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Abstract

Despite decades of research on the relationships between leader reward and punishment behaviors and employee attitudes, per-
ceptions, and performance, no comprehensive examination of these relationships has been reported in the literature. This paper
reports the results of two studies that address this issue. In the Wrst study, data from 20 new samples were gathered on the relation-
ships between leader reward and punishment behaviors and some criterion variables that have not been examined extensively in pre-
vious research. In the second study, a meta-analytic review was conducted incorporating both the new and existing research in order
to provide estimates of the bivariate relationships between these leader behaviors and a variety of employee criterion variables across
78 studies containing 118 independent samples. Results of regression analyses designed to control for the eVects of the other leader
behaviors showed that: (a) the relationships between leader reward and punishment behaviors and employee attitudes, perceptions,
and behaviors were more functional when the rewards or punishments were administered contingently than when they were adminis-
tered non-contingently, and (b) these leader reward and punishment behaviors were strongly related to two variables (employees’
perceptions of justice and role ambiguity) that were expected to be key mediators of the relationships between these leader behaviors
and the employee criterion variables. In addition, meta-analytic evidence from longitudinal studies suggested that the same leader
behavior can be a cause of some employee criterion variables, and a consequence of others. Implications of these Wndings for future
research in the area are discussed.
  2005 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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Ever since leader reward and punishment behaviors
were introduced into the Weld in the 1970s (cf. Scott,
1977; Sims, 1977; Sims & Szilagyi, 1975) they have been
seen as central to the role of leaders, because they are
important determinants of employee attitudes, percep-

tions and behavior. For example, in what he termed a
reinforcement analysis of leadership, Sims (1977) pro-
posed that leadership itself may be viewed as the man-
agement of reinforcement contingencies in work settings,
and that the administration of reinforcing events contin-
gent upon desirable or appropriate forms of employee
behavior is critical to the development and maintenance
of employee performance. From this perspective, posi-
tive reinforcers made contingent upon appropriate task
behaviors should increase subordinate performance,
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while negative reinforcers (or aversive stimuli) should
increase escape and/or avoidance responses on the part
of employees. If these escape responses include func-
tional task behaviors, then negative feedback may also
lead to increases in employee performance.

Similar predictions regarding the eVects of leader con-
tingent and non-contingent reward behaviors were also
incorporated into the path-goal model of leadership (cf.
Evans, 1970; Fulk & Wendler, 1982; House, 1971; House
& Mitchell, 1974). Path-goal theory suggests when a
leader establishes a close linkage between subordinate
performance and rewards it will increase performance,
because such linkages increase the subordinate’s percep-
tion of instrumentality (cf. Evans, 1970; House, 1971),
and increase job satisfaction, because high performers
should receive rewards of greater magnitude and fre-
quency.

Leader reward and punishment behavior is also the
heart of what is called transactional leadership (cf. Avo-
lio, 1999; Bass, 1985; Burns, 1978; Howell & Avolio,
1993). According to Burns (1978), Bass (1985, 1998), and
others (cf. Atwater, Cambobreco, Dionne, Avolio, &
Lau, 1997; Avolio, 1999), transactional leaders are those
who establish a “give and take” relationship with their
subordinates in which the leader provides rewards to
employees in exchange for their performance on the job.
In their theories, transactional leaders can motivate fol-
lowers either by clarifying expectations and identifying
the rewards that they will receive for meeting these
expectations (e.g., using contingent rewards), or by tak-
ing corrective actions when followers do not perform
eVectively. More speciWcally, Bass (1985, p. 122) argues
that:

Directly or indirectly, leaders can provide rewards for
progress toward ƒ goals or for reaching them. Or, they
can impose penalties for failure ranging from negative
feedback to dismissal. Such positive and aversive
contingent reinforcement are seen as the two ways man-
agers in organizational settings engage in transactional
leadership to motivate employees. Contingent positive
reinforcementƒ reinforcesƒ employee performance.
Contingent aversive reinforcement is a manger’s reac-
tion to an employee’s failure to achieve the agreed-upon
performance. The manager’s reaction signals the need
toƒmodify or change the employee’s behavior. It signals
the need for a reclariWcation of what needs to be done
and how (Bass, 1985, p. 122).

However, despite the obvious importance of leader
reward and punishment behavior to these theories of
leadership, no comprehensive meta-analytic review of
the relationships between these key managerial behav-
iors and subordinate criterion variables exists. Of course,
this is not to say that this important area has been totally
neglected. Indeed, two meta-analyses (Lowe, Kroeck, &
Sivasubramaniam, 1996; Judge & Piccolo, 2004) have

been conducted, and both show the potential impor-
tance of contingent reward behavior in determining
leadership eVectiveness. For example, Lowe et al. (1996)
reported that transactional leadership (in the form of
contingent reward behavior) had a mean corrected cor-
relation of .41 with leadership eVectiveness, and Judge
and Piccolo (2004) found that contingent reward behav-
ior had stronger relationships than transformational
leadership with three of the six criterion variables they
examined (follower job satisfaction, motivation, and
leader job performance), leading them to conclude that
future research should study these behaviors in more
detail.

Unfortunately, both the Lowe et al. (1996) and the
Judge and Piccolo (2004) meta-analyses are somewhat
limited in scope with respect to the forms of leader
reward and punishment behavior and the range of crite-
rion variables they examined. For example, because
these meta-analytic reviews focused on the transforma-
tional/transactional leadership model, they were limited
to studies that included both transactional and transfor-
mational leadership behavior. Thus, research examining
leader reward and punishment behavior using alterna-
tive leadership frameworks, such as the path-goal or
reinforcement approaches, were outside the scope of
these reviews. This is an important issue, because there
have actually been more studies conducted on leader
reward and punishment behavior using other conceptual
frameworks, than there have been using the transforma-
tional/transactional approach. In addition, because of
their interest in the transformational/transactional lead-
ership model, the Lowe et al. (1996) and Judge and Pic-
colo (2004) meta-analyses focused on a relatively limited
set of criterion variables, and did not consider the rela-
tionships between leader reward and punishment behav-
iors and important employee criterion variables like role
perceptions (e.g., role ambiguity), justice perceptions
(e.g., distributive justice, procedural justice), employee
attitudes (e.g., organizational commitment, trust in one’s
supervisor), and employee behaviors (e.g., task perfor-
mance, extra-role behaviors). Finally, these meta-analy-
ses did not include all four forms of leader contingent
and non-contingent reward and punishment behavior.
This is noteworthy because the predicted relationships
between contingent forms of leader reward and punish-
ment behaviors and employee attitudes, perceptions, and
behaviors are substantially diVerent from the predicted
relationships between non-contingent forms of leader
reward and punishment behavior and these same crite-
rion variables; and because it is important to understand
the relative magnitudes of their unique eVects on these
criterion variables.

Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to report the
results of two studies that provide a more comprehensive
empirical summary of what is known about (a) the rela-
tionships between leader contingent and noncontingent
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