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6
Responsive Leaders:
Cognitive and Behavioral 
Reactions to Identity Threats

Roderick M. Kramer
Stanford University

In recent months, following the almost daily revelations of corporate 
fraud and abuse by the heads of some of the country’s largest corpo-
rations, the American people have been witness to a parade of lead-
ers earnestly denying any wrongdoing. And they’ve seen these same 
leaders, contritely arrayed at long tables facing angry and accusing 
Congressional committees, declaring they hadn’t seen it coming and it 
wasn’t their fault.

Such events remind us that it isn’t easy being at the top. They also remind 
us that leaders are expected not only to make sensible and prudent decisions 
as they manage their organizations but also to be adept at explaining and 
justifying those decisions. Yet, given the intense scrutiny directed at cur-
rent leaders, successfully maintaining a positive image can be truly prob-
lematic (Sutton & Galunic, 1996). Both a skeptical and vigilant media and 
the various stakeholders of an organization have greater access to informa-
tion and feel empowered to challenge leaders’ judgments and actions. As a 
consequence, leaders find their decisions endlessly dissected and debated 
by television pundits, watchdog groups, and bloggers. As Pfeffer (1992) 
succinctly noted, “To be in power is to be watched more closely, and this 
surveillance affords one the luxury of few mistakes” (p. 302).

When leaders do make mistakes—or are perceived to have made mis-
takes—they are likely to find their intentions, motives, attentiveness, or 
competence called into question. Questions about their integrity, cred-
ibility, or competence present them with severe identity-threatening pre-
dicaments. When accusations challenge cherished, central aspects of a 
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122  •  Social Psychology and Organizations

leader’s own sense of identity, they constitute a particularly serious, per-
sonal threat.

The research that I summarize in this chapter explores the array of cog-
nitive responses leaders experience when they face these identity-threat-
ening predicaments. My primary aim in the chapter is to systematically 
explore two central questions. First, how do leaders construe identity-
threatening predicaments? In other words, what cognitive tactics do they 
use to make sense of (and potentially attenuate or mitigate) these threats 
to their identity and sense of self? And, second, how do they adjust their 
cognitions to preserve their sense of self and justify their actions? Stated 
in slightly different terms, I explore the cognitive strategies leaders use 
when they try to make sense of identity-threatening predicaments and the 
cognitive tactics they use when they try to repair their threatened or tar-
nished identities.

In pursuing these two issues, I should note that my analysis differs 
somewhat from prior approaches. For the most part, previous research 
has focused on decision makers’ explanatory accounts, including tactics 
such as apologies, excuses, and justifications (e.g., Elsbach, 1994; Elsbach 
& Sutton, 1992; Ginzel, Kramer, & Sutton, 1993; Salancik & Meindl, 1984). 
In the present research, I investigate the role of strategic categorization 
(and also recategorization) processes. In particular, I present the results 
of three studies that explored leaders’ responsive construals of identity-
threatening predicaments and the tactics they chose in their attempts to 
repair their tarnished identities.

My research also takes a different methodological approach to these 
phenomena. The traditional, preferred method in social psychological 
research has been the laboratory experiment (Runkel & McGrath, 1974); 
it has many well-known advantages for investigating the efficacy of self-
presentational strategies (e.g., Leary, 1989, 1995; Schlenker, 2003). My 
research, in contrast, has taken a qualitative, archival approach, investi-
gating the self-presentational strategies and tactics real-world leaders use 
when responding to real-world predicaments. Thus, I have focused on 
analyzing the thoughts and responses of experienced, skillful leaders, pos-
sibly assisted by their advisors, to actual predicaments.

To begin, I provide a brief conceptual summary of the meaning of a 
leader’s psychological identity or sense of self. I then describe how orga-
nizational events, external and beyond a leader’s control, as well as those 
resulting from a leader’s own decisions can threaten these identities. I 

Y101877.indb   122 5/25/10   3:12:30 PM

http://www.psypress.com/9781848728561

http://www.psypress.com/9781848728561


Responsive Leaders  •  123

discuss how I analyzed leaders’ responses and then present findings from 
three different domains. I conclude the chapter by discussing some theo-
retical and practical implications.

Leader Identity and Identity-
Threatening Predicaments

For the present analysis, I define psychological identity in terms of the 
attributes individuals use to describe themselves (Hoyle, Kernis, Leary, & 
Baldwin, 1999). Thus, leaders’ identities constitute the set of self-perceived 
attributes they use to characterize themselves or their leadership, including 
unique or distinctive personal qualities leaders associate with themselves. 
Leaders might, for example, consider themselves intelligent, competent, 
trustworthy, competitive, visionary, or resilient. These self-ascriptions also 
include references to various social and political categories they might use 
to label themselves. Thus, a leader might also describe herself as a feminist, 
a centrist Democrat, a neoconservative, or a radical environmentalist.

As with other forms of psychological identity, leader identities are 
highly differentiated and include multiple identity components (Brewer & 
Hewstone, 2004). Thus, when asked to describe themselves, most leaders 
will experience little difficulty invoking a variety of different attributes and 
categories. To be sure, some may describe themselves in terms of a very 
few, closely related attributes, and others may list many attributes, some of 
which may seem inconsistent with, and not easily integrated into, a single, 
coherent sense of self. They may also vary in their comfort or ambivalence 
toward their attributes. Martin Luther King Jr., for example, was acutely 
sensitive to what he perceived as his personal moral weaknesses, especially 
those related to “womanizing.” Nonetheless, he understood and accepted 
these critical self-perceptions to sharpen his thinking regarding his role in 
the leadership of the civil rights movement (Branch, 2006).

