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RESEARCH SUMMARY 
 
 

We argue that because charisma and narcissism represent widely-held prototypes of effective and 
ineffective forms of leadership, respectively, the likelihood that a focal firm will imitate the 
practices of its peer firms is affected by these peer firms’ CEO characteristics. We theorize that 
peer firm CEO charisma enhances the focal firm’s imitation of peer firms’ behaviors, while peer 
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firm CEO narcissism diminishes it. We further posit that the uncertainty of the context affects 
these imitation processes: industry dynamism and prior experience in a given strategic domain, 
respectively, strengthens and dampens focal firms’ susceptibility to these peer CEOs’ attributes. 
We test and find support for these ideas using a longitudinal sample of Fortune 500 firms in two 
distinct domains, corporate strategy and corporate social responsibility. 
 

 

MANAGERIAL SUMMARY 

 
When companies are uncertain about the costs and benefits of strategic actions this may lead 
them to imitate the actions of peer companies. But given the uncertainty, the challenge for 
executives is: which companies to emulate and which to ignore? In a sample of Fortune 500 
companies, we find that the charisma or narcissism of a peer company’s CEO positively or 
negatively influences, respectively, the degree to which the peer company’s strategic actions are 
imitated. We reason that this is because these particular CEO attributes are widely believed to 
drive leadership effectiveness or ineffectiveness, respectively. We also find that the effects of 
these CEO characteristics on imitation are stronger in dynamic industry environments and 
weaker for companies that already have experience with the given strategy. 
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Organizational researchers have had a longstanding interest in understanding how and 

when firms imitate each other’s actions. Studies have documented the presence of inter-

organizational imitation processes for a multitude of behaviors, such as executive compensation 

plans (Davis and Greve, 1997), corporate strategies (Haunschild, 1993; Westphal, Seidel, and 

Stewart, 2001; Zhu and Chen, 2015), and social responsibility practices (Briscoe and Safford, 

2008). This imitation process operates through managerial sensemaking and social comparison: 

when uncertainty about an action’s risks and benefits exists, organizational decision-makers look 

to the behaviors of their peers for cues about the technical and social merits of the action (Cyert 

and March, 1963; Westphal and Zajac, 1997; Shropshire, 2010). A central question in this 

literature is: which firms are more likely to be emulated by others? Prior research suggests that 

certain social-structural attributes (large size; high status) and outcomes (high performance) of 

referent firms can make their actions more emulation-worthy to observing firms (e.g., Dutton and 

Freedman, 1985; Haunschild and Miner, 1997; Strang and Still, 2004). 

 What has yet to be considered is the possibility that attributes of the leaders of peer firms 

play a role in how their firms’ actions are viewed by observing firms. Yet, this issue is an 

important one given that firms’ strategies and actions reflect the decisions of top executives, 

most notably the CEO (Hambrick and Mason, 1984; Mintzberg, 1973). Indeed, research has 

shown that external stakeholders frequently view and interpret firms’ actions in light of their 

understanding of who the CEOs are, and what the leaders’ attributes imply about the volition of 

those actions and of their performance potential (Briscoe, Chin, and Hambrick, 2014; Chen and 

Meindl, 1991; Fanelli, Misangyi, and Tosi, 2009). Moreover, the business press tends to evaluate 

the actions of firms as though their leaders are the driving forces behind those decisions (Groth, 

2011; Luckerson, 2014). Given the salience of CEOs to the outside world, how peer firms’ 
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CEOs’ personal attributes can influence the imitation behavior of observing firms remains an 

intriguing but unexamined topic. 

 In this study, we integrate research on inter-organizational imitation with insights from 

research on leadership categorizations to examine how the characteristics of the decision-makers 

of peer firms—i.e., the peer firms’ CEOs—affect focal firms’ imitation.  Specifically, we build 

upon the literature on uncertainty-based imitation processes and integrate it with theory and 

evidence on the socio-cognitive effects of leadership characteristics (i.e., leader categorizations; 

e.g., Lord and Maher, 1991; Fanelli et al., 2009) to posit that the likelihood that focal firms will 

emulate the practices of peer firms is affected by the charisma or narcissism of the peer firms’ 

CEOs.  We argue that both of these CEO characteristics will influence the contagiousness of peer 

firms’ strategic actions due to the leadership categorizations they evoke—as we discuss below, a 

focal firm’s decision to imitate is subject to an automatic socio-cognitive influence process that 

is triggered when these particular CEO characteristics are observed. Yet, the selective contagion 

influence that these two leadership attributes have on the leadership of observing firms will be 

different: charisma has a positive effect on imitation—given that it is universally recognized as a 

prototypical form of effective leadership—while narcissism has a negative effect as it embodies 

all of the characteristics that have been found to be universally perceived as detrimental to 

effective leadership (Den Hartog et al., 1999; Offermann et al., 1994). Uncertainty both underlies 

the inter-organizational imitation process (e.g., Lieberman and Asaba, 2006) as well as heightens 

categorization processes (e.g., Hogg and Terry, 2000), and we therefore also examine the 

moderating effect of contextual uncertainty in two ways: whether the hypothesized effects of 

these two peer CEO traits on the imitation process are stronger in contexts involving high 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.
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uncertainty—i.e., in highly dynamic industries—and weaker when there is less uncertainty—i.e., 

when the focal firm has prior experience in the strategic domain. 

We expect these theorized leadership effects to occur in any domains that involve means-

end uncertainty and thus developed general hypotheses. We then tested our hypotheses in 

different strategic domains in which decision-makers lack ex-ante knowledge about the 

performance benefits of the actions. In particular, we examined strategic actions aimed at 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) as well as corporate strategy, the latter with respect to 

product market diversification and international diversification. After decades of research, the 

relationship between CSR and firm performance is decidedly equivocal (e.g., Di Giuli and 

Kostovetsky, 2014; McWilliams and Siegel, 2000; Orlitzky, Schmidt, and Rynes, 2003). The 

performance implications of product market and international diversification are also not clear  

(Hill & Hoskisson, 1987; Hitt, Hoskisson, and Kim, 1997; Palich, Cardinal, & Miller, 2000; 

Tihanyi, Griffith, and Russell, 2005; Hitt, Tihanyi, Miller and Connelly, 2006). At the same time, 

these strategic behaviors are quite salient. The costly nature of CSR practices, and thus the 

controversy that surrounds them, draws attention to these practices (e.g., Hiatt, Grandy, and Lee, 

2015). Diversification is a high profile strategic decision fraught with complexities and 

uncertainty as firms struggle with integrating new businesses into their existing corporate 

structures and with the cultural, political and legal challenges of maintaining operations in other 

countries (Tihanyi et al., 2005; Hitt et al., 2006). Furthermore, these practices are especially 

relevant to our current inquiry given that previous research has considered how focal firm CEOs’ 

charisma (Wowak et al., 2015) or narcissism (Petrenko et al., 2015; Zhu and Chen, 2015) affect 

the implementation of these practices. 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.
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The primary aim of this study is to contribute to research on inter-organizational 

imitation, which has thus far emphasized that social-structural attributes of firms affect the 

perceived emulation-worthiness of their decisions, by examining whether leaders also play a 

crucial role in affecting the imitation process. . Our study and its findings advance this research 

stream by showing that peer firm leadership characteristics—in particular, CEO charisma and 

narcissism—do indeed influence the degree to which firms’ strategic behaviors are emulated by 

other firms in the peer group. In suggesting that firm strategies can be influenced by the 

attributes of CEOs leading other firms through socio-cognitive processes, our study also 

advances research on upper echelons, which has until now focused on how CEOs’ attributes 

affect the strategies of their own focal firms.  Thus, the socio-cognitive approach to leadership 

advanced here opens up a whole new avenue for future upper echelons research, as well as 

strategic leadership, more generally. 

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Prior research has documented the prevalence of inter-organizational imitation in many 

organizational fields, including corporations (Davis, 1991), universities (Briscoe et al., 2015), 

and hospitals (Westphal, Gulati, and Shortell, 1997). Inter-organizational imitation occurs as an 

information-based contagion which operates through social comparison processes as a means of 

reducing uncertainty (see, Greve, 1995; Lieberman and Asaba, 2006). While scholars have 

applied diverse epistemic and methodological lenses to study it, the contagion of behaviors 

across firms has received significant support across a variety of domains, including economics 

(“information cascades” or “herding”, e.g., Bikhchandani, Hishleifer, and Welch, 1992), 

population ecology (“legitimation”; e.g., Hannan and Carroll, 1992), institutional sociology 
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(“mimetic isomorphism”, e.g., DiMaggio and Powell, 1983), and behavioral strategy (“vicarious 

learning” or “imitation”, e.g., Cyert and March, 1963; Geletkanycz and Hambrick, 1997; 

Westphal et al., 2001). 

In their comprehensive review of the inter-organizational imitation literature, Lieberman 

and Asaba (2006) highlighted that regardless of whether inter-firm contagion operates through 

unconscious socio-cognitive processes (i.e., herding, isomorphism; legitimation) or more 

consciously deliberative processes (i.e., vicarious learning; risk reduction), all such imitation has 

a basis in rationality and is founded in perceptions of effectiveness (see also Strang & Meyer, 

1993). Theory and evidence suggest that actors resort to imitation when they are faced with 

means-ends ambiguity about the potential benefits of enacting particular practices or behaviors. 

Firm executives are considered to be boundedly-rational decision makers who use simplified 

models of reality that are shaped by their experiences, values, and beliefs (March and Simon, 

1958) and who rely on cognitive shortcuts and easily accessible information whether or not it is 

the most diagnostic (e.g., Cyert and March, 1963; Geletkanycz and Hambrick, 1997). The costs 

and benefits of strategic decisions are frequently not known with certainty, yet stakeholder 

scrutiny of such actions tends to be high; thus, executives tend to reduce this uncertainty by 

observing external referents, such as their peers, and using their behaviors and practices as cues 

for effectiveness (e.g., see Greve, 1995; Westphal and Zajac, 1997; Lieberman and Asaba, 2006). 

As Lieberman and Asaba (2006: 366) succinctly put it, managers make sense of uncertain 

conditions by following “others that are perceived (sometimes erroneously) as having superior 

information”1. 

                                                        
1As such, the literature on inter-organizational imitation is essentially consistent with strategic notions of legitimacy 
which emphasize how legitimacy helps to “achieve organizational goals” (i.e., effectiveness)—which differs somewhat 
from institutional perspectives that center on legitimacy as the organization’s adherence to normative values or 
“constitutive societal beliefs” (i.e., appropriateness) (Deephouse & Suchman, 2008: 52; see also Lieberman & Asaba, 
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The basic supposition in this literature, therefore, is that organizations tend to “imitate 

actions that have been taken by a large number of other organizations” within the same social 

reference group (i.e., field, industry, etc.) (Haunschild and Miner, 1997: 474). In circumstances 

characterized by means-ends ambiguity, the prevalence of a particular practice or behavior 

among peer organizations acts as social proof of its perceived effectiveness (DiMaggio and 

Powell, 1983; Rao et al., 2001)—which, as just discussed, operates whether or not peers have 

better information or whether the practices result in superior performance (Lieberman and 

Asaba, 2006)—and ample evidence supports this baseline proposition (e.g., Fligstein, 1985; 

Rhee, Kim, and Han, 2006). 

