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This study investigates how socialization in two different educational environments (during and after the communist regime) affects the level of social influence (manifest and latent) of a director on employees. We compared employees educated during and after the communist regime in Albania and measured the influence of a message delivered in an authoritarian vs. democratic style, by a director of a company labeled as expert vs. non-expert. Results showed that employees educated during the communist regime were more influenced at both the latent and manifest level by an authoritarian expert rather than a democratic one, whereas employees educated after the communist regime were influenced only at a latent level by a democratic expert rather than an authoritarian one. No manifest influence appeared on employees educated after the communist regime independently from the leadership style. This study highlights that the influence of leadership style is context-dependent, with early socialization shaping employees' perceptions of legitimacy and determining the levels of both manifest and latent influence.
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Introduction

In an attempt to define which leadership style (approach and methodology used to lead) yields greater influence, researchers have concluded that there is no style superior to another as a general rule (Gastil, 1994), and that influence depends on several factors linked to the context within which the relationship unfolds (Ayman and Adams, 2012; Hannah et al., 2009; Stogdill, 1948). Among other so-called contextual leadership theories that explore how context or situational factors impact leadership practices (see for example Contingency Theory proposed by Fiedler, 1978; Situational Leadership Role proposed by Hersey and Blanchard, 1969), the Correspondence Hypothesis (Quiamzade et al., 2004) is one of the theoretical frameworks that seeks to explain the conditions under which one leadership style exerts more influence than another. It posits that a leadership style is influential when it corresponds with the beliefs and expectations people hold regarding what should constitute an appropriate style, meaning a style perceived as legitimate and accepted in a given context (Tyler and Lind, 1992).

This theoretical approach on the dynamics of social influence has been tested in various relationships with authority figures, notably in educational settings. Studies have investigated the leadership style of professors and its impact on the amount of social influence on students in various cultures, including former communist countries like Romania and western countries with longstanding liberal traditions like France. In Romania, studies differentiated between students at different levels of knowledge (1st year vs. 4th year students, Quiamzade et al., 2003), and students varying in their beliefs on the epistemic dependence on authority figures (high vs. low in dependence on professors, Mugny et al., 2006). The results revealed that 1st year students were more influenced by the professors with an authoritarian style compared to democratic one although the opposite trend was not observed for 4th year students. Similarly, students perceiving a higher epistemic dependence on their professors were more influenced with an authoritarian style than a democratic one, but the asymmetry was not confirmed among students low in epistemic dependence.

In contrast, in western countries like France, highly competent students were influenced more by a democratic professor compared to an authoritarian one, whereas no significant effect was found for authoritarian professors among less competent students (Quiamzade et al., 2005). An additional study conducted by Manushi Sundic et al. (under review),1 suggests that the absence of influence in certain conditions may be attributed to the overlooked role of what is construed at the ideological as being a legitimate style of leadership. This study, differently from the previous ones based on correspondence hypothesis, targeted people educated in the same national context, but in different socio-historical regimes (during vs. after communist regime) in order to investigate more thoroughly the possible effects of cultural variation using the same culture. The study showed that a leadership style is more likely to exert influence when it corresponds to people' beliefs about a legitimate style, such belief being different according to socialization with authority figures during early education in different regimes.

While these studies have confirmed the pivotal role of correspondence between leader's styles and the beliefs held by targets concerning legitimate leadership styles for the occurrence of influence, they have been short on the examination of some crucial elements essential for a more comprehensive understanding of the role of correspondence in effectiveness of leaders' styles to exert social influence. First, as we previously emphasized, most of the studies were conducted in a knowledge dependent context, such as university wherein dependence between source and target is mainly epistemic in nature, thus confirming the results of influence primarily with an expert source (a professor who possesses legitimate knowledge disparity with students). This means that generalization across contexts has been implicitly assumed but not formally tested. Second, in previous studies, the context of influence was also considered as a determinant of participants' beliefs regarding what constitutes a legitimate leadership style. This approach overlooked the impact of socialization context at an early age and its contribution to shaping a legitimate leadership style independently of the context of influence. Finally, these studies have not examined in detail the level of social influence (manifest and latent). By addressing these gaps, this study aims to develop the Correspondence hypothesis by testing crucial elements, thereby contributing to its further enhancement as one of the prominent contextual leadership theories.


The (non) expertise of leaders and the impact on the dynamics of social influence

Drawing upon the Correspondence Hypothesis, the appropriation of information provided by an epistemic authority—defined as the expertise that a source of influence possesses in a particular domain of knowledge—depends on the leadership style of the source. This assumes implicitly that expertise constitutes a core element for a source to have influence and that the amount of influence will vary with the perceived legitimacy of the leadership style.

