reporting

As noted above, social influence theorists have acknowledged that impression
management is less likely to be effective to the extent that it appears self-
serving to the influence target. According to the elaboration likelihood model of
persuasion, given some level of ex ante uncertainty about the accuracy of a
persuasive message, the perceived self-interest of the communicator is a pri-
mary heuristic cue in assessing the veridicality or trustworthiness of the mes-
sage (Crano and Prislin, 2006; Durantini et al., 2006; Petty and Brinol, 2008).
The greater the extent to which a stated opinion appears to be motivated by
self-interest, the more people are likely to reflect on counterarguments and
seek out other points of view (Crano and Prislin, 2006; Reinhard and Messner,
2009). In fact, this literature indicates that people tend to over-utilize perceived
self-interest as an indicator of a message’s validity. To economize on cognitive
effort and attention, most people reflexively devote less cognitive scrutiny to
persuasive messages to the extent that the communicator is not obviously
motivated by self-interest, or there is not a relatively strong and salient ulterior
motive for the communication, even when the message is one-sided and they
(members of the audience) have a material incentive to form an accurate judg-
ment (Petty and Wegener, 1999; Durantini et al., 2006).

Moreover, people are especially likely to rely on the level of perceived self-
interest of the communicator as a heuristic cue when they face knowledge
asymmetries about the subject (Petty and Wegener, 1999). In the present con-
text, journalists face knowledge asymmetries vis-à-vis CEOs in assessing the
quality of firms’ leadership and in making attributions about firms’ performance,
and they normally have significant constraints on the time and attention that
they can devote to any one story (Tuchman, 1972; Gans, 1979; Cose, 1989;
Shoemaker and Reese, 1996; Wiesenfeld, Wurthmann, and Hambrick, 2008).
Thus CEOs’ communications are especially useful to journalists in assessing
the quality of firms’ leadership and making attributions about firms’
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performance, rather than relying on their own, less expert opinion or incurring
the costs of gathering additional information. At the same time, knowledge
asymmetries make journalists vulnerable to misleading statements by CEOs.
The persuasion literature would suggest that, under such conditions, journalists
are especially likely to use the level of apparent self-interest of the CEO as a
heuristic cue of the reliability of the CEO’s assessment. The less the CEO has
an obvious self-interest in persuading the journalist about the quality of a firm’s
leadership or the causes of a firm’s performance, the more inherently credible
the CEO will be to the journalist, the less critical scrutiny the journalist will tend
to devote to the persuasive message or to seeking out opposing points of
view, and consequently the more weight the journalist will ultimately give to
the CEO’s account in reporting on the firm’s leadership and performance.
Ethnographic studies of journalistic practice in the sociology and communica-
tion literatures also indicate that journalists evaluate the quality of a source
based largely on its apparent objectivity (Tuchman, 1972; Shoemaker and
Reese, 1996; Croteau and Hoynes, 2003). Thus journalists are less likely to rely
on the assessment of a CEO to the extent that the CEO’s judgment would
appear obviously self-serving to important audiences (e.g., editors and readers).

Whereas CEOs have a relatively strong self-interest in persuading journalists
about the quality of their own leadership and strategy, and in making external
attributions for the low performance of their firms, they have a relatively less
obvious self-interest in persuading journalists about the quality of other CEOs’
leadership and strategies, or in making external attributions for other firms’ low
performance. There is evidence from the social psychological literature on help-
ing that people tend to systematically underestimate the extent to which vari-
ous forms of social support provided to other social actors are motivated by
self-interest (Davis and Maitner, 2010). In making attributions about the extent
to which supportive behaviors reflect self-serving motives, people tend to
focus primarily on direct or immediate benefits to a focal actor from giving sup-
port to another social actor, while giving less consideration to indirect or longer-
term benefits of providing support (Penner et al., 2005; Fiske and Taylor, 2008;
Davis and Maitner, 2010). Given that the potential benefits to a CEO of making
positive statements about the leadership and strategy of another firm are likely
to be more indirect and less immediate than the potential benefits of managing
impressions about the CEO’s own leadership and strategy, social psychological
perspectives on social support would suggest that positive statements by
CEOs about the leadership and strategy of another firm may appear less self-
serving and thus have greater credibility in the eyes of journalists than positive
statements or external performance attributions by CEOs about their own
firms. As a result, our theoretical argument would suggest that IM support as
conceptualized above will have a more positive influence on the tenor of jour-
nalists’ reporting than CEOs’ impression management about their own firms.
Specifically, such support will be especially effective in reducing the propensity
for journalists to make negative statements about a CEO’s leadership and strat-
egy or external attributions for low performance of the CEO’s firm. Moreover,
IM support should be especially likely to reduce the negativity of journalists’
coverage following the disclosure of negative earnings surprises, because, as
noted above, the risk of negative coverage about a firm’s leadership is espe-
cially high after a negative earnings surprise. This leads to a final hypothesis
about the relationship between IM support and the negativity of journalists’
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reporting about the firm’s leadership following a negative earnings surprise,
wherein less negative reporting is indicated by fewer negative statements
made by the journalist about the firm’s leadership and more external attribu-
tions for low firm performance.

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Impression management provided by other CEOs in the same
industry toward a journalist who covers the focal CEO’s firm will reduce the nega-
tivity of the journalist’s subsequent reporting about the firm’s leadership following
a negative earnings surprise to a greater extent than impression management by
the focal CEO.

METHOD

Sample and Data Collection

The population for this study included CEOs at large- and mid-sized public U.S.
companies with more than $100 million in sales, as listed in the Reference
USA index. The initial sample frame included 800 CEOs who responded to a
1998 survey on corporate governance. K-S tests indicated that these CEOs
were representative of CEOs in the larger population on each of the archival
variables in our study, discussed below. Three hundred and sixty-seven of
these CEOs (46 percent) agreed to participate in the study, which involved
responding to questionnaires about their communications with journalists,
other executives, and constituents from 1999 to 2007. We measured IM
support with survey responses from both potential support providers and recei-
vers. As noted above, our preliminary interviews suggested that IM support
may be provided by CEOs of competitors, CEOs of firms in buyer industries
(i.e., current or potential buyers), or CEOs of firms in supplier industries (see
Appendix for further details). Thus we also sent questionnaires to CEOs of
firms in the population that are competitors, buyers, or suppliers of firms with a
participating CEO. Industry was defined by the two-digit SIC code, and poten-
tial buyer and supplier firms were identified using input-output accounts data
generated by the Bureau of Economic Analysis. To measure IM support, we
sent surveys to these CEOs at regular intervals surrounding each earnings dis-
closure by firms with a participating CEO (i.e., just prior to an earnings disclo-
sure, two weeks after the disclosure, and four weeks after the disclosure)
during the study period. The average response rate to these surveys was 41
percent and did not change significantly during the study period.

We also surveyed journalists at the same regular intervals surrounding each
earnings disclosure by firms in the sample: just prior to the disclosure, two
weeks after the disclosure, and four weeks after the disclosure. For each earn-
ings disclosure, we identified journalists from major news and business publica-
tions in the U.S., as listed in Factiva and LexisNexis (Pollock and Rindova,
2003), who had reported on the firm making the disclosure during the 12
months prior to disclosure. We also identified journalists from daily newspapers
in a city in which the focal firm was headquartered or had significant operations
who had reported on the firm during the 12 months prior to disclosure. From
this set of journalists, we surveyed up to three individuals for each earnings dis-
closure; if more than three journalists covered a particular firm, three were ran-
domly selected to receive surveys (see Appendix for further detail). The
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average response rate to these surveys was 42 percent and did not change sig-
nificantly during the study period.

We used Heckman models to test for sample selection bias (Heckman and
Borjas, 1980). The selection equation estimates the likelihood of responding
to the survey, and the inverse Mills ratio is included in a second-stage equa-
tion that estimates the hypothesized relationships. The selection equation
included independent and control variables measured with archival data, as
well as variables that explain variation in the survey process. The selection
parameter was consistently non-significant, and the hypothesized results
were not substantively different from those presented below, providing evi-
dence that nonresponse bias does not threaten the validity of our results.
We used standard sources for our archival measures, and these are summar-
ized in the Appendix.

Measures

Low earnings relative to consensus forecasts (negative earnings
surprise). In the primary analyses, we measured negative earnings surprises
by calculating the difference between a focal firm’s most recently reported
quarterly earnings and the median forecasted earnings for the same period
among all analysts who covered the firm (Kasznik and Lev, 1995; Barron,
Byard, and Yu, 2008; Hirshleifer et al., 2008). This value was adjusted by the
firm’s stock price at the end of the most recent quarter (Kasznik and Lev, 1995;
Barron, Byard, and Yu, 2008). The variable was inverted so that higher values
indicate more negative earnings relative to consensus forecasts and was set to
zero when earnings were above forecasts. In separate analyses, we (1) used a
dichotomous variable coded ‘‘1’’ if earnings were below consensus forecasts,
(2) used the raw values, unadjusted for stock price, (3) controlled for earnings
above forecasts, and (4) controlled for the average reported earnings of com-
petitors. The hypothesized results were substantively unchanged in each of
these models.

Journalists’ reporting about the company. To measure the negativity of
journalists’ reporting in tests of H4, we identified all articles written by journal-
ists in the sample during the four-month period following the period in which
IM support was measured that mentioned a firm or CEO in the sample. We
also coded such articles in the prior two-year period in developing controls for
prior journalists’ reporting. Three coders independently assessed each article.
The coders had substantially different backgrounds, permitting a stronger test
of interrater reliability (Weber, 1985). In the primary analysis, the recording unit
was the sentence. In line with recent content analyses of journalists’ reports,
each sentence referring to a company or CEO in the sample was coded as pos-
itive, negative, or neutral (Deephouse, 2000; Pollock and Rindova, 2003).
Coders then determined whether each negative statement referred to the lead-
ership or strategy of the firm. We summed the number of such statements in
articles by the focal journalist over the specified time period and compared the
resulting measures across the three coders. The intraclass correlation coeffi-
cient (ICC) was .92, indicating high interrater reliability. Coders also judged
whether each statement represented an external attribution for low firm
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performance, using coding instructions based on Staw, McKechnie, and
Puffer’s (1983) procedure for identifying external attributions in annual reports
(also Westphal and Deephouse, 2011). Again we summed the number of exter-
nal attributions in articles by the focal journalist over the specified time period
and compared the resulting measures across the three coders. There was a
similarly high level of interrater reliability (ICC = .93).

We tried many variations of this coding procedure to assess the robustness
of our results. For example, the results were robust to (1) alternative recording
units, including the paragraph, the ‘‘point,’’ or the entire article; (2) measuring
the negativity of each journalist’s statement using either a 4-point Likert-type
scale or the Janis-Fadner coefficient of imbalance; and (3) measuring the nega-
tivity of journalists’ reporting over various time windows. While in the primary
analyses, we used a two-month window (i.e., two months following the period
in which IM support was measured), the results were substantively unchanged
using shorter or longer windows (e.g., two weeks, one month, three months,
or four months).

IM support. We developed multi-item scales to assess the extent to which
CEOs provided IM support over specific time periods (see Appendix for scale
items). The scales were designed to capture key dimensions of IM support
identified in our preliminary interviews and discussed in our theoretical argu-
ment. Specific items prompted CEOs to indicate the number of instances in
which they made positive statements about another CEO’s leadership to jour-
nalists, for example, ‘‘In communicating with a journalist [over specified time
period], did you make positive remarks about [alter’s] leadership? . . . How
many times? [Specify journalist(s) and date(s)]’’, and external attributions for
low performance of another CEO’s firm, for instance, ‘‘In communicating with
a journalist [over specified time period], did you suggest that low firm perfor-
mance at [alter’s firm] can be attributed to uncontrollable factors in the industry
or macroeconomic environment? . . . How many times? [Specify journalist(s)
and date(s)]’’. The scales also included items that assess whether CEOs
intended to manage the impressions of constituents about another CEO in
making external performance attributions and positive statements about the
CEO’s leadership to journalists, for example, ‘‘In communicating with a journal-
ist [over specified time period], did you make the case that low firm perfor-
mance at [alter’s firm] cannot be attributed to firm strategy, mainly to help
bolster [alter’s] image with firm constituents? . . . How many times? [Specify
journalist(s) and date(s)]’’. Respondents answered these questions separately
for each CEO in their industry with whom they were familiar (including CEOs
of potential buyer and supplier firms). Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) indi-
cated that the IM support items loaded on the same factor as expected, with-
out loading on other factors in the measurement model, and the standardized
validity coefficients were highly significant for all scale items. The alpha for the
scale was also acceptably high (.89).

Participating (‘‘focal’’) CEOs answered these questions on a quarterly basis
during the study period. As noted above, we also surveyed CEOs of competi-
tors, buyers, or suppliers of a focal CEO’s firm at regular intervals surrounding
earnings disclosures by the focal firm (i.e., just prior to an earnings disclosure,
two weeks after the disclosure, and four weeks after the disclosure). Thus
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CEOs responded to the questions about IM support for each of these time
intervals.