Identity attributes also vary in their importance and centrality. For 
example, some leaders might define themselves first and foremost in terms 
of their ability to manifest grace under pressure (an attribute President 
John F. Kennedy highly valued). In contrast, Ronald Reagan valued opti-
mism, a deep faith in himself, and the wisdom of his judgment. Other 
leaders view their ability to bounce back from personal or political crises 
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124  •  Social Psychology and Organizations

as central; for example, Bill Clinton famously referred to himself as “the 
Comeback Kid.” Similarly, Richard Nixon perceived himself as a scrappy, 
street-tough fighter whom the Harvard-trained intellectuals and media 
critics underestimated, with other attributes taking a secondary, more 
peripheral place.

I characterize those attributes and categories leaders view as particu-
larly important, fundamental, and central to their self-conceptions as core 
identity attributes or categories. From a functional perspective, all of the 
self-ascriptions and self-categorizations leaders employ when describing 
themselves can be viewed as helping them define who they are and how 
they should interpret and act in those situations (March, 1994). Threats to 
core identity attributes should then be particularly salient.

A few other preliminary points merit mention. As with other forms 
of identity, leader identities are to some extent socially constructed and 
socially validated. Leaders attempt to project desired identities through 
their actions, but a diverse organizational audience—allies, constituents, 
shareholders, employees, board members, pundits, and critics—interprets 
their actions. Leaders face a constant social challenge in sustaining their 
desired identity. Because of this interdependence, leaders’ success or fail-
ure at constructing and maintaining a valued identity depends on others’ 
reactions to their identity affirmations and claims. In this sense, leaders’ 
identities emerge and are sustained through their interactions with other 
people, especially audiences to whom they feel particularly accountable. 
Stated differently, identity management is a reciprocal, dynamic influence 
process between leaders and their audiences (Ginzel et al., 1993).

Because leaders’ identities are socially constructed and negotiated, the 
success or failure of leaders’ attempts to restore or repair a damaged iden-
tity is likely to depend on a perceptive reading of their organizational 
audience and a deft negotiation of that audience’s concerns, interpreta-
tions, and beliefs. This obviously brings leaders’ self-presentation and 
impression management skills to the fore. Thus, the results of any identity 
repair process critically depend upon leaders’ persuasion, influence, and 
negotiation skills.

These ideas and assumptions provide the backdrop for my investigation 
of leaders’ approaches to the problem of identity threat and repair. The term 
identity-threatening predicament refers to any event that calls into question 
or challenges a leader’s cherished or valued identity attributes (Tedeschi, 
1981). For example, if a leader considers herself to be a moral and trustworthy 
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leader and highly values those attributes, then an event that calls into ques-
tion her morality or trustworthiness is likely to constitute an identity threat, 
especially if it creates an expectation of some sort of response or reaction 
from her. In other words, both leaders and their various stakeholders under-
stand when an important identity-threatening predicament emerges; they 
are public, recognizable events that require a response.

Studying Leader Identity Threat 
and Repair Processes

A number of approaches have been used to study how individuals respond 
to identity threats. As noted, most social psychologists have employed 
experimental methods to investigate antecedents and consequences of 
identity threats. Steele’s (1988) programmatic studies on self-affirmation 
are an excellent illustration: His experiments demonstrate that when indi-
viduals experience a threat to one aspect of their social identities, they can 
sometimes mitigate the severity of that threat by affirming other positive 
social identities. Thus, if a student’s competence in mathematics is chal-
lenged, the student might affirm other compensatory attributes, including 
his writing ability or knowledge of art.

Although these studies involve inexperienced undergraduate students 
responding to abstract and artificial social stimuli, they are quite valuable 
in exploring the basic psychological processes associated with social iden-
tity threat and repair processes. They are less useful, however, for build-
ing an understanding of the likely reactions of organizational or political 
leaders. It’s hard to bring presidents, senators, or corporate chief executive 
officers into the laboratory to measure their response to a hypothetical, 
transient threat. For these kinds of cases, experimental investigations can 
be only suggestive.

A different approach, represented here in three studies, is to use quali-
tative data to inductively investigate how leaders respond to identity 
threats. The first study explored how business school leaders respond to 
threats to their leadership and the second and third examined Lyndon 
Johnson’s and Reagan’s different responses to threats to their presiden-
tial performance.
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Study 1: Countering the Business Week 
Rankings—Selective Categorization 
and Strategic Social Comparisons

Business Week (BW) magazine began ranking U.S. business schools in 
1988. It used a survey to evaluate business schools on two primary crite-
ria: (1) master of business administration (MBA) graduates’ satisfaction 
with their school, including the quality of the educational experience and 
support for career placement; and (2) recruiters’ satisfaction with recent 
graduates of the school. It constructed a composite score from these two 
dimensions to rank business schools, with a special focus on its idea of 
the “Top Twenty” schools in the country. It is important to note that 
competition among business schools for the best students is fierce, and 
a school’s rankings in surveys like BW’s are viewed as important drivers 
of prospective MBA students’ selections of schools. Thus, these rankings 
constituted a new, serious threat to business schools and their adminis-
trative leaders.

The BW rankings also represented a serious threat to business schools 
because they essentially changed “the name of the game” for many 
schools. Prior to the rankings, many top schools had created distinct 
reputational niches for themselves. Harvard, for example, was renowned 
for producing top-flight, management-oriented leaders. Northwestern 
was considered the most prominent marketing program. The University 
of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School of Business was famous for its finance 
program. Stanford was known as the premier “basic research-oriented” 
business school, and Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and 
University of California (UC)–Berkeley were known for their high-tech, 
entrepreneurial orientation. Other schools enjoyed regional reputations 
that helped them attract students; one school, for example, was known 
as the “Harvard of the South.”

Because of these distinctive niches, it was possible for many schools to 
consider themselves quite outstanding, claiming high status even as they 
avoided invidious comparisons. By suggesting a single, common, and 
purportedly objective metric, the BW ranking forced schools to respond 
to its criteria. Because of the obvious threat posed by students selecting 
schools primarily on the basis of their absolute ranking, the “live and let 
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live” feeling among schools prior to the rankings was replaced by more a 
universally competitive mindset.