While an expert may appear as potentially threatening by highlighting the comparison of competences between the source and the target (Major et al., 1990; Mugny et al., 2001; Zheng et al., 2022), a large body of evidence has argued that an expert can be perceived as a non—threatening source of influence when certain conditions are met (Clark et al., 2012; Petrocelli et al., 2007). One crucial condition facilitating this positive perception is related to the knowledge, experience and skills of the expert in a given domain. These attributes can be perceived as beneficial for the target's performance. Under these conditions, the target might view the expertise of the source as valuable to their own interest and acknowledge the gap between themselves and the expert in terms of expertise.

Furthermore, this dynamic becomes particularly evident when there is a disparity in status between the source and the target (Baker and Petty, 1994). When an expert source has a high status in a given context, they are not only seen as valuable for the information they possess, but also as an inspiring role model (Morgenroth et al., 2015). The target is then motivated to reach the same elevated status as the expert, thereby focusing on setting goals and motivation to attain them.

Additionally, it has been shown that message content constitutes a condition in determining the impact of experts on influencing others. People are more willing to engage with information presented by an expert, as opposed to a non-expert when it provides a counter-attitudinal content. This inclination is rooted in the expectations that experts will provide valid and robust arguments to the opposing viewpoint (Clark et al., 2012; Mackie and Goethals, 1987). Consequently, when the content of a message does not correspond to initial beliefs of the target, a non-expert source is unlikely to deliver compelling information, resulting in a lack of information acceptance.

Based on these contextual conditions, we posit that, for influence to appear, the source needs a certain level of expertise. Lack of expertise from the source would neither motivate individuals to process the information nor inspire them to follow the source as a model. Therefore, we assume that the dynamics of social influence would appear only with an expert source, and depend on the perception of leadership style as legitimate.



The role of early-age socialization in the dynamics of social influence

To determine which leadership style exerts influence, previous studies using the correspondence hypothesis, have delved into the context in which influence takes place to define people's beliefs. More specifically, participants' beliefs of style legitimacy were determined based on students' educational level (1st year vs. 4th year, Quiamzade et al., 2003), their beliefs on dependence on teachers (high vs. low dependence, Mugny et al., 2006), and proximity with the source's request (students who are already oriented to act as asked by the teacher vs. students not oriented, Tomasetto, 2004). This approach has generated a number of possible hypotheses regarding the impact of context on belief formation and the dynamics of social influence, while simultaneously overlooking the role of early-age socialization context in shaping perceptions and beliefs (Socialization Theory, Newcomb and Feldman, 1969) of what constitutes a legitimate style of leadership, independently from the context in which influence takes place.

Socialization theory posits that the most important, lasting socialization takes place during childhood years (Smith and Rogers, 2000), and that school (especially the interaction with teachers) constitutes a primary socialization context, transmitting values, attitudes, roles and other cultural products (Bukowski et al., 2015). This context helps students develop social skills (Durlak et al., 2011) and impact their beliefs and values (Grusec and Hastings, 2015; Perry, 2009).

Building upon this evidence, the present study examines the role of early socialization by clearly distinguishing between the context of socialization, which establishes accepted norms, values and perceptions, and the context of influence, which describes the factors that affet the influence of a leader. This distinction enables a more precise analysis of the underlying mechanisms explaining how a leadership style becomes influential for individuals with diverse beliefs of what constitutes a legitimate leadership style.

To test these assumptions, our study focuses on the context of Albania2 and more specifically on people educated in two distinct educational contexts (during and after the communist regime) (Alhasani, 2015; Devlin and Godfrey, 2004). This has resulted in two cohorts holding varying views on what constitutes a legitimate leadership style. People educated during communism perceive an authoritarian style and those educated after communism perceive a democratic style as more legitimate (see Manushi Sundic et al., in review).1 The notion underlying this study is that socialization under two distinct socio—historical contexts (during communism vs. after communism) will determine the level of influence that an expert leader, depending on whether their style is perceived an more or less legitimate.

Evidence suggests that a leader with a legitimate style and a certain level of expertise can foster changes in attitudes and behaviors through socio-cognitive elaboration of information, recognized as latent influence (Maass, 1987; Moscovici and Personnaz, 1980; Nemeth, 1986). Nevertheless, a social influence target might also follow an expert at the manifest level, without engaging in elaborate cognitive processing when: (a) the expert is perceived as threatening for the self-esteem of the followers (as shown in the work conducted in the framework of the Conflict Elaboration Theory developed by Pérez and Mugny, 1993), (b) followers seek trusted sources amidst cognitive dissonance (as outlined in Festinger's Cognitive Dissonance Theory, Festinger, 1954), (c) followers prefer not to engage in deep information processing (according to the Heuristic-Systematic Model by Chaiken, 1980), or (d) when they feel ill-equipped to succeed in a task (as described in the Elaboration Likelihood Model by Petty and Cacioppo, 1986). Under these conditions, a legitimate expert may engender more manifest influence. Investigating the level at which influence occurs is pivotal for understanding whether change will impact immediate behavior only or bring about a shift in beliefs and attitudes that could lead to more enduring and significant behavioral change. This differentiation can become crucial in situations involving the need for immediate responses to emerging circumstances (i.e., war, pandemic).