As discussed further below, the unit of analysis in models of IM support is
the CEO dyad (i.e., dyadic combinations of a focal CEO and other CEOs in the
same industry). The dependent variable in these models is the number of
instances of IM support provided by a focal CEO for another CEO (‘‘alter’’)—as
reported by the focal CEO—following the disclosure of quarterly earnings at
alter’s firm. In the primary analysis, we measured IM support for the two-week
period following earnings disclosures, while controlling for support in the prior
period. Separate analyses indicated that the results were robust to alternative
time windows, including one week and four weeks following an earnings
disclosure. For H1, which predicted direct reciprocity of IM support, the inde-
pendent variable represents the number of instances of IM support provided
by alter to the focal CEO—as reported by alter—following a negative earnings
surprise at the focal CEO’s firm during the prior two-year period (t-2 to t0). We
also separately measured IM support provided by alter during the previous
three-year period (t-5 to t-2).2 For H2, which predicted generalized reciprocity of
IM support, the independent variable represents the number of instances of IM
support provided by all other CEOs except the alter to the focal CEO following
a negative earnings surprise at the focal CEO’s firm during the prior two-year
period (see Appendix for further detail).

We developed a separate survey scale to test H3, which predicted that a
focal CEO would be more likely to provide IM support for another CEO (alter)
to the extent that he or she was aware of prior instances of IM support by alter
for other CEOs. The scale items are provided in the Appendix. They directly
parallel items in the IM support scale described above, for example, ‘‘Are you
aware of instances [over specified time period] in which [alter] made positive
remarks about another CEO’s leadership to a journalist? [Specify CEO(s)]. How
many times that you are aware of [i.e., for each CEO]?’’. CFA indicated that the
items loaded on a single factor as expected. Validity coefficients were highly
significant for all items, and reliability was acceptably high (α = .91). The inde-
pendent variable for tests of H3 represents the number of instances of IM
support provided by alter for other CEOs during the prior two-year period of
which the focal CEO is aware. This measure was based on survey responses
from the focal CEO just prior to the earnings disclosure at alter’s firm. Again
we also separately measured the CEO’s awareness of IM support by alter dur-
ing the previous three-year period. There was a high correlation between the
focal CEO’s perception of IM support by alter and self-reported IM support by
alter (ICC = .88), suggesting that CEOs tended to be become aware of IM sup-
port by other CEOs in the same industry.

As discussed further below, the unit of analysis in models of journalists’
reporting is the firm-journalist dyad (i.e., a focal CEO and a journalist who
reports on the CEO’s firm). In the primary models, we used journalists’
responses to measure the independent variable for H4, which addresses the
effect of IM support on journalists’ reporting about firm leadership. Journalists

2 Our interviews and survey data indicated that CEOs rarely recalled instances of support provided

by another CEO in the same or similar industry more than five years ago, in part due to the passage

of time and in part because there were few cases in which two CEOs who gave and received sup-

port remained in the same industry more than five years later.
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responded to questions that directly parallel the IM support items described
above and listed in the Appendix, for example, ‘‘Since [date of the earnings dis-
closure], did [another CEO] suggest that low firm performance at [the focal
CEO’s firm] can be attributed to uncontrollable factors in the industry or macro-
economic environment? . . . [Specify the CEO(s) who made the suggestion(s)]
How many times [did the CEO make such a suggestion]? [Specify date(s) on
which suggestion(s) were made]’’. The independent variable for H4 represents
the number of instances in which other CEOs made positive statements about
the focal CEO’s leadership or external attributions for low performance at the
focal CEO’s firm in conversations with the focal journalist during the two-week
period subsequent to an earnings disclosure. In separate tests of H4, we mea-
sured IM support using CEOs’ responses and over shorter and longer time peri-
ods, including one week and four weeks following earnings disclosures, and
the hypothesized results presented below were unchanged.

We also developed alternative indicators of IM support by examining
whether CEOs in the sample frame were quoted by journalists as making posi-
tive statements about another firm’s leadership or external attributions for
another firm’s low performance. Specific examples of such quotations are
included in table 1 above. We searched multiple archival sources, including
Factiva and LexisNexis, for articles during the relevant time periods that quoted
CEOs in the sample. The three coders mentioned above then assessed
whether each quotation represented a positive statement about another firm’s
leadership or an external attribution for another firm’s low performance. There
was an adequately high level of interrater agreement among the three coders
in making these assessments: weighted kappas (K) ranged from .88 to .90. We
then developed the following independent variables to provide alternative tests
of H1–H3: the number of times alter was quoted in the press as making posi-
tive statements about the focal firm’s leadership or external attributions for the
focal firm’s low performance during the prior two-year period (H1); the number
of times other CEOs (except alter) were quoted in the press as making positive
statements about the focal firm’s leadership or external attributions for the
focal firm’s low performance during that period (H2); and the number of times
alter was quoted in the press as making positive statements about other firms’
leadership (aside from the focal firm) or external attributions for other firms’
low performance (H3).

Other forms of impression management. We used survey scales and
archival data to develop six measures of impression management by top exec-
utives and other staff about their own firms. These measures were validated
by Westphal and Deephouse (2011) and are described in detail in the
Appendix. They gauge impression management in conference calls, letters to
shareholders, and press releases, and they also measure impression manage-
ment by CEOs, CFOs, and public relations staff in communications with journal-
ists outside conference calls.

Other controls. Details about the other controls are provided in the
Appendix. Models of IM support included the following controls: friendship
ties, demographic similarity, and common board ties between CEOs; multi-item
survey scales that indicate the level of communication between the focal CEO
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and journalists and the number of occasions on which journalists invited the
CEO to comment on the performance of alter’s firm over the period for which
IM support was measured; the number of board appointments held by each
CEO; the tenure of each CEO; the log of total sales at each CEO’s firm; the
most recently disclosed corporate earnings (relative to consensus forecasts) at
the focal CEO’s firm; dummy variables that indicate whether the focal CEO’s
firm was a current or potential supplier of alter’s firm, a current or potential
buyer, a competitor, or an alliance partner; the mean-deviated four-firm concen-
tration ratio of the focal firm’s industry; Mizruchi’s (1992) measure of market
constraint; industry dummy variables (not reported); and prior levels of the
dependent variable (i.e., prior instances of support by the focal CEO and other
CEOs for alter over the previous two-year period). In models of journalists’
reports, we controlled for the following: friendship ties between CEOs and jour-
nalists; survey measures developed by Westphal and Deephouse (2011) that
indicate CEO ingratiation toward journalists and journalists’ awareness of
instances in which other reporters were unable to communicate with the focal
CEO; CEO tenure; the number of board appointments held by the CEO; the
CEO’s attendance at an elite undergraduate or business school; the level of
CEO compensation; the most recently reported return on assets and total sales
(logged) of the CEO’s firm; other major firm announcements during the prior
six-month period that could be expected to influence journalists’ reports; the
average number of negative statements about the firm’s leadership and the
average number of external performance attributions made by other journalists
over the period for which IM support was measured; dummy variables indicat-
ing (1) whether the focal journalist was employed by a general news outlet or
an outlet that focuses on business news and (2) whether the journalist was
employed by the particular media outlet as a commentator; prior levels of the
dependent variable (i.e., negative statements about the firm’s leadership and
external attributions for low performance issued by the focal journalist during
the prior two-year period); prior positive statements about (a) the focal firm’s
leadership and (b) the focal firm’s industry (i.e., statements by the journalist
about trends or opportunities in the industry that suggest relatively good perfor-
mance prospects for firms in the industry); prior negative statements about the
focal firm’s industry (statements about trends, problems, or threats in the
industry that suggest relatively poor prospects).

Analysis

We measured IM support and journalists’ reports on a quarterly basis (sur-
rounding each quarterly earnings disclosure) over a nine-year period. The inde-
pendent variables for H1–H3 measured IM support over the previous five-year
time period (i.e., the five years prior to an earnings disclosure). Thus we tested
these hypotheses by estimating IM support for the remaining four-year panel
(2004–2007), which includes 16 quarterly spells of data. The dependent mea-
sure is a count variable with overdispersion. Thus we estimated IM support
using negative binomial regression. To correct for serial correlation, we used
the random effects model. The Hausman (1978) test confirmed that a random
effects model is adequate for estimating the model coefficients (p > .20). The
unit of analysis in these models is the CEO dyad (i.e., dyadic combinations of
potential support providers and other CEOs in the industry who are potential
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support receivers). Because this sample includes multiple dyads that involve
the same CEO, we adjusted for non-independence of observations using a
robust variance estimator for clustered data (Wooldridge, 2003). Our measures
of journalists’ reports are counts that do not exhibit overdispersion (a likelihood-
ratio test indicated that the overdispersion parameter is not significantly differ-
ent from zero). Thus we estimated these variables using random effects
Poisson regression. The Hausman test again confirmed that a random effects
specification is appropriate. The unit of analysis is the firm-journalist dyad,
and multiple dyads involve the same journalist. Thus we again used a
robust variance estimator to correct for bias in the standard errors from
non-independence of observations. We ran further analyses to assess robust-
ness to alternative estimators, and these are summarized in the Appendix.

We estimated the effects of IM support on journalists’ reports in two ways.
In one set of models, we used interaction terms to examine whether IM sup-
port and other forms of impression management dampen the effect of nega-
tive earnings surprises on negative journalists’ reports about firm leadership in
the full sample. As an alternative approach, we developed Heckman selection
models in which the selection equation estimates the likelihood of a negative
earnings surprise using probit regression, and parameter estimates from that
equation are included in second-stage Poisson models to estimate negative
statements by journalists about firm leadership and external attributions for low
performance (for the subsample of firms that disclosed a negative earnings sur-
prise). These models control for unmeasured differences between firms that
disclosed a negative earnings surprise and other firms in the population.

RESULTS

Descriptive statistics are provided in table 2, and tables 3a and 3b show bivari-
ate correlations. The descriptive statistics indicate that IM support is not a rare
event among CEOs in the sample frame: on average, CEOs made positive
statements about another firm’s leadership or external attributions for low per-
formance of another firm approximately three times over a two-year period.
Table 4 shows negative binomial regression models of IM support. Models 1
and 2 include survey measures of prior IM support to test H1–H3. The results
of model 2 support H1: there is a positive interaction between low earnings vs.
consensus forecasts (negative earnings surprise) at another CEO’s firm (alter’s
firm) and the prior receipt of IM support from alter following a negative earn-
ings surprise on the extent to which the focal CEO subsequently provides IM
support to alter. The results of model 2 also support H2: there is a positive
interaction between a negative earnings surprise at alter’s firm and the focal
CEO’s prior receipt of IM support from other CEOs following a negative earn-
ings surprise on the extent to which the focal CEO subsequently provides IM
support to alter. Moreover, the results in model 2 support H3 as well: there is a
positive interaction between a negative earnings surprise at alter’s firm and the
focal CEO’s awareness of prior IM support by alter for other CEOs on the
extent to which the focal CEO subsequently provides IM support to alter. The
magnitude of these effects is notable. For example, an increase in the prior
receipt of IM support from alter of one standard deviation (from the mean level)
increases the likelihood by 163 percent that the focal CEO will provide IM
support for alter during the two-week period following a negative earnings
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surprise at alter’s firm. An increase of one standard deviation in the prior receipt
of IM support from other CEOs than alter increases the likelihood by 102 per-
cent that the focal CEO will provide IM support for alter following a negative

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics

Variable Mean S.D.