This was the context that Kim Elsbach and I used to explore busi-
ness school deans’ responses to organizational identity threats; our cen-
tral focus was on their identity construal and repair tactics (Elsbach & 
Kramer, 1996). We collected a variety of different kinds of evidence. First, 
we collected and content analyzed school documents, including press 
releases and published interviews. We also collected articles from campus, 
regional, and national newspapers. Finally, we conducted extensive inter-
views ourselves with business school deans, associate deans, and adminis-
trators involved in media relations.

Content analyses of the interview and archival materials revealed strong 
evidence that the BW rankings were a serious threat to many business 
schools in at least two distinct ways. First, the rankings often devalued or 
ignored altogether the schools’ core identity dimensions and, by implica-
tion, their leadership. For example, by emphasizing MBA students’ sat-
isfaction with teaching as a primary evaluative criterion, BW implicitly 
questioned the value of a research orientation: UC–Berkeley, MIT, and 
Stanford’s basic missions.

Second, by ranking the schools, BW questioned many schools’ claims 
of status, both nationally and regionally. As John Byrne, the creator and 
editor of the survey, noted, “For years and years there were probably 50 
business schools that claimed that they were in the top 20 and probably 
hundreds that claimed they were in the top 40…. The Business Week sur-
vey eliminated the ability of some schools to claim that they [were] in a top 
group” (Elsbach & Kramer, 1996, p. 445).

Business school leaders are naturally motivated to protect the status 
and prestige of their schools and their leadership. Students also want their 
schools to be highly ranked because job placement and starting salaries 
are tied to a school’s prestige and reputation. Alumni pressure deans to 
keep rankings high to preserve the value of their degree and the status 
it confers. As one dean from an Ivy League school put it, when asked 
why he couldn’t just ignore the rankings if their validity was so suspect, 
“Regardless of my personal views, I wouldn’t be dean of this institution for 
very long if I did nothing to respond to even the perception that our school 
was slipping in its national standing (p. 446)”.

The rankings clearly created a severe threat for business school leaders. 
How did they respond? To answer this question, we again analyzed press 
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releases and interviews from campus, regional, and national newspapers. 
We coded every statement made by any administrative leader in response 
to the threats posed by the BW rankings. We also interviewed leaders 
from each of the schools in our sample. Our research identified several 
common tactics. First, leaders frequently used strategic recategorization 
tactics to challenge BW’s implicit characterization of their core identity or 
their positional status. Leaders used these tactics to affirm positive aspects 
of their school’s identity that the rankings had neglected or minimized 
and to make sense of the threat and explain to important constituents why 
their schools had achieved a disappointing ranking.

An administrator from Berkeley, for instance, categorized his school as 
a “public management, entrepreneurial-oriented” program, implying that 
it was different from and should not be compared with other general pur-
pose, private business schools. In noting the importance of this identity 
attribute, he emphasized to us, “We really value our entrepreneurial culture 
around here. It’s central to how we see ourselves…. If the Haas emphasis 
on high-tech and entrepreneurship were to change, the school would lose 
its identity and competitive advantage.” He also noted the unique com-
plexity of the school’s identity, “As a public institution, we have numerous 
missions private schools don’t have” (Elsbach & Kramer, 1996, p. 451).

In a similar vein, a dean at Stanford observed that its entrepreneur-ori-
ented program catered to the career aspirations of its students, many of 
whom hoped to found a Silicon Valley start-up rather than work for more 
traditional, large corporations: “More Stanford MBAs have non-Fortune 
1000 interests, choosing instead, smaller and entrepreneurial ventures.” 
As a consequence, he noted, “Some of the things that improve rankings 
are part of what we don’t want to change [about our school]” (p. 454).

A University of Texas administrator emphasized that his business school 
“catered to regional labor markets” better than other schools and that 
regional standing was a “more important” and salient metric for evaluat-
ing his effectiveness as a school leader, since students were seeking jobs 
within the region rather on the West or East Coast: “I feel responsible for 
making sure our students get the jobs they want locally, so much of our 
focus is on that goal” (p. 455).

The second recategorization tactic focused on favorable social compari-
sons that the rankings had neglected. Hogg and Abrams (1988, p. 23) noted 
how effective this tactic can be: “By differentiating ingroup and outgroup 
on dimensions on which the ingroup is at the evaluatively positive pole, the 
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ingroup acquires a positive distinctiveness, and thus a relatively positive 
social identity in comparison to the outgroup.” Research has often shown 
that, following unfavorable social comparisons, people invoke compari-
sions based on other, more flattering dimensions that give them a com-
parative advantage (Wood & Wilson, 2003). Many business school leaders 
also responded to the BW rankings by selectively categorizing their schools 
to create more favorable interschool comparisons. This tactic seemed to 
serve the dual purpose of both affirming their perceptions of their valued 
core identity and their perceptions of their school’s status. Thus, many 
leaders used categorizations that increased the salience of identity dimen-
sions that were also held by other well-respected, highly ranked schools 
but were neglected or devalued by Business Week. For example, in cat-
egorizing her school as a regional leader, a University of Texas adminis-
trator noted, “We’re in a similar situation as highly-ranked University of 
Michigan Business School…. [In fact] we are considered to be the best in 
our region … like Michigan, which is a very powerful regional school, and 
is also of national stature with Stanford, Harvard, and Wharton. So that’s 
how we’d like to be seen. We’d like to be a school that totally dominates 
a region.” Similarly, a University of Chicago dean indicated, “We’re a top 
research institution. I think of us in the same academic league as Harvard 
or Stanford” (p. 458).

One UC–Berkeley administrator was particularly articulate about the 
unfair, illogical use of BW’s single metric in its rankings: “In its mar-
ket, Berkeley does a better job than most schools. But Business Week is 
throwing the Fords and the Chevys and the Porsches in the same mix…. 
It’s really not fair. It’s like judging apples and oranges, and we’re not the 
same type of school as many others” (p. 458). As these examples illus-
trate, business school leaders used this tactic not only to affirm positive 
aspects of their school’s identity that the rankings had minimized or 
neglected but also to deflect attention away from the attributes the rank-
ings emphasized.