Generalization of the findings to other contexts

Many previous studies based on the correspondence hypothesis were performed in the school context. The present study aims to determine if the results of these studies, which are based on the relationship between teachers and students, might be generalized into different contexts. In the school context, the hierarchy between teachers and students is, by definition, conflated with knowledge discrepancy.

The workplace context is recognized as a context where, similarly to the school context, there is a hierarchy between the leader and the employee, but differently from school, hierarchy is not strictly related to discrepancy in knowledge. Consequently, despite the commonly accepted belief that leaders progress in the hierarchy based on their expertise, empirical studies have demonstrated that this is not universally applicable, and status does not always imply expertise (Carrier et al., 2014; Chng et al., 2018). Therefore, the dependence between the leader and employee in the workplace is expected to be less based on knowledge discrepancy. This dependence implies that both employees and leaders might perceive themselves high in competence leading to a threatening comparison of competences between them, that motivate them to protect self-esteem (Maass and Clark, 1983; Moscovici and Personnaz, 1980; Mugny et al., 1975-1976).

However, there is evidence suggesting that at workplace, even in situations where there is not a clear consensus regarding the leader's superior expertise compared to employees, the leaders' hierarchical position is considered as legitimate (Tyler, 2006) and their power is recognized to be proper, appropriate and just (Kanter, 1977; Ross and Reskin, 1992). Perceiving power as a structural property of social relations that derives from the powerholder's degree of control over outcomes, and not an “attribute” of an individual (Fiske and Berdahl, 2007), results in the perception of leader as less threating for the self-esteem. Hence, dependence transitions from being based on comparison of expertise to being based on the structurally derived power, thus constituting a context known as informational dependence (Quiamzade et al., 2013). The model proposed by Quiamzade et al. (2013) has inspired the present work, in that it posits that social influence depends on three key elements: the expertise of the source of influence (high vs. low), the expertise of the target of influence (high vs. low), and the perceived threat arising from the comparison of expertise levels (high vs. low threat). It provides distinct predictions for manifest and latent influence, depending on the level of each factor.



Hypotheses

We hypothesize, based on the preceding literature review, that social influence will emerge from an expert (vs. non-expert) leader (H1). Furthermore, we posit that the expert's (vs. non-expert's) influence will depend on the correspondence between their leadership style and the period in which participants were educated (H2): The expert (vs. non-expert) leader will be more influential at a manifest and latent level for participants educated during communism when using an authoritarian (vs. democratic) style (H2a). The expert (vs. non-expert) leader will be more influential at a manifest and latent level for participants educated after communism when using a democratic (vs. authoritarian) style (H2b).




Method


Sample

Participants (N = 391) were active employees of private (e.g., NGOs, call centers, private institutions) or public companies, institutions, or organizations (e.g., various ministries, state universities, state institutions) in Albania. In this study, we aimed to include participants who have received their compulsory and secondary education entirely or at least partially during the communist era and participants who received their education exclusively after communism. The threshold used for distinguishing the two cohorts was 1991, which is considered the beginning of the post-communist period in Albania (Abrahams, 2015). More specifically, cohort 1 included all participants who started their compulsory education before 1991, and cohort 2 those who started it in 1991 or after it. Taking into consideration that the age to start school in Albania was between 6 and 7 years old, and that we had only the information on the date of birth, but not the date of starting school, we eliminated the participants whom we could not categorize unambiguously in the cohorts.

The current study was conducted in May 2017, defining the age range for cohort 1 (N = 137) between 34 and up and for cohort 2 (N = 254) between 18 and 32 years old. Participants of cohort 1 had a minimum age of 34 years and a maximum of 62 (M = 41.65, SD = 6.66), and were 53 men and 84 women. Participants of cohort 2 had a minimum age of 18 and a maximum of 32 (M = 25.52, SD = 3.30), and were 83 men and 171 women. Furthermore, in cohort 1, 57 employees were from the private sector, while 80 were employed in the public sector. In cohort 2, 159 employees worked in the private sector, compared to 95 in the public sector.

The sample size was defined by the number of persons we could have access to; subsequently, a sensitivity analysis was conducted on G*Power to evaluate the detectable effect size of the sample. For a one-way ANOVA, assuming 80% power, and α of 0.05 (two-tailed), the results revealed that our final sample (N = 391) has a detectable effect size f of 0.124.