(Low) reported corporate earnings vs. forecasts at alter’s firm .04 .84

Prior IM support by alter 3.39 4.70

Prior IM support by other CEOs 9.81 7.24

Awareness of prior IM support by alter for other CEOs 7.31 7.09

Quoted positive statements about focal firm’s leadership or external attr. for focal firm’s

performance by alter

1.21 2.92

Quoted positive statements about focal firm’s leadership or external attr. for focal firm’s

performance by other CEOs

3.77 4.83

Quoted positive statements about other firms’ leadership or external attr. for other firms’

performance by alter

3.54 5.18

IM in conference calls by executives at alter’s firm 4.60 4.32

IM in letters to shareholders at alter’s firm 6.46 5.11

IM in press releases at alter’s firm 3.36 5.53

IM by alter in comm. with journalist outside conference call 5.61 3.94

IM by CFO in comm. with journalist outside conference call 2.30 2.97

IM by other staff in comm. with journalist outside conference call 4.11 6.15

Friendship with alter (weighted K = .88) .31 .65

Demographic similarity to alter .00 1.29

Number of board appointments, focal CEO 2.58 2.17

Number of board appointments, alter 2.52 2.03

Log of sales, focal CEO’s firm 6.96 1.58

Log of sales, alter’s firm 6.94 1.61

Common board ties between focal CEO and alter .82 1.04

Tenure, focal CEO 6.38 5.72

Tenure, alter 6.24 5.65

(Low) reported corporate earnings vs. forecasts, focal CEO’s firm .03 .81

Competitor of alter’s firm .27 .44

Current or potential supplier of alter’s firm .31 .46

Alliance between focal CEO’s firm and alter’s firm .09 .29

Mean-deviated industry concentration .16 .97

Industry constraint .00 1.27

CEO ingratiation toward journalist (α = .90, average ICC = .88) .00 .98

Journalist’s awareness of others’ inability to communicate with CEO (α = .89) .00 .97

Type of media outlet (business vs. general news) .41 .49

Reporter vs. commentator .77 .42

Prior return on assets of focal firm .02 7.23

Level of CEO’s compensation 8.90 .86

Friendship between CEO and journalist (weighted K = .87) .14 .55

CEO’s attendance at elite school .23 .43

Other announcements at focal firm .18 .39

Negative statements by other journalists 7.38 7.13

External attributions by other journalists 5.61 6.35

Number of board appointments held by IM support providers 2.55 1.45

Level of communication between focal CEO and journalist (α = .90, average ICC = .89) .00 .97

CEO invited by journalist to comment on performance of alter’s firm (α = .91,

average ICC = .88)

.00 .95

IM support for alter 1.05 3.64

Negative statements about firm’s leadership by journalist 2.42 2.78

External attributions for low performance by journalist 1.33 1.42
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Table 3a. Bivariate Correlations for Models of Impression Management Support (N = 36,406)

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

1. (Low) reported corporate

earnings vs. forecasts at

alter’s firm

2. Prior IM support by alter –.01

3. Prior IM support by other

CEOs

.01 .06

4. Awareness of prior IM support

by alter for other CEOs

.01 .07 .05

5. Quoted positive statements

about focal firm’s leadership or

external attr. for focal firm’s

performance by alter

–.02 .43 .05 .03

6. Quoted positive statements

about focal firm’s leadership or

external attr. for focal firm’s

perf. by other CEOs

.01 .04 .41 .03 .08

7. Quoted positive statements

about other firms’ leadership

or external attr. for other firms’

performance by alter

.02 .05 .03 .46 .06 .07

8. IM in conference calls by

executives at alter’s firm

.21 .03 .01 .02 .01 .01 .02

9. IM in letters to shareholders at

alter’s firm

.26 .04 .02 .04 .01 .00 .01 .20

10. IM in press releases at alter’s

firm

.23 .02 .01 .02 –.01 .01 .01 .19 .24

11. IM by alter in comm. with

journalist outside conference

call

.25 .07 .03 .05 .02 .02 .04 .22 .18 .19

12. IM by CFO in comm. with

journalist outside conference

call

.18 .01 –.01 .00 .00 –.01 .01 .20 .16 .18 .27

13. IM by other staff in comm.

with journalist outside

conference call

.20 .01 .01 .02 –.01 .01 .02 .23 .22 .26 .21 .19

14. Friendship with alter .01 .08 .02 .03 .07 .01 .02 –.01 –.02 .00 –.01 .00 .01

15. Demographic similarity to alter .01 .06 .02 .02 .09 .02 .01 –.02 .00 .01 –.01 .01 .01 .23

16. Number of board appts., focal

CEO

–.01 .03 .04 .02 .04 .03 .01 .01 .01 –.01 .00 –.01 .03 .06 .05

17. Number of board appts., alter –.02 .03 .01 .04 .03 .01 .03 –.03 –.02 –.02 –.04 –.01 –.01 .05 .04

18. Log of sales, focal CEO’s firm .01 .02 .02 .00 .01 .02 .01 .01 .00 –.01 .00 .01 –.01 .02 .01

19. Log of sales, alter’s firm .04 .03 .01 .02 .04 .02 .03 .06 .07 .12 .06 .05 .15 .02 .02

20. Common board ties between

focal CEO and alter

–.01 .04 .02 .02 .05 .01 .02 –.01 .01 –.02 .01 .00 .01 .14 .10

21. Tenure, focal CEO –.01 .07 .09 .06 .08 .09 .05 .01 .00 .00 –.01 –.01 .00 .04 –.02

22. Tenure, alter .04 .06 .01 .10 .08 .00 .09 .02 .01 .01 –.02 –.01 .01 .05 –.01

23. (Low) reported corporate

earnings vs. forecasts, focal

CEO’s firm

.07 .03 .04 –.01 .03 .05 .00 .01 .02 .01 .03 .02 .02 –.01 –.01

24. Competitor of alter’s firm .04 .03 .01 .02 .03 .00 .02 –.01 –.01 .00 .01 .00 .01 .03 .02

25. Current or potential supplier of

alter’s firm

–.01 .01 –.01 –.01 .01 –.01 –.02 –.01 .00 .00 –.01 –.01 .01 –.02 –.02

26. Alliance between focal CEO’s

firm and alter’s firm

–.02 .03 .01 .02 .04 .01 .02 –.01 –.01 .01 .01 .00 .02 .11 .03

(continued)
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earnings surprise at alter’s firm. And an increase of one standard deviation in
the prior provision of IM support by alter for other CEOs increases the chances
by 87 percent that the focal CEO will provide IM support for alter after a nega-
tive earnings surprise at alter’s firm.

We developed alternative indicators of IM support that gauge whether
CEOs had previously been quoted by journalists as making positive statements
about another firm’s leadership or external attributions for another firm’s low
performance. These variables are included in models 3 and 4, and they corrobo-
rate the results in model 2. The interaction effects in model 4 show that a focal
CEO is more likely to provide IM support to another CEO (alter) following low
reported earnings at alter’s firm to the extent that (1) alter was previously
quoted in the press as making positive statements about the focal CEO’s

Table 3a. (continued)

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

27. Mean-deviated industry

concentration

–.04 .03 .04 .01 .02 .04 .02 .03 .04 .02 .05 .04 .05 .03 .01

28. Industry constraint –.03 .02 .02 .01 .03 .02 .02 .03 .03 .01 .02 .02 .03 .01 –.01

29. Level of communication

between focal CEO and

journalist

.03 .02 .03 .06 .01 .02 .01 –.01 –.02 .01 .03 .04 .04 .03 .01

30. CEO invited by journalist to

comment on perf. of alter’s

firm

.23 .03 .04 .05 –.01 –.01 .01 .05 .03 .04 .06 .05 .06 .02 –.01

31. IM support for alter .21 .22 .18 .17 .20 .17 .19 .07 .06 .07 .09 .08 .07 .16 .08

Variable 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30

17. Number of board appts., alter .03

18. Log of sales, focal CEO’s firm .07 .01

19. Log of sales, alter’s firm .02 .06 .03

20. Common board ties b/w focal

CEO and alter

.21 .19 .05 .04

21. Tenure, focal CEO .06 .00 .05 –.01 .05

22. Tenure, alter .01 .07 .00 .04 .05 .02

23. (Low) reported corporate

earnings vs. forecasts, focal

CEO’s firm

–.02 .00 .04 .02 –.02 .03 –.01

24. Competitor of alter’s firm .02 –.01 .03 .01 –.02 .01 .00 .00

25. Current or potential supplier of

alter’s firm

–.01 .00 –.02 .01 .01 –.01 .00 –.01 –.41

26. Alliance between focal CEO’s

firm and alter’s firm

.04 .03 .15 .17 .13 .03 .02 –.02 –.12 .04

27. Mean-deviated ind.

concentration

–.01 –.01 .02 .01 .02 –.01 .00 –.04 .03 –.05 –.04

28. Industry constraint –.02 .01 –.03 .02 .01 –.01 .01 .05 –.27 .03 –.04 –.29

29. Level of communication

between focal CEO and

journalist

.05 –.01 .08 .01 .02 .04 .00 .05 .01 –.01 .02 –.03 .03

30. CEO invited by journalist to

comment on perf. of alter’s

firm

.03 .02 .06 .05 .01 .04 .02 –.03 –.02 .00 .01 –.01 .02 .24

31. IM support for alter .06 .07 .04 .06 .08 .03 .04 –.05 .04 .02 .05 –.04 .03 .21 .22
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Table 3b. Bivariate Correlations for Models of Journalists’ Reports (N = 13,545)

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1. (Low) reported corporate earnings vs.

forecasts at focal CEO’s firm

2. IM support for focal CEO .22

3. IM in conference calls by executives

at focal firm

.21 .07

4. IM in letters to shareholders at focal

firm

.27 .07 .20

5. IM in press releases at focal firm .22 .08 .20 .24

6. IM by focal CEO in comm. with

journalist outside conference call

.25 .09 .22 .18 .19

7. IM by CFO of focal firm in comm. with

journalist outside conference call

.19 .08 .19 .17 .18 .26

8. IM by other staff of focal firm in

comm. with journalist outside conf. call

.20 .07 .24 .21 .26 .22 .19

9. CEO ingratiation toward journalist .26 .04 –.03 –.04 –.02 –.05 –.04 –.03

10. Journalist’s awareness of others’

inability to communicate with CEO

–.02 .01 .02 .03 .01 .05 .03 .02 .05

11. Type of media outlet (business vs.

general news)

.03 .04 –.01 –.02 –.02 –.04 –.01 –.03 –.08 .05

12. Reporter vs. commentator .02 –.04 –.02 .00 .00 –.10 –.12 –.10 –.15 –.04 .12

13. Prior return on assets of focal firm –.19 –.05 –.03 –.05 –.04 –.06 –.05 –.04 –.04 .03 –.02 –.03

14. CEO’s tenure .04 .03 .02 .01 .00 –.02 –.01 .01 –.05 .01 .01 .00

15. Level of CEO’s compensation –.04 –.02 .06 .05 .05 .06 .02 .02 .15 –.01 .01 –.01

16. Friendship between CEO and

journalist

–.02 –.03 –.02 –.01 –.01 –.17 –.02 –.04 –.05 .01 .16 –.03

17. CEO’s attendance at elite school .02 .02 –.01 –.01 –.02 –.02 .00 .01 .04 .01 .00 –.01

18. Number of board appointments held

by CEO

–.02 .06 –.03 –.02 –.02 –.04 –.02 –.01 –.05 .02 –.02 –.03

19. Log of sales, focal firm .04 .05 .06 .06 .12 .05 .05 .15 .01 .02 –.11 –.13

20. Other announcements at focal firm .02 –.01 .04 .05 .08 .07 .03 .08 .03 .04 .01 –.02

21. Negative statements by other

journalists

.17 .13 .08 .07 .09 .11 .08 .13 .09 .10 –.02 –.02

22. External attributions by other

journalists

.14 –.03 –.03 –.01 –.02 –.04 –.04 –.02 –.05 .01 –.01 .00

23. Number of board appointments held

by IM support providers

.01 .02 .01 .00 .01 .01 .00 .00 .01 .01 –.02 –.01

24. Negative statements about firm’s

leadership by journalist

.16 –.19 –.07 –.03 –.05 –.09 –.03 –.05 –.22 –.09 –.16 –.23

25. External attributions for low

performance by journalist

.17 .21 .06 .04 .03 .10 .02 .04 .19 .07 .15 .19

Variable 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24

14. CEO’s tenure .03

15. Level of CEO’s compensation .03 .14

16. Friendship between CEO and journalist .01 .15 .01

17. CEO’s attendance at elite school –.02 .03 .02 .03

18. Number of board appointments held by CEO .02 .08 .05 .06 .07

19. Log of sales, focal firm –.05 .04 .32 .02 .08 .07

20. Other announcements at focal firm –.02 .01 .04 –.01 –.01 .01 .04

21. Negative statements by other journalists –.04 .04 .14 –.06 –.03 –.07 –.03 –.02

22. External attributions by other journalists –.08 –.04 –.03 .01 .03 .03 .04 –.01 .12

23. Number of board appointments held by IM support

providers

–.01 .01 .01 .02 .01 .02 .01 .00 .01 .00

24. Negative statements about firm’s leadership by

journalist

–.06 .04 .07 –.10 –.04 –.03 –.04 .01 .14 –.07 –.05

25. External attributions for low performance by journalist –.05 –.04 –.05 .07 .05 .02 .03 –.03 –.03 .12 .06 –.21
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leadership or external attributions for the focal firm’s low performance (consis-
tent with H1), (2) other CEOs than alter were previously quoted as making posi-
tive statements about the focal CEO’s leadership or external attributions for
the focal firm’s low performance (consistent with H2), and (3) alter was previ-
ously quoted as making positive statements about other firms’ leadership or
external attributions for other firms’ low performance (consistent with H3). In
separate analyses, we estimated effects of the independent variables on the
provision of IM support for the reduced sample of dyads in which alter’s firm
experienced a negative earnings surprise, using Heckman selection models
(i.e., the selection equation estimates the likelihood of a negative earnings sur-
prise at alter’s firm using probit regression, and parameter estimates from that
equation are included in second-stage negative binomial models estimating IM
support by the focal CEO). As shown in models 5 and 6, the hypotheses are
strongly supported in these models as well.