They also used these tactics to help constituents make sense of or explain 
why their school had achieved a disappointing ranking. By directing atten-
tion away from the ranking itself, they showed how it was misleading or 
incomplete in its representation of the school, because it ignored aspects 
of the school’s identity that were more important than the criteria used in 
the survey. These categorization tactics tried to change the perceived field 
of salient, available comparisons. Our study reaffirms the potency of such 
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tactics not just for making sense of where one stands in the social order or 
how well one is doing on some standard but also in helping leaders repair 
threats to their core identity or the core identifies of the ongoing actions 
they represent.

Elsbach and I (Elsbach & Kramer, 1996) used the metaphor of a micro-
scope, as it is used to view material on a slide, to visualize how these 
identity repair tactics work. Just as evaluators peer through the lens of a 
microscope, selective categorization processes can manipulate a perceiv-
er’s field of view and, by implication, the inclusiveness or exclusiveness of 
comparisons. Thus, the first strategy of highlighting cherished or valued 
identity attributes is like using a high level of magnification to concentrate 
only on the focal organization; moving the slide around highlights posi-
tive attributes or facets of that focal organization. By concentrating only 
on positive identity attributes and excluding tainted or tarnished attri-
butes from view, leaders can help perceivers retain a more positive overall 
perception of the organization and its leadership.

The second strategy is akin to using a lower-powered or reduced mag-
nification to selectively enlarge the field of view to include a set of com-
parison organizations that reflect favorably on the focal organization and 
its leadership. Highlighting alternate comparison groups in the field of 
view involves, metaphorically, moving the slide around to focus on dif-
ferent subsets of organizations and their interrelationships or similarities. 
Placing the organization in a broader visual field can alter its relation-
ship to other organizations (e.g., its perceived similarity and distinctive-
ness). For instance, by focusing narrowly on a specific region or subset of 
schools, leaders can generate a social comparison group in which their 
organization enjoys high status.

To summarize, this study (Elsbach & Kramer, 1996) identified several 
cognitive tactics that organizational leaders used to make sense of and 
manage external threats to their organizations and to their leadership. The 
Business Week rankings were an external threat, largely beyond the con-
trol of any individual business school or its leadership.

In the next study (Kramer, 1995), I explored the results of identity-threat-
ening predicaments that have resulted because of decisions that leaders 
themselves have made. Unlike external threats, leaders are responsible for 
these events; thus, they must find ways of making sense of and deflecting 
direct challenges to their own actions.
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Study 2: Leaders’ Decisions as Identity-
Threatening Predicaments—A Case Study of 
Lyndon Johnson and His Vietnam Decisions

Not only are leaders expected to explain and make sense of their organiza-
tion’s performance; they are also responsible for making the decisions that 
influence that performance. Swift, sure, effective decisiveness may even be 
regarded as one of the sine qua nons of the true leader. In fact, this is the 
clear conclusion of the voluminous leadership literature that characterizes 
effective leaders in terms of bold decisions rendered in moments of great 
crisis or opportunity (e.g., Janis, 1989; Useem, 1998).

Obviously, leaders’ decisions have important identity-relevant conse-
quences. For example, Kennedy enhanced his identity (and received rave 
reviews from American journalists and political pundits) following his 
successful management of the Cuban Missile Crisis. In contrast, Kennedy’s 
indecisive handling of the Bay of Pigs invasion created an identity-threat-
ening predicament that threatened to undermine his desired identity. 
More recently, George W. Bush was widely criticized for his slow, indeci-
sive handling of emergency relief in the wake of Hurricane Katrina.

To investigate how leaders’ own decisions create identity-threatening 
predicaments and how they might respond to such threats, I sought a 
well-documented case of a leader who was widely respected for political 
acumen and leadership skills, especially self-presentational abilities and 
impression management skills, but who had also created a severe identity 
threat for himself. The case of Lyndon Johnson and his Vietnam decisions 
met all of these criteria: Few instances of leader decision making have gen-
erated so much attention from historians, political scientists, psycholo-
gists, and organizational theorists. In fact, these decisions have been the 
focus of enormous scholarly scrutiny—not only because of their intrin-
sic historical importance but also because of their perplexing character 
(Kramer, 1995, 1998).

Johnson’s Vietnam decisions provide a stark contrast between his attri-
butes as a decision maker and the decisions he made in this instance. Few 
U.S. presidents have entered the Oval Office with a clearer perception 
of their ultimate goals and ambitions, and few have seemed better posi-
tioned to implement those goals and achieve those ambitions. Johnson 
was widely regarded as one of the most capable wielders of power ever to 
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have assumed the presidency; he was a master politician who understood 
better than almost anyone else in his time how Washington worked.

Johnson’s performance in his first months in office, following the unex-
pected death of President Kennedy, only contribute to our perplexity 
regarding his subsequent Vietnam decisions. Shortly after assuming the 
presidency, Johnson performed flawlessly as the nation’s leader, winning over 
a wary Congress and a skeptical public as he sought to enact both President 
Kennedy’s stalled legislation and his own initiatives. After only a few months 
in office, he was elected to the presidency on his own in 1964 with the then-
largest popular mandate in U.S. history. His priorities were clear, and he was 
confident in pursuing them. Indeed, on the basis of his early White House 
performance, it looked as if Lyndon Johnson was on his way to achieving his 
aim of being remembered in history as a great activist president, especially 
with respect to his legislative accomplishments and advances in civil rights, 
health care, education, and the war against poverty.

Johnson’s initial assessments of the Vietnam situation also seemed 
remarkably prescient. He clearly understood, for example, the pros-
pect of becoming mired in a costly, escalating conflict with little upside 
(Beschloss, 1997, 2001): Early in his presidency he confessed to his men-
tor, Richard Russell, and others that he saw no way such a war might be 
won. He believed that this conflict was not worth the blood of a single 
American soldier. He begged his advisors to exercise great caution and 
care, suggesting that future historians would dissect their decisions with 
the same critical scrutiny as the Bay of Pigs decisions.