While the frequency of actions among peer firms lends credence to the practices, it is a 

very “noisy” signal of a practice’s efficacy which may not always be enough to persuade 

observing firms to follow suit (Strang and Soule, 1998; Briscoe, Gupta, and Anner, 2015). In 

other words, there is plenty of room for heterogeneities in the inter-organizational imitation 

process – a topic of great interest for organizational theorists (Greve, 2005; Strang, 2010)—and 

the cumulative evidence in this literature suggests that focal decision makers tend to be more 

likely to imitate frequently-used behaviors when they are executed by peers with certain 

attributes (e.g., larger size or higher status) or outcomes (i.e., superior performance) that enhance 

the perceived effectiveness of the practice (e.g., Baum, Li, and Usher, 2000; Connelly et al., 

2011; Haunschild and Miner, 1997). Moreover, evidence clearly shows that even when focal 

firms seek to imitate their peers in an adaptive manner (i.e., learn from their peers’ successful 

outcomes) such learning is still heavily influenced by more unconscious socio-cognitive 

                                                        
2006; Suchman, 1995). Our theorization builds on this literature and thus centers on effectiveness.  We take up a 
consideration of our theory’s implications for imitation based upon appropriateness (i.e., a more institutional 
perspective of legitimacy) in the discussion section.  

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.
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processes: managers selectively imitate firms with attributes that enhance their perceived 

effectiveness (e.g., status, reputation) (Strang and Still, 2004). Our study extends this line of 

thinking to argue that, in addition to peer firms’ social structural attributes, the characteristics of 

their CEOs will have a crucial influence on focal firms’ inclination or resistance to emulate those 

peer firms’ actions. 

The Influence of CEO Charisma and CEO Narcissism on Imitation 

We build on the foregoing literature to suggest that when practices are executed by peer 

firms led by either charismatic or narcissistic CEOs, these characteristics trigger leader 

categorizations by observing focal firm decisions makers, and hence affect their imitation.  

Leader categorizations operate through perceivers’ implicit leadership theories (ILTs): 

individuals have prototypical notions of leader characteristics, and these schemas are activated 

when they encounter a leader (Lord and Maher, 1991; see also Epitropaki et al., 2013). In other 

words, leaders are “recognized based on the fit between an observed person’s characteristics with 

the perceiver’s implicit ideas of what ‘leaders’ are” (Den Hartog et al. 1999: 224-225).  The 

leader categorizations that we theorize here therefore operate through what Lord and Maher 

(1991: 34) referred to as “recognition-based” categorization processes—i.e., “leadership is 

recognized from the qualities and behaviors” of the leader—which differ from “inferential-

based” perceptual processes that involve leadership being “inferred from the outcomes of salient 

events” (italics in original; Lord and Maher, 1991: 34)2. This is not to say that inference-based 

perceptions do not operate in the imitation process, or that the recognition-based perceptions at 

the center of our focus somehow supersede them in it. Indeed, as we further elaborate below, our 

                                                        
22 Perhaps the most prominent example of inferential-based leader perceptions is the “romance of leadership” in which 
observers attribute extremely high or low performance to leaders rather than to environmental conditions (e.g., Meindl, 
Erlich, and Dukerich, 1985). 
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analytic approach was conducted to account for any effects that inferential-based perceptions 

may also have on the emulation process. 

Both charisma and narcissism have been found to be universally recognized leadership 

attributes that produce prototypical leader categorizations (Den Hartog et al., 1999; Offermann et 

al., 1994), and thus, we suggest that these specific peer firm CEO characteristics should be 

especially salient and influential in inter-organizational imitation processes that are rooted in the 

bounded rationality of executives. Just as the larger size or higher status of peer firms serve as a 

cognitive heuristic that stimulate emulation—even when the action may not result in superior 

performance (Strang and Still, 2004)—we argue that so too do these particular exemplar 

characteristics of strong leadership.  

Before further developing our arguments, we elaborate one of our key premises: that 

these peer firm CEO characteristics will be observed by the decision makers of focal firms. That 

is, our theory posits that when focal firms’ decision makers—focal firms’ CEOs and top 

management—look to their peers as referents to alleviate uncertainty about strategic actions 

(e.g., Westphal et al., 2001), they will closely hew to the characteristics of the top leadership of 

the peer firms – in addition to the characteristics of the peer firm itself. There will be many 

opportunities for focal firms’ decision-makers, including CEOs, to develop familiarity with the 

characteristics and tendencies of their peer firms’ CEOs. It has been well established that 

corporate elites often develop familiarity with each other through common membership to 

corporate boards (Davis, 1991), and trade associations (Schnurbein, 2009), or relatively informal 

networks, such as elite social clubs (Domhoff, 1967), and advice networks (Westphal et al., 

2006). Furthermore, although such firsthand encounters of peer CEOs characteristics surely 

invoke ILTs, such proximity is not necessary. ILTs operate even through distal observation 
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(Fanelli & Misangyi, 2006; Lord & Maher, 1991; Shamir, 1995), and peer CEOs and their 

characteristics are with little doubt highly observable: CEOs of major corporations tend to be 

prominent public figures who are frequently interviewed by journalists and covered by electronic 

media (Westphal, and Deephouse, 2011). CEOs are also known to frequently voice their 

opinions on social issues (Chatterji and Toffel, 2016) and leave their imprints on organizational 

communication (Chatterjee and Hambrick, 2007; Fannelli et al., 2009). 

Our arguments about the influence of peer CEO charisma and narcissism in the inter-

organizational imitation processes rest on a two-step logic. First, both attributes will lend to 

observing firms’ decision-makers making agentic attributions about the practice in question—

that is, these leader characteristics enhance the perception that the peer firms’ behaviors were 

purposively enacted by the peer firms’ CEOs rather than them being due to external forces such 

as normative or mimetic pressures. In short, these particular attributes lend to observers’ 

perceptions that the peer firms’ actions are due to strong leadership. The leader categorizations 

they elicit should thereby be highly influential in the emulation process as such agentic 

attributions stand as a critical influence on imitation because they reinforce notions of rationality 

(Strang and Meyer, 1993). Indeed, evidence suggests that attributes of peer firms that lend to 

observers’ viewing peer firm behaviors as the result of autonomous and independent decision 

making affects the behaviors of external observers, including the leadership of other peer 

institutions (Briscoe et al., 2015). Our first, general, argument therefore is that both CEO 

charisma and CEO narcissism lead to prototypical leader categorizations which will be 

influential in the inter-organizational imitation process: strategic actions undertaken by peer 

firms with a charismatic or narcissistic CEO are perceived by observing firms’ decision makers 

as being volitionally enacted by strong leaders. 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.
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Our second contention, however, is that these two CEO characteristics will produce 

opposite effects on focal firms’ imitation decisions: observing firms’ decision makers will tend 

to view behaviors enacted by charismatic CEO peers as effective, and thus have a positive 

influence on imitation, whereas actions of narcissistic CEO peers will be seen as less effective 

and thus have a negative influence on imitation. 

The Positive Influence of Peer Firms’ CEO Charisma 
 

As discussed above, strategic actions in which decision-makers lack ex-ante knowledge 

about the performance benefits of the actions lend to firms looking to their peers as a means of 

inferring the merits of the practices, which may lead to the emulation of their peers’ actions. 

While all strategic choices involve at least some degree of uncertainty and ambiguity (e.g., Cyert 

& March, 1963; Geletkanycz & Hambrick, 1997), strategic actions aimed at corporate social 

responsibility and corporate strategy are particularly uncertain strategic domains that lend to 

inter-organizational emulation (Lounsbury, 2001; Connelly et al., 2011; Zhu and Chen, 2015). 

We suggest that when these strategic behaviors are enacted by charismatic CEOs at peer firms, 

this will enhance the perceived effectiveness of such behaviors in the eyes of focal firms’ 

decision makers, and thus positively influence the likelihood of the observing firms’ emulations 

of the behaviors. Like all schematic and categorical processing, leader categorizations help 

perceivers make sense of the world around them and therefore operate under conditions of 

limited information or uncertainty. Thus, the mechanism at work here is of a socio-cognitive 

nature: the influence of peer firms’ CEOs’ charisma (or narcissism) on focal firms’ decisions to 

imitate strategic actions occurs as a result of an automatic socio-cognitive process in the face of 

uncertainty about the actions. In other words, this CEO leadership characteristic affords 
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“outsiders with a cognitive shortcut that allows them to reduce their evaluative uncertainty” 

(Fanelli and Misangyi, 2006: 1053).   

Our argument that the charisma of peer firms’ CEOs3 will have a positive influence on 

focal firms’ imitation builds directly on the findings of prior research. Not only has charisma 

been found to be a prototypical leader categorization (Den Hartog et al., 1999; Offermann et al., 

1994), but survey evidence from 60 countries suggests that the characteristics and behaviors that 

comprise charismatic leadership are “universally seen as contributing to outstanding leadership”, 

and thus these characteristics have been “universally endorsed as positive” (emphasis added; Den 

Hartog et al., 1999: 225). Furthermore, although the ILT literature has primarily focused on 

leaders and followers in group or unit settings, research on CEO charisma suggests that the 

influence of leader categorizations can operate on more distal observers (e.g., Chen & Meindl, 

1991; Fanelli and Misangyi, 2006; Fanelli et al., 2009). For example, Fanelli et al. (2009) found 

that CEO charismatic vision statements favorably influenced securities analysts’ ratings, a 

finding they theorized as due to analysts categorizing the firms as having effective leadership 

that provides a clear path toward future performance. 

Formally, we hypothesize that: 

Hypothesis 1: The charisma of peer firms’ CEOs will strengthen the positive effect of 
peer firms’ strategic behaviors on focal firms’ behaviors. 

The Negative Influence of Peer Firms’ Narcissistic CEOs 

On the other hand, we suggest that when focal firms look to their peer firms to reduce 

uncertainty about strategic actions such as corporate social responsibility or diversification 

                                                        
3 For ease of exposition, we refer to CEOs as narcissistic or charismatic, but in reality, these attributes are 

conceptualized and measured on a continuum ranging from “very low” to “very high”. Also, while our theory posits 
these CEO attributes to have contrasting effects on peer firms, we account for the potential overlap between these 
constructs in our analyses. 
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practices, observing such actions implemented by peer firms led by narcissistic CEOs will both 

engender perceptions of autonomy and produce negative inferences about the underlying 

effectiveness of those behaviors. Evidence on ILTs clearly suggests that the leadership 

characteristics and behaviors that essentially comprise narcissism are seen as a type of leadership 

that is ineffective or undesirable—i.e., narcissistic characteristics produce a negative leader 

categorization. Indeed, narcissism involves all of the characteristics found by Offermann et al.’s 

(1994) study to be a prototype of ineffective leadership: the leader qualities of “domineering,” 

“pushy,” “dominant,” “manipulative,” “power-hungry,” “conceited,” “loud,” “selfish,” 

“obnoxious,” and “demanding” were found to comprise a negatively viewed leader 

categorization (which they labeled as “Tyranny”). Moreover, Den Hartog et al.’s (1999: 225) 60 

country survey found that the leader attributes of “self-centered,” “face-saver,” and “autocratic” 

are “universally seen as negative.” All of these attributes are embodied in the conceptualization 

and measurement of narcissism (e.g., Raskin and Terry, 1988; Raskin et al., 1991). Furthermore, 

studies have consistently shown that narcissists are viewed negatively by others: observers see 

them as “conceited, competitive, disagreeable, hostile, selfish, or aggressive” (Back, Schmukle, 

and Egloff, 2010; Golmaryami and Barry, 2010; Raskin, Novacek, and Hogan, 1991). 

Social psychologists have examined the effects of narcissism on individuals’ efficacy as 

leaders and increasingly have pointed out that the costs far outweigh the benefits. While 

narcissism is known to offer benefits to individuals who possess it, in terms of their career 

success and psychological well-being (Wallace and Baumeister, 2002; Miller et al., 2007), it is 

considered detrimental to their performance as leaders (Martin, Côté, and Woodruff, 2016). 

Individuals high on narcissism tend to be poor team players, often exhibiting arrogance and 

aggression against their peers (Leckelt et al., 2015), which can result in poorer within-group 
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communication and performance (Nevicka et al., 2011). Narcissists exhibit low empathy (Morf 

and Rhodewalt, 2001), less interest in nurturing relationships (Emmons, 1989), and the tendency 

to derogate others and take credit for their successes (Campbell et al., 2000; Park and Colvin, 

2015) – factors that combine to produce a strong negative effect on followers’ desire to associate 

with the leader (House and Howell, 1992). 