Procedure

After a set of demographic questions, participants completed an initial letter string task. The task was inspired from Nemeth and Kwan (1985, see also Quiamzade et al., 2000) and consisted of five strings of five letters. For each string, they had to write the first word they located, the letters being arranged so that in most cases they found a word derived from the usual direction of reading in Albanian (for example, the letter string QT MAMI promotes the discovery and proposition of the word MAMI). This initial task was intended to focus targets on a particular strategy, which will be referred to as “direct” strategy (reading from left to right), and to maximize the divergence from the source's strategy (see below).

In a second phase, participants were informed of the answers to each letter string task given by the director of a company akin to theirs. Incorporating a leadership example from a company similar to the participants' own in an experimental design can yield several benefits such as increased relevance that make participants consider the experiment with higher external validity, boost engagement by motivating participants to view the experiment as a reflection of potential real-life experiences (Creswell and Creswell, 2018), and increase perception of credibility of the study, resulting in more accurate responses regarding the relationship with the leader. The source's responses corresponded to a diachronically consistent strategy (Moscovici and Lage, 1976), referred to as “reverse”, involving a construction of words while using the opposite direction of reading (from right to left, e.g., IMAM for the QT MAMI string).3 They were then given additional information on this director. It was explained that “During the performance evaluation interview of his employees, of course among other instruments, this director uses anagram tasks of the type you just completed, to decide which of the employees would have a promotion”. Once the introduction was made, each participant was randomly assigned to one of four experimental conditions in a 2 (source expertise: expert vs. non-expert) x 2 (message style: democratic vs. authoritarian) design.



Expert vs. non-expert conditions

Participants were introduced to a director of a company akin to theirs. Expertise in the task was manipulated through the practice of similar tasks. For half of the participants, the source was presented as an expert: “This director is an expert in anagram tasks, as he plays letter games every day. He is member of a letters club and participates in national and international competitions”. For the other half, the source was presented as a non-expert: “This director is not at all an expert in anagram tasks, as he rarely plays letter games and has never participated in any letter club or competitions”. Despite the difference in the level of expertise, both groups of participants read as follows “…the director claims that using letters in the reverse order of their apparence in the series of letters (called the reverse strategy) brings more positive outcomes.” This procedure reproduced the one used by Quiamzade et al. (2009).



Authoritarian vs. democratic leadership style

The expert or non-expert source was introduced to the participants in either an authoritarian or democratic way. All participants had read beforehand that “During the evaluation interview of his employees, this director emphasizes the use of the reverse strategy to solve anagram tasks.” The results were presented in the authoritarian condition as follows: “... I believe that employees should undoubtedly apply this technique when doing these tasks, and only those who follow the reverse strategy will be considered for a promotion.” Instead, in a democratic condition, the director declared that “He praises employees who apply this technique when doing these tasks, but of course, even those who do not follow the reverse strategy will be considered for a promotion”.



Manipulation check

After reading the director of the company's statement, participants were asked two questions, one to evaluate the level of expertise of the director, “To which extent do you consider this director as expert or not in anagram tasks?” (1 = expert, 7 = not expert, M = 4.06, SD = 1.90), and one for his style of leadership “To which extent do you consider this director as democratic (1) or authoritarian (7)?” (M = 4.49, SD = 1.85).



Social influence measures

Then, participants were invited to a third phase which involved measuring the performance of the participants and the use of the various strategies in a complex anagram task (Quiamzade et al., 2009). The principal task used to measure social influence was to find as many words as possible in Albanian language from a 12-letter anagram introduced in a given order (PIRGMAJNATOK). Once the anagram was introduced, the following instructions were given to participants: “We now ask you to participate in another word game. Your task is to form as many words as possible in Albanian with the letters listed below. Each word can be composed with as many letters as you want, but each word must be composed of at least 3 letters. Please do not use the same letter twice in the same word. Also, proper nouns are not allowed”. Participants answered on a grid of 60 boxes numbered from 1 to 60. It should be noted that it was suggested to take only 5 min to complete this task.4

The task consisted of composing as many words as possible, and the main dependent variables were related specifically to the strategies used to compose the words. Four categories of words were distinguished: correct words constructed from reading the 12-letter anagram only from left to right, which corresponds to the usual reading direction in Albanian (“direct” strategy; M = 4.65, SD = 2.43); those produced from reading the 12-letter anagram only from right to left (“reverse” strategy; M = 3.29, SD = 2.05) corresponding strictly to the strategy attributed to the source; and those combining the two strategies, the direct and reverse ones (“mixed” strategy; M = 5.81, SD = 7.37) reading the 12-letter anagram in all directions to find meaningful words. The “direct” strategy is a measure that refers to the extent to which participants maintain consistency in their actions from the previous task. The “reverse” strategy measures manifest influence as a mere imitation of the source's way of responding, because it simply corresponds to reproducing its strategy, whereas the “mixed” strategy is a latent influence because it corresponds to a form of constructivism in which participants combine their own “direct” strategy with the source's “reverse” strategy to create a new and distinct strategy. Incorrect words that do not correspond to the instructions given on the task were also counted (words containing spelling mistakes or non-existent in Albanian, composed with less than 3 letters, or containing several times the same letter) and were categorized as incorrect words; M = 1.64, SD = 3.29.