The clarity and force of these initial, perceptive assessments seem to be 
in direct conflict with Johnson’s subsequent decisions on Vietnam, which 
dramatically escalated the conflict. In the end, his policies went terribly 
awry, undoing his beloved domestic programs, his presidency, and ulti-
mately his legacy.

Previous psychological research on Johnson’s Vietnam decisions has taken 
several approaches, primarily focusing on decision quality. Groupthink 
remains one of the more influential social psychological interpretations 
(Janis, 1983), explaining Johnson’s performance largely in terms of defec-
tive group dynamics. Another approach has been escalation of commit-
ment (Staw, 1976). These accounts have emphasized leaders’ experience of 
the psychological pressures toward private and public consistency.

In contrast, I approached the Vietnam decisions from an identity per-
spective (Kramer, 2003). To explicate how identity and decision collided, 
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with devastating consequence, I first provide a brief characterization of 
Lyndon Johnson’s “self-categorization” as president. I then analyze his 
cognitive responses to the identity-threatening predicament posed by his 
Vietnam decisions.

Johnson’s Identity as a Leader

Lyndon Johnson described his aspirations and goals to many people (e.g., 
Henggeler, 1991; Kearns-Goodwin, 1976; Valenti, 1977). His views surfaced 
frequently in his public pronouncements and his private ruminations with 
close confidantes and aides. As his aide Jack Valenti put it, “He had one 
goal: to be the greatest president doing the greatest good in the history of 
the nation” (quoted in Kramer, 1995, p. 120). He wanted, in his own words, 
to be “the greatest father the country had ever had” (Grubin, 1991). He 
once expressed the view that he aspired—figuratively at least—to have his 
visage placed alongside the other great figures on Mount Rushmore.

In Johnson’s eyes, presidential greatness had two cornerstones: a record 
of historic domestic achievement and the ability of a president to keep the 
nation out of harm’s way. Thus, Johnson first sought, as Nicholas Lemann 
once aptly commented, to “set world records in politics the way a star ath-
lete would in sports” (Dallek, 1991, p. 109). In pursuit of this goal, Johnson 
displayed a breathtaking legislative genius, passing more sweeping domes-
tic legislation than any president in history. He was determined to rival 
Franklin Roosevelt, who knew how to throw the great machinery of gov-
ernment into high gear in pursuit of great if difficult aims. In this spirit, 
Johnson embarked on a broad set of initiatives under the umbrella of his 
Great Society program. He felt that this historic, domestic program would 
be the capstone of his presidency, the banner on which his legacy as a great 
democratic president would hang. Johnson recognized also that achieving 
greatness as a president required waging a successful war. In Johnson’s 
eyes, Abraham Lincoln and Roosevelt were the two premier examples of 
great wartime presidents.

Johnson not only had entertained a clearly defined vision of the identity 
he sought as president; he also knew how he would achieve it. His read-
ing of history and his intense study of the presidency led him, as Kearns-
Goodwin (1976, pp. 343–344) put it, to believe that “if you had the energy 
and drive to work harder than everyone else you would achieve what you 
set out to accomplish.” Johnson, she went on to note, “held before him the 
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image of the daring cowboy, the man with the capacity to outrun the wild 
herd, riding at a dead run in the dark of the night” (pp. 343–344). He drew 
a clear distinction between leaders who were the “doers” and those he dis-
missed as the “thinkers” and “talkers” of the world. Thus, Johnson clearly 
defined both the ends and the means of his desired identity.

This is the context of his Vietnam decisions. In his view, he had inher-
ited the dilemma of Vietnam just as he had inherited his presidency—on 
a tragic moment’s notice on November 22, 1963. From the instant of that 
assumed presidency, Johnson clearly recognized the threat that Vietnam 
posed to his legacy (Beschloss, 1997, 2001): He felt it had little upside. In 
terms of furthering his ambitions, unfortunately, none of his alterna-
tives seemed attractive or viable either. “I feel like a hound bitch in heat 
in the country,” he poignantly complained. “If you run, they chew your 
tail off. And if you stand still, they slip it to you” (Berman, 1989, p. 183). 
The thought of “cutting and running,” as he once put it, was anathema to 
someone who had such a keenly developed image of what great, activist 
presidents need to do in moments of crisis or challenge.

In Johnson’s eyes, the Vietnam decisions also directly threatened his 
ability to implement his Great Society initiatives. In his view, the Great 
Society decisions would enable him to demonstrate to the American pub-
lic the sweep and grandeur of his presidential vision. He envisioned a revi-
talized, completed America, where people would be judged by the “quality 
of their minds” and not merely by the “quantity of their goods” (Grubin, 
1991). He described the program as being like a beautiful woman that the 
American people would love (Kearns-Goodwin, 1976).

The intensity of the conflict between his desired identity and his 
Vietnam decisions intensified as the war drained economic and attentional 
resources from the Great Society. The program that he had characterized 
as a young and beautiful woman now withered under the economic hard-
ships imposed by the war: “She’s getting thinner and thinner and uglier 
and uglier all the time…. Soon she’ll be so ugly the American people will 
refuse to look at her; they’ll stick her in a closet to hide her away and there 
she’ll die. And when she dies, I, too, will die” (Kearns-Goodwin, 1976, pp. 
286–287).

In Johnson’s mind, the threat to his identity was intensified by the sudden 
disaffection of large segments of the American public—the same public that, 
only months before, had made him one of the most popular and beloved 
presidents in U.S. history. As Berman (1989, p. 183) noted, “It pained him 
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that those he believed had been helped most by his presidency [e.g., stu-
dents, Blacks, and educators] were leading the opposition to his war.”