Research in strategic management also provides support for the idea that narcissistic 

CEOs tend to take actions that deviate from effective decision-making and frequently result in 

suboptimal outcomes. For instance, narcissistic CEOs are known to engage in grandiose actions 

that attract attention, and cause significant performance fluctuation (Chatterjee and Hambrick, 

2007), tend to be relatively immune to objective feedback about their performance, are 

exceedingly driven by social praise (Chatterjee and Hambrick, 2011), ignore the advice of 

directors (Zhu and Chen, 2015), and engage in personal enhancement by expending firm’s 

resources on wasteful CSR activities that hurt financial performance (Petrenko et al., 2015).  

 Given that narcissism has received considerable attention by management scholars, we 

emphasize that our theory concerning how the narcissism of peer firm CEOs affects observing 

firms is a clear departure from prior work that has focused on how this attribute affects the 

behaviors of leaders who possess it, as well as the behavior and performance of their focal firms 

(Chatterjee and Hambrick, 2007; Zhu and Chen, 2015). This particularly puts into perspective 

Zhu and Chen’s (2015) recent findings that narcissism affects how CEOs themselves engage in 

imitation. Indeed, their findings have two important implications for our study. On the one hand, 

they further the notion that observing a narcissistic CEO will trigger attributions of agency—

though such CEOs imitate others, their decision making gives the appearances of autonomy as 

they don’t listen to their boards—and suggest that their actions will be seen by their peers as 
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being ineffective4. On the other hand, their findings also clearly imply the importance of taking 

into account the narcissism of the focal firm’s CEO as it may have an effect on their own 

decisions—which we do in our analyses. 

Altogether, the research on narcissism and leader categorizations suggests that when 

focal firms look to reduce the uncertainty surrounding strategic actions such as CSR or 

diversification practices, instead of treating such strategic actions of peer firms led by narcissistic 

CEOs as the evidentiary basis for those practices’ merits, observers will be more likely to view 

them as outcomes of the CEOs’ personal self-enhancement motives, brash tendencies, and 

idiosyncratic preferences (cf., Petrenko et al., 2015). These negative inferences will tend to 

attenuate focal firms’ likelihood of imitating those peer firms’ behaviors that are led by 

narcissistic CEOs. Thus, we expect that when peer firms are led by narcissistic CEOs, this will 

have a negative effect on focal firms’ emulations of those peer firm strategic behaviors. 

Hypothesis 2: The narcissism of peer firms’ CEOs will weaken the positive effect of peer 
firms’ strategic behaviors on focal firms’ behaviors. 

The Moderating Effect of Contextual Uncertainty 

Given that uncertainty provides the foundation for the described inter-organizational 

imitation processes (Greve, 1995; Lieberman & Asaba, 2006), and that categorization processes 

become more influential as uncertainty rises (Hogg & Terry, 2000), it follows that the imitation 

effects hypothesized above should be stronger in contexts involving high uncertainty and weaker 

in contexts with low uncertainty. Therefore, we examine this moderating effect of contextual 

uncertainty in two ways. 

                                                        
4 Interestingly, Zhu and Chen suggest that narcissistic CEOs imitate strategies that they have personally seen 

and have been involved in at other firms because doing so is self-affirming both in terms of the correctness of their 
prior decisions as well as of their own brilliance and superior learning capabilities.  Thus, these results should mean that 
narcissists will be viewed as both agentic and as making ineffective decisions—consistent with our arguments for a 
strong negative influence on observers’ imitation decisions. 
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First, the above hypothesized leader categorization processes that underlie the effects of 

peer firm CEO charisma or CEO narcissism on imitation are stronger in dynamic industries.  As 

leadership prototypes, peer firm CEOs’ charisma or narcissism should each be especially helpful 

at reducing uncertainty in observers’ perceptual processes about the peers’ practices (cf., 

Hamilton and Sherman, 1996)—such prototypes are very “attractive to individuals who are…in 

situations characterized by great uncertainty” (Hogg and Terry, 2000: 124) precisely because 

they facilitate clear categorizations that reduce uncertainty about what is being observed.  The 

effect of these two peer firm CEO attributes on imitation should therefore be stronger in highly 

dynamic industries, as the ambiguous, uncertain, and volatile conditions that characterize highly 

dynamic industries tend to increase the difficulty that managers have in discerning what 

constitutes effective managerial action and thus which peer actions should be considered as 

important and worthy of their attention (Abrahamson and Hambrick, 1997; Hambrick and 

Abrahamson, 1995). In highly dynamic industries, “means-ends linkages are poorly understood” 

(Hambrick and Finkelstein, 1987: 381) and the likely heterogeneity in managerial cognitions, 

and thus strategic behaviors, in such environments tend to increase the difficulty that firm 

decision makers have in deciding the suitable course of action (Abrahamson and Fombrun, 1994; 

Rindova & Fombrum, 1999.) 

Past scholarship on charisma, which has theorized and shown that a moderating influence 

of uncertainty is particularly important to CEO charisma and its effect on distal organizational 

constituents (e.g., Fanelli and Misangyi, 2006; Waldman and Yammarino, 1999; Tosi et al., 

2004), is supportive of our contention. While we know of no past theory and evidence with 

respect to the effect that uncertainty has on observers’ perceptions of narcissism, we nevertheless 

expect that the same fundamental explanation as to why uncertainty heightens the effect of 
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charisma also applies to narcissism. That is, we suggest that the effect of both of these types of 

leadership on observers are heightened in ‘weak psychological situations’—i.e., situations 

characterized by much ambiguity and uncertainty surrounding means-ends relationships 

(Mischel, 1977)—as such weak situations create “strong orientation needs on the part of 

potential followers” (Shamir and Howell, 1999: 264).  

In short, we suggest that the archetypical nature of charismatic and narcissistic 

leadership—both of which portray empowered human control over the firm’s practices and 

future—each afford a categorization of the firm that helps to cut through the mist of uncertainty 

that pervades in highly dynamic industry environments. Therefore, the above positive and 

negative effects that peer firm CEO charisma and narcissism have on imitation, respectively, will 

be strengthened by industry dynamism. Specifically, 

Hypothesis 3a: Industry dynamism will strengthen the positive effect that the charisma of 
peer firms’ CEOs has on the positive relationship between peer firms’ strategic behaviors 
and focal firms’ behaviors. 

Hypothesis 3b: Industry dynamism will strengthen the negative effect that the narcissism 
of peer firms’ CEOs has on the positive relationship between peer firms’ strategic 
behaviors and focal firms’ behaviors. 
 

 Second, as Lieberman and Asaba (2006: 373) have highlighted, imitating others’ 

practices “appeals most to those [focal firms] with little prior information on which to base a 

decision.” Therefore, to the extent that focal firms have prior experiences with the strategic 

practice, this should tend to reduce the focal firms’ decision makers’ uncertainty about the 

practice.  Firms often combine vicarious learning (i.e., through imitation) with their own 

experiential learning with the practice (Cyert and March, 1963), and the greater familiarity or 

certainty about the given strategic domain can be expected to generally lessen the influence that 

peer firms’ actions have on focal firms’ decision-making—when a focal firm has prior 

experience with a practice, there is less need to imitate (Lieberman & Asaba, 2006).  The 
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reduced uncertainty about the practice that comes with the focal firms’ experiences with it should 

also lessen the effects of peer CEO characteristics on the inter-organizational imitation process. 

The categorization processes invoked by these two leadership prototypes will be less influential 

in this situation precisely because they are less needed—following from the preceding argument, 

the focal firms’ familiarity with the practice will lessen the need for sensemaking and thereby 

diminish the focal firms’ reliance on categorizations to form beliefs about the practice. Put 

another way, the focal firms’ own experiences with the practice renders a less ‘psychologically 

weak situation’ wherein the focal firms’ ‘orientation needs’ are reduced thereby lessening the 

potential impact that these leadership prototypes may have on the focal firms (cf., Shamir and 

Howell, 1999).    

Hypothesis 4a: Focal firms’ prior experiences with the strategic practice will weaken the 
positive effect that the charisma of peer firms’ CEOs has on the positive relationship 
between peer firms’ strategic behaviors and focal firms’ behaviors. 

Hypothesis 4b: Focal firms’ prior experiences with the strategic practice will weaken the 
negative effect that the narcissism of peer firms’ CEOs has on the positive relationship 
between peer firms’ strategic behaviors and focal firms’ behaviors. 

METHODS 

Sample 

Our sampling frame consisted of major US corporations that made the list of Fortune 500 

companies at any time during 2001-2008. We chose 2001 as the start of the observation period 

because this is after the advent of online video streaming websites, which, as we will describe, is 

our primary source of data on the CEO characteristics of charisma and narcissism. In our final 

sample, we only included those firm-year observations in which data were available on at least 

three industry peer companies. After accounting for missing data, our final sample consisted of 

251 companies spanning 1,158 firm-year observations during 2001-2008 for firms’ CSR 

practices, 174 companies spanning 1,235 firm-year observations during 2001-2012 for firms’ 
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international diversification, and 250 companies spanning 1,839 firm-year observations during 

2001-2012 for firms’ product-market diversification. As we will describe, this difference in study 

periods is a function of data availability on each of the three dependent variables. 

Dependent Variables (measured in time t) 

As outlined in the introduction, while our theory may apply to essentially all strategic 

behaviors that involve uncertainty, we tested our ideas on two distinct and non-over lapping 

strategy domains—CSR and Corporate Strategy (both international and product-market 

diversification). These strategic behaviors were especially pertinent to our inquiry given that 

prior research has already established that these practices are subject to inter-organizational 

imitation (e.g., Lounsbury, 2001; Zhu & Chen, 2015), and moreover, both domains have been 

the subject of previous research on CEO charisma (Wowak et al., 2015) and CEO narcissism 

(Petrenko et al., 2015; Zhu and Chen, 2015). We focus on both domains because they differ in 

the type of uncertainty involved - while the uncertainty regarding CSR emerges from meeting 

expectations of non-market constituents (Baron, 2003), and maintaining positive social 

evaluations (Barnett and Pollock, 2012), the uncertainty in corporate strategy stems from 

concerns about financial profitability and competitive advantage (Hitt et al., 1997). Thus, testing 

our hypotheses in both domains helps to establish the broader generalizability of our theoretical 

arguments. 

It is also important to note that although diffusion studies have often utilized event-

history models to study mimetic influences on discrete decisions, such as adoption of poison pills 

and golden parachutes (Davis and Greve, 1997; Briscoe and Safford, 1998), our focus here on 

the inter-organizational imitation of ongoing strategic behaviors follows previous strategy 

research which has examined imitation processes in varied strategy domains, such as acquisition 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



A
cc

ep
te

d 
A

rti
cl

e
behaviors, business strategy and international diversification (Geletkanycz and Hambrick, 1997; 

Westphal, Seidel, and Stewart, 2001; Haunschild, 1994; Zhu and Chen, 2015). One benefit of our 

focus on ever-shifting strategic behaviors is that it allows us to take into account the degree or 

“magnitude” of actions and subsequent imitation over a period of time. 

Corporate Social Responsibility. To capture each firm’s CSR actions, we used data 

from the KLD database, which is widely recognized as the best available source of time-series 

data on CSR practices. KLD provides ratings of companies on a number of CSR strengths and 

concerns, indicated in binary terms. Following prior research (e.g. Hillman and Keim, 2001; 

Wowak et al., 2015), we measure firm’s CSR profiles as the sum of all the strengths minus 

concerns under each of the five categories: employee relations, diversity, product quality, 

environment, and community relations. We then computed our measure of CSR profile by 

standardizing and averaging these fives scores. To reflect our interest in firm’s recent CSR 

actions, we controlled for firm’s Prior year CSR in all our models. Because the inter-year 

comparability of this data becomes tenuous after 2008 (given KLD’s acquisition by RiskMetrics 

in 2009, and subsequently by MSCI in 2010) we examined firm’s CSR profiles during the period 

of 2001-2008. 

