
Procedural fairness and endorsement of prototypical leaders: Leader benevolence
or follower control?

Marius van Dijke a,*, David De Cremer b

a Department of Psychology, Open University of the Netherlands, The Netherlands
b Rotterdam School of Management, Erasmus University, Rotterdam, The Netherlands

a r t i c l e i n f o

Article history:
Received 4 July 2008
Revised 2 October 2009
Available online 8 October 2009

Keywords:
Leadership
Prototypicality
Identification
Procedural fairness
Justice
Legitimacy

a b s t r a c t

This research explored why strongly identifying followers endorse prototypical leaders by addressing the
role of procedural fairness in this process. We introduced the distinction between procedural fairness
rules relating to leader benevolence (i.e., whether the leader supports the group’s interests) and follower
control (i.e., whether followers can influence the leader’s decisions). We predicted that strongly identify-
ing group members endorse prototypical leaders because they perceive such leaders as acting in line with
benevolence related fairness rules rather than because such leaders are perceived as giving followers con-
trol. An organizational field study and a laboratory experiment revealed support for these ideas. Our
results thus provide insights into why prototypical leaders are endorsed among strongly identifying fol-
lowers. They also have implications for the procedural fairness literature in showing that frequently stud-
ied procedural fairness rules (e.g., voice) do not explain endorsement of leaders believed to support the
group’s interests.

� 2009 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Introduction

An important precondition for effective leadership is that fol-
lowers support their leaders and voluntarily comply with their
decisions (Yukl, 2006). Research consistently shows that followers
are more willing to accept decisions and to support their leaders
when they perceive that these leaders enact decision making pro-
cedures fairly (see Colquitt, Greenberg, & Zapata-Phelan, 2005, for
an overview). Findings like these have increased recognition of the
relevance of procedural fairness for leadership research (De Cremer
& Tyler, in press). The present study explores the role of procedural
fairness in the social identity analysis of leadership. This analysis
notes that leaders who represent important and salient group
characteristics – prototypical leaders – are endorsed more, partic-
ularly among followers displaying strong group identification (see
Hogg & van Knippenberg, 2003; van Knippenberg & Hogg, 2003, for
overviews).

We aim to clarify why prototypical leaders are endorsed by
addressing the mediating role of procedural fairness in this pro-
cess. We argue that strongly identifying followers perceive proto-
typical leaders as acting in line with a number of procedural
fairness rules. More specifically, we distinguish procedural fairness
rules (cf. Leventhal, 1980) referring to follower control (i.e., whether

followers can influence their leader’s decisions) from rules refer-
ring to leader benevolence (i.e., whether the leader takes care of
the group’s interests). We will argue that endorsement of prototyp-
ical leaders (as it occurs among high identifiers) is based on per-
ceptions of leader benevolence, rather than on perceptions of
follower control (see Fig. 1, for a graphic depiction of our predic-
tions). This distinction arguably has important consequences for
our understanding of the social identity analysis of leadership
and also for our understanding of procedural fairness.

The social identity analysis of leadership

In contrast to virtually all other approaches to studying leader-
ship, the social identity analysis of leadership starts from the idea
that leaders are members of the groups they lead, making them
subject to but also able to benefit from the same social influence
processes as other group members (see Hogg & van Knippenberg,
2003; van Knippenberg & Hogg, 2003; for detailed discussions
and reviews of empirical evidence). This idea builds on the
assumption derived from self-categorization theory (Turner,
2005; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987) and social
identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) that a subjectively sensed
group membership, in reference to specific outgroups, makes
group members view themselves and their fellow group members
more in terms of a specific salient group membership and less as
unique individuals (e.g., ‘‘we”, at the social psychology department
view ourselves in specific terms when comparing ourselves with
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‘‘them” at the business school). This cognitive representation of the
group – the group prototype – describes in abstract terms what
group membership involves and consequently also how group
members should think, feel, and behave. Importantly, the likeli-
hood that people find a prototypical description of themselves
and their fellow group members personally relevant should be en-
hanced by group identification, that is, the chronic importance of a
social category to the self (Haslam & Ellemers, 2005).

Because the group prototype contains normative behavioral
prescriptions, group members embodying the group prototype
most (prototypical group members) should be relatively strongly
endorsed as legitimate group leaders (Hogg & Reid, 2001; Turner,
2005). Legitimate leaders are viewed as ‘‘appropriate, proper, and
just” (Tyler, 2006, p. 376). Followers have been argued to voluntar-
ily comply with and support such leaders even when they take
controversial decisions because they are believed to support the
group’s interest (Chemers, 1987; Dansereau, Graen, & Haga,
1975; Tyler & Dawes, 1993). Research indeed shows that prototyp-
ical group members are relatively likely to emerge as group leaders
(Fielding & Hogg, 1997; van Knippenberg, van Knippenberg, & van
Dijk, 2000). Further, prototypical leaders are viewed as more char-
ismatic (Platow, van Knippenberg, Haslam, van Knippenberg, &
Spears, 2006) and effective (Hains, Hogg, & Duck, 1997; van Knip-
penberg & van Knippenberg, 2005), and they are supported more
than non-prototypical leaders among high identifiers (Hains
et al., 1997; Hogg, Hains, & Mason, 1998; Platow & van Knippen-
berg, 2001), Finally, prototypical leaders receive more leeway for
controversial decisions from highly identifying group members:
they are endorsed regardless of the fairness of their ingroup alloca-
tions (Platow & van Knippenberg, 2001) and the fairness with
which they treat ingroup members (Ullrich, Christ, & van Dick,
2009), and even after task failure (Giessner & van Knippenberg,
2008).