The results of Poisson regression models are provided in table 5, and they
support H4. As shown in model 2, there is a significant interaction between
negative earnings surprises and IM support on subsequent journalist reports,
such that the effect of negative earnings surprises on subsequent negative
statements about a focal firm’s leadership by a journalist is significantly
reduced to the extent that CEOs provide IM support for the focal firm’s CEO
that involves making positive statements about the leadership of the CEO’s
firm and external attributions for the firm’s low performance in communicating
with the journalist. Heckman models provide similar results: as shown in model
4, among firms that announce a negative earnings surprise, IM support
directed at a journalist by other firms’ CEOs reduces the journalist’s subse-
quent propensity to make negative statements about the focal firm’s leader-
ship, controlling for unmeasured differences between firms that issue a
negative earnings surprise and other firms in the sample frame. Models 5–6
estimate journalists’ external attributions for low performance of a focal firm.
The results in model 6 indicate that among firms that announce a negative
earnings surprise, IM support directed at a journalist by other firms’ CEOs
increases the journalist’s propensity to make external attributions for low firm
performance, again controlling for differences between firms that issue a nega-
tive earnings surprise and others in the sample frame. Moreover, the effects of
impression management by top executives and staff about their own firms are
consistently weaker than the effects of IM support in the complete models.
Among the six variables that indicate various forms of IM by leaders and staff
about their own firms, only IM by the focal CEO in communication with a jour-
nalist outside conference calls has a significant effect on journalists’ reports
when IM support is included in the models. Wald tests also indicated that the
effect of IM by the focal CEO was significantly weaker than the effect of IM
support in each of the models (p < .001). The magnitude of the effects of IM
support is also relatively strong. For example, among firms that announce a
negative earnings surprise, an increase in IM support from the mean level that
involves two more positive statements about the focal firm’s leadership and
two more external attributions for the focal firm’s low performance by other
firms’ CEOs reduces the number of negative statements by a journalist about
the focal firm’s leadership by approximately 74 percent. An equivalent increase
in IM by the focal firm’s CEO reduces the number of negative statements
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made by a journalist about the focal firm’s leadership by approximately 23
percent.

A comparison of models 3 and 5 with models that include IM support indi-
cates that the effects of IM by the focal CEO on journalists’ coverage are signif-
icantly stronger when IM support is excluded from the model. Moreover, of
the other five variables that indicate IM by personnel of the focal firm, three are
significant when IM support is excluded from the model, and all become non-
significant when IM support is added to the model. To further compare the
effect of IM support with the effects of IM by top executives and staff of the
focal firm, we conducted a second-order factor analysis of the IM measures.
This analysis showed that the six first-order factors that represent different
forms of IM by executives and staff of the focal firm load onto a single,
second-order or ‘‘meta’’ factor that represents IM about the focal firm. In other
models, this second-order factor was significantly related to the negativity of
subsequent journalists’ coverage when IM support was excluded from the
models and became non-significant when IM support was included. Taken
together, these results indicate that the effects of IM by leaders and staff
about their own firms on journalists’ reports are partially confounded by the
effect of IM support provided by other CEOs.

A premise of our theory is that CEOs can become aware of IM support that
they have received from other CEOs. This premise was supported by qualita-
tive evidence from our interviews and large-sample evidence from our surveys.
For example, 94 percent of top managers who responded to our initial survey
agreed or strongly agreed that ‘‘when a CEO makes positive statements to a
journalist about another CEO in the same industry, other CEOs in the industry
will tend to find out.’’ Responses to other survey items revealed that CEOs
were typically aware of particular instances of IM support that had been
reported in prior surveys. In the interviews, we asked top managers to indicate
how they and other leaders normally learn about positive statements made by
CEOs about other corporate leaders. Based on their responses, we developed
a series of survey questions that asked CEOs to indicate how they became
aware of a specific instance of support by another leader (the most recent
instance reported). Responses indicated four channels through which CEOs
most often learn about IM support: 43 percent heard about the particular
instance of support from the journalist with whom the source CEO communi-
cated, 26 percent learned about it from reading an article in which the source
CEO was quoted or referenced, 19 percent heard about the support directly
from the CEO who provided it, 28 percent heard about the support from
another manager or director, and 8 percent heard about the support from
another source (the total exceeds 100 percent because CEOs may learn about
IM support from multiple sources). As one CEO whom we interviewed
remarked, ‘‘If another CEO has said nice things about you, you’ll usually find
out about it, either from the CEO, the journalist, or another manager. Given the
amount of gossip that goes on, other managers find out about it as well.’’
Another CEO noted, ‘‘Naturally CEOs want to know what other CEOs are say-
ing about them to the press and others. Journalists know this, other managers
know it obviously. So they often tell them. And sometimes [the CEO] is quoted
in the article, so you find out that way too’’ (see the Appendix for further
details).

24 Administrative Science Quarterly 00 (2012)

 at UNIV OF SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA on July 26, 2012asq.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://asq.sagepub.com/


Table 4. Random Effect Negative Binomial Regression of Impression Management Support

(N = 36,406)*

Full Sample

Heckman Models

Selecting on Negative

Earnings Surprise

Independent Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

(Low) reported corporate earnings

vs. forecasts at alter’s firm

0.062••• 0.063••• 0.059••• 0.062•••

(0.018) (0.019) (0.018) (0.019)

Prior IM support by alter 0.016•• 0.014• 0.047•••

(0.006) (0.006) (0.010)

Prior IM support by other CEOs 0.006• 0.005• 0.014•••

(0.002) (0.002) (0.004)

Awareness of prior IM support by

alter for other CEOs

0.005• 0.005• 0.011••

(0.002) (0.002) (0.004)

(Low) reported earnings vs.

forecasts at alter’s firm X

Prior IM support by alter 0.030•••

(0.008)

Prior IM support by other CEOs 0.009•••

(0.003)

Awareness of prior IM support by

alter for other CEOs

0.007••

(0.003)

Quoted positive statements about

focal firm’s leadership or external

attr. for focal firm’s performance

by alter

0.023•• 0.021•• 0.057•••

(0.008) (0.008) (0.013)

Quoted positive statements about

focal firm’s leadership or external

attr. for focal firm’s performance

by other CEOs

0.009• 0.008• 0.030•••

(0.004) (0.004) (0.007)

Quoted positive statements about

other firms’ leadership or external

attr. for other firms’ performance

by alter

0.007• 0.006• 0.015••

(0.003) (0.003) (0.005)

(Low) reported earnings vs.

forecasts at alter’s firm X

Quoted positive statements

about focal firm’s leadership or

external attr. for focal firm’s

performance by alter

0.039•••

(0.010)

Quoted positive statements

about focal firm’s leadership or

external attr. for focal firm’s

performance by other CEOs

0.015•••

(0.004)

Quoted positive statements

about other firms’ leadership or

external attr. for other firms’

performance by alter

0.008••

(0.003)

IM in conference calls by

executives at alter’s firm

0.010• 0.009• 0.009• 0.009• 0.018• 0.016•

(0.005) (0.005) (0.004) (0.004) (0.008) (0.007)

IM in letters to shareholders at

alter’s firm

0.008 0.007 0.007 0.007 0.012 0.012

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.007) (0.007)

IM in press releases at alter’s firm 0.006 0.005 0.005 0.005 0.009 0.009

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.005) (0.005)

(continued)
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Table 4. (continued)

Full Sample

Heckman Models

Selecting on Negative

Earnings Surprise

Independent Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

IM by alter in comm. with journalist

outside conference call

0.013• 0.013• 0.012• 0.012• 0.020• 0.017•

(0.006) (0.006) (0.005) (0.005) (0.009) (0.008)

IM by CFO in comm. with journalist

outside conference call

0.015• 0.014• 0.014• 0.013• 0.025• 0.023•

(0.007) (0.007) (0.006) (0.006) (0.012) (0.011)

IM by other staff in comm. with

journalist outside conference call

0.005 0.005 0.005 0.004 0.009 0.010

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.006) (0.006)

IM support by alter in previous

period

0.009• 0.009• 0.014• 0.013• 0.013• 0.016•

(0.004) (0.004) (0.007) (0.007) (0.006) (0.008)

IM support by other CEOs in

previous period

0.006• 0.006• 0.008• 0.008• 0.011• 0.011•

(0.003) (0.003) (0.004) (0.004) (0.005) (0.005)

Awareness of IM support by alter

for other CEOs in previous period

0.005• 0.005• 0.007 0.005 0.012• 0.012•

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.006) (0.006)

Friendship with alter 0.087•• 0.088•• 0.081•• 0.084•• 0.150•• 0.148••

(0.028) (0.028) (0.027) (0.027) (0.051) (0.051)

Demographic similarity to alter 0.030• 0.029• 0.028• 0.028• 0.057• 0.054•

(0.014) (0.014) (0.013) (0.013) (0.025) (0.024)

Number of board appointments,

focal CEO

0.016 0.016 0.016 0.015 0.026 0.026

(0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.014) (0.014)

Number of board appointments,

alter

0.019• 0.019• 0.018• 0.018• 0.034• 0.033•

(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.016) (0.016)

Log of sales, focal CEO’s firm 0.026 0.026 0.025 0.025 0.044 0.044

(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.024) (0.024)

Log of sales, alter’s firm 0.023• 0.023 0.022 0.022 0.037 0.036

(0.012) (0.012) (0.011) (0.011) (0.020) (0.019)

Common board ties between focal

CEO and alter

0.038• 0.038• 0.036• 0.036• 0.070• 0.070•

(0.019) (0.019) (0.018) (0.018) (0.033) (0.033)

Tenure, focal CEO 0.004 0.004 0.004 0.004 0.008 0.009

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.006) (0.006)

Tenure, alter 0.005 0.005 0.005 0.005 0.010 0.010

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.006) (0.006)

(Low) reported corporate earnings

vs. forecasts, focal CEO’s firm

–0.043• –0.043• –0.041• –0.041• –0.075• –0.075•

(0.021) (0.021) (0.020) (0.020) (0.036) (0.036)

Competitor of alter’s firm 0.079 0.078 0.076 0.075 0.122 0.118

(0.041) (0.041) (0.039) (0.039) (0.065) (0.064)

Current or potential supplier of

alter’s firm

0.053 0.052 0.050 0.050 0.080 0.078

(0.040) (0.040) (0.038) (0.038) (0.062) (0.062)

Alliance between focal CEO’s firm

and alter’s firm

0.138• 0.132• 0.133• 0.131• 0.201• 0.194•

(0.064) (0.064) (0.061) (0.061) (0.098) (0.097)

Prior IM support for alter 0.007 0.006 0.006 0.006 0.013 0.013

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.007) (0.007)

Prior IM support for other CEOs 0.005 0.005 0.004 0.004 0.008 0.009

(0.003) (0.003) (0.002) (0.002) (0.005) (0.005)

Mean-deviated industry

concentration

0.029 0.029 0.027 0.027 0.051 0.050

(0.019) (0.019) (0.018) (0.018) (0.033) (0.033)

Industry constraint 0.026 0.026 0.024 0.025 0.046 0.045

(0.014) (0.014) (0.013) (0.013) (0.024) (0.024)

Level of communication between

focal CEO and journalist

0.039• 0.038• 0.038• 0.036• 0.074• 0.072•

(0.018) (0.018) (0.017) (0.017) (0.032) (0.032)

(continued)
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As discussed in the Appendix, we examined whether CEOs’ external attribu-
tions for low performance of another CEO’s (alter’s) firm in conversations with
journalists reflect their actual beliefs about the extent to which low firm perfor-
mance is attributable to alter’s leadership or strategy. The surveys included
multiple items that gauged the extent to which a potential support provider
attributes low performance of alter’s firm to external vs. internal causes and
evaluates alter’s strategy and leadership positively (see Appendix). Separate
analyses indicated that each of these survey measures (whether measured for
a focal CEO who is a potential support provider or averaged across all potential
support providers) did not significantly predict the extent to which the focal
CEO provided IM support to alter and did not interact with low reported earn-
ings at alter’s firm to predict IM support. The hypothesized results also
remained unchanged when these measures were included as controls in any
of the models (i.e., models estimating IM support and the various models of
journalists’ reports). These results suggest that IM support that involves exter-
nal attributions for low performance at alter’s firm and positive statements
about alter’s leadership and strategy does not merely reflect a focal CEO’s
beliefs about alter’s actual responsibility for performance outcomes. Moreover,
the hypothesized relationship between IM support for alter and journalists’
reports is not confounded by a prevailing belief or recognition among CEOs
(potential support providers) that alter’s leadership or strategy is not actually to
blame for low performance at alter’s firm. Our survey data also indicate that
when CEOs make positive statements about another CEO’s leadership to a
journalist or make external attributions for another firm’s low performance in
communicating with a journalist, they typically intend to influence constituents’
impressions about the CEO. Our survey measures of IM support include multi-
ple items that gauge the extent to which CEOs intended to manage impres-
sions of constituents about another CEO in making external performance
attributions and positive statements about the CEO’s leadership to journalists.
These items loaded on the same factor as items that did not gauge intent, sug-
gesting that the behaviors that we examine typically represent deliberate acts
of impression management.

Table 4. (continued)

Full Sample

Heckman Models

Selecting on Negative

Earnings Surprise

Independent Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

CEO invited by journalist to

comment on performance of

alter’s firm

0.045• 0.044• 0.043• 0.042• 0.080• 0.082•

(0.019) (0.019) (0.018) (0.018) (0.035) (0.035)

Constant 0.206 0.185 0.193 0.177 0.315 0.306

(0.155) (0.155) (0.154) (0.154) (0.256) (0.256)

Wald χ
2 2506.43••• 2899.74••• 2587.35••• 2990.29••• 1722.80••• 1908.18•••

•p < .05; ••p < .01; •••p < .001; t-tests are one-tailed for hypothesized effects, two-tailed for control variables.