International diversification. We captured each firm’s international diversification 

strategies and computed a ratio measure of the firm’s international revenues divided by its total 

revenues in each year between 2001 and 2012 (Tallman and Li, 1996) as prior research suggests 

that this measure is an indicator of investment choices by companies to diversify internationally 

that are subject to inter-organizational imitation (Zhu and Chen, 2015). Data on international 

diversification were obtained from the Compustat segment database. Similar to our measurement 
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of CSR actions, we analyzed firms’ recent international diversification behavior in each year by 

controlling for the international diversification in the prior year. 

Product-market diversification. We measured firms’ product market diversification 

using Palepu’s (1985) entropy measure (also see, Jacquemin & Berry, 1979), which has been 

used and validated by a large number of studies in strategic management (e.g. Baysinger & 

Hoskisson, 1989; Hill, Hitt, & Hoskisson, 1992; Hoskisson, Hitt, Johnson, & Moesel, 1993;) and 

is computed as: 

 

where Pi is the sales emanating from segment i and ln(l/Pi) is the weight assigned to each 

segment (logarithm of the inverse of segment i’s sales). Data on product market diversification 

were obtained from the Compustat segment database. Similar to the other two strategic actions, 

we analyzed firms’ recent product market diversification behavior in each year by controlling for 

the product market diversification in the prior year. 

Independent and Moderator Variables (measured in t-1 unless noted otherwise) 

CEO charisma and CEO narcissism. To capture CEO charisma and CEO narcissism, 

we employed the psychometrically validated “thin slice” video-metric approach to construct 

measurement (Ambady and Rosenthal, 1992; Connelly and Ones, 2010; Benjamin and Shapiro, 

2009) in which these two attributes were each rated based on a video clip of each CEO. This 

approach has been effectively used in recent organizational research (Petrenko et al., 2015) given 

its advantages: 1) it captures CEO characteristics unobtrusively, thereby avoiding the social 

desirability and reactivity biases inherent in survey research (Webb and Weick, 1983); 2) the use 

of third-party ratings of individual’s attributes has been shown to have greater validity than self-

reported attributes (Oh, Wang and Mount, 2001); 3) it is not based upon inferences derived from 
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outcomes (e.g., the firm’s performance; Agle et al., 1999)—an issue we further verified in a 

supplemental analysis described below, and 4) it allows for the use of measurement scales that 

have been extensively tested for psychometric validity. 

As part of this video-metric measurement approach, we searched for videos of CEOs of 

Fortune 500 companies in our sample through a number of publicly available internet sources, 

such as web-archives of media houses (e.g. CNBC, CNN) and YouTube. To help ensure that 

raters were rating CEO attributes and not other confounding aspects such as firm performance 

and reputation, we carefully edited all the videos to eliminate identifying information about the 

CEO and his/her employer firm (Petrenko et al., 2015). We further edited the videos to omit the 

sections in which the camera focus was not on the CEO. After editing out the sections in which 

executive’s face and voice are not clearly accessible, we specified a minimum length of 2.5 

minutes for a video to be included in our study.5 We were able to obtain at least one usable video 

on 302 CEOs, representing 256 unique firms.  As noted above, however, due to missing data on 

our dependent variables, the final samples that were used in each of the analyses were slightly 

smaller (CSR, 294 CEOs in 251 firms; international diversification, 256 CEOs in 174 firms; 

product-market diversification, 293 CEOs in 250 firms). 

We followed the procedure used by Petrenko et al. (2015): we trained three raters—two 

graduate and one undergraduate business school students—and had them rate each CEO on items 

of a third-party adapted version of the Narcissism Personality Inventory (NPI-16; Raskin and 

Terry, 1988; Raskin et al., 1991). Similarly, we trained three different raters—one graduate and 

two undergraduate business school students—and had them assess each CEO on the items 

                                                        
5 After empirically analyzing ratings obtained through video clips of varying lengths, Petrenko et al. (2015) 

established that 2.5 minutes is most efficient time duration for measurement of CEO characteristics, which allows for 
reliable measurement of constructs without causing rater fatigue. 
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adapted from a validated scale of CEO charisma (Agle et al., 2006). Both measures were reliable 

in terms of inter-item reliability (Cronbach alphas scores of .87 and .90 for charisma and 

narcissism, respectively), inter-rater reliability (ICC1=.58 and .52; ICC2=.81 and .77, 

respectively), and inter-rater agreement (rwg =.91 and .87, respectively). We also found evidence 

for the inter-temporal reliability of our measures on 30 randomly selected CEOs. For these 

CEOs, we had the six raters rate an additional video that was recorded at least one year apart 

from the video used in the main measurement and found that the two scores of CEO charisma 

and narcissism using different videos were correlated at .57 and .65, respectively. Our findings 

are consistent with prior research in strategic management suggesting that both narcissism and 

charisma are highly stable attributes of CEOs that do not change meaningfully during their 

tenure (Wowak et al., 2015; Petrenko et al., 2015). 

Industry dynamism. Industry dynamism was measured by first regressing the annual 

industry averages of three firm performance variables – the growth in sales, the growth in 

operating income, and the growth in total employment – over the years in the study period 

(2001-12). We then assessed the volatility of each industry as the dispersion about the regression 

line by dividing the standard error of the regression slope coefficient from the regressions by the 

mean value of each variable (Dess and Beard, 1984; Keats and Hitt, 1988). The composite index 

resulting from a PCA of these three measures was our measure of industry dynamism. 

Focal firm prior strategic experience. As already explained above, we controlled for 

the focal firm’s prior year behaviors in each strategic domain and these lagged versions (t-1) of 

our dependent variables were then used to examine the potential moderating effect of firm’s prior 

experience in a given strategic domain (CSR, international diversification, product-market 

diversification). 
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Estimation Technique and Control Variables 

Given that we are interested in assessing how particular CEO attributes affect inter-

organizational imitation processes, we followed prior research that has assessed how recent 

strategic behaviors of peer firms affect the subsequent behaviors of the focal firm (e.g. Paruchuri 

and Misangyi, 2015; Rhee et al., 2006; Zhu and Chen, 2015).  This analytic approach required us 

to specify the reference group of “peer firms” that are to be emulated.  Given that firms in the 

same industry are closely attend to each other’s strategic behaviors, we followed prior research 

in defining peer firms by membership in the same industry (defined as 4-digit GICS code) 

(Greve, 1995; Gupta, Briscoe and Hambrick, 2017; Palmer, Jennings and Zhou, 1993). Similar to 

previous studies, this involved treating each firm as both the focal firm (when computing our 

DV) and as a peer firm for other focal firms (in computing our independent variables of peer 

firms’ strategic actions) and to capture these appropriately, we ensured that measurement of our 

independent variables temporally preceded the measurement of our dependent variables.  

The first analytical step is to specify attributes at the focal firm and in the industry that 

may account for the focal firms’ tendency to engage in the behaviors of interest (i.e., CSR; 

corporate strategy). To rule out the commonly observed predictors of these strategic behaviors, 

we controlled for a number of factors at the focal firm level (again, measured in year t-1). To 

capture systematic differences due to firm prominence, we controlled for focal firm size (logged 

sales). Since firms with high prestige often experience greater pressures to increase their CSR 

commitments, we added a control variable for focal firm prestige, which reflected whether the 

firm had been featured in the Fortune magazine’s best companies list. To capture the effect of the 

firm’s profitability on its tilt toward new strategic actions, we controlled for focal firm return on 

assets (ROA) and market-to-book ratio (MTB). We assessed the possibility that strategic actions 
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may be affected by organizational slack by incorporating the focal firm debt-to-equity ratio. One 

notable aspect of our analytical approach is that the same variables can be specified for both the 

focal firm and peer firms simultaneously. Thus, we were able to control for any effect that the 

focal firm’s CEO charisma or narcissism may have on the focal firm’s strategic behaviors, and 

then assess how the charisma or narcissism of peer firms’ CEOs affect those firms’ influence on 

the focal firm (i.e., to test our Hypotheses 1 and 2). We also controlled for CEO likeability, 

which was measured using the same video-metric approach as our key independent variables in 

which our three respondents rated each CEO on a one-item (“S/he is likeable”) 7-point Likert 

scale (ICC1=.50, ICC2=.75, and rwg=.89). 

At the industry level, we controlled for a host of peer factors, all of which were computed 

as the averages of all firms in a given industry, excluding the focal firm. Since we focused on 

recent strategic behaviors to model inter-organizational influences, we controlled for recent 

strategy levels by adding controls of peer firms’ CSR profile, peer firms’ international 

diversification, and peer firms’ product-market diversification in the three sets of models.  We 

also further controlled for a range of characteristics of the peer firm group: the number of peer 

firms, peer CEOs’ likeability, peer firms’ size, peer firm’s prestige, peer firm’s ROA and Peer 

firms’ MTB. To control for resource conditions in the environment, we included a measure of 

Industry munificence6. Lastly, we included fixed effects for calendar years and industries (4-

digit GICS) to control for other unobserved macro-environmental influences. 

We followed the approach used by previous research (e.g. Rao, Monin and Durand, 

2003) to test our hypotheses about how the charisma or narcissism of the CEOs of peer firms 

                                                        
6 Industry munificence was measured by first regressing the annual industry averages of three firm performance 
variables – the growth in sales, the growth in operating income, and the growth in total employment – over the years in 
the study period (2001-12), dividing the slope coefficient from the regression equations by the means of each of the 
variables, and then computing a composite index resulting through PCA of these three measures. 
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affect the imitation process: we first captured the baseline inter-organizational imitation effect—

i.e., the effect of peer firms’ recent behaviors on a focal firm’s behaviors—and then examined 

whether the studied peer CEO attributes enhance or mitigate this baseline effect of peer firms’ 

actions on the focal firm.  Thus, we first created measures of each of the recent strategic actions 

by peer firms (CSR, international diversification, product-market diversification) which 

capture the average recent actions, respectively, of industry peers from year t-3 to t-2 and year t-

2 to t-1. This approach entailed first taking the mean of each peer firm’s recent actions and then 

taking the average across all peer firms in the given strategic domain 7. We then examined the 

effects of the peer CEO characteristics on each of the three strategic actions—recent strategic 

actions by peer firms by charismatic CEOs and recent strategic actions by peer firms by 

narcissistic CEOs—which were computed for each strategic action (CSR, international 

diversification, product-market diversification) by interacting each peer firms’ recent strategic 

actions (i.e. the average of changes in each strategy from year t-3 to t-2 and year t-2 to t-1) with 

each attribute of their CEOs, and then aggregating these terms for each strategic action at the 

level of each focal-firm observation8. In other words, we computed a weighted-average of peer 

firms’ recent behaviors where those peer firms’ CEO attributes were used as weights. These 

independent variables allow us to test whether strategic behaviors by CEOs with the particular 

                                                        
7 We found qualitatively similar results by using peer’s actions in prior one year, and average change in the prior three 
years to compute the baseline effect. 
8 This approach to testing the effects of peer firms’ attributes in making their behaviors more influential on others has 
many precedents in the inter-organizational diffusion literature (e.g., Davis and Greve, 1997; Briscoe and Safford, 
2008). For instance, Briscoe and Safford (2008) tested the effects of activist-resistant identities on amplifying the 
influence (i.e., infectiousness or contagiousness) of certain peer firms’ adoption of same-sex partner benefits on focal 
firm’s likelihood of adoption by first interacting the prior adoption instances by the attributes of those prior adopters 
(i.e. activist resistant identities) and then aggregating those weighted scores for all the peer firms. This approach is also 
analogous to strategy scholars’ use of industry averages weighted by peer firms’ size, performance and other attributes 
to account for heterogeneities among peer firms (e.g. Baysinger et al., 1991). 
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characteristics under study are more or less likely to be emulated by the focal firm above and 

beyond the decision-makers’ baseline biases to adhere to the central tendencies of the industries. 