How did Johnson respond to the identity-threatening predicament he 
perceived in his Vietnam decisions? Initially, he responded with extremely 
vigilant, mindful information processing of the sort described by Janis 
(1989) in his classic work on high-quality decision making. Johnson stud-
ied all of the details of the decisions and vigorously pressed his secretary of 
defense Robert McNamara and his other advisors to consider every impli-
cation of every decision:

What I would like to know is what has happened …. I want this discussed 
in full detail, from everyone around this table … what are the compelling 
reasons [for this decision]? What results can we expect? Again, I ask you, 
what are the alternatives? I don’t want us to make snap judgments. I want 
us to consider all our options. (Valenti, 1975, p. 259–260).

As the war escalated and continued to defy resolution, Johnson increas-
ingly displayed two less adaptive cognitive responses. The first response 
was hypervigilant information processing (Janis, 1989). “A compulsive 
reader, viewer, and listener who took every criticism personally and to 
heart, he was at first intent on, and then obsessed with, answering every 
accusation, responding to every charge” (Herring, 1993, p. 95).

His second dysfunctional cognitive response was intense and intrusive 
dysphoric rumination about Vietnam. “If Johnson was unhappy thinking 
about Vietnam,” Kearns-Goodwin (1976, p. 299) noted, “he was even less 
happy not thinking about it.” Johnson often “consciously and deliberately 
decided not to think another thought about Vietnam, yet discussions that 
started on poverty or education invariably ended up on Vietnam…. He 
found himself unwilling, and soon unable, to break loose from what had 
become an obsession” (Kearns-Goodwin, p. 299). In particular, he tended 
to ruminate at length about his deteriorating image as a leader and as pres-
ident. He began to imagine a vast web of conspiracy, including his many 
political enemies, whom he felt were lined up against him with the com-
mon aim of denying him his desired presidential legacy (e.g., Califano, 
1991; Dallek, 1991; Goodwin, 1988). As he put it, even years later, “They’ll 
get me anyhow, no matter how hard I try…. The reviews are in the hands 
of my enemies—the New York Times and my enemies—so I don’t have a 
chance” (Kearns-Goodwin, p. 357).
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In trying to repair his threatened presidential identity, two interesting 
cognitive responses evidenced in the archival data parallel the results of 
our study of business school responses to the Business Week rankings 
(Elsbach & Kramer, 1996). Both responses represent Johnson’s attempts 
to recategorize himself. The first was his use of selective self-categoriza-
tions to cognitively focus on the self-enhancing facets of his identity while 
downplaying or minimizing his less flattering facets. For example, when 
the critics challenged the wisdom of his military policy, Johnson would 
remind them of all he had done for civil rights, poverty, education, and 
health-care reform (Beschloss, 2001). According to his friend, Texas gov-
ernor John Connally, he had a list of all his legislative accomplishments 
in his pocket, ready to pull out and read off as if it were a baseball score 
card (Grubin, 1991). By highlighting alternative accomplishments in the 
domestic realm, Johnson tried to enhance his faltering identity.

A second, also frequent cognitive tactic was the sort of strategic (i.e., 
motivated or self-enhancing) social comparisons observed in the Business 
Week study. For instance, in characterizing his difficult choices, Johnson 
continually compared himself to other presidents, particularly Franklin 
Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson. Thus, in justifying his persistence in 
Vietnam, despite evidence that the war was not progressing favorably, he 
argued, “You see, I deeply believe we are quarantining aggressors over 
there … just like FDR [did with] [Adolf] Hitler, just like Wilson [did] with 
Kaiser [Wilhelm]. You’ve simply got to see this thing in historical perspec-
tive” (Kearns-Goodwin, 1976, p. 313).

Similarly, when friends, aides, advisors, and critics suggested that he 
might be perceived as a greater president if he decisively ended such an 
unpopular conflict, Johnson recoiled. “Everything I know about history,” 
he asserted, “proves this absolutely wrong. It was our lack of strength and 
failure to show stamina, our hesitancy, vacillation, and love of peace being 
paraded so much that caused all our problems before World War I, World 
War II, and Korea” (Kearns-Goodwin, 1976, p. 313).

Johnson also drew solace in comparisons to Lincoln and his unpopu-
lar decisions: “I read all about the troubles Lincoln had in conducting 
the Civil War. Yet he persevered and history rewarded him for his per-
severance” (Kearns-Goodwin, 1976, p. 314). “We’re going to have our 
troubles,” Johnson acknowledged, but “we’re not running from nothing 
… and remember old Abraham Lincoln…” (Bechloss, 2001, p. 136). As 
he admonished his confidantes, “They [the public] don’t ever remember 
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many of these Presidents from Jackson to Lincoln. They don’t remember 
many from Lincoln to Roosevelt. The ones they remember are those that 
stood up.” (Bechloss, 2001, p. 136).

To summarize, the results of this second study (Kramer, 1995) replicate and 
extend the findings from our study of business school leaders’ responses to 
identity threats. The analysis suggests that leaders’ own decisions can create 
identity-threatening predicaments in at least two ways. First, their decisions 
can create an internal “credibility gap” that challenges or invalidates their self-
perceptions of their cherished self-categorizations. Second, their decisions can 
also threaten their public claims regarding their core identities. When deci-
sions cause important constituents to question a leader’s intentions, motives, 
actions, or competence, then they may feel like they are in a serious crisis 
management situation.

The data revealed that Johnson used both of the tactics observed in the 
Business Week study: selective self-categorizations to highlight alternate 
identity attributes; and selective social comparisons to highlight alternate 
comparison groups. Both of these tactical responses can be thought of as 
recategorization efforts in the service of identity maintenance and repair. 
Selective social comparison, for instance, can be viewed as a form of recat-
egorization of one’s perceived social identity group; it can succeed because 
“healthy [psychological] functioning may depend on the ability to exhibit 
flexibility in the choice of evaluative comparisons in order to maintain a 
sense of competence and high self-esteem” (Frey and Ruble, 1990, p. 169).