* Standard errors are in parentheses.
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Table 5. Poisson Regression of Journalists’ Reports (N = 13,545)*

Negative Statements about Firm’s Leadership

External Attributions for

Low Performance

Poisson models

testing interactions

between negative

earnings surprise

and IM support

Heckman models

selecting on negative

earnings surprise

Heckman models

selecting on negative

earnings surprise

Independent variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

(Low) reported corporate earnings

vs. forecasts at focal CEO’s firm

0.060••• 0.061•••

(0.011) (0.011)

IM support for focal CEO –0.013••• –0.008••• –0.025••• 0.021•••

(0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.003)

IM in conference calls by

executives at focal firm

–0.003 –0.003 –0.008•• –0.003 0.006• 0.001

(0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

IM in letters to shareholders at

focal firm

–0.002 –0.002 –0.006• –0.001 0.005•• 0.001

(0.002) (0.001) (0.003) (0.003) (0.002) (0.002)

IM in press releases at focal firm –0.002 –0.002 –0.002 –0.002 0.004• 0.002

(0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)

IM by focal CEO in comm. with

journalist outside conference call

–0.004• –0.004• –0.012•• –0.007• 0.010••• 0.006•

(0.002) (0.002) (0.004) (0.004) (0.003) (0.003)

IM by CFO of focal firm in comm.

with journalist outside conference

call

–0.003 –0.002 –0.005 –0.001 0.004 0.001

(0.003) (0.003) (0.005) (0.005) (0.004) (0.004)

IM by other staff of focal firm in

comm. with journalist outside

conference call

–0.002 –0.001 –0.004• –0.001 0.005• 0.002

(0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)

(Low) reported earnings vs. forecasts X

IM support for focal CEO –0.022•••

(0.003)

IM in conference calls by

executives at focal firm

–0.002

(0.003)

IM in letters to shareholders at

focal firm

–0.002

(0.003)

IM in press releases at focal firm –0.001

(0.002)

IM by focal CEO in comm. with

journalist outside conference

call

–0.006•

(0.003)

IM by CFO of focal firm in comm.

with journalist outside

conference call

–0.001

(0.004)

IM by other staff of focal firm in

comm. with journalist outside

conference call

–0.001

(0.002)

CEO ingratiation toward journalist –0.036••• –0.036••• –0.066••• –0.063••• 0.050••• 0.048•••

(0.007) (0.007) (0.012) (0.012) (0.010) (0.010)

Journalist’s awareness of others’

inability to communicate with CEO

–0.018•• –0.017• –0.031• –0.031• 0.026• 0.026•

(0.007) (0.007) (0.013) (0.013) (0.011) (0.011)

Type of media outlet (business vs.

general news)

–0.034• –0.034• –0.059• –0.058• 0.047• 0.046•

(0.016) (0.016) (0.028) (0.028) (0.023) (0.023)

Reporter vs. commentator –0.046• –0.046• –0.079• –0.079• –0.069•• –0.068•

(0.019) (0.019) (0.034) (0.034) (0.028) (0.027)
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Table 5. (continued)

Negative Statements about Firm’s Leadership

External Attributions for

Low Performance

Poisson models

testing interactions

between negative

earnings surprise

and IM support

Heckman models

selecting on negative

earnings surprise

Heckman models

selecting on negative

earnings surprise

Independent variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Prior return on assets of focal firm –0.001 –0.001 –0.002 –0.002 –0.003 –0.003

(0.001) (0.001) (0.003) (0.003) (0.002) (0.002)

CEO’s tenure 0.002 0.002 0.003 0.003 –0.004• –0.004•

(0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)

Level of CEO’s compensation 0.018• 0.018• 0.035• 0.035• –0.027• –0.027•

(0.009) (0.009) (0.017) (0.017) (0.013) (0.013)

Friendship between CEO and

journalist

–0.030• –0.030• –0.049• –0.049• 0.040• 0.039•

(0.013) (0.013) (0.021) (0.021) (0.018) (0.018)

CEO’s attendance at elite school –0.031 –0.031 –0.059• –0.057• 0.050• 0.049•

(0.016) (0.016) (0.028) (0.028) (0.023) (0.023)

Number of board appointments

held by CEO

–0.004 –0.004 –0.006 –0.007 0.006 0.007

(0.003) (0.003) (0.006) (0.006) (0.005) (0.005)

Log of sales, focal firm –0.011 –0.010 –0.020 –0.019 0.009 0.009

(0.006) (0.006) (0.010) (0.010) (0.008) (0.008)

Other announcements at focal firm 0.020 0.019 0.037 0.036 –0.057• –0.057•

(0.018) (0.018) (0.034) (0.034) (0.028) (0.028)

Negative statements by other

journalists

0.005••• 0.005••• 0.013••• 0.012•••

(0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002)

External attributions by other

journalists

0.016••• 0.015•••

(0.004) (0.004)

Proportion of IM support provided

by CEOs of competitors

–0.055• –0.054• –0.099• –0.099• 0.082• 0.082•

(0.026) (0.026) (0.046) (0.047) (0.038) (0.038)

Proportion of IM support provided

by CEOs of buyer firms

0.050 0.049 0.090 0.090 –0.067 –0.066

(0.029) (0.029) (0.051) (0.051) (0.042) (0.042)

Proportion of IM support provided

by CEOs of supplier firms

0.044 0.044 0.081 0.080 –0.063 –0.063

(0.029) (0.029) (0.052) (0.053) (0.042) (0.042)

Number of board appointments

held by IM support providers

–0.010• –0.010• –0.019• –0.019• 0.016• 0.016•

(0.005) (0.005) (0.008) (0.008) (0.007) (0.007)

Prior negative statements about

firm’s leadership

0.010••• 0.009••• 0.020••• 0.020••• –0.009• –0.009•

(0.003) (0.003) (0.005) (0.005) (0.004) (0.004)

Prior positive statements about

firm’s leadership

–0.008•• –0.007• –0.011•• –0.010• 0.006• 0.006•

(0.003) (0.003) (0.004) (0.004) (0.003) (0.003)

Prior negative statements about the

industry

–0.003 –0.003 –0.005 –0.005 0.008•• 0.007•

(0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

Prior positive statements about the

industry

0.004 0.003 0.004 0.004 –0.005• –0.005•

(0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.002) (0.002)

Prior external attributions for low

performance

0.027••• 0.024•••

(0.006) (0.006)

Constant 0.089 0.087 0.259 0.251 0.233 0.230

(0.098) (0.098) (0.192) (0.190) (0.147) (0.146)

Wald χ
2 1335.93••• 1491.44••• 711.60••• 839.72••• 671.79••• 785.15•••

•p < .05; ••p < .01; •••p < .001.

* Standard errors are in parentheses.
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Our social exchange perspective suggests that the prior receipt of IM sup-
port should increase a CEO’s perceived social obligation to provide similar help
to another CEO when given the opportunity. In the Appendix, we report the
results of supplemental analyses indicating that a reliable measure of CEOs’
perceived obligation to provide IM support to another CEO mediated the
effects of our independent variables on CEOs’ subsequent provision of
support. As discussed further in the Appendix, our control variables and supple-
mental analyses also help rule out the possibility that social cohesion in the cor-
porate elite provides an alternative explanation for our findings. Further
analyses indicated that the hypothesized effects of IM support on journalists’
coverage were not contingent on whether (1) support was provided in
one-on-one conversations with journalists rather than conference calls or other
group conversations that included other managers, staff, or journalists, or (2)
the topic of other firms’ leadership and performance was raised by the CEO or
journalist. We also included controls and estimated separate models to address
the possibility that the apparent effects of our independent variables on IM sup-
port are influenced by variation in the extent to which CEOs are given the
opportunity by journalists to comment on other firms’ performance. As
discussed in the measures section, the results were also robust to using sur-
vey data from different respondents to measure IM support (potential support
providers, potential support receivers, or journalists) and to using different time
windows to measure IM support and the negativity of journalists’ reports.

It might be suggested that IM support by CEOs can be self-serving. In mak-
ing external attributions for the low performance of a competitor, for example,
CEOs might indirectly influence attributions about the performance of their
own firms. On one level, our theoretical argument does not presume that IM
support is entirely selfless behavior. Our theory presumes only that norms of
direct and generalized reciprocity can influence CEOs’ propensity to provide IM
support and that IM support will appear less obviously self-serving to journalists
than impression management by CEOs about their own firms. The first pre-
mise is supported by the hypothesized effects of received IM support on the
propensity for CEOs to provide support for other leaders, as well as supple-
mental survey evidence that these effects are mediated by CEOs’ perceived
obligation to make positive statements about another CEO’s leadership. In
addition, there is survey evidence that journalists generally view IM support as
less self-serving than impression management by CEOs about their own firms.
In the final year of the study, after responding to questions that gauge IM
support, journalists were asked to what extent they viewed such behavior as
self-serving. Ninety-two percent of respondents indicated that they viewed
such behavior as ‘‘only slightly self-serving’’ or ‘‘not at all self-serving.’’ By con-
trast, after responding to questions that gauge impression management by
CEOs or staff about their own firms, 83 percent indicated that they viewed
such behavior as ‘‘somewhat self-serving’’ or ‘‘extremely self-serving.’’ In the
Appendix, we also provide survey evidence that journalists tend to perceive
external performance attributions and positive statements about the leadership
and strategy of other firms as more credible than comparable statements by
CEOs or staff about their own firms and that they tend to perceive less need to
gather additional information from other sources to corroborate positive state-
ments about other firms than positive statements about CEOs’ own firms.
Further analyses indicated that the provision of IM support by a focal CEO was
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not significantly associated with the negativity of subsequent journalists’
reports about the CEO’s firm or various indicators of subsequent performance
at the focal firm or alter’s firm.

DISCUSSION

Overall the results provided strong support for our theoretical framework. The
first set of results suggested that IM support can reflect three distinct forms of
reciprocity among corporate leaders, and a second set of results showed that
IM support by CEOs in their communications with journalists strongly affected
the favorability of journalists’ coverage following a negative earnings surprise.
In particular, such support reduced journalists’ propensity to make negative
statements about a firm’s leadership and increased their propensity to make
external attributions for low firm performance, and the effects of IM support
were significantly stronger than the effects of impression management by
CEOs about their own firms.

These findings contribute to the literatures on organizational impression
management and social influence. While a growing body of research has
yielded important insights into how corporate leaders manage the impressions
of a firm’s constituents in the wake of image-threatening events such as low
firm performance, this literature has not addressed a significant limitation to
the efficacy of impression management that is suggested by the larger litera-
tures on social influence and persuasion. Specifically, social psychologists have
acknowledged that the influence target often perceives impression manage-
ment tactics to be relatively self-serving, which limits their credibility and per-
suasiveness. In the present study, we contribute to the literature on
organizational impression management and the larger organizational literature
on social influence by identifying and examining a form of impression manage-
ment that is likely to be perceived as less self-serving than impression manage-
ment by CEOs about the leadership, strategy, and performance of their own
firms, and which may therefore be especially credible and persuasive to a
firm’s constituents, including journalists. Although studies on organizational
impression management have typically examined efforts by leaders or their
spokespersons to manage impressions about their own firms’ leadership, strat-
egy or performance, a few studies have examined efforts by leaders to manage
impressions about their industry or a larger collective of firms of which they are
a member (Useem, 1979; Elsbach, 1994; Domhoff, 2002). Although these stud-
ies have made important contributions to our understanding of impression
management, they still examined forms of impression management that con-
stituents are likely to perceive as relatively self-serving. For example, impres-
sion management by leaders about controversial practices in their industry is
likely to be perceived as self-serving to the extent that the focal leader’s firm is
a member of the industry and engaged in those practices. Similarly, comments
that promote and defend the practices of ‘‘big business’’ at large (Useem,
1982, 1984: 87–91) are likely to be perceived as lacking in credibility when they
are made by CEOs of big companies engaged in those practices. In this study,
we examined impression management by corporate leaders about the leader-
ship of particular other firms, rather than the industry at large, which includes
the focal firm, or the corporate elite, which includes the focal leader. Though
leaders could benefit indirectly in some cases from engaging in such behavior,
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our theory suggests why journalists are likely to perceive IM support as rela-
tively less self-serving than impression management that directly implicates
the spokesperson’s firm.

The findings supported our theoretical expectation that IM support is likely
to be more persuasive to journalists than impression management by CEOs
about their own firms, and further results indicated that IM support may also
be more effective in influencing journalists’ coverage than impression manage-
ment by other managers and staff in conference calls, annual reports, and
press releases. Thus aside from examining a form of impression management
that has received little if any systematic research attention in the literature, a
primary contribution of our study is to develop theory regarding why this form
of impression management is likely to be more persuasive to constituents than
forms of impression management that have been the focus of prior studies
and may therefore have a more positive influence on constituents’ opinions
about firms and their leaders.