To test whether the positive effect of CEO charisma and the negative effect of CEO 

narcissism on the inter-organizational imitation process were affected by the uncertainty of the 

contextual conditions, we examined the interaction effects of industry dynamism and recent 

strategic actions by peer firms with charismatic/narcissistic CEOs as well as the interaction 

effects of prior strategy experience of the focal firm and recent strategic actions by 

charismatic/ narcissistic CEOs. 

Because our longitudinal panel comprised of multiple observations per company, we used 

Generalized Estimation Equations (GEE) regressions to test our hypotheses. GEE models are 

suitable for analyzing time-series data as they accommodate non-independent observations and 

inter-temporal correlations (Liang and Zeger, 1986). In the models predicting CSR and 

international diversification, both of which were normally distributed, we specified a Gaussian 

distribution, an identity link function, and clustering of errors at the firm-level. Since the variable 

for product-market diversification had a significant negative skew, we first log transformed it 

and then used the same model specifications as the other two DVs. Across the three sets of 

models, we chose exchangeable correlation structure because it best fits the data based on the 

smallest-qic criteria (which is akin to the AIC criteria but relevant for GEE models with 

correlated data; Pan, 2001; Cui and Qian, 2007). To enable ease of interpretation, we 

standardized all the variables involved in the interaction terms. 

Finally, our video-metric measurement technique opens the possibly that certain 

characteristics of firms or CEOs—e.g., large, prominent, high performing firms, or seasoned, 

powerful, or highly paid CEOs—make it more likely that the CEO appear on videotaped 
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interviews and thus in our sample. To account for this potential endogeneity, we ran a first stage 

probit model using data on all of the Fortune 500 firm CEOs to predict whether a given CEO was 

included in our analyses (e.g., Certo et al., 2016). In this model, we included multiple firm- (size, 

prestige, return on assets, market-to-book ratio), and CEO- level (tenure, age, duality and total 

pay) factors that may predict (non) inclusion of CEOs in our sample. The CEO-level variables 

served as our exclusion restrictions in this modeling—i.e., they were included in the first stage 

modeling as they may predict inclusion in the sample but were not included in the second stage 

modeling (Angrist, 2001). We computed a selection hazard coefficient from this first stage 

model, and added it to the main, second stage models (Leung and Yu, 1996). While these 

exclusion restrictions were chosen on substantive grounds (Bushway et al., 2007)—these CEO 

characteristics lend to the likelihood that these CEOs would be interviewed—their strength was 

also further verified by the low correlations (CEO charisma, r=.00; CEO narcissism, r=.04) 

between the selection hazard coefficient and our key independent variables (Bushway et al., 

2007; Leung & Yu, 1996; Certo et al., 2016). 

RESULTS 

Table 1 provides the descriptive statistics and correlations for the main variables in our 

analyses. There are three points with respect to the charisma and narcissism measures worth 

highlighting. First, charisma and narcissism were positively correlated (r=.43) with each other, 

consistent with prior research suggesting that while these constructs have some overlap, they are 

indeed distinct constructs (Galvin, Waldman and Balthazard, 2010). Furthermore, by 

simultaneously considering these attributes (thereby analytically eliminating their shared 

variance from regression models), our study rules out the confounding effects of charisma on 

narcissism and vice versa. This approach improves the alignment of our analyses with prior 
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theory that posits charisma and narcissism to have contrasting effects on leadership, and, at the 

same time, puts our ideas to a more stringent test.  Second, our measures of CEO charisma and 

narcissism showed modest to no correlation with other firm-level variables that are previously 

known as predictors of firms’ emulation worthiness. This implies that our video-based measures 

are not being driven by inferences based upon firm outcomes or other characteristics (e.g., firm 

performance, firm status, etc.). We further examine this issue in a supplemental analysis. Third, 

the mean scores of the sample CEOs on these two characteristics were comparable to those 

found in previous studies that have examined CEO charisma and narcissism with similar 

measures. This helps to further mitigate the possibility that our sample is biased—the average 

charisma or narcissism of CEOs included in our sample was comparable to CEOs in the wider 

population as documented in prior research9. 

------Insert Table 1 here------ 

Tables 2, 3 and 4 provide regression models that test our hypotheses regarding the effect 

of peer firm CEO charisma and narcissism on inter-organizational imitation of CSR, 

international and product-market diversification, respectively. In all three tables, Model 1 

represents a baseline model with control variables. Models 2 and 3 examine the effect of peer 

firm CEO charisma (Hypothesis 1) and peer firm CEO narcissism (Hypothesis 2) on inter-

organizational imitation, respectively. Models 4 and 5 then examine the moderating effect of 

industry dynamism with each strategic action, while Models 6 and 7 examine the moderating 

                                                        
9 We thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this comparison as a way of examining the possibility that our 
sample was biased toward the inclusion of charismatic or narcissistic CEOs. We found three previous studies that used 
a 5-point Likert scale to measure the charisma of CEOs (as rated by TMT members using the MLQ) with the following 
means: 4.38 (Tosi et al., 2004), 4.15 (Waldman et al., 2001), and 4.37 (Waldman et al., 2004).  The mean charisma 
score of our sample was slightly lower: it was 5.01, using a 7-point Likert scale, which converts to a mean of 3.7 on a 
5-point Likert scale. The mean narcissism score of our sample (4.92; 7-point Likert scale) is similar to the mean score 
(4.41) found by Petrenko et al. (2014)—who also validated their video measure against Chatterjee and Hambrick’s 
(2007) widely-used archival measure of narcissism (see also Zhu & Chen, 2014). 
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effect of prior focal firm experience. Model 8 presents the full model including all effects entered 

simultaneously. 

------Insert Tables 2, 3 & 4 here------ 

Model 2 in Tables 2, 3 and 4 show that, ceteris paribus, the charisma of peer firms’ 

CEOs has a strong influence on the extent to which the peer firms’ CSR, international 

diversification, and product-market diversification actions, respectively, serve as a compelling 

exemplar for other firms in the industry. The coefficient of the recent actions by charismatic 

CEOs is positive and significant in all three models (b=.180, p<.01, Model 2, Table 2; b=.045, 

p<.01, Model 2, Table 3; b=.030, p<.01, Model 2, Table 4). These findings provide strong 

support for Hypothesis 1; they suggest that the actions of peer firms led by charismatic CEOs 

tend to have a greater effect on focal firm’s actions than do the actions of peer firms led by less 

charismatic CEOs. 

Model 3 in Tables 2, 3 and 4 test Hypothesis 2 by examining the effect that peer firm 

CEO narcissism has on the imitation of the studied strategic actions. In predicting the imitation 

of CSR actions, the findings show that peer firm CEO narcissism has a negative and significant 

effect (b=-.177, p<.01; Model 3, Table 2). Similarly, the recent actions by narcissistic CEOs 

variable in predicting a focal firm’s corporate strategy is negative and significant (international 

diversification, b=-.066, p<.01; Model 3, Table 3; product-market diversification, b=-.019, 

p<.01; Model 3, Table 4). These findings thus provide strong support for Hypothesis 2. 

Models 4 and 5 in tables 2, 3 and 4 represent results for the hypothesized effect of 

industry dynamism. Here, our hypotheses predicted that the effects of peer CEO charisma and 

narcissism will be stronger in dynamic industries. Our results suggest that the interactions of 

recent strategic behaviors by charismatic CEOs and industry dynamism were positive and 
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significant for all three dependent variables (CSR, b=.038, p<.01; international diversification, 

b=.006, p<.10; product-market diversification, b=.022, p<.01, respectively; two-tailed tests), 

showing support for Hypothesis 3a. We plot these significant interactions in Figure 1 to aid 

interpretation of these findings. The results show, however, that industry uncertainty does not 

strengthen the negative effect of peer CEO narcissism on imitation as the interaction of industry 

dynamism with recent strategic behaviors by narcissistic CEOs did not yield any significant 

findings. Thus, Hypothesis 3b was not supported. 

------Insert Figure 1 here------ 

Models 6 and 7 in tables 2, 3 and 4 show results for the hypothesized effect of prior 

experience in the given strategic domain. Here, our hypotheses predicted that when firms have 

with their own prior experience in the given strategic domain, they are less susceptible to the 

influence of peer firm CEO characteristics in the imitation process. Our results suggest, for both 

peer firm CEO charisma and CEO narcissism, this dampening effect of prior focal firm 

experience holds when it comes to diversification strategies but not for CSR activities. The 

interaction between recent strategic behaviors by charismatic CEOs and prior experience were 

negative and significant for international diversification (b=-.011, p< .05) and product-market 

diversification (b=-.043, p<.01) but not for CSR.  Similarly, the interaction of recent strategic 

behaviors by narcissistic CEOs and firm’s prior domain experience was positive and significant 

for the two corporate strategy domains (international diversification, b=.032, p<.01; product-

market diversification, b=.017, p<.01) but not for CSR. Thus, these findings provide partial 

support for Hypotheses 4a and 4b. We graph these findings in Figures 2 & 3, which lend visual 

support for hypotheses by illustrating that the regression slopes for firms with high prior strategy 

experience were consistently steeper than for firms with low prior experience. 
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------Insert Figures 2 & 3 here------ 

Our findings are also practically important in terms of effect sizes: low (-1 S.D.) versus 

high (+1 S.D.) values of our key independent variables in our regression models predicted 

significant differences in the dependent variables of interest. Low (-1. S.D.) versus high (+1. 

S.D.) values of recent CSR actions by charismatic CEOs variables corresponded to a difference 

of .52 (.40 for narcissistic CEOs) in the DV, which is equivalent to more than half a standard 

deviation in the distribution of the dependent variable. Low (-1. S.D.) vs. high (+1. S.D.) values 

of recent international diversification actions by charismatic CEOs predicted a difference of 3 

percent (2 percent for narcissistic CEOs) change in the DV, which, for a company with median 

sales of all firms in our sample, represents a difference of $300 million ($200 million for 

narcissistic CEOs) in revenues from international business segments. Similarly, low vs. high 

values of product-market diversification actions by charismatic CEOs corresponded to a change 

of 20 percent (13 percent for narcissistic CEOs) in the DV. 

Additional analyses and robustness checks 

Prior research has suggested that certain characteristics of the firm may potentially affect 

observers’ perceptions of CEO charisma—and in particular, firm performance (Agle et al., 

2006). This possibility was especially important to examine given that our theorization is 

founded on recognition-based leader categorizations rather than on outcome-based inferences, 

and while our video-based rating method was done to help ensure that we captured perceptions 

of leader attributes, we were thus particularly interested in verifying that it was perceptions of the 

leader attributes and not inferences based upon other firm-level variables driving the effect. We 

therefore examined whether CEO charisma (and in a separate analysis, CEO narcissism) is 

associated with other firm-level factors that may affect perceptions of charisma by regressing our 
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measure of CEO charisma (narcissism) on these other factors including firm performance, size, 

prestige, and CEO pay. None of these firm-level factors were significant predictors of our CEO 

charisma or CEO narcissism measures (see Appendix A). As a further step, we reran our main 

analyses using the residual values from these regression models shown in Appendix A in lieu of 

using CEO charisma and CEO narcissism in calculating our main IVs as these residual values 

essentially capture peer CEO charisma and narcissism after accounting for these other firm-level 

variables. Our findings using these residualized versions of peer CEO charisma and narcissism 

were similar to our main findings.  

To further assess the practical implications of our findings, we assessed the relative 

importance of peer firm CEO charisma and peer firm performance – a key social-structural factor 

that may also affect imitation patters – for the focal firm’s imitation tendencies. To do so, we 

created an independent variable capturing recent strategic actions (CSR/international 

diversification/product-market diversification, respectively) by high (vs. low) performing firms. 