Procedural fairness and leader endorsement

Procedural fairness refers to the perceived fairness of proce-
dures used to make allocation decisions (Tyler, 1988). The concept
was introduced in the seventies by Thibaut and Walker (1975) who
showed that people find procedures fairer when they can voice
their opinion (i.e., process control) and when they can influence
decision outcomes (i.e., decision control). Leventhal (1980) pro-
posed a number of additional fairness rules that also enhance fair-
ness perceptions: consistency (decisions are applied consistently
over time and over people), accuracy (decisions are based on accu-
rate information), bias suppression (decision makers are neutral
and set self-interest aside), ethicality (decisions uphold standards
of ethics and morality), correctability (followers can appeal to cor-
rect bad outcomes), and representation (all affected parties are
heard from; note that all these expectations or aspects of fair treat-
ment are restricted to ingroup, not outgroup, members).

A wealth of research shows that people react positively to
authorities perceived as procedurally fair, such as with increased

support for leaders (e.g., Huo, Smith, Tyler, & Lind, 1996) and vol-
untary cooperation to reach the group’s goals (e.g., De Cremer &
van Vugt, 2002; see Cohen-Charash & Spector, 2001; Colquitt, Con-
lon, Wesson, Porter, & Yee, 2001, for meta-analyses). This effect has
been explained in reference to the idea that people expect fairly
enacted procedures to guarantee fair outcomes in the long term
(Shapiro & Brett, 2005; Thibaut & Walker, 1975). Research has also
supported the role of identity processes in explaining such proce-
dural fairness effects. In fact, there is now abundant evidence that
being treated fairly by the group leader communicates that one is a
valued and respected group member, and that the authority is
trustworthy and neutral, which stimulates leader endorsement
and voluntary cooperation at least among group members caring
strongly about the group (i.e., high identifiers; Lind & Tyler,
1988; Smith, Tyler, Huo, Ortiz, & Lind, 1998; Tyler, 1997; Tyler &
Degoey, 1995).

Procedural fairness and endorsement of prototypical leaders

Although a number of studies support the idea that prototyp-
ical leaders are considered legitimate among strongly identifying
group members, research to date has virtually neglected to exam-
ine the process that makes prototypical leaders legitimate. One
key element contributing to leaders’ legitimacy is procedural fair-
ness (Tyler, 1997, 2006). Interestingly, the relationship between
procedural fairness and leader prototypicality has also been spec-
ulated about by the leading theorists in the social identity analy-
sis of leadership. They argue that ‘‘the role of leader fairness in
leadership effectiveness may thus fruitfully be integrated with,
and extend, the social identity analysis of leadership effective-
ness’’ (van Knippenberg & Hogg, 2003, p. 281). Based on these in-
sights, we wish to develop the argument that strongly identifying
group members endorse leaders who embody the group proto-
type because they are perceived as acting more in line with a
number of specific procedural fairness rules than non-prototypi-
cal leaders.

An important qualifying condition that we introduce, however,
is that not all procedural fairness rules contribute equally to
explaining endorsement of prototypical leaders. Specifically, we ar-
gue that procedural fairness rules can be classified into rules refer-
ring to leader benevolence (i.e., whether the leader acts in ways
that support the group’s interest) and rules referring to follower
control (i.e., whether followers can influence the leader’s deci-
sions). Benevolent leaders do not put their own interest front cen-
ter (i.e., bias suppression), do not discriminate against group
members (i.e., consistency), and consider all relevant information
when taking decisions that affect group members (i.e., accuracy).
Follower control, on the other hand, implies that followers can
influence their leader’s decisions (i.e., decision control), can voice
their opinion, which arguably gives followers the idea of indirect
control over the leader’s decisions (process control; see Shapiro &
Brett, 2005), and, finally, that followers can correct decisions that
lead to wrong outcomes (i.e., correctability). Follower control thus
ensures that followers’ interests are represented in the leaders’
decisions (cf. Leventhal, 1980; Tyler, 1988).

This leader benevolence – follower control distinction builds
upon the distinction between control (i.e., process control and
decision control) and neutrality (including rules relating to bias
suppression and accuracy) that is often used in tests of the group
value model of procedural fairness (Lind & Tyler, 1988). Control
and neutrality related procedural fairness rules are empirically dis-
tinct and they also influence different types of outcome variables
(Tyler, 1989). It also builds upon Brockner, Ackerman, and Fair-
child’s (2001) argument that process control (one aspect of fol-
lower control) differs from Leventhal’s (1980) rules of accuracy,
bias suppression, and consistency because the former refers to ac-
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Fig. 1. Hypothesized moderation by identification of the mediational role of leader
benevolence perceptions in explaining the impact of leader prototypicality on
leader endorsement.
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