Moreover, results indicated that the apparent effects of impression manage-
ment by leaders and staff about their own firms following a negative earnings
surprise may be partially attributable to the effects of IM support. When IM
support was added to models of journalists’ coverage, the effects of other
forms of impression management became significantly weaker. Future
research should examine whether the effects of impression management on
the perceptions and behavior of other firm constituents, such as security ana-
lysts and institutional investors, may also be partly attributable to IM support
rather than impression management by top managers and staff about their
own firms.

In addition, our theoretical framework and supportive findings contribute to
the social influence literature by identifying a novel category of determinants of
impression management behavior. The extant literature has focused primarily
on organization-level factors such as low firm performance and individual-level
factors such as personality as determinants of impression management. Little
theory or research has considered how social exchange processes, whether
dyadic or generalized, could influence impression management behavior by cor-
porate leaders or other organizational actors. Moreover, in suggesting how
norms of reciprocity can motivate CEOs to manage impressions about other
corporate leaders, our study advances a broader conception of impression man-
agement as a kind of social support or helping behavior.

In revealing how IM support can reflect multiple forms of generalized reci-
procity, our theory can help explain the prevalence of IM support in the corpo-
rate elite. Our theoretical framework specified two social mechanisms by
which IM support can diffuse more broadly in the population—chain-general-
ized reciprocity and fairness-based selective giving—and our analysis provided
empirical evidence indicating that both mechanisms of exchange contribute to
IM support by CEOs. With both forms of reciprocity occurring, a single instance
of IM support can prompt multiple instances of support in subsequent time
periods. For example, if CEO A provides support for CEO B, CEO B is subse-
quently more likely to provide support for another CEO C who needs help (i.e.,
chain-generalized reciprocity), and another CEO D is subsequently more likely
to provide support for CEO A, when A needs help (i.e., fairness-based selective
giving). As a result, through the combined effects of these social mechanisms,
IM support is unlikely to remain rare in the population of corporate leaders.
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In demonstrating that IM support can have a relatively strong effect on the
tenor of journalists’ reporting about firms’ leadership, our study reveals an
important social influence on firms’ and leaders’ reputations. There is growing
evidence that journalists’ reports have a significant impact on organizational
reputation and legitimacy among a broad array of stakeholders, including vari-
ous members of the financial community, customers, public policy makers, and
the general public (Deephouse, 2000; Pollock and Rindova, 2003; Fiss and
Hirsch, 2005; Johnson et al., 2005; Wiesenfeld, Wuthmann, and Hambrick,
2008). Media reports are also an important input to the social process by which
leaders’ images are constructed. Positive coverage can enhance CEOs’ celeb-
rity status, increasing their earning power and expanding their career opportuni-
ties, whereas negative coverage can diminish their earning power, damage
their career prospects, and limit their internal power and authority (Hayward,
Rindova, and Pollock, 2004; Wade et al., 2006; Graffin et al., 2008; Wiesenfeld,
Wuthmann, and Hambrick, 2008). There is also growing recognition that media
coverage can serve an important role in corporate control. Recent studies sug-
gest that negative press coverage can exert pressure on firms to adopt corpo-
rate governance reforms or dismiss CEOs in response to low firm performance
(Dyck and Zingales, 2002; Miller, 2006; Joe, Louis, and Robinson, 2009;
Bednar, 2012). Thus, in showing that IM support can have a relatively strong
effect on the negativity of journalists’ coverage in the face of negative informa-
tion about a firm’s performance, this study reveals an important mechanism of
social influence on firms’ and leaders’ reputation, with potentially important
consequences for firms, leaders, and corporate stakeholders.

Our theory and findings also extend recent research on social relations in
the corporate elite, which has focused primarily on the determinants and con-
sequences of strategic advice giving and social support among firm leaders in
addressing a personal problem (McDonald, Khanna, and Westphal, 2008;
McDonald and Westphal, 2010, 2011). The present study not only identified a
novel form of helping behavior that has important consequences for firms and
their leaders, but it also advances a more social structural perspective on help-
ing in the corporate elite, in two respects. Whereas the strategic advice giving
and social support examined in prior research is restricted to dyadic relations
among top executives and directors, IM support is a triadic relation that impli-
cates an external constituent of the firm in the act of helping (Park, 2012).
Moreover, our theoretical framework and supportive findings suggest how
mechanisms of generalized social exchange can facilitate the diffusion of help-
ing behavior among the larger community of corporate leaders. Future research
could expand this social structural perspective by examining the direct and indi-
rect effects of IM support and possibly other cooperative forms of social influ-
ence on the evaluations and decision making of a broader set of firm
stakeholders, including security analysts, institutional investors, and public pol-
icy makers.

Moreover, future studies should examine whether IM support occurs in
response to the disclosure of other kinds of events that have the potential to
influence constituents’ opinion about corporate leaders, such as the disclosure
of unethical or illegal corporate behavior. We expect that IM support is more
likely to be provided and reciprocated when there is some degree of uncer-
tainty among constituents about a CEO’s responsibility for the event in ques-
tion, thus providing an opportunity for fellow leaders to sway constituents’
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opinions, and when fellow corporate leaders are perceived to be knowledge-
able and credible commentators on the likely causes of the event, including the
extent to which the CEO is responsible. Future research could also examine
the generalizability of our theoretical framework to other professions or social
groups beyond the corporate elite in which individuals socially identify with
each other to some degree as fellow members of a social group or community
and are in a position to influence the assessments of important third parties
such as journalists, other information intermediaries, or resource providers.

Future studies could also further investigate the mechanisms by which
CEOs learn about IM support provided by other leaders. Our interviews and
survey data indicated that CEOs can learn about IM support through multiple
channels, including conversations with journalists, the support provider, and/or
other managers, in addition to reading quoted remarks in an article. It would be
interesting to examine why journalists in particular frequently inform CEOs
about the IM support that they have received from other leaders. As discussed
in the Appendix, there is qualitative evidence from our interviews, as well as
preliminary evidence from our surveys of executives and journalists, suggesting
that journalists may inform a CEO about the positive statements made by other
CEOs about his or her leadership and strategy as a kind of ingratiatory behavior
and as a means of signaling their trustworthiness to the CEO. Informing CEOs
about the positive remarks of other executives regarding their leadership and
strategy is a kind of indirect flattery, which social psychologists suggest is a
relatively subtle and therefore effective form of ingratiation (Jones, 1964). Such
communications also function as a kind of social proof (Rao, Greve, and Davis,
2001; Cialdini, 2008), in that they signal to a CEO that the journalist is trusted
by other corporate leaders with information and opinions and can therefore be
trusted by the focal CEO.

Although we drew from social exchange theory to explain the occurrence of
IM support, a social exchange perspective also suggests the potential for nega-
tive reciprocity or retaliation in response to harmful acts. Thus future research
might examine whether negative impression management could sometimes
occur in the corporate elite, whereby leaders trade negative comments about
each other’s leadership. More generally, this study suggests the potential value
in developing a broader, more inherently social perspective on impression man-
agement and social influence tactics that considers how organizational leaders
influence the perceptions of important constituents about the leadership, poli-
cies, and performance of particular other organizations.
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APPENDIX

SURVEY SCALES

Impression Management Support Provided

1. In communicating with a journalist [over specified time period], did you suggest that
low firm performance at [alter’s firm] can be attributed to uncontrollable factors in the
industry or macroeconomic environment? How many times? [Specify journalist(s)
and date(s)].

2. In communicating with a journalist [over specified time period], did you make positive
remarks about [alter’s] leadership? How many times? [Specify journalist(s) and
date(s)].

3. In communicating with a journalist [over specified time period], did you make positive
remarks about [alter’s] strategy? [Specify journalist(s), number of remarks made, and
date(s) they were made].

4. In communicating with a journalist [over specified time period], did you suggest that
low firm performance at [alter’s firm] cannot be blamed on the CEO, mainly to help
protect [alter’s] reputation with firm stakeholders? How many times? [Specify journal-
ist(s) and date(s)].

5. In communicating with a journalist [over specified time period], did you make the
case that low firm performance at [alter’s firm] cannot be attributed to firm strategy,
mainly to help bolster [alter’s] image with firm constituents? How many times?
[Specify journalist(s) and date(s)].

6. In talking with a journalist [over specified time period], did you make positive state-
ments about [alter’s] leadership of the firm, mainly to help protect [alter’s] reputation
with firm stakeholders? [Specify journalist(s), number of statements made, and
date(s) they were made].

7. In talking with a journalist [over specified time period], did you make positive state-
ments about [alter’s] strategy for the firm, mainly to help bolster [alter’s] image with
firm constituents? How many times? [Specify journalist(s) and date(s)].

Each of the seven survey questions yielded a count of the number of instances for

each combination of potential support provider (‘‘focal CEO’’), support receiver (‘‘alter’’),
and focal journalist. For models of IM support, in which the unit of analysis is the CEO

dyad, the counts for each question were then aggregated across journalists. For models

of journalists’ reports, in which the unit of analysis is the firm-journalist dyad, the counts
were aggregated across potential support providers. We then conducted CFA on the

seven count variables, which loaded on the same factor as expected. The standardized

validity coefficients were highly significant and the alpha for the scale was acceptably

high (.89). We then combined the count variables from the seven survey questions into
an overall measure of IM support, and we tried three different approaches to combining

them: (1) estimating a factor score using confirmatory factor analysis, (2) calculating the

average count, and (3) calculating the total count. The results displayed in the tables are
based on the average of the seven count variables. The hypothesized results were

essentially the same using factor scores or total counts, which reflects the high inter-

item reliability of the scale.

Awareness of IM Support Provided by Alter

1. Are you aware of instances [over specified time period] in which [alter] made positive
remarks about another CEO’s leadership to a journalist? [Specify CEO(s)]. How many
times that you are aware of [i.e., for each CEO]?
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2. Are you aware of instances [over specified time period] in which [alter] made positive
remarks about another CEO’s strategy to a journalist? [Specify CEO(s)]. How many
times that you are aware of [i.e., for each CEO]?

3. Are you aware of instances [over specified time period] in which [alter] suggested to
a journalist that low performance of another CEO’s firm could be attributed to
uncontrollable factors in the industry or macroeconomic environment? [Specify
CEO(s)]. How many times that you are aware of [i.e., for each CEO]?

4. Do you know of instances [over specified time period] in which [alter] suggested to a
journalist that low performance at another CEO’s firm was not the CEO’s fault?
[Specify CEO(s)]. How many such instances do you know about [i.e., for each CEO]?

5. Do you know of instances [over specified time period] in which [alter] made the case
that low performance at another CEO’s firm cannot be attributed to the CEO’s strat-
egy? [Specify CEO(s)]. How many such instances do you know about [i.e., for each
CEO]?

6. Do you know of instances [over specified time period] in which [alter] made positive
statements about another CEO’s leadership of [his or her firm] to a journalist?
[Specify CEO(s)]. How many instances do you know about [i.e., for each CEO]?

IM Support: Journalists’ Survey

1. Since [date of the earnings disclosure], did [another CEO] suggest that low firm per-
formance at [the focal CEO’s firm] can be attributed to uncontrollable factors in the
industry or macroeconomic environment?

2. [Specify the CEO(s) who made the suggestion(s)] How many times [did the CEO
make such a suggestion]? [Specify date(s) on which suggestion(s) were made]

3. Since [date of the earnings disclosure], did [another CEO] make positive remarks
about [the focal CEO’s] leadership?

4. [Specify the CEO(s) who made the remark(s)] How many times [did the CEO make
such a remark]? [Specify date(s) . . .]

5. Since [date of the earnings disclosure], did [another CEO] make positive remarks
about [the focal CEO’s] strategy?

6. [Specify the CEO(s) who made the remark(s)] How many times [did the CEO make
such a remark]? [Specify date(s) . . .]

7. Since [date of the earnings disclosure], did [another CEO] suggest that low firm per-
formance at [the focal CEO’s firm] cannot be blamed on the CEO?

8. [Specify CEO(s) who made the suggestion(s)] How many times [did the CEO make
such a suggestion]? [Specify date(s) . . .]

9. Since [date of the earnings disclosure], did [another CEO] make the case that low
firm performance at [the focal CEO’s firm] cannot be attributed to firm strategy?

10. [Specify CEO(s) who made the suggestion(s)] How many times [did the CEO make
such a suggestion]? [Specify date(s) . . .]

11. Since [date of the earnings disclosure], did [another CEO] make positive statements
about [the focal CEO’s] leadership of the firm?

12. [Specify the CEO(s) who made the statement(s)] How many times [did the CEO
make such a statement]? [Specify date(s) . . .]

13. Since [date of the earnings disclosure], did [another CEO] make positive statements
about [the focal CEO’s] strategy for the firm?

14. [Specify the CEO(s) who made the statement(s)] How many times [did the CEO
make such a statement]? [Specify date(s) . . .]