Additional measures
 
Perception of the relationship between leader's expertise and status at the workplace

Perception of leader's expertise and status within the company was measured using three questions (7-point scale, 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree): “Directors have high status, but no particular expertise in their field” (M = 4.24, SD = 2.05), “Directors have high expertise, regardless of their status” (M = 4.60, SD = 1.89), and “Directors have both high status and high expertise” (M = 4.64, SD = 1.93). This measure seeks to validate the assumption that workplace leadership is not always based on expertise. It aims to assess participants' perceptions of whether leadership in their organization is driven primarily by status, expertise, or a combination of both.





Results

To test the effect of style of leadership and level of expertise per cohort, educated in two distinct socio-historical periods, on the levels of social influence (manifest and latent influence) we conducted in SPSS Statistics 29.0.1.0 a 2 (period in which participants were educated: during communism vs. after communism) x 2 (source: expert vs. non-expert) x 2 (style: democratic vs. authoritarian) between-participants analysis. We applied this analysis on the number of words found using “reverse” strategy (manifest influence), “mixed” strategy (latent influence), and “direct” strategy (consistency).


Manipulation check of leadership style

The analysis of variance on the manipulation checks of leadership style applying the aforementioned design (cohorts x leadership styles x source's expertise) showed a marginally significant difference only on the perception of leadership style of the director, F(1, 383) = 2.04, p = 0.15, [image: image] = 0.005. The leader was perceived as more authoritarian in the authoritarian condition (M = 4.67, SD = 1.84) than in the democratic condition (M = 4.31, SD = 1.85). No other main effects or interactions reached significance (ps > 0.05).



Manipulation check of leader's expertise

The analysis of variance on the manipulation check on the leader's expertise applying the same experimental design (cohorts x leadership styles x source's expertise) showed no statistically significant differences either in main effects, i.e., perception of leadership expertise, F(1, 383) = 1.38, p = 0.24, [image: image] = 0.004, (expert, M = 3.95, non-expert, M = 4.16), cohorts (p = 0.54), leadership style (p = 0.94), or in interactions (ps > 0.05).



Social influence dynamics

The number of words found per strategy was analyzed using the same design (cohort x leadership style x source's expertise). This analysis was performed on the “direct strategy,” the strategy proposed by the source (reverse strategy), and the new strategy combining both “direct” and “reverse” strategy (mixed strategy).


Number of correct words found by using the “reverse” strategy (manifest influence)

Regarding the total number of words found by using the strategy suggested by the source (“reverse” strategy), the results showed a main effect of the expertise of the source, F(1, 383) = 4.17, p = 0.042, [image: image] = 0.011. The expert source made participants produce more words in the opposite direction of reading (M = 3.43, SD = 1.99) than the non-expert source (M = 3.13, SD = 2.10).

The three-way interaction was also significant, F(1, 383) = 6.74, p = 0.01, [image: image] = 0.017, partially supporting H2a. Results showed a significant difference between styles of leadership, when the message was delivered by an expert, only for participants educated during communism, F(1, 383) = 5.40, p = 0.021, [image: image] = 0.013. Participants educated during communism found significantly more words using the “reverse” strategy when the message was introduced by an authoritarian expert, M = 4.35 SD = 0.38 rather than a democratic expert, M = 3.15, SD = 0.35. For participants educated after communism, we observed the expected reversal of results, i.e., more words with a democratic expert (M = 3.63, SD = 0.23) rather than an authoritarian expert (M = 3.13, SD = 0.24). However, the interaction between style and expertise for this cohort did not reach statistical significance, F(1, 383) = 1.89, p = 0.16, [image: image] = 0.004, therefore H2b was not confirmed.

The non-expert leader did not yield any differences in the level of imitation in participants independently from the style of leadership, in both participants educated during communism, F(1, 383) = 0.00, p = 0.99, [image: image] = 0.00, and participants educated after communism, F(1, 383) = 2.25, p = 0.13, [image: image] = 0.005 (see Figure 1).


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Number of correct words found by using the “reverse” strategy when introduced to an authoritarian vs. democratic message by an expert vs. non-expert source. Error bars are shown in this figure.