Analysis from the point of view of an individual’s identity provides a 
somewhat novel perspective on leader decision making. Some studies, for 
example, have examined the role of power in decision making (Neustadt, 
1990; Pfeffer, 1992); others have explored the role of a leader’s advisory 
systems (Burke & Greenstein, 1989; George, 1980; Janis, 1983); and others 
have investigated the impact of accountability mechanisms and structures 
on judgment and choice (Allison, 1971; Tetlock, 1992). Approaching leader 
decision making from an identity perspective indicates that leaders’ per-
ceived core identities influence the how they frame their decisions. Their 
decisions, in turn, have important implications for leaders’ identity claims 
and aspirations. The ability of leaders to construct and sustain valued or 
desired identities clearly depends on the favorable or unfavorable con-
sequences of their decisions. The research described here indicates how 
these decisions also represent important parts of leader identity construc-
tion and maintenance.
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An identity perspective on leader decision making also helps illuminate 
some of the particular reasons leaders sometimes make the idiosyncratic 
decisions they do. This perspective also suggests why leaders persist even 
when the consequences of their decisions seem self-defeating. Thus, 
although intended to resolve an identity threat, leaders’ responses have 
sometimes increased the threats to their identities, especially when their 
responses inadvertently invite further hostile or critical scrutiny.

Study 3: Transforming Failure to Success—
Presidential Self-Presentational Tactics 
in the Iceland Arms Control Talks

My third study investigated attempts by Ronald Reagan and his advi-
sors to address threats to the perception of him as a competent negotia-
tor with the Soviet Union. In this study, Robert Sutton and I analyzed 
the “spin control” efforts in the historic 1986 Iceland Arms Control talks 
between President Reagan and Soviet premier Mikhail Gorbachev (Sutton 
& Kramer, 1990).

Several events precipitated this incident. On September 19, 1986, Soviet 
Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze delivered a letter from Soviet pre-
mier Mikhail Gorbachev to President Reagan proposing that they have 
some informal presummit discussions prior to their official summit. 
Reagan responded affirmatively, suggesting such a meeting could indeed 
be productive. Accordingly, the two leaders met in Reykjavik, Iceland, on 
October 11–12, 1986, discussing a wide range of issues, including their 
countries’ nuclear policies and strategic arms postures.

Almost immediately afterward, journalists and media pundits pre-
sented a grim, negative assessment of the talks. Newsweek (October 27, 
1986, p. 31, as cited in Sutton & Kramer, 1990) summarized the failure in 
a particularly scathing characterization: “The dejection in the President’s 
carriage as he walked out of Hofdi house, the disappointment etched 
into every line of Secretary of State George Shultz’s face as he briefed the 
press, had flashed an unmistakable message to TV watchers around the 
world: the summit meeting with Mikhail Gorbachev had ended in failure. 
Moreover, the blame was placed squarely at Reagan’s feet.” As Newsweek 
put it, “Worse, headlines were spreading the impression that Reagan had 
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thrown away the promise of a nuclear-free world by clinging to his vision 
of a space-based defense—even if there might be no missiles to defend 
against.”

These conclusions presented a serious identity threat to Reagan on sev-
eral fronts. First, Reagan considered himself a masterful negotiator, com-
petent and tough. He felt both confident and comfortable in his face-to-face 
meetings with Gorbachev and apparently entertained little fear or doubts 
about his abilities. When aides expressed concern about Reagan’s ability to 
debate nuclear strategy with Gorbachev, Reagan dismissed their concerns 
by claiming that Gorbachev didn’t really understand all that stuff either. 
His speechwriter, Peggy Noonan (1995, p. 218), said, “When he first met 
with Gorbachev and had to negotiate arms control, he had no great anxi-
ety because, as he put it, he’d been president of the Screen Actor’s Guild, 
he’d negotiated with Sam Goldwyn and Jack Warner, and Gorbachev was 
nothing compared to those guys.”

Second, Reagan believed that our security was his responsibility: If nec-
essary, he would stand up to communist leaders and contain the men-
ace of communism. In his view, the leader of one of the world’s most evil 
empires should not be appeased or allowed to expand Soviet influence. 
Moreover, Reagan had a sense of destiny—he had a strong view about 
his place in American history, and that place included helping restore 
America’s confidence and strength. In short, Reagan considered himself 
America’s lifeguard.

These talks being discussed as failures, plus suggesting that historic 
gains in arms reductions had been within grasp only to be unrealized, left 
Reagan and his team scrambling for a better story line. They were not long 
in finding one. White House communications director Patrick Buchanan 
suggested an alternative framing: “Basically, our story is this. The President 
made the most sweeping, far-reaching arms control proposal in history” 
(New York Times, October 15, 1986, A1). It was Gorbachev, he asserted, 
who said no. Buchanan further contended that press analyses suggesting 
that the talks were a failure were simply “mistaken.” One White House 
aide put it this way: “We weren’t focusing on the one yard we didn’t gain…. 
What about the ninety-nine yards we did? We kept saying, ‘Let’s focus on 
that’” (Sutton & Kramer, 1990, p. 240).

It is important to note that the effort expended to respond to this iden-
tity-threatening predicament—including forty-four “on-the-record” brief-
ings and interviews in the first week following the talks—was unusually 
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extensive, even by White House standards. One reporter I interviewed said, 
“It was impossible to even use the restroom without some White House 
aide following you into the bathroom trying to tell you more about ‘what 
really happened.’” Buchanan himself acknowledged that their efforts con-
stituted “the most extensive and intensive communications plan I’ve ever 
been associated with in the White House” (New York Times, October 15, 
1986, A1). Even Secretary of State Shultz acknowledged the active efforts 
to “reshape perceptions” of the Reykjavik meeting. Shultz, initially dispir-
ited immediately following the talks, now characterized the discussions 
as a “watershed” because “for the first time the two sides agreed to dra-
matic reductions in nuclear and strategic arms” (Sutton & Kramer, 1990, 
p. 240).

In an attempt to echo Winston Churchill, the White House 
Communications Office released a statement characterizing the meeting 
as “Reagan’s finest hour.” President Reagan himself argued, “We prefer no 
agreement than to bring home a bad agreement to the United States” (New 
York Times, October 13, 1986).