Example of Survey Procedure and Measures to Increase Response Rates

As an example of the survey procedure, a consumer products company whose CEO
had agreed to participate in the study was scheduled to announce the company’s
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quarterly earnings on October 27, 2005. We identified three journalists who had
reported on the company during the previous 12 months (October 27, 2004–October 27,
2005) and invited them to participate in our survey three days prior to the earnings
announcement. Two of the three journalists agreed to participate and filled out question-
naires prior to the announcement, two weeks after the announcement, and four weeks
after the announcement. The third journalist declined to participate at each point in time.

We followed a number of procedures that have been shown to enhance response rates
in prior surveys of corporate elites and journalists: (1) we conducted a qualitative pretest of
the survey questionnaires that included in-depth interviews with journalists and top manag-
ers and used feedback from the interviews to revise the instructions, the wording of spe-
cific items, and the layout in ways that made the surveys easier to fill out quickly; (2) in the
invitation to participate, we framed the survey as part of an ongoing research project on
corporate governance involving faculty at several leading business schools; for the execu-
tive survey, we noted that thousands of managers and directors had participated in previ-
ous studies connected with the project, and for the journalist survey, we similarly noted
that hundreds of journalists had participated in a previous study connected with the proj-
ect; (3) we obtained endorsements of the survey from a prominent leader of a Fortune
500 company and from a leading management consulting firm; for the journalist survey,
we also obtained an endorsement from a prominent journalist at a well-known periodical
(Fox, Crask, and Kim, 1988; Fowler, 1993; Greer, Chuchinprakarn, and Seshadri, 2000);
and (4) we secured the assistance of initial study participants in soliciting the participation
of other journalists; for example, eleven journalists whom we interviewed agreed to help
solicit the participation of other journalists in the sample frame by contacting them directly.

Preliminary Interviews

We conducted preliminary interviews with 26 current or former top managers at firms in
the study population of large and mid-sized companies, as well as 16 journalists who
cover firms in the population. Interviews were approximately 15–40 minutes in length.
The top managers we interviewed were representative of top managers in the popula-
tion on a range of demographic characteristics that have been examined in the top man-
agement literature, including age, functional background, educational background (both
level and specialization), extent of top management experience, and board seats held
(Finkelstein, Hambrick, and Cannella, 2009).

Archival Data Sources

We obtained electronic copies of articles by journalists in the survey sample frame from
multiple sources, including Factiva and LexisNexis. Data on executive compensation came
from proxy statements and the ExecuComp database, and data on board appointments also
came from proxies. We obtained data on reported earnings and other financial characteris-
tics from COMPUSTAT and EDGAR Online. Demographic data on executives came from
multiple sources, including The Dun and Bradstreet Reference Book of Corporate
Management, Capital IQ, Who’s Who in Finance and Industry, and proxy statements.
Conference call transcripts came from Thomson Financial, and earnings forecasts came
from the I/B/E/S database. We identified strategic alliances among firms in the sample using
the SDC Platinum database and Factiva, and we calculated market constraint using input-
output data from the Bureau of Economic Analysis.

Further Information on Coding of Journalists’ Statements

The content analysis was conducted by three coders with substantially different back-
grounds to permit a stronger test of interrater reliability: one was an M.B.A. student with
an undergraduate degree in accounting, the second was an M.B.A. student specializing
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in marketing at a different university, and the third was an undergraduate in engineering
with no prior background in business. In addition to supplementary analyses described
in the measures section, two of the three coders assessed the negativity of each state-
ment on a 4-point scale (e.g., 1 = not negative, 2 = slightly negative, 3 = moderately
negative, and 4 = extremely negative). Again interrater reliability was high (weighted K =
.91; Fleiss, 1981: 212–236). We calculated the average negativity of journalists’ state-
ments about firm leadership and ran separate analyses using these measures. The
hypothesized results were very similar to those presented above. In further analyses,
we operationalized the negativity of media reporting with the Janis-Fadner coefficient of
imbalance, which in this case measures the proportion of negative to positive state-
ments about firm leadership by the focal journalist, controlling for the overall volume of
statements (Janis and Fadner, 1965; Deephouse, 2000; Pollock and Rindova, 2003).
Again, the hypothesized results were substantively unchanged.

Measures of IM by Top Executives and Other Staff about Their Own Firms

We measured IM by top executives and other staff about their own firms using survey
scales that directly parallel the measures of IM support. They included separate ques-
tions for IM by CEOs, CFOs, and public relations (PR) staff (e.g., ‘‘In communicating
with a journalist [over specified time period], did [the focal CEO/CFO/members of the
PR staff] suggest that low firm performance at [the focal firm] can be attributed to
uncontrollable factors in the industry or macroeconomic environment? How many
times? [Specify journalist(s) and date(s)]’’; ‘‘. . . did [the focal CEO/CFO/members of the
PR staff] make positive remarks about [the CEO’s] leadership? How many times?
[Specify journalist(s) and date(s)]’’). Respondents answered these questions separately
for each journalist with whom they had communicated during the period for which IM
support was measured. There was a high level of interitem reliability and interrater relia-
bility between CEOs and journalists for each scale (α’s from .87 to .93; ICCs from .89 to
.94). In the primary models of journalists’ reports, we used journalists’ responses to
develop these measures, but the results were unchanged using CEOs’ responses. In
other models, we controlled for the overall amount of communication that CEOs, CFOs,
and PR staff had with journalists over the time period for which IM support was mea-
sured, as well as IM by focal firm executives and staff during the three-month period
prior to the earnings announcement, and again the results were unchanged. Our survey
data indicated that it was rare for executives other than the CEO or CFO to communi-
cate regularly with journalists about the firm (see also Westphal and Deephouse, 2011).

Journalists’ reports could also be influenced by IM in conference calls with analysts,
press releases, or annual reports (Carter, 2006; Rindova, Petkova, and Kotha, 2007). We
measured IM in conference calls using both archival and survey data. The archival mea-
sure was based on a content analysis of archived conference calls that occurred at the
time of earnings announcements by firms in our sample. It was conducted by the three
coders mentioned above and yielded high interrater reliability for a random subsample of
150 calls (ICC = .89). The coders looked for positive statements by executives about
firm leadership, strategy, or performance prospects, and external attributions by execu-
tives for low performance, again based on Staw, McKechnie, and Puffer’s (1983) proce-
dure for identifying external attributions in annual reports. Positive statements and
external attributions for low performance accounted for a large portion of all statements
made by executives in conference calls (approximately 94 percent). The CEO surveys
also included a series of questions that prompted respondents to indicate the number of
such positive statements and external attributions made by executives in conference
calls. Journalists who indicated that they had heard the conference call or read the text
of the call also answered these questions. Again, there was high interitem reliability and
interrater agreement between CEOs and journalists for these scales (α’s from .89 to
.92, ICCs from .91 to .93). The survey measures were also highly correlated with the
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archival measures based on content analysis of the conference call transcripts (r’s from
.81 to .86). In the primary models, we used the archival measures, but the hypothesized
results were unchanged using the survey measures. We conducted similar content anal-
yses of press releases in the PR Newswire issued by the focal firm at the time of the
earnings announcement and over the period for which IM support is measured, and let-
ters to shareholders in the firms’ most recent annual report prior to the period for which
journalist reports are measured. The three coders searched these documents for posi-
tive statements about firm leadership, strategy, or performance prospects, as well as
external attributions for low performance. There was adequate interrater reliability for
both press releases and annual reports (ICCs from .87 to .91). In separate analyses, we
controlled for positive statements and external attributions in press releases and confer-
ence calls over the three-month period prior to the earnings announcement, and the
hypothesized results were unchanged.

Additional Information about Control Variables

We used a Likert-type, survey measure of friendship that has been validated in prior
management research (Burt, 1992; Westphal and Graebner, 2010). We controlled for
demographic similarity between CEOs with respect to age, level of education, and func-
tional background (Hambrick and Mason, 1984); these measures were combined into a
single index using principal components analysis. We measured the CEO’s attendance
at an elite undergraduate or business school using Palmer and Barber’s (2001) designa-
tion of elite status, and we operationalized CEO compensation as the most recently dis-
closed annual, total direct compensation, in logged form (Wade et al., 2006).

Supplemental Analyses and Robustness Checks

Journalists’ perceptions of credibility. Our theoretical argument suggested
that, in comparison to external performance attributions or positive statements by CEOs
about the leadership and strategy of their own firms, positive statements about the leader-
ship and strategy of other firms are likely to be perceived as less self-serving, and journal-
ists should therefore find them more credible and be less likely to seek out additional
information and perspectives from other sources in an attempt to validate the CEO’s
account. In the results section, we reported descriptive evidence from our survey suggest-
ing that journalists generally view IM support as less self-serving than IM by CEOs and
staff about their own firms. In the final year of the study, after responding to questions that
gauge IM support, journalists were also asked to indicate the extent to which they viewed
positive statements by another CEO about the leadership or strategy of the focal CEO’s
firm as credible. Ninety-three percent of respondents indicated that they viewed such
statements as ‘‘credible’’ or ‘‘very credible.’’ By contrast, after responding to questions that
gauge IM by CEOs and staff about their own firms, 85 percent of respondents indicated
that they viewed such statements as ‘‘somewhat lacking in credibility’’ or ‘‘not at all
credible.’’

We used responses to other survey questions to confirm that journalists would feel
less need to gather additional information from other sources to corroborate CEOs’ posi-
tive statements about other firms (i.e., in comparison to positive statements about their
own firms). If the responding journalist indicated that the focal firm’s CEO or staff made
external performance attributions or positive statements about the leadership or strat-
egy of their own firm, he or she responded to the following questions: (1) ‘‘To what
extent did you feel compelled to gather additional information to corroborate [the CEO/
staff person’s] statements?’’ (2) ‘‘To what extent did you see a need to get information
from other sources to validate [the CEO/staff person’s] point of view?’’ Similarly, if the
journalist indicated that another CEO made external performance attributions or positive
statements about the leadership or strategy of the focal firm, he or she responded to
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equivalent survey questions. After questions that gauge IM by the focal firm’s CEO/staff
or other CEOs, journalists were asked, (3) ‘‘To what extent did you seek information
from other sources [aside from these individuals] in order to report on performance of
[the focal firm over the specified time period]? [Specify the number of occasions such
information was sought and the approximate dates]’’; (4) ‘‘To what extent did you seek
out the views of others [aside from these individuals] in reporting on performance of
[the focal firm over the specified time period]? [Specify the number of occasions and
approximate dates]’’; (5) ‘‘How many sources did you rely upon in reporting on perfor-
mance of [the focal firm]? . . . When did you seek out these sources?’’ Factor analysis
indicated that responses to these five survey items (i.e., responses to the first two,
Likert-type items and count variables derived from the other three items) loaded on a
single factor as expected, with acceptable reliability (α = .87). We then estimated a
series of models that regressed the factor score and responses to each survey question
on the IM variables, together with other controls that were included in the models of
journalists’ reports. Results indicated that IM support was negatively related to each of
these survey measures (z scores ranged from –6.84 to –9.71). By contrast, the second-
order factor for IM by executives and staff of the focal firm was not negatively related to
these measures. Taken together, our supplemental analyses provided further evidence
that journalists will tend to perceive external performance attributions and positive state-
ments about the leadership and strategy of other firms as more credible than compara-
ble statements by CEOs or staff about their own firms and feel less need to gather
additional information from other sources to corroborate the former than the latter.

Support providers’ beliefs about focal CEO’s responsibility for low firm
performance. As discussed above, the surveys included items that gauge the extent
to which a potential support provider attributes low performance (e.g. a negative earn-
ings surprise) of alter’s firm to external vs. internal causes: ‘‘To what extent do you
believe that low firm performance at [alter’s firm] can be attributed to uncontrollable fac-
tors in the industry or macroeconomic environment?’’ ‘‘To what extent do you believe
that low firm performance at [alter’s firm] cannot be blamed on the CEO?’’ ‘‘To what
extent do you believe that low firm performance at [alter’s firm] cannot be attributed to
firm strategy?’’) and evaluates alter’s strategy and leadership positively (e.g., ‘‘How posi-
tively would you assess the quality of [alter’s] leadership?’’ ‘‘How positively would you
assess the quality of [alter’s] strategy?’’). These items parallel the questions in the IM
support scale. Separate analyses indicated that each of these survey measures (whether
measured for the focal CEO or averaged across all potential support providers) did not
significantly predict the extent to which the focal CEO provided IM support to alter and
did not interact with low reported earnings at alter’s firm to predict the provision of IM
support. The hypothesized results also remained unchanged when these measures
were included as controls in any of the models (whether estimating IM support, nega-
tive statements about firm leadership in journalists’ reports, or external attributions for
low performance in journalists’ reports). These analyses suggest that (1) IM support that
involves external attributions for low performance at alter’s firm and positive statements
about alter’s leadership and strategy does not merely reflect a focal CEO’s beliefs about
alter’s actual responsibility for performance outcomes, and (2) the hypothesized relation-
ship between IM support for alter and journalists’ reports is not confounded by a prevail-
ing belief or recognition among CEOs (potential support providers) that alter’s leadership
or strategy is not the major source of low performance at alter’s firm.