This variable was coded in the same way as our key independent variables, i.e., by interacting 

peer firms’ actions with their market-to-book ratio, and then averaging those interactions for 

each focal firm-year observations. We then performed regression runs with both recent strategic 

actions by charismatic CEOs and recent strategic actions by high (vs. low) performing firms in 

the models at the same time, and then compared their relative effects using Wald chi-square 

coefficient contrast tests. Across the three dependent variables, we found that the peer CEO 

charisma was a significantly stronger predictor of focal firm’s imitation behaviors than was peer 

firm performance (CSR, chi-square=18.74, p<.01; international diversification, chi-

square=24.92, p<.01; product market-diversification, chi-square=16.01, p<.01). 
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In our analyses, we have focused and found general support for the moderating influence 

of contextual uncertainty operationalized as industry dynamism, and prior strategic experience. 

In unreported analyses, we considered another source of uncertainty: heterogeneity (variance) 

among the peer firms on the strategic practices in question. As is, we computed a coefficient of 

variation (standard deviation/mean) for each of the three strategic domain among all the firms in 

the industry for each year and interacted it with our key independent variables. These analyses 

did not produce any significant results. 

Finally, we also considered the possibility of whether the charisma/narcissism of the 

focal CEO make it more or less likely that peer charismatic/narcissistic CEOs’ actions will be 

imitated (i.e., a homophilous imitation pattern). To examine this issue, we interacted our each of 

the weighted-average interaction variables (i.e., strategic actions by charismatic/narcissistic 

CEOs) with the similar attribute of the focal firm’s CEO. These analyses did not produce any 

significant findings, suggesting that the psychological attributes of peer CEOs’ tend to drive 

focal firm’s imitation decisions, positively or negatively, regardless of the focal firm CEO’s own 

similar attributes. 

Altogether, these supplemental analyses provide strong evidence that our video-based 

measures are capturing perceptions of the CEO characteristics under study and not outcome-

based inferences and provide additional evidence that these CEO characteristics are influencing 

the imitation process above and beyond other potential influences. 

DISCUSSION 

 Past research on inter-organizational imitation suggests that when uncertainty about an 

action’s risks or benefits exist, organizational decision-makers make sense of such actions by 

looking to the behaviors of their peers (Cyert and March, 1963; Westphal and Zajac, 1997; Rao 
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et al., 2001). While the frequency of actions among peers leads to imitation, past research has 

also shown that organizations are prone to imitate the actions of peer firms with certain attributes 

that serve as markers of effectiveness—i.e., large size (Haunschild and Miner, 1997), successful 

outcomes (Dutton and Freedman, 1985), or high status (Still and Strang, 2004). In this study, we 

advance this stream of research by considering how the characteristics of the decision-makers of 

peer firms—in particular, the charisma or narcissism of peer firms’ CEOs—affect focal firms’ 

imitation.  We posit that both peer CEO characteristics are influential on focal firms’ imitation 

because they trigger leader categorizations that lend to observers perceiving these actions as a 

result of strong leadership and volitional forces. Yet, we also argue that the socio-cognitive 

influence that these two leadership attributes have on the inter-organizational imitation process 

will be quite different: charisma is universally recognized as an effective form of leadership, and 

thus we expected it to have a positive effect on imitation, whereas narcissism embodies 

leadership characteristics that invoke perceptions of ineffectiveness, and hence we expected it to 

negatively affect focal firms’ imitation. Because uncertainty is at the heart of these effects, we 

also further examined the potential moderating role of contextual uncertainty. We investigated 

these relationships among a sample of Fortune 500 firms across two different strategic 

domains—CSR and corporate strategy. 

 Our findings are highly supportive. Both peer firm CEO characteristics appear to be 

influential on focal firms’ imitation of peer firms’ actions across the studied strategic domains. 

First, our results show that focal firms’ imitation of peer firms’ strategic actions was stronger 

when the peer firms were led by charismatic CEOs.  This finding is therefore consistent with our 

contention that when focal firm decision-makers look to their peers to make sense of strategic 

actions, this peer CEO characteristic positively influences focal firm’s decision to emulate the 
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strategic actions taken by those peer firms. Second, we found that when peer firms were led by 

narcissistic CEOs, this weakened the relationship between peer firms’ actions and focal firms’ 

subsequent emulation of those actions across all three of the studied strategic actions. This 

finding supports the notion that narcissistic leader characteristics elicit leader categorizations 

among observers which cast an ineffective light on such leaders. Thus, when focal firm decision-

makers observe strategic actions enacted by a narcissistic peer CEO, this dampens the decision to 

imitate.  

We also examined whether varying levels of uncertainty in the industry (i.e., industry 

dynamism) and at the firm level (i.e., focal firm prior experience with the practice) affected these 

relationships. Our findings suggest that industry dynamism enhanced the positive effect of peer 

CEO charisma on the imitation process across all three strategic actions. This provides support 

for the notion that the heightened uncertainty in dynamic industries makes the prototypical 

nature of this particular leader characteristic more influential to focal firms’ sense-making 

processes. It is also consistent with past scholarship that has suggested that this form of 

leadership is especially influential under uncertain conditions (e.g., Weber, 1947; Trice & Beyer, 

1986; see Lord & Emrich, 2001 and Shamir & Howell, 1999 for reviews). We found no 

evidence, however, to suggest that industry dynamism affects the negative influence that peer 

CEO narcissism has on inter-firm imitation of the three strategic practices. We interpret these 

findings as suggesting that the effect of uncertainty on the working of leadership categorization 

processes depends upon the content of the attributions: evidently, characteristics lending to 

perceived effectiveness (charisma) become even more desirable and influential as uncertainty 

increases whereas the influence of attributions of ineffectiveness remains the same. Simply, it 

appears that heightened uncertainty makes cues of effectiveness more desirable whereas it does 
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not affect the undesirability of cues of ineffectiveness. Clearly future research on this issue is 

needed: while much thought has been given to how uncertainty affects the conduciveness of 

desired leader categorization processes, there has been little previous consideration of how 

uncertainty affects categorization processes surrounding undesirable leader attributes.   

The results were also generally supportive of our prediction that focal firms’ prior 

experiences with the strategic practices lessens the potential influence of the peer CEO 

characteristics on the imitation process. When focal firms had prior experience in international or 

product market diversification, this lessened the effect that either peer CEO charisma or peer 

CEO narcissism had on focal firms’ imitation of each of these practices, respectively. Focal 

firms’ prior experiences in CSR practices, however, did not reduce the influence that either peer 

CEO charisma or peer CEO narcissism had on focal firms’ imitation of this strategic practice. 

One possible explanation for this finding may be that the means-ends linkages for CSR practices 

are much less clear than for firms’ corporate strategy behaviors and thus prior CSR experiences 

do not alleviate the uncertainty about CSR actions and thus the need remains for firms to look to 

their peers as a matter of sensemaking about such practices. 

As such, our findings have several implications for future research on inter-organizational 

imitation. First, in showing that the characteristics of peer CEOs affect the contagiousness of 

their firm’s actions, we provide a critical shift away from the past focus in this literature on firm-

level attributes toward those individuals responsible for the firm behaviors: the attributes of the 

leaders making the decisions about those strategic behaviors—i.e., CEOs—evidently matter to 

observers in the inter-organizational imitation process. Indeed, although general patterns of inter-

organizational influences have been well-documented (Rogers, 2003), there has been very little 

attention to the possibility that individuals vary in their propensity to facilitate inter-
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organizational imitation (Shropshire, 2010). The idea that individual differences of leaders play a 

role in imitation has only recently been considered (Zhu and Chen, 2015) and our study 

importantly extends this line of inquiry to examine how the characteristics of peer firm leaders 

affect observers’ perceptions of the strategic behaviors in question. In so doing, our study thus 

advances theory and research on attribute-based or selective imitation processes which has 

shown that focal decision makers tend to imitate behaviors when they are executed by peer firms 

with attributes that enhance the perceived effectiveness of the strategic behaviors in question 

(e.g., Greve, 1998; Haunschild and Miner, 1997; Strang and Still, 2004; Rhee et al., 2006; 

Williamson and Cable, 2003). Clearly, future research which continues to delve into how the 

attributes of decision-makers—both those of peer and focal firms—affects the imitation process 

is highly warranted. 

Second, our arguments and findings suggest that attributes which invoke perceptions of 

ineffectiveness can dampen focal firms’ imitation of peer firms’ actions. Focusing on narcissism 

as a prototype of ineffective leadership, our results provide support for the idea that actions of 

peer firms led by narcissistic CEOs are discounted by observing firms. Furthermore, our findings 

suggest that such discounting invoked by ineffectiveness cues is not sensitive to the degree of 

environmental uncertainty, as are effectiveness cues. Given that inter-organizational imitation 

research to date has essentially focused on attributes that enhance imitation—i.e., there has been 

an implicit focus on effectiveness cues rather than ineffectiveness cues— our findings that peer 

CEO narcissism dampens imitation open up a whole new avenue for future research. Research 

that further investigates characteristics of peer firms and their CEOs that may diminish the 

contagiousness of peer firms’ actions is therefore highly warranted.   
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Third, our study builds on the notion that inter-organizational imitation is heavily an 

automatic socio-cognitive process (e.g., Strang and Still, 2004) and to the extent that the peer 

firm CEO characteristics we studied here triggered focal firms’ leader categorization processes 

that elicit agentic attributions about these practices, our findings further previous research which 

has suggested the importance of the imitation process that the observed behaviors be perceived 

as the result of volitional decision making (Briscoe et al., 2015). As Strang and Meyer (1993) 

noted, when practices are perceived to be agentic in nature, this increases the belief in their 

rational basis and thus imitation. Our arguments and findings point to the need for future 

research continue to examine how the agency surrounding practices affects the imitation process. 

Furthermore, in suggesting that agentic attributions affect the perceptions that peer firms have of 

one another, our study adds to research that has suggested that agentic attributional processes 

operate among the business press (e.g., Chen & Meindl, 1991; Meindl et al., 1985), securities 

analysts (Fanelli et al., 2009), and investors (Parachuri & Misangyi, 2015). 

Fourth, the socio-cognitive lens advanced here raises a critical—and dark—insight about 

how leadership may affect the imitation process. While leadership is typically portrayed in a 

beneficial light, our study suggests that the very same organizational action can be seen as either 

effective or ineffective depending upon the type of leadership that enacts it. As our study shows, 

when leaders with negatively perceived characteristics institute a practice, this can be influential 

in stopping the spread of a practice that may otherwise diffuse widely. It also follows that it is 

possible that when leaders with positively perceived characteristics enact a detrimental 

practice—be it an ineffective or an unethical one—peers may be likely to follow suit. Indeed, 

firms are known to adopt practices that can hurt shareholders’ interests, and inspire outrage 
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among stakeholders (Briscoe and Gupta, 2016). Future research that examines how leaders 

influence the imitation of detrimental practices may be highly fruitful. 

Our study, in advancing a socio-cognitive understanding of leadership, also has 

implications for future research on CEO charisma, CEO narcissism, and leadership more 

generally.  With respect to CEO charisma, our findings that charismatic CEOs have an effect—a 

non-deliberate socio-cognitive one—on the behaviors of their industry peers extends previous 

research which has begun to consider how CEO charisma has an influence on firms’ external 

constituencies (Chen and Meindl, 1991; Fanelli & Misangyi, 2006; Fanelli et al., 2009; Flynn & 

Staw, 2004; Khurana, 2002). Our study also builds on the cumulative findings that narcissistic 

CEOs tend to make decisions that can negatively impact organizations (Chatterjee and 

Hambrick, 2007; Zhu and Chen, 2015; Petrenko et al., 2015). But, our findings shift attention to 

how CEO narcissism affects the behaviors of those who observe the narcissist rather than how it 

affects the narcissist and his/her organization. Our findings clearly suggest that observers 

comprehend and react to CEO narcissism, and alter their behavior in light of that understanding.   