Donald Regan suggested to a New York Times reporter only a few days 
later that these efforts at explaining what had really transpired had paid 
off handsomely:

Look at the polls. The American people are behind us. The point was we 
wanted to tell people what happened inside, so the outsiders will under-
stand the enormity of the accomplishments that the President made. It 
wasn’t a defeat at all, but it might have been characterized that way if we 
had sat still… . Why not tell what happened? Why not let it all hang out? 
We have nothing to be ashamed of. (New York Times, October, 16, 1986, 
A1)

Data from several independent polls support Regan’s assessment: Over 
a few months, perception of the talks changed from outright failure to a 
dramatic success. Indeed, as time passed and the event was reassessed, 
Americans reported greater confidence in Reagan’s ability to successfully 
negotiate an effective arms control agreement with the Soviets. In a per-
ceptive (if perhaps unintentionally disparaging) appraisal of their success, 
Regan offered a colorful image of their feat: “Some of us [in the adminis-
tration] were like a shovel brigade that follows a parade down Main Street 
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cleaning up,” he noted with a laugh. “We took Reykjavik and turned what 
was a sour situation into something that turned out pretty well.”

These events further illustrate the efficacy of cognitive repair tactics. In 
particular, by recategorizing the outcome in terms of American resolve 
and avoidance of losses, Reagan was able to suggest he had effectively 
avoided making undesirable concessions or retreating from a strong posi-
tion. He even suggested he had avoided being lulled by Gorbachev into a 
public relations trap. In short, he maintained his identity as a tough, vigi-
lant negotiator who had stood up to and faced down his opponent.

Summary, Implications, and Conclusions

Viewed in concert, the findings from these three studies converge on several 
insights regarding how leaders initially construe identity threats as well as 
some of the cognitive tactics they use to respond to those perceived threats.

First, these studies suggest that threats to a leader’s sense of self create a 
psychological state we might characterize as identity dissonance. The mag-
nitude of this dissonance depends on the perceived discrepancy between the 
leaders’ desired or claimed identity and the identity they perceive is held by 
important or powerful members of their organizational audience. Thus, for 
leaders who want to be perceived as trustworthy but feel that an important 
set of constituents question their credibility, the result is highly dissonant.

As with other forms of cognitive dissonance, identity dissonance is an 
aversive psychological state that motivates individuals to reduce or elim-
inate it. Threats to core identity attributes should be especially aversive 
and, therefore, particularly motivating. Also like other forms of cogni-
tive dissonance, identity dissonance should lead to a variety of identity 
repair tactics, which is just what we observed in these studies. Leaders will 
logically select the particular tactics that they believe will be effective, and 
their perceptions of their audience and the validity of the threat will influ-
ence their effectiveness estimates. As these results further suggest, identity 
repair becomes a dynamic, iterative process: Leaders negotiate their iden-
tities by making (and remaking) a series of claims and by responding to 
their stakeholders’ responses to those claims.

In addition to their theoretical implications and contributions, the 
findings from these studies have several practical implications for 
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organizational and political leaders. First, identity-based categorization 
(and recategorization) tactics are potent tools that allow leaders to help not 
only themselves but also other individuals—both inside and outside the 
organization—make sense of an organization’s values, decisions, and pur-
poses. As March (1994, p. 71, italics in original) observed, “Organizations 
[and their leaders] shape individual action both by providing the content 
of identities … and by providing appropriate cues for invoking them.” 
Such identity cues enable leaders to focus members’ attention on what they 
want them to be thinking about. They also provide broad cognitive frames 
for action. Few leader activities are more consequential to the vitality of 
an organization or the legitimacy of his leadership. As Pfeffer (1981, p. 26) 
noted, “Every organization has an interest in seeing its definition of reality 
accepted … for such acceptance is an integral part of the legitimization 
of the organization and the development of assured resources.” The same 
is true for organizational leaders—their authority and credibility clearly 
hinge, at least in part, on their ability to proffer identities that others view 
as legitimate, valuable, and efficacious.

The results from these studies also suggest that identity-based recatego-
rization processes may help leaders change or reshape not only their own 
identities but also the identities of their organizations. Along these lines, 
Burgelman and Grove (1996, p. 20) proposed a model of what they termed 
“strategic dissonance” whereby leaders purposefully take advantage of 
distress related to perceived incongruities or discrepancies between an 
organization’s avowed strategic intent and leader’s strategic actions. They 
suggest that leaders can use the information generated by strategic dis-
sonance “when trying to discern the true shape of the company” (p. 20). 
They argued, however, that “it must be a realistic picture grounded in 
the company’s distinctive competencies—existing ones or new ones that 
are already being developed…. Getting through that period of immense 
change requires reinventing the company’s identity” (p. 20).

It may be useful to close this chapter on a methodological note. 
Laboratory investigations have contributed many important insights into 
the antecedents and consequences of effective self-presentational strate-
gies and tactics. These studies have typically evaluated the efficacy of a 
particular strategy and identified its limitations and its psychological 
underpinnings (see Leary, 1995; Schlenker, 2003 for literature reviews). 
For example, researchers have investigated the efficacy of ingratiation as a 
strategy for increasing interpersonal liking or attraction (Jones, 1990). The 
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important, distinctive advantage of qualitative case studies is their oppor-
tunity to explore the complexity and diverse effects of leaders’ actual strat-
egies and tactics. These same methods have been used to investigate the 
efficacy of the self-presentational strategies of Hollywood screenwriters 
trying to sell their screenplays in studio settings (Elsbach & Kramer, 2003) 
and of physicians trying to build rapport and trust with their patients in 
managed care settings (Cook et al., 2004). Thus, the broad use of multiple 
methodologies, each having its own advantages and disadvantages, pro-
vides an opportunity for retrospective, archival case studies, laboratory 
experiments, and real-time fieldwork to contribute important, multifac-
eted insights into the dynamics of leaders and effective leadership.
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