Number of correct words found by using the “mixed” strategy (latent influence)

The analysis of the words constructed on the “mixed” strategies highlighted the main effects of cohort and source expertise, respectively F(1, 383) = 29.05, p = 0.000, [image: image] = 0.071, and F(1, 383) = 8.53, p = 0.004, [image: image] = 0.022. Participants educated during communism found more words using “mixed” strategy (M = 8.28, SD = 8.92) than those educated after (M = 4.42, SD = 5.98), and participants educated during communism produced more words using “mixed” strategy when the message was delivered by an expert (M = 6.43, SD = 7.44), rather than by a non-expert (M = 5.25, SD = 7.37).

The interactions between cohort and source's expertise F(1, 383) = 11.74, p = 0.001, [image: image] = 0.030 and between cohort and leadership style F(1, 383) = 5.65, p = 0.018, [image: image] = 0.015 were also significant. Participants educated during communism produced more words with this strategy when the message was delivered by an expert source (M = 10.74, SD = 9.41) rather than a non-expert one (M = 6.24, SD = 7.99), F(1, 383) = 15.47, p = 0.00, [image: image] = 0.039 and more than participants educated after communism in front of the expert source (M = 4.26, SD = 5.01), F(1, 383) = 36.14, p < 0.001, [image: image] = 0.086. There was no significant differences in participants educated after communism when confronted to an expert source (M = 4.26, SD = 5.01), or a non-expert source (M = 4.69, SD = 6.80), p = 0.66.

On the other hand, participants educated during communism found more words using “mixed” strategy when the message was delivered in an authoritarian style (M = 12.93, SD = 10.11), rather than a democratic one (M = 7, SD = 7.92), F(1, 383) = 6.31, p = 0.012, [image: image] = 0.016. No difference attained the significance level for participants educated after communism (p > 0.05).

Finally, the three-way interaction was marginally significant, F(1, 383) = 3.07, p = 0.08, [image: image] = 0.008. The results showed that there was a difference between styles for each cohort only when the director was introduced as an expert, and not as a non-expert. More specifically, participants educated during communism found significantly more words using the “mixed” strategy, F(1, 383) = 4.99, p = 0.026, [image: image] = 0.01 when the message was delivered by an authoritarian expert, M = 12.92, SD = 1.32 rather than a democratic expert, M = 8.94, SD = 1.19, supporting H2a. Participants educated after communism found marginally more words using the “mixed” strategy, F(1, 383) = 2.95, p = 0.086, [image: image] = 0.007 when the message was delivered by a democratic expert, M = 5.45, SD = 0.93 rather than an authoritarian expert M = 3.26, SD = 0.85, supporting H2b (see Figure 2).


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2
 Number of correct words found by using the “mixed” strategy when introduced to an authoritarian vs. democratic message by an expert vs. non-expert source. Error bars are shown in this figure.




Number of correct words found using the “direct” strategy

The analysis of variance on the words found using the “direct” strategy revealed main effects of cohort and source's expertise, respectively F(1, 383) = 8.73, p = 0.003, [image: image] = 0.022, and F(1, 383) = 6.22, p = 0.013, [image: image] = 0.016. Participants educated during communism found more words using “direct” strategy (M = 5.00, SD = 0.35) than those educated after (M = 4.41, SD = 0.13), and participants found more words using the same strategy when the source was presented as an expert (M = 4.84, SD = 0.18), rather than a non-expert (M = 4.47, SD = 0.17).

The interaction between cohort and source's expertise F(1, 383) = 8.24, p = 0.004, [image: image] = 0.021 was also significant. The difference between cohorts reached significance only with an expert source, F(1, 383) = 15.78, p = 0.002, [image: image] = 0.097, and not with a non-expert, F(1, 383) = 0.004, p = 0.95, [image: image] = 0.00. When the message was delivered by an expert, participants educated during communism produced more words (M = 5.86, SD = 0.30), than participants educated after communism (M = 4.37, SD = 0.21).

Finally, the three-way interaction was marginally significant F(1, 383) = 3.56, p = 0.06, [image: image] = 0.009. The results showed that there was a marginal difference between styles only for participants educated after communism when the director was introduced as an expert, F(1, 383) = 2.17, p = 0.14, [image: image] = 0.005. More specifically, participants educated after communism found significantly more words using “direct” strategy, when the message was delivered by a democratic expert, M = 4.69, SD = 0.31 rather than an authoritarian expert, M = 4.06, SD = 0.29.




Additional analyses
 
Perception of the relationship between leader's expertise and status at the workplace

Analysis of variance applying the same between participants design was conducted to assess the perception of the relationship between status and expertise in directors within companies akin of those of participants.