Finally, although past research has often taken an inference-based socio-cognitive 

perspective to understanding organizational leadership—most prominently research on the 

“romance of leadership” (Meindl et al., 1985) or on “CEO celebrity” (e.g., Hayward et al., 

2004)—the perspective put forward by our study is that leadership operates through 

categorizations made by followers (or potential followers) when they observe particular leader 

characteristics and behaviors. In this recognition-based view of leader categorizations, “the locus 

of leadership […] involves behaviors, traits, characteristics, and outcomes produced by leaders 

as these elements are interpreted by followers” (Lord and Maher, 1991: 11), and our findings 

lend support to the suggestion that leader characteristics and behaviors constitute a basis for 
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distal leader effects (cf., Fanelli and Misangyi, 2006; Fanelli et al., 2009; Shamir, 1995). Indeed, 

this has a profound implication for how we conceive leadership and followership more generally: 

it suggests that leadership can have far reaching effects on external observers and other leaders.  

What’s more, this influence is largely non-deliberate and unintentional; it occurs whether or not 

the leaders with particular characteristics—and as our study makes clear these attributes include 

charisma or narcissism—seek to influence these more distant observers. Instead, this influence 

occurs because their leadership characteristics are believed to be beneficial or detrimental by 

those observing the leader. Simply put, our study implies that the reach of certain leaders extends 

well beyond their direct “followers”.  

Our study, and its contributions, must be considered in light of its limitations. Foremost is 

that it is not possible to directly examine the theorized underlying mechanisms.  Our theorization 

suggests that the charisma and narcissism of peer firms’ CEOs affect the imitation process 

because they trigger observers’ “implicit leadership theories” which lend both to attributions 

about the volitional nature of the actions in question as well as to their perceived effectiveness or 

ineffectiveness. Given this grounding in the strategic perspective of legitimacy, which gives 

primacy to notions of effectiveness, it is worth noting that the influence of the studied peer CEO 

characteristics on inter-organizational imitation may be due to alternative mechanisms.  

This seems especially possible for CEO charisma: one potential alternative explanation 

for the effect of peer CEO charisma is that it may serve as part of a process of affirmation rather 

than imitation10.  That is, because we study ongoing strategic behaviors, it may be that when 

focal firms are already engaging in a strategic action, viewing charismatic CEO peers doing the 

same strategic behavior helps to validate or affirm their own strategic decisions, thereby leading                                                         
10 We thank one of our anonymous reviewers for suggesting the possibility that this alternative explanation 

may be at work here. 
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to an escalation of the strategic action. Our findings that focal firms’ prior experiences with the 

strategic action in question dampens the effect of CEO charisma on the imitation process helps to 

rule out this alternative, however: we would not expect to find this dampening effect of peer 

CEO charisma on focal firms’ practices under such an affirmation process. 

A second alternative is that, rather than effectiveness, the found effects may be rooted 

more in institutional notions of legitimacy that emphasize the appropriateness or constitutive 

beliefs surrounding the practices. Again, such institutional accounts may be particularly pertinent 

to CEO charisma, given that the sociological origins of charisma are directly derived from the 

notions of “authority”, “legitimacy”, and “ultimate values” (see Greenfeld, 1985: 119; Weber, 

1947). While our research design cannot rule out such an alternative explanation for the effects 

of charisma (and narcissism), the main mechanism underlying our theorization for their 

influence—leader categorizations and implicit leadership theories—would nevertheless still 

apply to this alternative view of the imitation process.   

A third possibility is that charismatic peer CEOs may be viewed as more likeable, and 

may thus have more informal social ties to focal firms’ decision-makers—and such ties may then 

strengthen the inter-organizational imitation. It is similarly plausible that narcissistic peer CEOs 

are viewed as less likeable—and thus have fewer informal ties to focal firms’ decision makers 

which would thereby weaken imitation. While our analytical technique did not afford us the 

ability to observe these ties, we did incorporate the impact of peer CEO likeability, which did not 

alter our findings for either peer CEO charisma or narcissism. Moreover, in bivariate 

correlations, CEO likeability was positively associated with both charisma and narcissism, 

further assuaging the concern that the negative effect of narcissism is driven by the lack of 

likeability of those CEOs. 
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In conclusion, we examined the question of how characteristics of peer firms’ CEOs can 

encourage or dissuade the imitation of their strategic behavior by the focal firm. We showed that 

CEO charisma and narcissism – which are indicative of positive versus negative forms of 

leadership – served as social cues for observing firms to form impressions about whether peer 

firm behaviors represent worthy exemplars of decision-making. Our study advances research on 

inter-organizational imitation by spotlighting the importance of peer firms’ CEOs, research in 

strategic leadership by demonstrating the spill-over effects of CEO attributes in multiple strategic 

domains, and advances a socio-cognitive view of leadership that has far-reaching implications 

for any research domain in which leadership and followership are of interest. 
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations 
 
  Mean S.D. (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) (17) (18) (19) (20) (21) (22) (23) (24) (25) (26) (27) (28) 

(1) CSR  .31  1.01     

(2) Prior year CSR  .27  .97 .89     

(3) International diversification  .41  .25 .11 .11     

(4) Prior year international diversification  .39  .24 .09 .10 .88     

(5) Product-market diversification  .54  .48 .02 .01 .00 -.02     

(6) Prior year product-market diversification  .55  .48 .04 .00 .01 .01 .93     

(7) Firm size (logged sales)  9.52  1.13 .01 .01 .00 .02 .32 .32     

(8) Firm prestige  .19  .39 .38 .37 .17 .18 .13 .12 .24     

(9) Return on assets  5.95  6.89 .08 .08 -.10 -.09 -.03 -.05 .16 .17     

(10) Market-to-book ratio  3.76  2.70 .20 .19 .02 .02 -.15 -.14 -.02 .16 .31     

(11) Debt-to-equity ratio  1.48  1.70 -.11 -.07 -.05 -.07 .01 .01 .24 -.04 -.15 .11     

(12) CEO likeability  5.16  .83 .16 .16 .06 .04 -.08 -.09 -.19 .01 .12 .22 -.01    

(13) CEO charisma  4.98  .72 .36 .37 .09 .07 .00 -.02 -.20 .10 .10 .15 -.08 .28   

(14) CEO narcissism  4.86  .68 .19 .20 .10 .09 -.03 -.02 -.09 .09 .02 .03 -.08 .24 .43   

(15) Industry dynamism  .01  .01 -.12 -.12 -.01 .01 -.06 -.04 .10 .00 -.14 -.10 .12 -.09 -.05 -.03   

(16) Industry munificence  .04  .04 -.20 -.17 -.04 -.01 -.05 -.05 .08 -.15 .22 -.07 -.10 -.12 -.09 -.01 -.09   

(17) Number of peer firms  9.93  3.95 -.19 -.16 .17 .14 .33 .31 .06 -.01 -.02 -.14 .07 -.14 -.05 -.02 -.20 .17   

(18) Peer firms' CSR profile  .17  .51 .39 .36 .18 .14 -.07 -.06 -.14 .22 -.03 .22 -.12 .13 .19 .17 -.16 -.26 -.27   

(19) Peer firms' international diversification  .39  .12 .22 .23 .15 .12 .01 .02 -.09 .28 -.04 .05 -.11 .01 .11 .23 .00 .04 .26 .33   

(20) Peer firms' product-market diversification  .48  .06 -.04 -.02 -.05 -.05 .27 .28 -.28 -.14 .02 .15 -.01 .05 -.02 -.01 .05 -.11 -.27 .06 -.10   

(21) Peer firms' size  9.27  .36 -.20 -.16 -.02 -.03 .20 .19 -.07 -.30 .00 -.18 .03 -.07 -.07 -.13 .08 .19 .33 -.25 -.19 -.20   

(22) Peer firms' prestige  .17  .20 .25 .23 .32 .30 -.11 -.11 -.15 .20 -.22 .05 -.15 .07 .07 .20 .05 -.30 -.05 .18 .29 .11 -.24   

(23) Peer firms' ROA  4.92  4.36 -.13 -.12 -.12 -.14 -.04 -.02 -.09 -.22 .17 .00 -.01 -.03 -.04 -.03 -.30 .49 .07 -.16 -.11 -.07 .06 -.31   

(24) Peer firms' MTB  3.52  1.14 .33 .29 -.03 -.05 -.13 -.12 -.24 .11 .03 .11 -.21 .17 .15 .21 -.34 -.06 -.26 .54 .21 .11 -.45 .17 .24   

(25) CSR actions by peer firms  .04  .11 .16 .13 -.06 -.04 -.08 -.08 -.12 .11 -.04 .06 -.09 .00 .04 .06 -.16 -.32 -.16 .26 -.02 .14 -.23 .10 -.07 .32   

(26) International diversification actions by peers firms  .01  .02 .10 .08 .05 .07 .07 .04 -.01 .08 .03 .02 -.01 .07 .05 .04 -.04 -.12 .12 .18 .01 -.01 .00 .10 .00 .05 -.06   

(27) Product-market diversification actions by peers firms .00  .02 .07 .03 -.06 -.06 -.03 .04 .00 -.02 -.15 -.03 .04 .02 -.02 -.01 .03 -.12 -.07 .00 -.17 .08 -.07 .03 -.23 -.04 .03 .05   

(28) Peer CEO charisma  4.97  .22 .26 .26 .10 .08 -.06 -.06 -.07 .19 -.07 .10 -.02 -.02 -.04 .06 -.09 -.18 -.02 .30 .21 .06 -.20 .25 -.15 .26 .17 .00 -.07  

(29) Peer CEO narcissism  4.84  .23 .27 .27 .23 .22 -.17 -.16 -.11 .27 .01 .22 -.07 .09 .08 -.04 -.02 .03 -.11 .26 .28 .05 -.25 .29 -.05 .29 .11 .02 -.13 .46 

These descriptive statistics refer to cases that were common across the three DVs. Correlations above |.10| were statistically significant at p<.05 
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Table 2. GEE Models Predicting Inter-organizational imitation of corporate social responsibility (2001-2008) 
Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 