The perceived obligation to provide IM support as a mediating
mechanism. As noted above, supplemental analyses provided relatively direct evi-
dence that the prior receipt of IM support increases a CEO’s perceived social obliga-
tion to provide similar help to another CEO when given the opportunity. We included
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several questions in the survey that gauge a CEO’s perceived obligation to provide IM

support to another CEO whose firm has disclosed a negative earnings surprise (e.g.,
‘‘If you were communicating with a journalist, to what extent would you feel an obli-

gation to make positive remarks about [alter’s] leadership to help protect [alter’s] rep-

utation with firm stakeholders, if [alter’s firm disclosed earnings that were below
analysts’ consensus forecasts]?’’). These survey items were included in approxi-

mately half the survey questionnaires. CFA indicated that these items loaded on a sin-

gle factor with acceptable reliability (α = .86). We conducted the Sobel (1982) test of
mediation, which indicated that our measure of CEOs’ perceived obligation to make

positive statements about another CEO’s leadership significantly mediated effects of

the independent variables on CEOs’ subsequent provision of IM support. In separate
analyses, we used the MacKinnon method to estimate standard errors, and the med-

iation effects remained significant (MacKinnon et al., 2002).

The role of social cohesion in the corporate elite. We considered whether
social cohesion in the corporate elite might provide an alternative explanation for our

findings. An elite cohesion explanation would suggest that a corporate leader (A) is more

likely to provide IM support for another corporate leader (B) to the extent that A is
socially integrated into the corporate elite and thus feels compelled to help B as a fellow

member of the elite. In the traditional literature on corporate elites, a primary indicator of

a corporate leader’s social integration into the corporate elite is his or her position in the
board interlock network. Leaders who hold multiple board seats at other, similarly large

firms occupy relatively central positions in the ‘‘inner circle’’ of corporate leaders

(Useem, 1982, 1984; Mizruchi, 1996; Palmer and Barber, 2001; Davis, Yoo, and Baker,
2003). Thus we addressed the possibility that corporate leaders are more inclined to pro-

vide IM support for other CEOs to the extent that they are socially integrated into the

corporate elite by controlling for the number of board seats held by the focal CEO

(potential support provider) at other firms in the population. The analyses also controlled
for the number of board appointments held by alter (potential support receiver). In addi-

tion, separate analyses indicated that the hypothesized determinants of IM support

were statistically significant for the subset of CEO dyads in which both individuals were
not members of the inner circle of corporate leaders who hold multiple board appoint-

ments at large firms (i.e., as well as for the subsamples in which both individuals were

inner circle members, the potential support provider was an inner circle member but the
potential receiver was not, or the potential support receiver was an inner circle member

but the potential provider was not). The hypothesized effects were also comparable in

magnitude across these subgroups. A key theme in the corporate elites literature is that
the inner circle of leaders who hold multiple board appointments at large firms is more

cohesive than the broader corporate elite (Useem, 1982: 212; also Mizruchi, 1996: 283;

Palmer and Barber, 2001). Accordingly, these supplemental findings do not support elite
cohesion as an alternative explanation for our hypothesized results.

In the corporate elites literature, a primary indicator of elite cohesion or social

embeddedness between elites at the dyad-level is common board appointments among

corporate leaders (Useem, 1982; 1984; Mizruchi, 1992, 1996: 283; Davis, Yoo, and
Baker, 2003). It might be argued that CEOs who hold board seats at the same firms are

more likely to identify their common interests as corporate elites, which could increase

the likelihood of providing each other with IM support. Thus we also controlled for the
number of common board appointments held by CEOs in models of IM support.

Although board ties are viewed as a primary indicator of elite cohesion, scholars in the

corporate elites literature have also suggested friendship ties and common membership
in elite social clubs as additional indicators of elite cohesion or social embeddedness

among elites (Mizruchi, 1996: 289; Ingram and Roberts, 2000; Palmer and Barber, 2001;

Domhoff, 2002). We controlled for a survey measure of friendship ties between CEOs
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in the primary analyses, and in supplemental analyses, we controlled for membership in
the same elite social club (based on Palmer and Barber’s 2001 listing of elite clubs).
Again, we also conducted a series of supplemental analyses for the subsample of dyads
in which CEOs were not linked by common board appointments, friendship ties, or com-
mon membership in elite social clubs. The hypothesized determinants of IM support
were statistically significant for each these subsamples and were comparable in magni-
tude to the results for CEOs who were linked by board ties, friendship ties, or club
memberships. Again, these supplemental findings do not support elite cohesion as an
alternative explanation for our hypothesized results.

Variation in CEOs’ opportunity to comment. It might be suggested that the
effects of our independent variables on IM support could be influenced by variation in
the extent to which CEOs have the opportunity to comment on other firms’ perfor-
mance. Our analyses included two sets of control variables to address this possibility.
First, as discussed above, we used multi-item survey scales to develop measures that
controlled for the level of communication between the focal CEO and journalists and the
number of occasions on which journalists invited the CEO to comment on the perfor-
mance of alter’s firm over the period for which IM support was measured. We also con-
trolled for prior IM support by the focal CEO for other CEOs (as well as prior support for
alter), measured over the previous two-year period. This addresses the possibility that
CEOs who have shown a willingness to make positive comments about other CEOs are
more likely to be given the opportunity to comment on other firms’ performance.
Moreover, we included equivalent controls in models of journalists’ reports and found
that the hypothesized results remained strongly significant. In a separate model of jour-
nalists’ reports, we controlled for prior IM support by CEOs for other CEOs in conversa-
tions with the focal journalist, and again the hypothesized results were unchanged.

Why CEOs learn about IM support through informal channels. As dis-
cussed above, our interviews and survey data indicated that CEOs learn about IM sup-
port provided by other CEOs in a variety of ways, including informal communications
with journalists, the support provider, or another manager or director, and/or from read-
ing an article in which the support provider is quoted. These data, together with prior
qualitative and survey research on journalists, also provide some insight into why CEOs
often learn about IM support through informal channels. Our initial interviews with top
managers and journalists suggested that CEOs are highly motivated to learn what other
CEOs are saying about their leadership and strategy to important constituents such as
journalists and that journalists and other managers have an interest in relaying such infor-
mation to CEOs, especially positive assessments of other leaders. Subsequent conversa-
tions with fifteen top managers and eleven journalists from the initial sample of
interviewees confirmed this perspective. All the top managers and journalists agreed or
strongly agreed that ‘‘CEOs are highly motivated to learn what other CEOs are saying to
journalists about their leadership and strategy,’’ and all but one agreed or strongly agreed
that ‘‘journalists have an interest in telling CEOs about the positive things other execu-
tives say about their leadership and strategy.’’ Moreover, qualitative research on the
media and recent large-sample survey research on journalists’ behavior can help explain
why journalists are motivated to relay this information to CEOs. In particular, prior
research suggests that (1) reporters and their superiors (e.g., editors) are highly con-
cerned about maintaining personal access to corporate leaders, as such access provides
firsthand information and expert opinions that enhance the credibility and perceived qual-
ity of their stories, (2) journalists routinely engage in ‘‘ingratiation tactics’’ in their commu-
nications with corporate leaders to elicit information from them for their stories and to
maintain personal access to them in the future, and (3) journalists seek to demonstrate
to corporate leaders that they are trusted by other leaders, again to elicit information and
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opinions from top executives (Elbot, 1992; Shoemaker and Reese, 1996; Westphal and

Deephouse, 2011). As one journalist put it, ‘‘If I tell [a CEO] about something positive I
heard about him from another CEO, I’m basically sending the message ‘if he [the other

CEO] trusts me enough to give me information, if he trusts me with his opinion, then

you should trust me with your opinion.’’’ Such behavior can be viewed as a kind of
‘‘social proof’’ (Rao, Greve, and Davis, 2001; Cialdini, 2008). A follow-up survey with 230

journalists randomly selected from the larger sample of journalists who had participated

in our study, and who still held their positions provided evidence that journalists may
inform CEOs about positive statements made by specific other CEOs about their leader-

ship, strategy, and performance as a kind of ingratiatory behavior and trust-building

mechanism (i.e., social proof). The response rate was 47 percent (N = 109). After a series
of questions about IM support, the survey asked journalists to indicate the extent to

which they agree that ‘‘journalists tell CEOs about the [positive things another leader has

said about their leadership and strategy] to show that they are trusted by other corporate
leaders.’’ Ninety-two percent of respondents agreed or strongly agreed with this state-

ment. As this statement suggests, in informing CEOs about the positive assessments of

another leader, journalists will generally identify the leader by name. Moreover, the sur-
vey included a multi-item measure of journalist ingratiation toward CEOs that was exten-

sively validated in recent research by Westphal and Deephouse (2011) and three

questions that gauged the frequency with which journalists told CEOs about positive
statements by other CEOs concerning their leadership, strategy, and performance (e.g.,

‘‘In speaking with [a top executive with whom they reported having communicated over

the prior year], on how many occasions did you relay positive remarks that [another exec-

utive] made about [his or her] leadership?’’ ___ times). CFA indicated that responses to
these items loaded on the same factor as responses to the ingratiation items—validity

coefficients (lambdas) for the items ranged from .89 to .93. Social psychological perspec-

tives on ingratiation suggest that indirect flattery of this kind is a relatively subtle and
therefore effective form of ingratiatory behavior (Jones, 1964). Although our analyses

were only exploratory, they provide a preliminary indication that journalists may relay pos-

itive statements made by other CEOs about a focal CEO’s leadership, strategy, and per-
formance as a kind of ingratiatory behavior and as a means of signaling that they are

trusted by other corporate leaders with information and opinions and can therefore be

trusted by the focal CEO.

Robustness checks using alternative estimators and analytical
approaches. In separate analyses of IM support and journalists’ reports, we randomly
selected one dyad per cluster (i.e., one dyad per responding CEO or one dyad per
responding journalist) and found that the hypothesized results were very similar to those

reported above. In other models, we estimated journalists’ reports using two-stage

regression in which the level of IM support was instrumented, and again the hypothesized
results were essentially unchanged. Vuong (1989) tests indicated that zero-inflated regres-

sion did not provide a better model fit in estimating IM support or journalists’ reports.

Alternative specification of IM support. It might be suggested that our inde-
pendent variable could be measured more precisely as the difference between prior

receipt of IM support from alter and the prior provision of IM support toward alter. In

our sample, this difference score is highly correlated with our primary independent vari-
able (i.e., prior receipt of IM support from alter), and the results are nearly identical using

either independent variable.

Firm-level consequences of providing IM support. Further analyses indi-
cated that the provision of IM support by a focal CEO was not significantly associated
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with the negativity of subsequent journalists’ reports about the CEO’s firm and did not
interact with (low) reported earnings to predict the negativity of journalists’ coverage
(these models included the full set of controls from the primary models, and the results
were robust to using the Janis-Fadner coefficient of imbalance to measure the negativity
of journalists’ coverage). We also examined the association between providing IM sup-
port and various indicators of subsequent firm performance (reported earnings, ROA,
and total stock returns), both at the focal firm and alter’s firm. These models controlled
for prior firm performance, sales, industry, and managerial discretion (Haleblian and
Finkelstein, 1993). We estimated subsequent firm performance over different time peri-
ods ranging from one to three years. The provision of IM support for other CEOs was
not significantly associated with subsequent performance of the focal firm or alter’s firm
in any of these models.

Are providers of IM support better impression managers? It might be
suggested that IM support has stronger effects than impression management by CEOs
about their own firms because CEOs who provide IM support are especially gifted
impression managers. But a separate analysis indicated that the effects of impression
management by CEOs about their own firms on the negativity of journalists’ coverage
following a negative earnings surprise was not significantly greater for CEOs who had
previously engaged in a relatively high level of IM support for other leaders.

Other robustness checks. In separate models of IM support, we controlled for
the number of previous negative earnings surprises during the focal CEO’s tenure,
and the hypothesized results were unchanged. We also included controls that distin-
guish between current suppliers and potential suppliers (i.e., suppliers of other firms
in the same industry), as well as similar controls for buyer firms, and the results were
unchanged. In separate models of journalists’ reports, we controlled for both the per-
formance of potential support providers’ firms and the performance of alters’ firms.
We also ran separate models of IM support and journalists’ reports in which we con-
trolled for indicators of strategic similarity between focal CEOs’ firms and alters’
firms, including similarity in the level of corporate diversification and the profile of
firms’ business-level investments (Geletkanycz and Hambrick, 1997). The hypothe-
sized results were robust to the inclusion of these various controls. In other models,
we controlled for indicators of board power over the CEO at the focal firm (Finkelstein
and D’Aveni, 1994; Porac, Wade, and Pollock, 1999), and again the hypothesized
results were unchanged. The results were also robust to controlling for the circulation
of the journalist’s employer. Moreover, the results were unchanged controlling for (1)
prior positive statements about the focal firm’s CEO issued by the focal journalist
when the CEO was employed at the focal firm or a different firm and (2) prior positive
statements about the focal firm that did not refer to firm leadership. In further models
of IM support and journalists’ reports, we controlled for a survey measure of self-
monitoring (Kilduff, 1992) and again found that the hypothesized results were sub-
stantively unchanged.
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