The results did not reveal any significant main effect or interaction regarding the perception of directors with a status lacking expertise (“Directors have high status, but no particular expertise in their field”, ps > 0.05). Concerning the perception of directors possessing expertise regardless of their status, the findings showed only a main effect of periods of education, F(1, 375) = 7.55, p = 0.006, [image: image] = 0.020. Participants educated during communism perceived directors as having high expertise regardless of the status more than participants educated after communism (respectively, M = 4.64, SD = 1.98, and M = 4.02, SD = 2.06). Additionally, a marginally significant main effect of period of education was found for the perception of directors having both status and expertise, F(1, 375) = 2.86, p = 0.091, [image: image] = 0.008. The combination of status and expertise convinced participants educated after communism (M = 4.77, SD = 1.93) marginally more than those educated during communism (M = 4.41, SD = 1.91).





Discussion and conclusion

The purpose of this study was to examine the levels of influence engendered by an expert (vs. non expert) leader employing a leadership style recognized as legitimate by employees educated in two distinct socio-historical contexts. Our general hypothesis posited that the presence of correspondence between the style of an expert leader and employees' beliefs about legitimate leadership style would result in both manifest and latent influence. We specifically predicted that employees educated under the communist regime would be influenced at both manifest and latent influence by an authoritarian expert (as opposed to a democratic expert), in contrast to employees educated after the communist regime, who would be subject to a democratic (rather than authoritarian) expert.

The results partially supported our hypothesis on the impact of an expert leader (as opposed to a non-expert) to engender influence at both manifest and latent levels in employees when the message was delivered in a legitimate style. Such support was observed among employees educated during communism when the message was conveyed in an authoritarian style. Contrary to our expectations, a democratic expert influenced employees educated after communism only at a latent level. It is worth noting that even if the manifest influence was not significantly greater for these participants, the difference appeared in the expected direction. Moreover, it can be expected, with small observed effect sizes, that three out of four effects were found and not all of them.

An ideological difference between the two cohorts regarding the legitimacy of a leadership style, conditioned by the socialization in two distinct socio-historical regimes, may explain the variation in the dynamics of influence between them. Employees educated during communism recognized as legitimate an authoritarian style, in which the leader has the authority to make decisions, lead, and, due to their elevated position in the hierarchy, also reward and punish those who follow them. Contrary to that, employees educated after communism recognized as legitimate a democratic style that encourages participation in decision-making and initiative-taking but does not punish or reward those who do not follow the orders of their manager. Toorn et al. (2011) found that the prominent use of power to lead, decide and reward or punish induces a sense of outcome dependence on the leader. While this dependence is in alignments with the beliefs of the cohort educated during communism, it might be perceived as a threat to the beliefs of the cohort educated after communism. This perception of threat in terms of beliefs might prevent knowledge acceptance (Falomir et al., 1998) in the cohort educated after the communism, and incite an elaboration of the information in order to validate and prove its accuracy, resulting in latent influence.

Additional analyses comparing status and expertise could provide support for a different argument. It was shown that participants educated during communism accepted that a high-status director may lack expertise, while those educated after communism believed that high status was always associated with a high level of expertise. Accepting this disparity in expertise and status made the cohort educated during communism attribute high status to factors unrelated to competence. Consequently, they may have refrained from engaging in a comparison of competences, fostering a perception of the relationship with the leader as non-threatening. The non-threatening comparison in an informational dependence context such as the workplace might explain the emergence of influence at both manifest and latent levels (see Quiamzade et al., 2013).

Conversely, participants educated after the fall of communism consistently associated status with competence. This perception may have led this cohort to interpret the status disparity with the leader in terms of expertise, perceiving the relationship with the leader as a threat to their self-esteem in terms of competences. Nevertheless, since the leader's style was deemed legitimate by this cohort (democratic), the attention shifted from comparison of competences to task elaboration to validate its content leading to more latent influence.



Contribution to the extant literature

This study makes three substantial contributions to the literature on social influence in hierarchical relationships, and most particularly to the framework of correspondence hypothesis. First, it highlights that the correspondence between a leader's style and beliefs that employees hold about legitimate style of leadership yields higher influence only when the message is delivered by an expert. However, the effect of correspondence does not apply to all sources of influence independently of their level of expertise. This study was conducted within a workplace context, diverging from the educational settings emphasized in most prior research, and thereby disentangling expertise from hierarchical status. Second, it examines the dynamics of social influence by distinguishing between the socialization context and the influential context. It leverages a recent historical change in regime in Albania to look at different expectations about leadership styles within the same country based on the system of government in which they grew up, rather than comparing between different countries. Third, it measures both manifest and latent influence, as predicted by contextual leadership theories. By making this distinction the study provides evidence for the pivotal role of early-age socialization context in shaping beliefs about legitimate style of leadership that moderate afterwards the level of both manifest and latent influence.