Prior year CSR ^ 0.773 0.750 0.753 0.726 0.725 0.723 0.722 0.726 
 (0.014) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) 
Selection hazard coefficient 0.043 0.043 0.041 0.042 0.041 0.041 0.041 0.042 
 (0.035) (0.035) (0.036) (0.037) (0.036) (0.037) (0.037) (0.037) 
Firm size (logged sales) 0.004 -0.003 0.007 -0.006 -0.002 -0.002 -0.002 -0.005 
 (0.016) (0.016) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) 
Firm prestige 0.081 0.074 0.085 0.070 0.076 0.075 0.075 0.071 
 (0.048) (0.048) (0.049) (0.049) (0.049) (0.049) (0.049) (0.049) 
Return on assets -0.003 -0.002 -0.002 -0.001 -0.002 -0.002 -0.002 -0.001 
 (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 
Market-to-book ratio 0.004 0.004 0.004 0.005 0.005 0.005 0.005 0.004 
 (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 
Debt-to-equity ratio -0.010 -0.010 -0.010 -0.010 -0.010 -0.011 -0.011 -0.010 
 (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) 
Industry dynamism ^ 0.017 0.015 0.022 0.036 0.026 0.020 0.020 0.035 
 (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.020) 
Industry munificence 0.070 0.259 -0.060 0.166 0.132 0.147 0.169 0.226 
 (0.453) (0.449) (0.444) (0.438) (0.439) (0.439) (0.439) (0.439) 
CEO likeability 0.032 0.033 0.019 0.024 0.021 0.018 0.018 0.025 
 (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) 
CEO charisma 0.019 0.022 0.036 0.044 0.041 0.041 0.041 0.045 
 (0.029) (0.030) (0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.031) 
CEO narcissism 0.006 0.009 -0.002 -0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 -0.001 
 (0.018) (0.018) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) 
Number of peer firms -0.001 0.000 -0.003 -0.003 -0.002 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 
 (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) 
Peer CEO's likeability 0.001 0.035 -0.016 0.058 0.036 0.019 0.018 0.064 
 (0.082) (0.081) (0.081) (0.080) (0.081) (0.080) (0.080) (0.081) 
Peer firms' CSR profile -0.096 -0.099 -0.076 -0.065 -0.077 -0.078 -0.079 -0.067 
 (0.063) (0.062) (0.062) (0.061) (0.061) (0.061) (0.061) (0.061) 
Peer firms' size 0.132 0.118 0.120 0.070 0.099 0.101 0.102 0.072 
 (0.056) (0.056) (0.056) (0.056) (0.055) (0.055) (0.055) (0.056) 
Peer firms' prestige 0.240 0.288 0.191 0.206 0.242 0.234 0.235 0.222 
 (0.227) (0.225) (0.224) (0.221) (0.222) (0.222) (0.222) (0.222) 
Peer firms' ROA 0.004 0.004 0.004 0.005 0.005 0.005 0.005 0.005 
 (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 
Peer firms' MTB -0.008 -0.010 -0.006 -0.006 -0.007 -0.008 -0.009 -0.008 
 (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) 
Recent CSR actions by peer firms 0.012 -0.154 0.179 -0.009 0.024 0.016 -0.014 -0.142 
 (0.014) (0.037) (0.031) (0.045) (0.048) (0.058) (0.048) (0.107) 
Recent CSR actions by charismatic CEOs ^  0.180  0.210 0.209 0.191 0.199 0.171 
  (0.037)  (0.038) (0.038) (0.052) (0.038) (0.075) 
Recent CSR actions by narcissistic CEOs ^   -0.177 -0.187 -0.213 -0.191 -0.169 -0.117 
   (0.031) (0.030) (0.035) (0.030) (0.036) (0.056) 
Recent CSR actions by charismatic CEOs × Industry dynamism    0.038    0.039 
    (0.013)    (0.015) 
Recent CSR actions by narcissistic CEOs × Industry dynamism     1.523   0.035 
     (1.158)   (1.353) 
Recent CSR actions by charismatic CEOs × Prior CSR      0.005  0.003 
      (0.012)  (0.024) 
Recent CSR actions by narcissistic CEOs × Prior CSR       0.014 0.024 
       (0.013) (0.025) 
Constant -1.627 -1.670 -1.396 -1.282 -1.452 -1.396 -1.401 -1.343 
 (0.659) (0.653) (0.654) (0.646) (0.647) (0.648) (0.646) (0.652) 
Chi2 6,418.78 6,783.86 6,770.97 6,955.40 6,875.26 6,858.67 6,834.52 6,933.16 

N=1,158; Industry and year fixed effects included; ^ For ease of interpretation, these variables were standardized prior to entering in the regression  
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Table 3. GEE Models Predicting Inter-organizational imitation of international diversification (2001-2012) 
Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 

Prior year international diversification ^ 0.258 0.240 0.251 0.236 0.236 0.235 0.236 0.235 
 (0.003) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 
Selection hazard coefficient 0.006 -0.000 0.003 -0.000 -0.000 0.001 -0.000 0.001 
 (0.007) (0.010) (0.008) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010) 
Firm size (logged sales) 0.000 0.001 0.000 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 
 (0.003) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 
Firm prestige -0.001 0.005 0.006 0.009 0.009 0.008 0.008 0.006 
 (0.011) (0.013) (0.011) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) 
Return on assets 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 
 (0.000) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
Market-to-book ratio -0.000 0.001 0.000 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 
 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
Debt-to-equity ratio 0.002 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 
 (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 
CEO likeability -0.008 -0.007 -0.008 -0.006 -0.006 -0.006 -0.006 -0.004 
 (0.006) (0.007) (0.006) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) 
CEO charisma 0.009 0.011 0.010 0.010 0.010 0.011 0.011 0.009 
 (0.007) (0.008) (0.007) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) 
CEO narcissism 0.000 0.002 -0.000 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 
 (0.004) (0.005) (0.004) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) 
Industry dynamism ^ 0.003 0.006 0.002 0.006 0.006 0.006 0.005 0.005 
 (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) 
Industry munificence 0.286 0.238 0.320 0.223 0.248 0.260 0.275 0.224 
 (0.146) (0.143) (0.145) (0.145) (0.145) (0.142) (0.143) (0.145) 
Number of peer firms -0.004 -0.003 -0.004 -0.003 -0.003 -0.003 -0.004 -0.003 
 (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 
Peer CEO's likeability -0.035 -0.026 -0.034 -0.026 -0.025 -0.023 -0.025 -0.019 
 (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) 
Peer firms' international diversification -0.289 -0.260 -0.293 -0.272 -0.270 -0.264 -0.268 -0.247 
 (0.050) (0.050) (0.050) (0.050) (0.050) (0.050) (0.050) (0.050) 
Peer firms' size -0.008 0.001 -0.009 -0.001 -0.002 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 
 (0.013) (0.014) (0.013) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) 
Peer firms' prestige 0.003 0.007 0.039 0.043 0.040 0.037 0.034 0.039 
 (0.055) (0.061) (0.058) (0.062) (0.062) (0.061) (0.061) (0.061) 
Peer firms' ROA 0.005 0.005 0.005 0.004 0.004 0.005 0.004 0.004 
 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
Peer firms' MTB 0.005 0.004 0.005 0.003 0.004 0.004 0.004 0.004 
 (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 
Recent international diversification actions by peers firms -0.018 -0.051 0.047 -0.000 0.005 -0.004 0.007 -0.031 
 (0.005) (0.007) (0.016) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.020) 
Recent international diversification actions by charismatic CEOs ^  0.045  0.044 0.043 0.058 0.043 0.045 
  (0.007)  (0.007) (0.007) (0.010) (0.007) (0.014) 
Recent international diversification actions by narcissistic CEOs ^   -0.066 -0.055 -0.058 -0.061 -0.058 -0.068 
   (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.017) 
Recent international diversification actions by charismatic CEOs × Industry dynamism    0.006    0.006 
    (0.004)    (0.004) 
Recent international diversification actions by narcissistic CEOs × Industry dynamism     0.003   0.002 
     (0.003)   (0.003) 
Recent international diversification actions by charismatic CEOs × Prior international diversification      -0.011  -0.016 
      (0.005)  (0.005) 
Recent international diversification actions by narcissistic CEOs × Prior international diversification       0.032 0.034 
       (0.006) (0.010) 
Constant 0.542 0.375 0.554 0.411 0.407 0.390 0.402 0.366 
 (0.174) (0.183) (0.177) (0.184) (0.184) (0.184) (0.184) (0.182) 
Chi2 7,320.69 7,762.44 7,535.24 7,893.07 7,799.05 7,856.88 7,904.28 7,992.75 

N=1,235; Industry and year fixed effects included; ^ For ease of interpretation, these variables were standardized prior to entering in the regression  
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Table 4. GEE Models Predicting Inter-organizational imitation of product-market diversification (2001-2012) 
Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 

Prior product-market diversification (logged) ^ 0.288 0.274 0.277 0.242 0.238 0.229 0.234 0.198 
 (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 
Selection hazard coefficient 0.004 0.002 0.004 0.001 0.001 -0.002 0.001 -0.004 
 (0.007) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.009) (0.008) (0.009) (0.008) 
Firm size (logged sales) -0.002 0.003 0.000 0.007 0.009 0.009 0.009 0.008 
 (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.003) 
Firm prestige -0.005 0.009 -0.008 0.010 0.009 0.009 0.010 0.025 
 (0.009) (0.010) (0.010) (0.011) (0.012) (0.011) (0.012) (0.010) 
Return on assets 0.001 0.000 0.001 0.001 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 
 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 
Market-to-book ratio -0.002 -0.002 -0.003 -0.003 -0.003 -0.003 -0.003 -0.003 
 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
Debt-to-equity ratio 0.002 0.002 0.002 0.001 0.001 0.002 0.001 0.002 
 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
CEO likeability -0.001 -0.002 -0.006 -0.014 -0.013 -0.014 -0.012 -0.013 
 (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.005) 
CEO charisma 0.002 0.003 0.008 0.018 0.016 0.016 0.016 0.018 
 (0.006) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.008) (0.007) (0.008) (0.007) 
CEO narcissism -0.006 -0.002 -0.008 -0.004 -0.003 -0.004 -0.003 -0.006 
 (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) 
Industry dynamism ^ 0.003 0.004 0.003 0.004 0.004 0.004 0.004 0.004 
 (0.004) (0.003) (0.004) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 
Industry munificence 0.048 0.022 0.019 -0.058 -0.037 -0.061 -0.040 -0.081 
 (0.075) (0.072) (0.074) (0.067) (0.069) (0.067) (0.068) (0.059) 
Number of peer firms -0.003 -0.002 -0.003 -0.002 -0.001 -0.000 -0.001 -0.001 
 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
Peer CEO's likeability 0.009 0.009 0.008 0.005 0.010 0.008 0.009 0.009 
 (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.013) (0.014) (0.013) (0.014) (0.012) 
Peer firms' product-market diversification -0.087 -0.106 -0.089 -0.101 -0.108 -0.095 -0.110 -0.073 
 (0.029) (0.028) (0.029) (0.027) (0.027) (0.026) (0.027) (0.024) 
Peer firms' size -0.003 -0.001 -0.004 -0.005 -0.006 -0.003 -0.004 0.001 
 (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.008) (0.009) (0.008) 
Peer firms' prestige -0.035 -0.019 -0.016 0.011 0.022 0.029 0.017 0.046 
 (0.040) (0.039) (0.040) (0.036) (0.037) (0.036) (0.037) (0.032) 
Peer firms' ROA -0.000 0.000 -0.000 0.001 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 
 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
Peer firms' MTB 0.001 0.000 0.001 0.001 0.001 -0.001 0.002 -0.001 
 (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 
Recent product-market diversification actions by peers firms -0.279 -0.555 -0.049 -0.241 -0.173 -0.567 0.073 0.238 
 (0.073) (0.075) (0.080) (0.075) (0.078) (0.081) (0.098) (0.086) 
Recent product-market diversification actions by charismatic CEOs ^  0.030  0.044 0.048 0.074 0.049 0.040 
  (0.003)  (0.003) (0.003) (0.004) (0.003) (0.004) 
Recent product-market diversification actions by narcissistic CEOs ^   -0.019 -0.040 -0.043 -0.041 -0.062 -0.033 
   (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.005) (0.006) 
Recent product-market diversification actions by charismatic CEOs × Industry dynamism    0.022    0.025 
    (0.002)    (0.002) 
Recent product-market diversification actions by narcissistic CEOs × Industry dynamism     -0.002   -0.001 
     (0.002)   (0.002) 
Recent product-market diversification actions by charismatic CEOs × Prior product-market diversification      -0.043  -0.082 
      (0.004)  (0.004) 
Recent product-market diversification actions by narcissistic CEOs × Prior product-market diversification       0.017 0.023 
       (0.004) (0.004) 
Constant 0.418 0.333 0.417 0.348 0.306 0.310 0.302 0.308 
 (0.118) (0.117) (0.118) (0.112) (0.114) (0.111) (0.114) (0.099) 
Chi2 10,518.59 15,500.53 16,275.92 16,370.43 16,255.33 16,322.33 16,469.60 18,030.98 

N=1,839; Industry and year fixed effects included; ^ For ease of interpretation, these variables were standardized prior to entering in the regression  
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Figure 1. The effects of recent actions of charismatic peer CEOs on focal firm’s actions under high versus low industry dynamism. (a) Corporate social responsibility; 
(b) International diversification; (c) Product-market diversification 
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Figure 2. The effects of recent actions of charismatic peer CEOs on focal firm’s actions under high versus low prior strategic experience. (a) International 
diversification; (b) Product-market diversification 
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Figure 3. The effects of recent actions of narcissistic peer CEOs on focal firm’s actions under high versus low prior strategic experience. (a) International diversification; 
(b) Product-market diversification 
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