As previously noted, beliefs, values, norms are rooted in the early stages of school's socialization. While much of psychological research focuses on the role of parenting style and practices that foster the development of social representations across cultures (Keller, 2007; Vignoles et al., 2016), this study makes a notable contribution to the literature on the impact of education by examining the role of an educational context in shaping the dynamics of social influences (Alwin et al., 1991; Newcomb, 1943; Chatard et al., 2007). According to Steutel and Spiecker (2011), school has always been viewed as an authoritative institution, which implies that it not only disciplines students but also shapes their beliefs and attitudes (Bruner, 1996; Feldman and Newcomb, 1969; Guimond et al., 2003). Teachers, as the primary source of information on what students must learn, have legitimate authority in schools. Consequently, this study constitutes an interdisciplinary contribution to social, educational, and organizational psychology. Moreover, this study adds to the body of knowledge regarding the methodology used for investigating the dynamics of social influence concerning authoritarian figures as it stands out as one of the few that focuses on actively employed participants rather than students.

Furthermore, despite the fact that this study was conducted in Albania, an ex-communist regime, we posit that our findings can be applicable beyond the Albanian context since they contribute to a better understanding of the relationships between important theoretical constructs such as socialization, social representations, and legitimacy, and their impact on levels of social influence in the organizational context. Additionally, the study emphasizes the significance of cross-cultural studies in knowledge replication, acknowledging the varying degrees of context dependency in different aspects of human behavior (Smith et al., 2013). Last, by measuring latent and manifest influence through a direct task (the anagram), rather than relying on self-administered questionnaires, this study introduces an innovative methodology (Quiamzade et al., 2000, 2009, study 2). Once validated, this approach has the potential to become widely adopted tool for measuring influence levels, as anticipated by contextual leadership theories (Spector, 2019).



Limitations and conclusion


Limitations

We note three key limitations in this study pertaining to sample characteristics, and the methodology used. First, in order to precisely describe the cohorts, we examined their attitudes toward a specific leadership style, discovering a substantial difference among employees educated during communism (vs. after communism). For instance, people educated during communism perceived the high dependence from leader as more satisfying compared to people educated after the communism. As previously proven, people with a more positive attitude (vs. a negative attitude) are more likely to engage in subsequent behaviors that address an issue that they care about (Brugger and Hochli, 2019), assuming that the attitude influences behavior. In light of these findings, we propose that future studies address the impact of attitudes toward a leadership style in the relationship between leadership style and dynamics of social influences.

Second, our analyses revealed that while there was no significant effect observed in the manipulation check concerning the director's level of expertise, the results pertained to the dynamics of social influences indicated an impact of expertise. Additional analyses on the perception of director in terms of status and expertise suggested that there were no differences between cohorts in their perception of director possessing status without expertise. Both cohorts agreed that status necessitates expertise. This finding highlights the significance of expertise within a context of informational dependence, explaining its impact on the dynamics of social influences. Therefore, we suggest that future studies provide a scenario with more detailed definition of the source's expertise, offering clearer indicators of the level of expertise.

Third, from a methodological perspective, this study employed an anagram game to assess two distinct levels of social influence: manifest and latent. Although this approach has been employed in previous studies (i.e., Quiamzade et al., 2000, 2009, study 2) to measure the amount of influence, it has yet to be validated through a dedicated methodological validation study in order to be used for the distinction of influence levels. Consequently, future research should aim to validate this approach to establish its reliability and utility for future studies.



Conclusions

This study provides insight into the pivotal role of the educational context in defining the dynamics of social influence with a leadership style (Burak, 2018). The exploration goes beyond the impact of the context of influence alone, acknowledging the significance of the socialization context in understanding individuals' beliefs and perceptions regarding what constitutes a legitimate leadership style.

Adopting a contextual leadership approach, this study affirms that there is no universally superior leadership style that influences at both manifest and latent level at the workplace (Friesen et al., 2014; Jordan et al., 2010). The socialization context at an early age plays a crucial role in shaping the perception of leadership style legitimacy by employees thereby affecting the levels of social influence (manifest and latent) induced by a specific leadership style.
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Footnotes

1Manushi Sundic, E., Mugny, G., Quiamzade, A., and Butera, F. (under review). Past educational context and legitimacy of leadership styles at the workplace.

2Albania was selected as the research context because it provides a unique setting characterized by the influence of two distinct socio-historical regimes that significantly impacted the conditions of socialization in the realm of education.

3Note that Quiamzade et al. (2000, Study 2) have shown that this strategy was viewed as more complex than a “direct” strategy, and that the source was considered especially competent in this type of task.

4The results showed that the imposed time limit was not always respected by participants, based on the high number of answers they provided on the task. Being a paper-based questionnaire made it challenging to monitor the time spent in each section of the questionnaire, however it might explain the discrepancy in the number of words found among participants.
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